
VII
On Museums

The collecting and exhibiting of natural objects and of artifacts has a 
long history. There are different kinds of collections, and they have vary-
ing origins, and serve a wide variety of different human purposes. Thus, 
for instance, in the ancient world temples sometimes served as reposito-
ries of various offerings, some of which were durable objects, such as the 
bloody armor of successively defeated opponents. The reasons the vic-
tors had for depositing these trophies are probably very complicated; the 
desire to thank a divine patron and commemorate a signal success may 
have played an important role, but also perhaps the desire to intimidate 
other possible enemies. Medical schools at least since the Renaissance 
have collected specimens of physically deformed, degenerate, diseased, 
and exemplarily healthy organs for training purposes; student physicians, 
it was thought, would best learn how to discriminate between normal 
variation and the abnormal by being synoptically presented with lots 
of instances of each.1 Equally, since antiquity wealthy aristocrats2 and, 
more recently, successful entrepreneurs have fi lled their residences with 
what they took to be beautiful or strikingly unusual objects for reasons 
of prestige or because they delighted in looking at them.

As the fi rst of the above examples shows, some of what we would 
now call “collection” might originally merely have accumulated rather 
than having been intentionally brought together by any person or 
agency according to a plan with some specifi c purpose or rationale in 
mind. The priests in the temple might originally have been bemused 
or even irritated by the detritus deposed by successive generations of 

This essay is an expanded version of a Comment I gave on Neil MacGregor’s Tanner 
Lectures “The Meanings of Things” at Clare Hall, Cambridge, 16–18 February 2004. I am 
greatly indebted to Neil MacGregor for his highly informative and stimulating talks, and 
to several private conversations we had during his stay in Cambridge, and in particular for 
encouraging me to think more carefully about the Benin bronzes and their history.

1 See G. Canguilhem, Le Normal et e pathologique (PUF, 1966). Also Foucault, La Nais-
sance du clinique (PUF, 1978). 

2 See Margaret Miles, Art as Plunder (Cambridge University Press, 2008).
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 worshippers.3 There will, of course, always remain a very important 
element of chance, randomness, the unpredictable and contingent, in 
any such collection, but at a certain point collecting may become a 
conscious project, and eventually institutional structures may be cre-
ated to ensure persistent pursuit of the aims of the collection through 
time, protection and maintenance of the objects once they have been 
acquired, and appropriate forms of display. Some of the changing and 
various purposes that guided those who founded, endowed, supported, 
and maintained museums we would judge to have been, at least in part, 
benevolent and laudable, e.g., popular instruction (as in the Museum 
of Hygiene in Dresden); others we fi nd less attractive and admirable, 
such as the sheer demonstration of power. In some cases purposes of 
which we approve are inextricably connected with purposes (and ef-
fects) which we fi nd absolutely repugnant.4 In addition to the intentions 
and purposes, conscious or unconscious and publicly acknowledged or 
not, which those who created and maintained such collections might 
have had, we can also often discover various ways in which these col-
lections have actually functioned in various societies. The actual social 
functions will obviously often deviate signifi cantly from those originally 
intended: thus, it is not unknown for collections intended for public 
instruction and moral improvement to come to serve as places of mere 
amusement or sexual assignation.

Originally the Greek word from which “museum” is derived had noth-
ing to do with the collection and display of objects, and it did not neces-
sarily have any reference to a particular place or space. A “museum” is 

3 Think of Ion in the play by Euripides of the same name, who is a slave-attendant of the 
temple of Apollo at Delphi. In one of the silliest sequences in ancient tragedy he sings to his 
broom (“Come, o young-burgeoning instrument of beautiful laurel, you who sweep clean 
the precinct beneath the temple . . . ,” ll. 112–15) and describes his holy tasks as sweeping 
up (with the apostrophized broom), pouring out the holy water (ll.129–40), and shooting 
arrows to scare away the birds who would otherwise defecate on the many votary offerings 
to the god (ὡς ἀναθήματα μὴ βλάπτηται l. 177). He claims to be happy, but the thought can-
not fail to occur to the modern reader that if he were less of a simpleton, he might prefer to 
have fewer offerings to clean and protect, and more time to do other things (such as getting 
a head start in his later vocation of populating all Ionia with his descendents ll.1571ff). In 
fairness, one should recall Nietzsche’s point that we have only the written text of what was 
originally a work incorporating music and dancing. Whether or not the idea of Ion singing 
and dancing with his broom improves the overall aesthetic impression of the work I leave to 
the reader to decide, but it certainly is true that Barberina’s silly aria about her lost needle is 
not generally taken to detract from the pleasure of hearing Le Nozze di Figaro.

4 See Walter Benjamin, “Über den Begriff der Geschichte,” in Illuminationen: Ausgewählte 
Schriften (Suhrkamp 1977), p. 254; Margaret M. Miles, Art as Plunder (Cambridge Uni-
versity Press, 2008); and Annie Coombes’s marvelous Reinventing Africa (Yale University 
Press, 1994). 
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simply “that which belongs or pertains to the Muses,” so it could be a 
place, a singing academy, an open space in which people assembled to 
dance, or a certain time at which the Muses could or should be especially 
cultivated (such as during certain festivals).5 It is also apposite to recall 
that the Muses were not originally conceived simply as patronesses of 
what we would nowadays think of as the “fi ne arts.” Rather their remit 
extended more broadly to encompass activities that we would classify 
as forms of “knowledge” rather than art. The ascription of one specifi c 
domain of competence, as it were, to each of the Muses does not belong 
to the most archaic period, but one of the more stable associations is of 
the Muse Urania with astronomy. So a rudimentary observatory, a clear 
space on the top of a hill from which one could observe the heavens, 
could be correctly called a “museum.” Eventually in fact, the word “mu-
seum” came to be associated with the large foundation in Alexandria 
which was a library and what we would call a research center. The Alex-
andrian Museum was decorated with busts, statues, etc., but the papyrus 
rolls that were collected here were not displayed as objets d’art in their 
own right, but as texts to be consulted, i.e., as repositories of words. Dur-
ing the Renaissance collections of antiquities and other objects of interest 
were called by a variety of names: studio, gabinetto, galleria; the word 
“museum” established itself as standard term to refer to such collections 
only gradually.6

During the past two hundred years or so we have become inclined to 
distinguish more and more sharply between the “fi ne arts” (in the fi rst 
instance, painting and sculpture),7 crafts (including technologically ad-
vanced industrial forms of production), and forms of “knowledge” (in 
the fi rst instance, natural science in its purer forms). In the modern world 
we generally construe “knowledge” as a set of interconnected propo-
sitions which can be accumulated, tested, transmitted by learning, and 
used in various ways, although characteristic modern forms of knowl-
edge might require experimental apparatus, and be embedded in various 
intimate ways in complex kinds of machinery such as computers. The 
expression “fi ne arts,” on the other hand, refers in the fi rst instance to a 
domain of objects that sustain and invite intense, absorbing contempla-
tion of the objects themselves and a pleasurable focus on their subtle 

5 See August Pauly, Georg Wissowa, et al., Paulys Realencyclopädie der classischen Alter-
tumswissenschaften: Neue Bearbeitung (Metzler, 1894–1980), RE sub “μουσειον.”

6 See Paula Findlen, “The Museum: Its Classical Etymology and Renaissance Genealogy,” 
in Museum Studies, ed. Bettina Messias Carbonell (Blackwell, 2004), pp. 23–50.

7 The history of forms of classifi cation of the “(fi ne) arts” is complex. See Paul Oscar 
Kristeller, “The Modern System of the Arts,” in Journal of the History of Ideas 12 (1951), 
pp. 496–527, and 12, pp. 17–46. In the present context I will ignore music, dance, theatre, 
poetry, etc. for reasons that I assume will be obvious to the reader.
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sensible properties, and then also to the skills needed to produce or ap-
preciate such objects.

Correspondingly, in the present day there are roughly two kinds of col-
lections of objects for public display. First, there are collections devoted 
to the fi ne arts, that is, collections of objects that deserve and will reward 
aesthetic contemplation. I will call these “(art) galleries.” Examples in-
clude the National Gallery in London, the Quai d’Orsay in Paris, the 
 Rijksmuseum in Amsterdam, and the Gemäldegallerie in Dresden. Sec-
ond, there are collections of objects that are not themselves necessarily 
of great aesthetic value, but which illustrate or throw light on natural 
history, or on human history or culture. Examples of this kind of collec-
tion include the British Museum, or any of the great “Natural History” 
collections. I will use the term “museum” ambiguously: in a general sense 
to refer to either of these two kinds of collection, and in the narrower 
sense to refer specifi cally to the second kind of collection.

Up to now I have discussed one aspect of the museum: that it is a col-
lection of artifacts; but the other aspect of our modern conception of a 
museum, namely that it is a collection intended for public display,8 is 
equally important. There are, of course, extremely signifi cant private art 
collections, and certain specialized research centers might have extensive 
holdings of objects to which only a very restricted group of persons have 
regular access. In addition, there might be various other limitations on 
the number of people who could be accommodated in a certain space or 
during a certain period of time—think of the queues to enter the Sistine 
Chapel. Finally, many museums are forced to charge admission fees that 
effectively restrict the number and the socioeconomic status of those who 
visit it.9 Still, the commitment to some kind of wide access is deep-seated. 
Why? This presupposes that there is in principle some reason or reasons 
a large number and a wide variety of kinds of people might have or ought 
to have for visiting such a collection. One such reason might be that it 
gave them pleasure. Alternatively, the political powers or representatives 
of the society as a whole might think that they had an instrumental inter-
est in promoting as many visits by as many people as possible. Thus the 
authorities might believe that visiting a Museum of Hygiene made the 
populace more aware of various dangers to public health, or that visiting 
a specially constructed National Museum would infl uence their political 

8 “Public,” of course, can refer either to ownership or to access, i.e., a collection can be 
owned by an individual and yet be open to anyone to visit; similarly the state can own a 
collection, for instance an archive, and yet restrict access to it. I will discuss this further 
below, and see also my Public Goods, Private Goods (Princeton University Press, 2001) for 
some of the different senses of “public” and “private.”

9 Pierre Bourdieu, La distinction (Minuit, 1979) also considers other factors that restrict 
access.
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views in ways they thought were desirable, such as by inspiring Love of 
the Homeland and Hatred for the Enemy in time of war, etc. Consider-
ations such as these form the basis of the claim to “public utility” many 
museums make. Since in many countries museums are dependent upon 
fi nancial support of a direct or indirect kind from governments, and in 
all sectors of modern life large institutions are expected to give some 
account of themselves, claims to public utility are a serious matter. Is 
there anything one can say in general about the possible sustainable and 
presentable reasons for establishing and maintaining museums or about 
their legitimate functions ?

In the fi rst century BC the Roman poet Horace wrote a short tract in 
verse on the art of poetry in which he formulated what came to be con-
sidered the classical conception of the aims of poetry:

aut prodesse volunt aut delectare poetae
aut simul et iucunda et idonea dicere vitae10

“Poets wish either to benefi t or to delight, or to say what is at the same 
time pleasant and useful for life.” One could do worse than start by try-
ing to construe collections of artifacts, including galleries and museums, 
along these lines; among their numerous avowable purposes these two—
to benefi t and to delight—have a certain salience.11

To reverse Horace’s order, the fi rst goal is the production of forms of 
pleasure, enjoyment, delight, and isn’t harmless pleasure prima  facie a 
perfectly legitimate and presentable goal? Although certain high mod-
ernist followers of Kant might wish to distinguish positive aesthetic 
judgment from all empirical forms of enjoyment or pleasure, it seems 
very diffi cult to maintain this distinction strictly if one wishes to have 
any understanding of art as a social phenomenon.12 Certainly art gal-
leries, if they are good ones, produce at least in some people very vivid 
and intense feelings of pleasure and delight, although one can perhaps 
also wonder whether it is invariably “harmless.”13 I don’t mean by this 

10 Ars poetica 333–34. I have always found this famous passage distinctly disappointing. 
The use of “aut. . . . aut . . .” leads one to expect that some kind of quasi-existential choice 
is going to be posed in stark terms: either benefi t or delight. Then the third “aut” apparently 
admits the possibility of doing both at the same time. Perhaps this is meant to be ironic, or 
more ironic than I am willing to credit.

11 There might be a third: to make people more “civilized,” for which, see below. For the 
classic philosophic discussion of these issues, see Friedrich Schiller, Briefe über die ästhetische 
Erziehung der Menschen, in Schiller, Sämtliche Werke (Hanser, 1967), vol. 5, pp. 570–669.

12 See Kant, Kritik der Urteilskraft, in Kant, Werk-Ausgabe (Suhrkamp, 1977), vol. 10; 
Adorno, Ästhetische Theorie (Suhrkamp, 1970), pp. 14–31.

13 Adorno, for instance, would not agree that the pleasure we take in art is always “harm-
less,” but then it is not clear that this is not simply a consequence of his view that in the 
modern world nothing is “harmless” (see his Minima Moralia [Suhrkamp, 1951]).
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to suggest that Puritans were right to think there is anything inher-
ently wrong with pleasure, but rather that we have some grounds to be 
slightly skeptical about the blanket claim that all of the pleasures of art 
are “harmless” until proven otherwise. We are familiar with forms of art 
that do not seem to us in the least harmless. I don’t merely mean gladi-
atorial games or the lethal theatrical representations of ancient myth by 
condemned criminals in the  Roman arena,14 although we have no reason 
to think that these completely lacked an aesthetic dimension. Rather, I 
think there are two further reasons for suspicion about some kinds of 
aesthetic pleasure. First, we suspect that some works of art, especially 
representational works, will tend to reinforce existing stereotypes—
positive or negative stereotypes—in a way that we now would fi nd so-
cially harmful or morally objectionable. The nobleman, churchman, or 
landowner in sixteenth-, seventeenth-, and eighteenth-century paintings 
is generally depicted in such a way as to encourage our admiration; 
mocking soldiers around Jesus are often given exaggeratedly grotesque 
“Semitic” features; and so on. Second, we have reason to suspect that 
some of the pleasure many people in fact take in art may be connected 
with their appreciation of various forms of exclusion.15 One might not 
think there was anything particularly wrong with taking a pleasure from 
which others are excluded, and one might even think that it should be 
of no public concern if I take some extra pleasure in my awareness of 
the fact that others are excluded from the pleasure which I take. Still, 
we might think this becomes a public issue if the exclusion in question 
is deeply or systematically connected with other forms of exclusion, for 
instance exclusion from political power, or contributes to legitimizing 
otherwise unacceptable forms of oppression.16 We are no longer so sure 
that aesthetic pleasure, if it occurs in contexts like these, can be fully 
insulated against them.

The second of the two goals Horace mentions is that which is ben-
efi cial or advantageous to us or to our life. There is an old tradition in 

14 See, for instance, Martial Lib. spect. 7.
15 Matthew Leigh makes the point in his “Primitivism and Power: The Beginnings of 

Latin Literature” (Literature in the Roman World, ed. O. Taplin, Oxford University Press, 
2001), p. 17, with reference to early Latin comedy, that “The value of certain jokes to 
those who get them is only heightened by the consciousness that there are others watching 
who are left entirely bemused.” See also Pierre Bourdieu, La distinction. This is, of course, 
a deeply Nietzschean theme, although he presents the “discriminatory” aspect of art as a 
positive advantage rather than a criticism. 

16 This is one of the reasons the data cited by Neil MacGregor on the large number of 
visits to the National Gallery by ordinary workmen from central London are so surprising. 
In nineteenth-century London “exclusion” from participation in the enjoyment of art was 
less signifi cant than one might have thought.
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Western philosophy going back to Plato17 which jumps to the conclusion 
that this must refer to some kind of knowledge. What is fi nally really 
advantageous or benefi cial to us is to be able to lead a good life, and 
one can reliably lead such a good life only if one knows how to do that, 
that is, if one has a certain kind of knowledge. A central portion of the 
story of Western philosophy is devoted to trying to determine whether 
there is or could conceivably be such a form of knowledge-that-enables-
one-to-lead-a-better-life, and, if there is, what it would be and how we 
could attain it. It does not seem diffi cult to see that factual knowledge 
of individual features of the world, or the general scientifi c knowledge 
which is provided by good empirical theories, would be benefi cial, use-
ful, or helpful in specifi c situations in which we must deal with par-
ticular diffi culties. It is advantageous to know that penicillin will cure 
pneumonia, if one has pneumonia and potential access to a supply of 
penicillin; it is benefi cial to know how to fi nd directions by observing 
the night sky, if one is likely to fi nd oneself wandering about, or drifting 
in a boat, alone at night. Knowledge of medicines and of how to orient 
oneself are forms of knowledge that clearly enable us to lead a better life: 
a life without pneumonia is better than one with pneumonia, and being 
able to fi nd one’s way about is better than being lost and disoriented. 
Some such knowledge can be used to help us change the world directly, 
and even factual knowledge that for one reason or another cannot be 
used to transform the environment directly, such as ability to predict the 
weather, can benefi t us by allowing us to prepare for the inevitable in 
such a way as to minimize its disruptive effect, for instance by taking an 
umbrella or putting on a mac.

Many traditional philosophers have argued that this type of factual, 
instrumentally useful knowledge is not the only kind that is available to 
humans, and certainly not the kind that is of greatest signifi cance to us. 
Many have claimed that there is a kind of knowledge which is associated 
with a general but noninstrumental improvement in the quality of the life 
I lead. That is, if I have this knowledge, my life is made better but not by 
virtue of the fact that I can control some element of my environment in a 
more effi cient way.18 To adopt a term popularized by Richard Rorty, phi-
losophers have contrasted factual knowledge and edifying knowledge.19 

17 I discuss some of these issues in two papers: “Poetry and Knowledge” (Arion 11.1, 
pp. 1–31) and “Plato, Romanticism, and Thereafter” (Arion 11.3, pp.151–68). 

18 Some philosophers have also denied the existence of any nonfactual forms of know-
ledge; some would disagree with the tacit assimilation of “factual” knowledge and “useful” 
knowledge. As on most philosophical matters, opinions differ here greatly.

19 Richard Rorty, Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature (Princeton University Press, 
1979), pp. 315–94. Derived from Hegel, Phänomenologie des Geistes (Werke, vol. 3, p. 14; 
vol. 16, p. 7; also vol. 2, p. 558).
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Edifying knowledge is knowledge of what would make my life a better 
life, or, alternatively, knowledge the acquisition of which would improve 
my life. This “or, alternatively” covers over the problem. It might be a 
property of the edifying knowledge in question that it cannot interestingly 
be construed as knowledge “of” anything specifi c. If that is the case, in 
what sense is it “knowledge”? Often this hypothetically posited edifying 
form of knowledge is understood as being connected with a transforma-
tion of the self, or of putting one’s own soul in the proper order.20 Useful 
factual knowledge enables us to transform and manipulate the world; 
transformative self-knowledge aids us in organizing, clarifying, and ren-
dering coherent our own desires, preferences, and tastes, or in coming to 
a better conception of who we are, who we wish to be, or who we should 
wish to be, what we want, how we should act toward others, etc. Such 
knowledge is in one sense “benefi cial”—what could be more genuinely 
benefi cial to us than getting our soul into the right shape?—but it is not 
“useful” in the usual narrow way in which that term is used. Those who 
have this edifying knowledge can also be said to be “enlightened”—they 
know who they are, what they want, through what desires they should 
look at the world, etc.

One fi nal complication to this picture is that although the general dis-
tinction between the instrumental or useful and the “edifying” seems clear 
enough, what I have called “the edifying” does not seem itself to be an 
internally unifi ed category. It seems to lump together a variety of different 
things, each of which is perhaps not a strictly “useful” form of knowl-
edge, but not all of which are plausibly supposed to be the same. Thus 
Plato, and following him many others, makes no clear distinction within 
the category of what I have called “the edifying” between knowledge that 
improves the quality of my own life, roughly speaking a knowledge that 
is an essential part of what it is for me to live a happy, fulfi lling life, and a 
kind of moral knowledge, that is a form of knowledge by virtue of which 
I am “better” in my dealings with other people.21 A “good life” that is, 
can be a life that is good for me (i.e., happy, satisfying, successful) or 
good for the rest of you ( i.e., characterized by consideration for others, 
benevolence, public-spiritedness, etc.). Plato was keen to argue that only a 
virtuous or morally edifi ed and edifying life—one informed by the moral 
knowledge of what is good—could be a happy life, but this is clearly false. 
A socially constructive life is not in fact necessarily a happy one for the 
agent, and “moral knowledge”—that knowledge by virtue of which I act 

20 Plato, Apologia Socratis.
21 Plato, of course, thinks he is not “lumping things together,” but that he has an argu-

ment for the necessary connection of these two things. Unfortunately the argument depends 
on accepting the doctrine of the transmigration of souls (Republic). 
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toward other humans as I ought—is not self-evidently the same as “feli-
cifi c” knowledge—a form of knowledge that will make me happy.

Having embarked on the path of analysis by distinguishing the moral 
from the felicifi c, one might wonder whether one could move along it 
even further. Is there even any such thing as a unitary “moral knowl-
edge,” and if so, what would it look like?

At the beginning of Western ethics there stands a certain aristocratic 
Greek view of moral knowledge, which Plato is keen to consign to the 
rubbish-bin of oblivion. Certain people, it was assumed, did know how 
to act in a proper way and others did not, and proper behavior was to 
some extent something that could be said to be learned, although it also 
depended to some extent of natural aptitude (which was, however, some-
times identifi ed simply with “good birth”). Nevertheless, the most sym-
pathetic reconstruction of what these pre-Socratic aristocrats thought 
would take them to have held that although one could learn to be a good 
person, one could not exactly be said to have been “taught.” One learned 
how to be good by associating with the right kind of people (συνει̂ναι, 
ὁμιλει̂ν, etc.), thus acquiring by a kind of cultural osmosis the right habits 
of action, the right values, the right desires and forms of self-control, in 
the same way in which one acquired knowledge of one’s fi rst language, 
learning how to speak correctly by imitating those around one and as-
similating their usage22 without being given formal instruction by any 
particular person.23

Plato rejected this plausible and attractive view in toto, assuming 
rather a strict parallelism between learning and teaching. At least in this 
life if we learn something we must have been taught it, and taught it 
by someone; therefore there must in principle be specifi c teachers, and 
teaching takes place through dialectical discussion and takes the form of 
the transmission of propositional knowledge. The shoemaker who can 
make a good shoe for any foot does not really know what he is doing 
if he cannot give reasons for everything he does. From this the conclu-
sion is drawn that no citizen of Athens can be a truly good citizen (and 
a good man) who cannot provide reasons for all his actions that stand 
up to the assault of Socrates’ dialectic. The philosopher, the expert in ar-
gumentation, is, so Plato fi nally concludes, the real purveyor of edifying 
knowledge, the person who can tell you how you ought to treat others 
and how you can live the best and happiest life accessible to you. The (as 
we would say, “morally”) good person is the person who has this kind 
of knowledge; the same is true of the happy person. The best thing any 
person can do, therefore, is not to associate with the beautiful people of 

22 Plato, Republic 500c.
23 Plato, Meno 86d–100b.
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his society—in the ancient world these would have been people of “good 
birth,” aristocrats: nowadays we might add to the mix rock stars, foot-
ballers, colorful entrepreneurs (even if unsuccessful), colorless but suc-
cessful entrepreneurs in fashionable parts of the economy, etc.—hoping 
thereby to become like them; but to sit at Plato’s feet, and take part in his 
dialectical exercises. The best society would be one in which philosophers 
like Plato were kings, which presumably means that they could not just 
reason with the other members of the society but enjoin them to act in 
certain ways and have those injunctions enforced.

This line of thought, however, does not seem at all convincing if it is 
intended, as it seems to have been at any rate by Socrates, to describe a 
suffi cient condition for moral goodness. It may be correct that a person 
of a benevolent natural disposition may fail to act in what we take to be 
the proper way toward others because he lacks appropriate knowledge 
of how he must act in the world in order to realize his benevolence. It 
seems, however, equally clear that being a morally good person is not 
a matter exclusively of mastering and being able to defend a set of true 
propositions. Moral goodness requires both an intellectual component 
and a dispositional or habitual one.24 Acquiring the intellectual skills and 
beliefs one needs may be a matter of natural aptitude plus active partici-
pation in something like the Socratic forms of inquiry, and, one might 
add, access to the latest results of established sciences, but building up the 
right dispositions, attitudes, and sets of values would seem to require a 
much more comprehensive discipline of learning how to act and react in 
a variety of real and imaginary situations—another reason, Plato might 
think, to make philosophers kings, not merely schoolmasters. 

Suppose, then, that one can distinguish factual from two kinds of “ed-
ifying” or improving or enlightening knowledge: moral knowledge, a 
purported kind of knowledge that makes you a better person specifi cally 
in your dealings with other people, and felicifi c knowledge, mastery of 
the art of improving the quality of the life you lead. This still does not 
answer the question: Is there, however, really any such thing as “edify-
ing” knowledge? Isn’t this just a self-serving illusion, Plato’s invention 
intended by him to glamorize the “philosophical” form of life he in some 
sense contributed to stabilizing?25 Even if a form of inherently improv-
ing knowledge did exist, is there any reason to believe museums or art 
galleries could contribute to propagating or sustaining it? The fact that 
by far the greatest collector, museum builder, and patron of the arts 
of the twentieth century was Adolf Hitler, suggests that any positive 

24 A conclusion Aristotle draws.
25 It is a complex issue to what extent it is historically correct to speak of Plato “initia-

ting” a certain form of life. I can’t discuss this here.
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connection between the modern museum as an institution and forms of 
edifying knowledge is at best asthenic and adventitious.26 The discussion 
up to now has been rather abstract, and so perhaps consideration of a 
concrete example would clarify what is at issue.

If one were looking for concrete examples of edifying knowledge of a 
kind that might be relevant to thinking about museums, one might start 
by considering the Benin bronzes,27 and the effect they had of increasing 
the enlightenment of European consciousness at the start of the twen-
tieth century. The Portuguese fi rst encountered the Kingdom of Benin 
(located in the territory of present-day Nigeria) in the fi fteenth century. 
Craftsmen in the kingdom seem already to have had a rather advanced 
knowledge of metallurgy, and during the sixteenth century began to pro-
duce brass heads and plaques of outstanding artistic merit, using the 
highly sophisticated cire perdue technique.28 The center of this produc-
tion was the royal court in Benin City. In 1897, one of the familiar late 
colonial stories played itself out in Benin:29 In response to the massacre of 
a party of Europeans the British government sent a punitive expedition 
that sacked and burned Benin City, deposed the king, and took away 
with them virtually the whole corpus of traditional royal art. Many of 
the fi nest pieces of this traditional art ended up in the British Museum; 
much of the rest was sold by private individuals who were related to 
members of the punitive expedition or by the Foreign Offi ce. In this way 
the museums in Berlin and Hamburg were able to acquire very signifi -
cant collections. The public exhibition of these objects caused a great 
stir in late ninteenth- and early twentieth-century Europe by upsetting 
a great number of established prejudices about human history and the 
inherent cultural inferiority of non-European populations and societies. 
To be more exact, the art objects from Benin were thought to be disturb-
ing for two slightly different reasons. First, the high level of technical 
skill and craftsmanship they exhibited was not compatible with deeply 
entrenched prejudices about African backwardness. So some attempt 
was made to claim that the bronzes were of Portuguese manufacture or 
were made by Africans who had been instructed by the Portuguese. Sec-
ond, human  sacrifi ce was  practiced on a large scale in nineteenth-century 

26 See Frederick Spotts, Hitler and the Power of Aesthetics (Hutchinson, 2002), and Peter 
Reichel, Der schöne Schein des Dritten Reichs (Fischer, 1993).

27 This is one of the examples used by Neil MacGregor in his Tanner Lectures.
28 Confusingly, most of the “bronzes” are actually made of brass.
29 For the history of the punitive expedition by a contemporary, see H. Ling Roth, Great 

Benin: Its Customs, Art and Horrors (Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1968). A more recent 
general history is A.F.C. Ryder, Benin and the Europeans 1485–1897 (Longmans, 1969). 
For a good, although not comprehensive, overview of the brass art, see Felix von Luschan, 
Die Altertümer von Benin (Vereinigung wissenschaftliche Verleger, 1919).
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 Benin.30 How could a human society both practice human sacrifi ce and 
cultivate such a technologically advanced and aesthetically subtle form 
of art? One hypothesis suggested was that nineteenth -century Benin was 
a degenerate descendant of an earlier higher civilization; the art had 
been inherited from this earlier lost civilization, and the human sacrifi ce 
represented the debased present.31 The evidence for an indigenous origin 
of these artifacts was present almost from the very beginning and was 
recognized by some experts, but general acceptance of it required a very 
long process of struggle against what look in retrospect to be nothing 
but irrational if deeply embedded prejudices. However, the conclusion 
was fi nally generally accepted.

This example raises a number of questions about enlightenment. If one 
is looking for a special kind of edifying knowledge, distinct from other 
forms of knowledge, one might be tempted to think that knowledge of 
the Benin bronzes, at any rate, was not a good example. There seems 
nothing special about the kind of knowledge that is at issue here. It seems 
we have simply a set of historical facts: that these and these objects were 
in fact produced by native craftsmen working in an indigenous tradition 
in West Africa at a certain time. Perhaps the confrontation with this set 
of facts had some kind of enlightening effect in the given context, but it 
is not at all obvious that that tells one anything special about the kind of 
knowledge involved.

We now say that studying these objects was “benefi cial” to late 
nineteenth -century Europeans, but not because it allowed them to ma-
nipulate some part of the world more successfully or effi ciently, or be-
cause it satisfi ed some preexisting desire they had. It is true, to be sure, 
that the bronzes are so overwhelmingly engaging that they pleased those 
with aesthetic sensibilities immediately, but this is not the main thing 
people have in mind by calling the encounter with them “benefi cial.” It 
is benefi cial because it could bring about a psychic change in Europeans 
and in the way in which they could see the world. To be sure, a certain 
kind of correct factual knowledge is required for this self-transformation 
to come about. It had to be true, and be known to be true, that the ob-
jects did come from Benin and were produced by local craftsmen there. 

30 Ryder suggests that human sacrifi ce was introduced in the seventeenth century by the 
fi rst Beninian oba (king) to have been subjected in his youth to Christianity, with the im-
plication that this fact might be relevant and signifi cant. While this hypothesis is highly 
congenial to our modern sensibility, it depends on a rather weak argument ex silentio.

31 See Annie Coombes (Reinventing Africa, Yale University Press, 1994), who discus-
ses the various forms of resistance to acceptance of the indigenous African origin of the 
bronzes, and the complex and not always very admirable factors that lead to the eventual 
recognition of the truth. See also especially the discussion of the “degeneration “ thesis in 
chapter 3. Contrast this with von Luschan’s Die Altertümer von Benin.
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 However, this is just the necessary precondition for the change in ques-
tion. This change, too, is not in any sense automatic—we have to work at 
it. Perhaps the edifying knowledge in question is a kind of skill in  properly 
attending to appropriate facts and bringing them to bear on general at-
titudes. To be sure, in describing retrospectively what happened then as 
“improvement” or a “benefi cial” development, we are appealing to vari-
ous highly complex value judgments we would now make. Nevertheless, 
it does not follow that we are wrong to see the result as a state in which 
we have overcome some prejudices that made us less able to lead mor-
ally good and satisfying lives. This is not a case of the kind envisaged by 
Richard Rorty in which some kind of moral progress is attained by ex-
panding one’s sympathies, at any rate if “sympathy” is used in anything 
like its usual sense.32 The exquisitely bloodthirsty Kingdom of Benin was 
not one to which any more or less detached observer would have felt 
impelled to extend the least sympathy. Rather it is precisely because the 
Benin bronzes are both technically highly accomplished and very strik-
ingly beautiful that they could have the powerful effect they had in the 
late nineteenth century, despite the justifi able disapproval  Europeans felt 
for the political system which produced them.

It was probably signifi cant in changing people’s general deep-seated at-
titudes toward Africa that the appreciation of the Benin bronzes did not 
require an antecedent transformation of taste. The bronzes were at least 
as skillful and beautiful by prevailing European standards as anything 
Europe could produce.33 To be sure, once this had happened the way was 
perhaps paved for a more sustained and serious study of other forms of 
non-European art that could not so easily be fully assimilated to European 
canons, but required a change of taste. This brings us to two related fur-
ther points. First, museums do not simply refl ect existing taste and satisfy 
preexisting desire, but they change taste. That does not necessarily mean 
that people come to like what is displayed—they may come to dislike it 
intensely—nor does it mean that one can control and intentionally guide 
such changes of taste. How exactly taste changes is completely unclear. 
Second, the attempt to change or “cultivate” taste is, in one important 
strand of nineteenth-century theorizing, an important positive function 
of museums. They are not there simply to delight—satisfy existing pref-
erences and desire—or to benefi t, if that means either to be useful or to 
make us more moral or happier, but also for a third important purpose: 
to cultivate our taste, to make it more discriminating, polished, civilized, 

32 Richard Rorty, “Human Rights, Rationality, and Sentimentality,” in Truth and Pro-
gress (Cambridge University Press, 1998), pp. 167–85. 

33 Note the contrast here to one classic modernist account of endogenous change of taste, 
Leo Steinberg, Other Criteria (University of Chicago Press, 1972). 
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sophisticated. There are obviously signifi cant differences between these 
different dimensions along which taste can be cultivated. Taste is enlight-
ened if free of prejudices—you try our snails, garlic, roast snake, octopus, 
or pork with an open mind, judging them, as far as possible, on their own 
merits without reference to the traditional cultural associations assigned 
to them by your own local group. Hume’s discussion of the kinsman of 
Sancho Panza who could taste in a glass of wine the slight metallic tang 
left by a house-key that found its way by accident into the bottom of the 
barrel is the classic account of discriminating taste.34 A sophisticated taste 
prefers the complex, the novel, and the subtle over the garish, the routine, 
and the excessively direct. Nevertheless for present purposes I will try to 
put aside these differences. To acquire a new, more enlightened, and more 
discriminating or sophisticated kind of taste is obviously not necessarily to 
be morally improved—although some of the early theorists clearly would 
love to claim this, and try by hook or crook to insinuate this conclusion—
nor to be made happier,35 although it might be argued that it opens up the 
possibility of a wider variety of possible experiences, which is generally, 
within limits, thought to be a good thing. On the other hand, if anything, 
a more sophisticated taste is likely to be more diffi cult to satisfy than a 
primitive one, and if happiness consists in satisfaction, sophistication and 
increased civilization will lead, as Freud thought, to greater unhappiness.36

The appeal to “enlightened taste” and the possible role of museums in 
the generation and support of such taste can scarce fail to call to mind 
for most of us a European movement—“The Enlightenment”—that is 
closely connected with the origin of many of the most illustrious mod-
ern museums. To put it with the kind of crudeness that limitations of 
space require, the Enlightenment can be thought to have two sides: a 
negative side directed at defeating a vicious enemy, and a positive side 
directed at the construction of a better human world. The hated enemy 
is religion: its infantile superstitions, its repressive institutions, and its 
gross deformation of the human character. More generally, being en-
lightened meant being free of prejudice, particularly religious prejudices. 
The central positive doctrine of the Enlightenment was the encyclopedic 
assumption that there was a single fi nal system of all knowledge and 
that the knowledge in question would be both factual and edifying, i.e., 
deeply connected in some way both with useful application and with 
improvement of the quality of individual life and of social mores. One 

34 David Hume in “Of the Standard of Taste” and Other Essays, ed. John Lenz (Prentice 
Hall, 1965).

35 Rousseau, Discours sur les sciences ete les arts (Gallimard, 1965).
36 Sigmund Freud, “Das Unbehagen an der Kultur,” in Studienausgabe (Fischer, 1974) 

vol. 9, pp. 193–270.
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can see how on such a view the museum might have both a clear ratio-
nale and an obvious principle of internal organization. The rationale 
would be its contribution to the popular spread of knowledge, and its 
internal organization would be governed by the encyclopedic structure 
which human knowledge naturally exhibited. The museum, especially 
the so-called Universal Survey Museum,37 could be the locus and em-
bodiment of this encyclopedic dream. The “taste” one would acquire 
from engaging with all the forms of human knowledge and experience 
embodied in the displayed objects in the Universal Museum would have 
special standing, reasonably claiming priority over more provincial ways 
of reacting and judging.

We fi nd parts of this way of thinking obsolete. The war against religion 
seemed to end in Europe when in the middle of the nineteenth century 
religion had ceased to be creditable in any serious way as a basic, inde-
pendent mode of structuring our knowledge and life and when residual 
religious sentiments came to have the status of unimportant bits of folk-
lore. Equally, however, we fi nd it diffi cult to believe in the older positive 
form of Enlightenment, based on the existence of an encyclopedic form 
of knowledge that would be both factual and edifying.

Michel Foucault devoted much of his life to the attempt to distinguish 
sharply between the doctrines of the Enlightenment and the ethos of the 
Enlightenment.38 The doctrines we know about; the ethos is the set of 
attitudes, habits, and practices connected with continual criticism and 
self-criticism, and in general an openness to new experience.39 To criticize 
in the original sense (κρίνω) means to make distinctions, separate what 
does not belong together, and make judgments; it does not mean neces-
sarily to reject.40 Some of the powers that are associated with the ethos 
of enlightenment are the exercise of analytic abilities, of the imagination, 
especially the constructive imagination of alternatives to present ways of 
doing things, of discriminatory skill, and of judgment. What I want to 
propose is that there might be a post-Encyclopaedic notion of being “en-
lightened” of which Foucault’s “enlightenment ethos” was an essential 

37 See Carol Duncan and Alan Wallach, “The Universal Survey Museum,” in Museum 
Studies, ed. Bettina Carbonell (Blackwell, 2004), pp. 51–70.

38 “Qu’est-ce que les lumières?” in Dits et écrits, vol. 4 (Gallimard, 1994), ed. Daniel 
Defert and François Ewald, pp. 571–78. See also “Genealogy as Critique” in my Outside 
Ethics (Princeton University Press, 2005), pp. 153–61.

39 One might, of course, claim that this set of attitudes and habits is not specifi cally con-
nected to the Enlightenment, that is the pan-European cultural and social movement of 
the eighteenth century. It is simply a modern version of the old Socratic doctrine that the 
“unexamined life is not worth living for man” (Apology 38a5: ὁ δὲ ἀνεξέταστος βίος oὐ 
βιωτὸς ἀνθρώπῳ). 

40 See also “Genealogy as Critique,” in my Outside Ethics, pp. 153–61.
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part, and I also want to suggest that it is diffi cult to envisage a realistic 
fl ourishing future for museums—or at least general survey museums di-
rected at a wide public—if we can’t see them as in some way oriented 
toward fostering this kind of enlightenment.

The most serious enemies of this form of enlightenment are not so 
much the feeble and decadent descendants of formerly robust religions, 
but rather the general idea that what our cultural institutions should do 
is give us or reinforce in us a natural sense of belonging, identifying with 
a prestigious collectivity, being at home in our world.41 In Britain the 
institutional form which this ideal takes is what is called the “Heritage 
Industry.” In its cruder forms this can mean placing social institutions 
like museums in the service of nationalism or other forms of communal 
or ethnic identifi cation. The divergence between calls for criticism and 
enlightenment and calls for the reenforcement or creation of bonds of 
communal “belonging” is one of the many unresolved tensions which 
virtually all of our social and political institutions, not just our public col-
lections of artifacts, must face, but museums stand in the very forefront 
of the struggle between these confl icting imperatives. There are particular 
diffi culties for museums supported by public funds.

One of the original senses of “museum” was a space sacred to the 
Muses, daughters of Zeus and minor deities in their own right.42 It was a 
grove or building which stood outside the usual world of human affairs, 
and by virtue of this standing as a religious space, it was surrounded by 
various taboos. Temple-robbing was not completely unknown, but the 
widespread, even though false, belief that the gods could take care of their 
own gave to the temple and its precincts a distinct status and could be 
thought to insulate it and its contents at least to some extent from minor 
forms of encroachment. What can the status of museums be, if their con-
nection with even residual religiosity is broken? If the point of the modern 
museum was to “remove artifacts from their current context of ownership 
and use, from their circulation in the world of private property, and insert 
them into a new environment which would provide them with a different 
meaning,”43 then this made good sense if one could presuppose the High 
Enlightenment project, and could say what that “different meaning” was. 
It was the location of the artifact in an edifying, coherent, progressive story 
of the enlightenment of human societies. If the Enlightenment worldview 

41 See Friedrich Nietzsche, “Vom Nutzen und Nachtheil der Historie für das Leben,” 
in Kritische Studien-Ausgabe ed. G. Colli and M. Montinari (de Gruyter, 1967) vol. 1, 
pp. 245–334, and T. W. Adorno, Minima Moralia (Suhrkamp, 1973) § 18, pp. 40–42.

42 Hesiod, Theogonia 75–79.
43 Charles Saumarez Smith, “Museums, Artefacts, and Meanings,” in The New Muse-

ology, ed. Peter Vigo (Reaktion Books, 1989), p. 6.
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has become implausible, what other account do we have available? Can 
a (quasi-Foucauldian) commitment to the ethos of enlightenment suffi ce?

In the contemporary political context museums need positive legitimacy, 
that is, it needs to be shown not only that what they do is licit and permis-
sible, but also that it is somehow very important and worthwhile. They 
also, however, need a kind of power, in particular the fi nancial power 
which will allow them to carry on their operations. One special diffi culty 
which modern museums face results from the fact that we have a relative 
poverty of possible sources of general legitimacy in the modern world. 
Who can say with authority that it is a good thing to have museums, and to 
have this kind of museum rather than that kind? Such legitimacy is perco-
lated through one of three social institutions. First there are the authorita-
tive  political institutions: the Parliament, President, Chancellor, Congress, 
Diet, Chamber of Deputies, Prime Minister, etc. These are certainly in a 
position to grant a kind of highly visible recognition and endorsement in 
principle of museums and their tasks that will be likely to have some stand-
ing. The second institution is “the market.” Few people are now (2008) 
still naïve enough to take the full “free-market” ideology at face value. A 
“free market” is obviously a complex and highly artifi cial social construct 
that requires continual political intervention to survive, not in any interest-
ing sense “natural,” and it is clearly as much a realm of systematic coer-
cion as of freedom and individual choice. The question is not if, but how 
markets should be constrained and structured. Equally, since there is a 
vigorous market-demand for narcotics, mercenaries, polluting plastics and 
pesticides, pornography, etc., the connection between effective market- 
demand and any reasonable sense of “legitimacy” is tenuous. Still, if there 
were an articulated “market-demand” for museums, this would go some 
way toward giving at least a prima facie answer the question “why?”

The third potentially legitimating institution is “science,” an abstrac-
tion realized in various bureaucratic agencies, independent laboratories, 
universities, international committees, etc. This particular pilot ship 
which once seemed destined to guide us safely and reliably into a vi-
brant future is now a bit derelict, having been dented and knocked about 
considerably by the contributions scientists made to the human destruc-
tiveness of World War I and holed below the waterline by Hiroshima. 
Nevertheless its intricate system of subdivided waterproof compartments 
has allowed it to remain afl oat, deep in the water and making no sea-
way, but not yet quite consigned to the breakers’ yard. “Science” in the 
sense in which it commanded some residual respect and retained some 
legitimatory power even into the late twentieth century, was, however, 
a pale shadow of Plato’s “moral knowledge” (ἐπιστημή), and in it the 
tacit orientation of part of the enlightenment ideal—toward the impor-
tance of instrumentally useful knowledge—came to fruition in a way that 
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makes it seem diffi cult to imagine that what is left of the prestige of “sci-
ence” could make much of a contribution to legitimizing art galleries, or 
 museums of any but the narrowest instructional kinds.

To move now from the sphere of legitimation to that of fi nance, 
there seem to be four obvious conceivable new sources of funding for 
museums:44 political structures (particularly the central government), 
public admissions charges, commercial enterprises, and private donors. 
For many of the most visible museums in the UK, including virtually all of 
the large London museums, the second of these is consciously eschewed, 
presumably on the grounds that a decent society is one in which certain 
basic benefi ts such as personal security, health, education, and access 
to cultural experiences are provided to everyone as a matter of course 
without the expectation that those who receive these benefi ts or take 
advantage of them ought to pay a special fee for so doing. Although I do 
not pay a special fee (an “entrance charge”) to visit the British Museum 
any more than I make some special individual payment to the doctor 
who gives me medical treatment on the NHS, the NHS is not “free,” but 
funded by the general taxes collected by the British government. Should 
governments then fund museums, as they fund medical services (at least 
in Britain and other civilized and affl uent countries)? 

Given that one of the points of having museums at all—one of the points, 
not the only point—is to cultivate forms of taste and imagination, generate 
new aspirations, and perhaps even implant new psychic needs in the hope 
of improving political behavior, one must be rather careful to keep actual 
managerial control of museums by government agencies to a minimum. 
How much fi nancial support will a responsible government give without 
any strings attached? Similar considerations apply to “private” donations 
and to the commercial enterprises museums run. There would seem to be 
limits to the extent to which a museum can allow itself to become depen-
dent on such sources of funding without losing sight of its raison d’être.

Neil MacGregor has emphasized45 the importance, at least for under-
standing the organization and operation of public museums in this coun-
try, of a specifi c British legal institution: the “trust.” The objects in the 
British Museum are not owned by any particular person or persons or even 
by the British state as a whole, but are held and administered by a desig-
nated group of people—the Trustees—who are obliged to preserve and 
care for them for the benefi t of the public, including future generations . 
This  legal construction attempts to create a buffer between the museum 
and the potential ravages of commercialism on the one hand—because 

44 “New” meaning “abstracting from the fact that the museum itself and its holdings 
probably constitutes an existing accumulation of capital that could be realized.”

45 In his Tanner Lectures.
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the holdings of the museum cannot legally be sold—and of the narrower 
forms of politically motivated manipulation on the other—because the 
Trustees are not chosen by or directly accountable to the government of 
the day.46 A legal “trust” is a specifi c institutionalization of the more gen-
eral phenomenon of human and civic trust which is the foundation of 
most societies. That such trust between people is not a natural state, but 
one which must be created, was one of Hobbes’s basic insights, and one 
that survives recognition of its slim basis in the developmental psychol-
ogy of humans. Trust is also notoriously diffi cult to reestablish, if once 
broken—who, after Iraq, ever trusted a thing Tony Blair said?—and it 
is healthiest when it is a two-way street. The public trusts the museum 
staff to preserve signifi cant artifacts and present them in ways that are 
compatible with minimal standards of historical truth. Ideally, in fact, 
we make an even greater leap of faith and trust a museum to collect and 
preserve works we do not ourselves understand, and the signifi cance of 
which is by no means evident to us. This goes beyond even Wittgenstein’s 
famous comment that he did not understand the poetry of Trakl, but was 
convinced of its high quality, or the similar remark attributed to Mahler 
about Schönberg. We trust a museum to collect things (e.g., the collection 
of contemporary credit cards in the British Museum) of whose “high qual-
ity” or epistemic signifi cance we are not convinced. We know mistakes 
will be made, but trust that they will be few and that in the long run it is 
best to leave these decisions to the judgment of the staff. The other side of 
this two-way street is that the staff of the museum should exhibit trust in 
the ability of visitors to make judgments on their own.47

One cannot force people to refl ect, to be critical, or to confront the 
strange and rebarbative, and it is not even fully obvious what strategies 
will be most likely to encourage effectively those who begin to refl ect to 
continue to do so. In fact, I think that the project of fostering the ethos 
of enlightenment is best served by making museums less explicitly di-
dactic, at any rate in some respects, than some of them have come to be.

In a famous essay48 Paul Valéry voices two complaints about museums. 
First, he says he feels constrained and coerced when at the entrance he is 
asked to give up his cane and forbidden to smoke, and feels that sense of 
coercion is incompatible with the appreciation of art. His second com-
plaint is that the museum presents a “cold confusion” of heterogeneous 

46 Of course, this “buffer” is no absolute hermetic seal; no legal structure can give an 
absolute guarantee. If a museum goes bankrupt or a government wishes to be suffi ciently 
ruthless, all bets are off. This essay was originally written partly under the impact of the 
assault by the Labour government under Tony Blair on the independence of the BBC in the 
aftermath of the disastrous decision to invade Iraq.

47 On this see further Whose Muse? ed. James Cuno (Princeton University Press, 2004).
48 Paul Valéry, “Le problème des musées,” in Pièces sur l’art (Gallimard, 1934), p. 93.
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objects all jumbled together.49 These complaints clearly stem from Valéry’s 
underlying commitment to the ideology of pure aesthetic experience that 
was given its fi rst major formulation by Kant. Nevertheless one can agree 
in general with the fi rst of these two grounds of dissatisfaction, although 
in the specifi c case of Valéry’s cigar, one cannot but have sympathy for the 
prohibition. I want, however, to suggest that taking the resistance to the 
“authoritarian gestures” seriously should make us wary of Valéry’s sec-
ond objection: there is a certain value in some disorder, accidence, chaos. 
A museum should in some sense be a jumble, because the world is in some 
sense a jumble and a museum should be, among other things, a place to 
learn to exercise judgment.

In some modern museums, although the archetypical cases I have in 
mind are not museums I know in the UK, one has very intensely the 
sense of being controlled, regimented, lectured to, or preached at: “Enter 
here, this is Room One where you see xyz. Please notice α β γ, and now 
on the right observe ABC; these artifacts show that. . . .” That kind of 
apparently authoritative storytelling should not structure the forms of 
exhibition in a museum. Precisely if museums are supposed to be places 
which foster a certain kind of secular, cosmopolitan enlightenment, a cul-
tivation of the imagination, and of the faculty of judgment, they should 
avoid making themselves too ordered and seamlessly coherent, allow-
ing themselves to tell too singular and categorical a story. Museums are 
most importantly collections of artifacts, and that means of individual 
concrete objects. An object is not a story; it is a hard extra-narrative bit 
of formed matter. To be sure, it makes sense to us only as part of a story 
or perhaps a theory, but to try to eradicate the distinction between object 
and story or theory seems to me a bad mistake. One of the main points 
of having a museum in the modern sense at all is that the individual 
object has some kind of stubborn independence, radical otherness, and 
it is good for us to be confronted with this.50 If there was no distinction 

49 It isn’t clear whether the second complaint is directed primarily at the extreme profu-
sion of objects in museums. There are simply too many on display, so that one feels over-
whelmed. Or whether his complaint is that the presentation lacks order, or that the objects 
were too close together and it was thus diffi cult to have the right kind of aesthetic relation 
to them. In his prospectus Neil MacGregor distinguishes between collections of art objects 
and museums of cultures, and suggests that although most large museums will have both 
artifacts of inherent aesthetic value and objects of great historical and cultural signifi cance, 
the emphasis will be on one of these two or the other. A museum of cultures will necessarily 
have a certain didactic coloration. In his lectures MacGregor also cites another of Valéry’s 
complaints—that museums “turn Venus into a document”—which seems to refer to a state 
of confusion between aesthetic and didactic purposes. Is this necessarily a mutually destruc-
tive state or a healthy and potentially productive one?

50 Also, contra Walter Benjamin (“Das Kunstwerk im Zeitalter seiner technischen Re-
produzierbarkeit” [Suhrkamp, 1963] ), the category of the “authentic” or the “genuine” is 
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between actually seeing some individual objects and reading a narrative 
or a general theoretical description, then there would be no need for 
museums, just for textbooks. Made-up, non-real, or imaginary examples 
are not enough to make the envisaged form of enlightenment attainable, 
and in particular no description (including literary description) will do 
the trick. In the case of imaginary examples one often knows the “cor-
rect” answer already, partly because in setting up such examples one 
is often (necessarily) mobilizing existing prejudices. More importantly, 
by the time a purportedly “real” situation or object has been described, 
most of the most diffi cult and important work of judgment has already 
been done. The case is described as a case of murder or fraud, or altruistic 
assistance. The description already directs one to look at certain things, 
or sometimes not to notice certain things . Part of the point of becoming 
a practically enlightened agent, however, is to learn what one can, and 
should, notice, and how one can, and should, describe what one notices. 
This is one of the reasons for thinking that the use of “literary examples” 
in philosophy, especially in moral philosophy, is not just grossly philis-
tine, but so misguided as to be self-defeating. Literature is not life, and 
once the literary structuring has taken place, the more important part of 
the work is already fi nished, and what is left is mopping up. Perhaps that 
is all philosophy is good for, but one ought not to build this defeatist 
strategy into the very way one approaches thinking about human action.

Obviously this rejection of excessive didacticism should not be con-
strued as implying that museums should try to re-create “the real experi-
ence.” Part of the reason for that is that this is not in any case even in 
principle possible, and to think it is possible would be merely to fall prey 
to the other side of the very same dangerous illusion. If “the real experi-
ence” is not accessible, it is better not to pretend it is. The old style mu-
seum with detached labeled objects in cluttered vitrines was more honest 
in that it did not hide the fact that one had to operate on the exhibits with 
the theoretical imagination to do anything with them.

A very welcome development is the recent tendency of museums to 
give detailed information about themselves, and the origin and structure 
of their own collection. Refl ecting on the power relations which allowed 
these particular objects to be collected in the way in which they were, and 
on the interests which lay behind this process, will not in itself cancel out 
the infl uence of this context of the collection, won’t extract it from the 
web of power relations within which it is embedded, but it might be a 
way to foster, within limits, the ethos of Enlightenment.

vital to the museum. If it were not, why wouldn’t the Greeks be satisfi ed with exact copies 
of the Elgin Marbles? Why is this? “The genuine” and “real” or “authentic” can always 
surprise us.



VIII
Celan’s Meridian

In October 1960 the German Academy for Language and Literature 
in Darmstadt made what might seem to be a highly peculiar decision. 
It presented the prestigious Georg-Büchner-Preis1 for literature to the 
forty-year old poet Paul Celan, a man who had never spent any appre-
ciable amount of time living in an offi cially German-speaking country. 
Celan was born in 1920 over a thousand kilometers east of Darmstadt 
in the city of Czernowitz in the Bukovina. Bukovina had been the most 
easterly province of the Austro-Hungarian empire between the late eigh-
teenth century and the end of World War I. In 1918 it was made part 
of the newly enlarged Kingdom of Rumania; today it is part of Ukraine. 
Celan’s parents belonged to the German-speaking Jewish minority of 

I am very grateful to the postgraduate students in the interdisciplinary M-Phil.  Programme 
in Intellectual History and Political Thought at Cambridge who asked me to convene a 
seminar on literature and political history (Lenz, Büchner, Mendelstamm, Celan) in Lent 
and Easter terms 2004, during the course of which I was fi rst able to articulate the basic 
themes of this paper. Phil Poole and John Rety gave me a fi rst chance to try out some of the 
ideas in this paper in public at a session in the Torriano World Poetry Series at Torriano 
House, London, in April 2005. I would also like to thank my colleagues Zeev Emmerich 
for numerous helpful suggestions, Professor Fred Rush for inviting me to present this paper 
as one of the Notre Dame Philosophy and Literature Lectures (2005–6), and Professor 
Robert von Hallberg, who kindly invited me to present the paper in the History and Forms 
of Lyric Lecture Series at the University of Chicago. I learned much from the audience on 
these occasions.

1 In 1923 the “Volksstaat Hessen” (as it then was) decided it would award a prize in the 
name of the writer and political revolutionary Georg Büchner to an especially meritorious 
Hessian artist—composer, writer, painter, etc.—and it very signifi cantly also decided that 
the prize would be awarded every year on the 11th of August, the offi cial anniversary of 
the promulgation of the Constitution of the Weimar Republic. Unsurprisingly, during the 
National Socialist period it was not possible for the State of Hesse to continue to award 
a prize with these particular political associations, so it was suppressed. After the end of 
World War II the prize was reestablished, but the power to confer it was shifted from the 
Hessian government to the newly formed German Academy for Language and Literature, 
and the fi eld of possible recipients was redefi ned. Henceforth it was to be given only to 
 writers, but would be open to anyone who wrote in the German language. For further de-
tails about the history of the prize, see Dieter Sulzer, Hildegard Dieke, and Ingrid Kußmaul, 
Der Georg-Büchner-Preis 1951–1987: Eine Dokumentation, ed. Michael Assmann (Piper, 
1987), esp. pp. 13–37. 
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