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Introduction
Much has been written about the historical allegiance of citizenship and national
museums and, although they continue to share the discourse of government,
concepts of citizenship have undergone a serious re-evaluation in recent years.
This process of revision has also been paralleled in the changing ideas about
museum practice that have come to be associated with the new museology.1

Traditional nineteenth and twentieth-century museums promoted normative
approaches to nation-building ideologies and an institution of citizenship that
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sought to achieve civic and social reform of the urban masses that were defined
in opposition to non-Western and Indigenous peoples (who appeared to be
defined by and reduced to ethnographic representations of their ‘vanishing’
cultures). In contrast, the globally savvy ‘new’ museums of the twenty-first
century are increasingly being identified by their aspiration to contribute to the
meta-narratives of civic unity and a common notion of public good by adopting
advocacy roles, accepting ideas about the rights associated with ‘cultural
citizenship’ and supporting or developing strategic partnerships with local areas
and source communities—Indigenous and migrant. Actually, many new museums
(especially those that are national or government funded) endeavour to challenge
the idea that culture and politics have a dichotomous relationship. In addition
to their aim to preserve culture, they provide a place where culture and identity
can be performed, generated and recognised as dynamic and political.

Such museums tend to exist within societies that are pragmatically multicultural,
including Australia, Canada and New Zealand. Contextualised by policy ideals
that encourage migrants to retain and express their original cultural identity for
the enrichment of their adopted home, new museums are quick to recognise that
this distinction can itself be a product of the social construction of migrants as
‘people of culture’. The assumed ‘otherness’ of migrants and Indigenous people
is what makes them culturally visible and, while this ‘visibility’ works to
reinforce the invisibility of the dominant culture, it also narrows the citizenship
options available to groups defined in opposition to the majority.2  As such, new
museums often seek to represent the complexity and debate about terms such
as ‘cultural citizenship’ and some also take on board Ruth Phillips’ caution to
avoid ‘transmitting a falsely harmonious representation of conflicts not yet
resolved in the world outside the museum’.3 While new museums invite us to
recognise the continuing function of national government as a social (as well as
political) act that affects people’s lives in very personal ways, they also insist
on the role of museums as technologies that can generate new forms of social
interaction and a dynamic form of cultural politics. We can understand these
changes to mean that the focus for many national museums in
contemporary—postcolonial and multicultural—societies has shifted towards
grappling with how to more equitably balance their service to diverse
multicultural and Indigenous communities with their traditional commitment
to government policy positions and civic reformism.4

My purpose in this essay is to bring the debates about museums, citizenship
and multiculturalism that occurred from the 1970s to the present day in Australia
into a shared frame. Without seeking to contend that there was an explicit
alignment between the transformations that occurred in each of these fields (or
even that the debates were interconnected, although evidence suggests this was
the case), I examine the role that public cultural representations of Australian-ness
have played over this period. My discussion focuses on the National Museum
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of Australia (NMA). The National Museum was conceptualised in 1975, created
by an act of Parliament in 1980, opened in 2001, and was subject to a
government-commissioned review of its exhibitions and public programs in
2003.5  It was chosen as the venue for ‘Australian Citizenship Day’ ceremonies
in 2008, and this year started opening new permanent exhibitions redesigned
in response to the 2003 review. The museum’s key dates parallel the development
and transformation of multiculturalism in Australia. First mentioned by the
Australian Government (by the Minister for Immigration, Al Grassby) in 1973,
multiculturalism was presented in 1978 as a long-term government strategy to
develop social institutions that would respond to an increasingly pluralist
society.6  A series of discussion papers and policies pertaining to multiculturalism
were published from the 1970s, including: Multiculturalism for All Australians:
Our developing nationhood (1982), National Agenda for a Multicultural Australia
(1989) and A New Agenda for a Multicultural Australia and Australian
Multiculturalism for a New Century: Towards inclusiveness (1999). Multicultural
Australia: United in diversity was published in 2003, and this policy remains
current today.7  As the changes in policy indicate, a contraction of political
interest in multiculturalism has occurred during this period and national agendas
have been transformed in line with the contemporary global appetite for the
‘soft’ notions of social cohesion and harmony.

Tensions associated with the changing definitions, understandings and
experiences of citizenship, museums and multiculturalism were forced to the
front of the stage in 2001, when the nation marked its constitutional centenary
and when the NMA opened in March as a feature of the centenary celebrations.
The festive tone of the centenary was diluted, however, by events that followed
later that year, including the ‘Tampa affair’ in August, the 11 September terrorist
attacks, and the ‘children overboard’ incident in October.8  A federal
election—which resulted in the re-election of the Howard-led Coalition
Government—was held in November. We can understand that it was for reasons
associated with fear and expediency as well as enthusiasm that an intensified
interest in national unity came to characterise the political spectrum at this time.
Although the subsequent 2003 review of the new National Museum’s exhibitions
and programs was tied to the emergent History Wars, the attack on the museum
must also be contextualised against a backdrop of the rise of the New Right (and
the radicalisation of the Liberal Party) during the 1990s, which elevated ‘political
correctness’ to a term of abuse and made anything seen as elite-driven or interest
group-driven a target.9  In some ways, the assault on academic history and
multiculturalism had as much to do with the general attack on the perceived
process of policy and decision making as it did with the issues themselves.

The overarching aim of this essay is to explore what agency or authority new
museums such as the NMA might have in promoting, normalising or challenging
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shifting policy positions pertaining to multiculturalism and citizenship. I argue,
in the final instance, that government-funded institutions, especially cultural
ones, provide a vital opportunity for public policies and community attitudes
to intersect and even become mutually informing—a position proposed by the
1982 discussion paper Multiculturalism for All Australians:

The dynamic character of multiculturalism naturally calls for changes,
not only in attitudes but also in our institutions. This will not be easy
and, according to an Australian expert on ethnic relations, ‘it is not
possible to change attitudes and minimise prejudice if the structural
conditions which encourage them are maintained’.10

Australian citizenship
Citizenship has traditionally been understood to refer to a legal-formal contract
between an individual and the state, in which individuals are granted rights to
political agency and legal support for being socially and morally responsible. It
has often been perceived as a core component of national cultural homogenisation.
Notwithstanding the prior rights conveyed by British subjecthood, the formal
legal starting point for understanding citizenship in this country is the Australian
Constitution (1901), even though citizenship is largely omitted from its terms.
‘Citizenship concerned the drafters [of the Act] acutely and they made a conscious
effort to exclude the term from Australia’s foundational legal document’ in order
to maintain the authority to exclude non-British people—notably, Indigenous
Australians, Chinese and people from non-Anglo-Celtic parts of the
Commonwealth (Indians and Hong Kong Chinese), who shared the status of being
‘subjects of the Queen’.11  It was not until 1948 that Australian citizenship was
first legally defined by the Nationality and Citizenship Act 1948 (Cth), which
later became the Australian Citizenship Act 1948 (Cth). Despite amendments
being made to the legislation over time (including the insertion of a new preamble
in 1993 and the 2007 Australian citizenship law reforms), Mark Nolan and Kim
Rubenstein have argued that citizenship continues to be used today as a device
of immigration control and exclusion.12 The events and collateral anxieties of
2001 certainly caused a surge of opinion and debate about citizenship to flood
the public cultural sphere. Discussion coalesced on issues of national security,
the treatment and rights of refugees and asylum-seekers and the ‘obligations’
(rather than the ‘rights’) associated with the privilege of Australian citizenship
more generally. The reframing of the Australian Citizenship Act 1948 into the
Australian Citizenship Act 2007 occurred in the wake of these discussions, and
the changes made to this legislation have provided a further opportunity and
reason to scrutinise the way in which we define and understand citizenship in
a contemporary Australian context.13  One instance of this re-evaluation was
the 2008 Australia 2020 Summit, at which participants debated ‘the future of
Australian governance: Renewed democracy, a more open government (including
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the role of the media), the structure of the Federation and the rights and
responsibilities of citizens’. Just a month earlier, a panel of public advocates and
intellectuals gathered in Canberra to commemorate the sixtieth anniversary of
the 1948 act and to debate the topic: ‘Australian citizenship: is it really worth
having?’14

Constitutional law experts, including Rubenstein cited above, used this
anniversary and other key dates (for example, the fiftieth anniversary of
Australian citizenship) to call for a re-evaluation of definitions pertaining to
citizenship in the Australian Constitution on the basis that the ‘failure to engage
properly in informed debate about citizenship’ has been a key reason for the
existence of stark differences between the formal legal status of citizenship (and
inconsistencies therein) and the broader sense of the civic value of membership
in the Australian community.15 This insistence on the plurality and diversity
of citizenship registers changing understandings of citizenship in public (if not
government) cultures globally. It acknowledges that discourses on citizenship
are increasingly influenced by growing recognition that the contested norms of
conduct and citizenship are themselves impacted by power relations, by the
improved understanding that citizenship is more than a legal instrument, and
by the subsequent acknowledgment that its cultures and practices are fluid and
diverse.

Universal and cosmopolitan human rights initiatives have also contributed
significantly to the change in focus from civic to political and social rights, as
has the renewed attention to culture (represented as identity, gender, sexuality
and race), values and habits as potentially unifying and motivating concepts.
This is particularly evident in the United Kingdom, where concepts of social
capital and community cohesion—both of which are understood to emerge from
communities that demonstrate a shared vision and sense of belonging—have
been presented in policy initiatives as features central to the reconfiguration of
a healthy civil sphere.16  As a consequence, singular meanings of citizenship in
liberal Western democracies around the globe, including the United States,
Canada, New Zealand and Australia, have been challenged by claims for the
acknowledgment of difference in and by mainstream cultures, and by calls for
recognition of cultural rights that are based on claims of ownership of, access
to, and the right to profit from information and cultural patrimony, the protection
of intellectual property, and the development and expression of cultural identities
via education, custom, language and religion, the protection of heritage, and
demands that cultural rights are an important way in which to create equity
between different cultural groups in postcolonial multicultural societies.17 The
debate about changing concepts and definitions of citizenship in these particular
countries has been echoed by their deliberation about whether to ratify the UN
Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (which was adopted by the
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United Nations on 13 September 2007 after 143 member states voted in favour,
11 abstained and four—Australia, Canada, New Zealand and the United
States—voted against the text).18 The UNESCO Universal Declaration on Cultural
Diversity (adopted unanimously at the thirty-first UNESCO General Conference
in November 2006) has also influenced these changes insofar as it addresses the
implications of globalisation (notably, expansion of debates about the influence
of cultural pluralism on social fragmentation) on the territorial, sovereign state.

This essay is contextualised by these events and by the work of citizenship
scholars such as Joke Hermes and Peter Dahlgren, who argue that ‘changing
sociocultural realities underscore the limitations of strictly legal-formal notions
of citizenship; not least, for example, in the face of the social problematics in
post-colonial multicultural societies’.19  Following the interest that Hermes,
Dahlgren and other scholars have in examining the relationship between culture
and citizenship, I present a survey of instances that demonstrates the role that
culture (as a government tool and site of contestation) plays in developing and
exercising diverse understandings about what it means to hold membership in
the Australian national community.20 To come to terms with the purpose and
potential of citizenship in a contemporary Australian context, I argue, it is
necessary to move away from the narrow legal definition of citizenship and
instead focus our attention on the particular practices, cultures and politics of
citizenship that play out in everyday spaces—as well as through the museums,
policies and institutions that create or challenge dominant cultural imaginaries.21

Identity formation at the National Museum of Australia
Contemporary critical engagements with citizenship and museums have centred
on the re-evaluation of ideas about power, authority and the dissemination of
these ideas into the public sphere—a process that was exemplified by statements
that the new National Museum of Australia was to be self-consciously
postmodern, postcolonial and pluralist in outlook (Figure 4.1).22  Reflections
about the recent history of the NMA demonstrate the urgency through which
the exchanges between politics, culture and society were characterised at the
close of the twentieth century as a time when, to quote former NMA director
Dawn Casey, the issue of ‘Australian-ness’ was ‘being debated possibly more
vigorously than in any other period of the nation’s history’. According to Casey,
‘We [the NMA] accept from the outset that there will be disagreements about
the way we examine historic[al] processes or about our very choice of themes
and stories and issues’.23 This statement reflects the recommendations in
Museums in Australia 1975: Report of the Committee of Inquiry on Museums and
National Collections including the Report of the Planning Committee on the Gallery
of Aboriginal Australia, the document that first called for the development of a
national museum. Chaired by Peter Piggott (and subsequently referred to as the
Piggott Report), the report recommended that not only should the museum
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‘extend the front-lines of knowledge’, it ‘should enable curious spectators to
visit those front-lines and understand how some of the battles to extend
knowledge are fought’.24  It is my contention that in the institution’s aspiration
to engage with the History Wars (that escalated from about 1993), and in its aim
to heighten awareness of the contribution that ordinary members of the national
community make to conceptions of identity and citizenship (as symbolic ideas
and everyday lived reality), the NMA has sought to create ‘a more widely shared
and more widely available form of “the political” as moments of engagement,
of “public connection”’.25 The representation of ‘the political’ preferred by the
NMA is one that is centrally tied to ideas about culture, and linked therefore to
a supposedly more inclusive, civics-based notion of citizenship.26

My interest in this essay is not to sift back through the well-known series of
actions, recriminations, responses or the wider social implications that followed
from the museum’s opening and culminated in the 2003 Review of the National
Museum of Australia, Its Exhibitions and Public Programs: A report to the Council
of the National Museum of Australia (henceforth referred to as the NMA
Review).27  Instead, I want to highlight two particular aspects of the process
through which the NMA was conceptualised and then presented to the public
that have continued to inform understandings about the social role and purpose
of the museum.28  My first point of focus is the intellectual framework or
approach that was adopted for the new museum. Seeking to represent identity
as unfinished and contested, contingent and continuously negotiated, national
identity was represented as a work in progress to which museum audiences were
encouraged to contribute. The contributions of audiences and constituents were
enabled on the basis that the museum would function as a public forum that
aimed to ‘speak with many voices, listen and respond to all, and promote debate
and discussion about questions of diversity and identity’.29

The second notable aspect is the decision to present the museum as an active
agent in the emergent History Wars. As indicated by recommendations made
by the Piggott Report, the intention for the museum to adopt the role of
provocateur was indicated before it opened. These intentions were clearly aligned
with an implicit attempt to question old certainties (especially those relating to
the history of Indigenous people).30  As early as 1998, Casey publicly commented:
‘It is never easy for a publicly funded cultural institution to become involved
in controversy, but that is probably inevitable if we are to do our job honestly.’31

We can understand that the museum, rather than adopting the position of
distanced observer or neutral reflection, sought to provoke and challenge
long-held ideas about identity and question what citizenship meant in this
country. Casey’s desire for the museum to enact a program of social change and
political intervention was motivated, in part at least, by the less controversial
aim that the institution should incorporate and demonstrate to the Australian
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public a self-reflexivity about the general historical complicity of museums in
the colonial enterprise.

On the one hand, it is possible to understand the museum’s provocative purview
to be an affectation associated with the emergent discipline of new museology
through which it was designed and articulated (American ‘new museologist’
Elaine Heumann Gurian was involved in the museum’s development phase
during the 1990s). Its aim, however, to be politically aware, responsive to
contemporary events and to represent the changing place of Indigenous
Australians within Australian society was based on the initial concept of the
national museum (as recommended by the Piggott Report), which outlined a
bicultural museum that should concentrate on ‘Aboriginal man in Australia;
European man in Australia; and the Australian environment and its interaction
with the two-named themes’.32  Early exhibitions such as Landmarks: People,
land and political change (exhibited in 1993 at Old Parliament House, Canberra)
presented the reconciliation project as a way to bring these themes into dialogue
in order to make the museum appear contemporary and relevant.33 The
exhibition sought to improve the public’s understanding of the reconciliation
project, which had been formed largely through the media’s coverage of events
including Indigenous responses to the 1988 Bicentenary of the arrival of the
First Fleet in Sydney (problematically promoted as the ‘celebration of the nation’),
as well as the 1992 Mabo ruling.34

Although commentators sometimes contend that the level of public interest in
reconciliation was indicated by the great numbers of signatures (more than one
million) that were collected in thousands of ‘sorry books’ and by the more than
260 local reconciliation groups that were established to mark the inaugural
National Sorry Day held on 26 May 1998, the majority of Australians did not
sign sorry books or go on reconciliation marches.35  For his part, the Prime
Minister, John Howard, steadfastly refused to lead or have any part in offering
a formal national apology for past mistreatment of Aboriginal people, arguing
that Australians should not be asked to ‘accept responsibility for the acts of
earlier generations, sanctioned by the law of the times’.36  Further, the
Liberal-National Coalition’s electoral success at the 1996 federal election was
due as much to Howard’s ‘tough stance’ as it was to his ability to tap into and
reflect residual attitudes among the ‘majority’ of Australians—‘the battlers’
targeted by his ‘For all of us’ campaign slogan.37  Even despite its varying levels
of support, however, the reconciliation project was front of stage in the
mainstream media and popular imagination in the period leading up to the NMA’s
opening and the new museum, widely promoted as offering a ‘public forum’,
was a logical site to host debates of national significance. The debate about
reconciliation increasingly became associated with the museum when rumours
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started to circulate that the word ‘sorry’ was written in the Braille transcript
that skirted the building’s postmodern exterior.38

The Prime Minister famously responded to the new NMA building by labelling
it ‘very un-museum-like’ at its launch in March 2001.39  His suspicion of apologies
and postmodern museums was soon allied to claims laid by conservative
commentator Keith Windschuttle that the museum’s selection and representation
of a biased ‘people’s history’ overlooked the contribution of settlers and great
Australians to the national project and misrepresented colonial events.
Windschuttle derided the museum’s commitment to pluralism on the basis that
it gave ‘equal time for every identifiable sexual and ethnic group’.40  His
interpretation gained further traction when one of the NMA’s own board
members, David Barnett—a former press secretary to Liberal Prime Minister
Malcolm Fraser and Howard’s official biographer—accused the NMA of
presenting a version of Australian history that was ‘claptrap’ and influenced by
‘Marxist rubbish’.41  Barnett contended that the exhibitions portrayed a
revisionist ‘black-armband’ view of Australian history that was politically
partisan in that it championed ‘unfortunates’ such as workers and stolen children
and ignored the contributions of ‘founding fathers and prime ministers’.42  Of
Label 0826-70, Barnett said: ‘Heather Rose. Another unfortunate. The way to
get a place in the Museum is to have something terrible befall you.’43  Despite
the slowly growing public support for a national apology to be made to members
of the Stolen Generations, Barnett took particular offence at the museum’s Stolen
Generations exhibit, denigrating it as a ‘victim episode’.44

Barnett’s complaint about the NMA’s depiction of ‘biased’ accounts of Aboriginal
experience and its concentration on the extraordinary achievements and stories
of ordinary Australians (at what he considered to be the expense of notable
Australians) stood in stark contrast with comments made by Al Grassby 30 years
earlier.45  In a 1973 conference presentation called ‘A multi-cultural society for
the future’, Grassby asked:

How often do our television screens reflect anything like the variety of
migrant groups encountered in a real-life stroll through our city streets,
or particularly our near-city suburbs? The image we manage to convey
of ourselves still seems to range from the bushwhacker to the sportsman
to the slick city businessman. Where is the Maltese process worker, the
Finnish carpenter, the Italian concrete layer, the Yugoslav miner,
or—dare I say it—the Indian scientist?46

Grassby’s comments about the poverty of representation offered by Australian
television were picked up by the Galbally Report in 1978, which lay the
groundwork for the establishment of the Special Broadcasting Service (SBS).47

The multicultural policies developed in the ensuing 30 years also led to the
transformation of public culture in Australia. Initiatives such as ‘Harmony Day’,
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the establishment of migration museums in Adelaide and Melbourne, the
development of cultural diversity policies by state museums and the leading
professional organisation, Museums Australia, as well as the establishment of
the Australia Council policy on Australian arts and cultural diversity demonstrate
that a significant cultural change has occurred, as do the many community
development projects funded by local and state governments.48 The NMA was
also founded and designed during the early days of multicultural policy
development. Refining the general approach outlined by the 1975 Piggott Report,
the 1982 Report of the Interim Council: Plan for the development of the Museum
of Australia envisaged that:

The Museum will emphasise that Australian society comprises people of
many different origins…pay special attention to events in the peopling
of Australia…highlight the effects of cultural diversity…[and explore]
how the concept of assimilation of new immigrants is being re-examined
and re-shaped by pluralistic philosophies and practices.49

The report tasked the museum with enlarging perceptions of Australian
nationhood and with providing a space that would invite public scrutiny of the
policies emerging in the post-White Australia Policy era. It sought a museum
that would enable consideration of the impact of such policies on the everyday
experience of ordinary Australians. This was less a revisionist approach to history
telling than one that sought to represent those people (Grassby’s Maltese process
worker, Finnish carpenter and Italian concrete layer, but also the diversity of
Indigenous Australians) who had been previously excluded from the national
register. It also recognised the role that museums had in measuring and reflecting
(as well as influencing) public opinion.

From multiculturalism for all Australians to Australian
multiculturalism
Multiculturalism was initially developed as a program of immigrant settlement
and welfare support that aimed to assist migrants from non-English-speaking
backgrounds to become Australian without jettisoning their previous cultural
heritage. In 1977, the Australian Ethnic Affairs Council defined multiculturalism
according to principles of national cohesion, recognition of cultural identity and
promotion of social equality.50  Advocates of multiculturalism represented
Australia as being made up of people of diverse cultures that should be given
equal status within the Australian mainstream, where Australian citizenship
became the glue that bound these different groups into a national unity.51 This
ideal was represented in Multiculturalism for All Australians: Our developing
nationhood, which was produced by the Office of Multicultural Affairs in 1982
and chaired by professor of sociology and leading government advisor on
multicultural issues Jerzy Zubrzycki (who was also a member of the Museum of
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Australia Interim Council responsible for the 1982 Plan for the Development of
the Museum of Australia). At this time, Zubrzycki commented:

The concepts involved in the legal status of citizenship are related to
those of multiculturalism through the notion of Australian identity: the
question of what it means to be an Australian in our multicultural society.
An additional link is provided by the ideal of mutual commitment
between citizen and nation—an ideal that is common to both citizenship
and a cohesive multicultural society.52

Citizenship, the NMA and multiculturalism can each be represented as belonging
to the fields of policy (political positioning), ideology (philosophical belief) and/or
pragmatic or everyday experience (cultures of citizenship). Each institution or
concept responds to, reflects and is implemented by one or more of these fields
(which they can at times also seek to extend or challenge). Multiculturalism, for
instance, can be readily understood as having three primary usages. The first is
related to the field of policy, where it is used to direct the relationships and
institutional arrangements between diverse cultural groups that affect access to
resources, privileges and participation in decision making. The second usage,
not always distinguished from the first, is related to ideology, where
multiculturalism exists ‘as a term for the philosophical basis for a culturally
diverse society, i.e. the belief that certain institutional arrangements ought to
exist’.53  A third usage reflects the pragmatic multiculturalism of everyday life
in Australia, as indicated by the goals asserted by the 1982 Plan for the
Development of the Museum of Australia and by other evidence, including market
research commissioned in 2002 by SBS Television, which found that, ‘in practice,
most Australians, from whatever background, live and breathe cultural diversity,
actively engaging with goods and activities from many different cultures’.54  It
is important to acknowledge that the third field of pragmatic or everyday
experience provides more than just a context for the first two fields. Recognition
of the lived reality and ubiquity of multiculturalism counteracts arguments that
insist that multiculturalism is solely a political idea and public policy regime,
and allows greater recognition that claims asserting that multiculturalism is a
‘top-down’ project and ‘the work of a small clique’ ignore the reality of
considerable demand from within the immigrant communities for improved
services and status.55

Although citizenship, the NMA and multiculturalism can all relate equally well
to each of the three areas just outlined, I have focused this study on the NMA
because of its commitment to representing the everyday and non-constant
experiences, benefits and challenges associated with citizenship in multicultural
Australia. As a government instrument that invites participation by ‘ordinary’
Australians, it has the potential to inform or intervene in the further development
of multicultural policy by providing representation of public sentiment about
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citizenship procedures and legislation. This intention was evident in the 1993
Landmarks exhibition, in which contested public opinion and debate about each
of the three national landmarks was represented. A further example that
demonstrated the museum’s potential to provide a significant space for political
advocacy (if not recognition or protest) was the agreement by the Yolngu people
from Yirrkala, north-eastern Arnhem Land, to work with anthropologist Howard
Morphy to develop a yingapungapu sand sculpture and performance as part of
the NMA’s opening ceremony. According to Morphy, Yolngu leaders ‘saw an
exhibition in Canberra as a means of continuing to demonstrate to a national
audience their native title rights over the coastal waters of Blue Mud Bay’.56

The potential the Yolgnu saw for the museum to play a role in their struggle for
land rights was reiterated by their subsequent preference for the hearing into
their claim to be held at the NMA (as a site they now felt a symbolic connection
with) rather than at the High Court of Australia.57 This example demonstrates
that more than just offering a public space or forum, the museum provides an
official platform for people to occupy in order to represent their interests to
government. It also demonstrates a challenge to the authority of the traditional
notion of citizenship as a legal instrument represented exclusively by the legal
apparatus (the High Court). This relationship indicates that the ‘national’ museum
is valued by Yolgnu for its ties to government and that this connection is
understood to demonstrate governmental legitimation of the representation
being made—at least symbolically. The cultural politics that motivated the
decision to include the yingapungapu sculpture and performance in the NMA
shows that the museum was identified as a site of productive albeit contested
understandings of national identity and history by players who had traditionally
been excluded by Commonwealth Government policies. Furthermore, in
continuing to promote the legitimacy of cultural forms and practices of
citizenship, the museum might increasingly become what Morphy calls a ‘site
of persuasion’ to counteract its traditional role as an exhibitionary complex or
surface of government.58

The intersection between the importance of the nascent NMA as a symbolic
national space and the multicultural policies emerging at the time were apparent
in the 1982 Plan for the Development of the Museum of Australia as well as in the
National Consultations on Multiculturalism and Citizenship report published that
same year. Also chaired by Zubrzycki, the National Consultations presented
multiculturalism as a ‘live issue’. The report focuses on the pragmatically
multicultural nature of Australia. To indicate (liberal) public sentiment in
Australia in the early 1980s, the document cites an editorial feature from the
Melbourne Age newspaper, which says:

[Multiculturalism] is not a dangerous new ‘ism’ to be foisted on an
unsuspecting nation. It is not a radical plot to change the nature of
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Australian society. It is not a devious attempt to open the immigration
floodgates…It is essentially a recognition of reality and an enlightened
attempt to respond positively to the changes in a growing community.59

Like the National Consultations on Multiculturalism and Citizenship report, the
1982 Multiculturalism for All Australians discussion paper, as well as the 1989
National Agenda for a Multicultural Australia stressed the productive contribution
that pluralism made to contemporary society. They advanced a social
justice-cum-citizenship model of multiculturalism and argued that
multiculturalism should not be limited to issues affecting minority groups alone.
On the basis that they also recognised the currency of culture and diversity in
the figuration of citizenship and national ideals, these strategies sought to have
multiculturalism officially inscribed as a right of citizenship.60  Although there
is no space in this essay to outline the transformation in policy positions that
occurred from this point, there was a notable change in position after Howard’s
conservative government was elected in 1996.61  Symptomatic of the
Liberal-National Coalition Government’s attempt to regulate the citizenship
contract between the individual and the state by reaffirming the productive
connections between national identity and civic obligation, ‘cultural’ forms of
citizenship and more liberal understandings of contributions made to an inclusive
national community were no longer in political favour. Similarly, it was not long
before the Department of Immigration, Multiculturalism and Indigenous Affairs
was renamed the Department of Immigration and Citizenship, from which any
sense of culture, let alone ‘multiculturalism’, was removed and in which
distinctions between the formal legal status of citizenship and the more inclusive
civics-based notion of citizenship were reinscribed.

Unlike earlier policies that had centralised the language and concepts of
multiculturalism and promoted the idea (reflected strongly in the NMA’s opening
exhibitions) that Australian nationhood was ‘developing’, the national agendas
of 1999–2003 relocated Australian-ness as a central signifier and marginalised
multiculturalism. Apparent in the shift of terminology that moved to embrace
the phrase ‘Australian multiculturalism’, these policies stressed the adjective,
presented Australian national identity as a fait accompli (exemplified by the
great nation-building age of the 1890s) and asserted the critical roles of social
cohesion and allegiance and responsibility to Australia over pluralism, which,
particularly in the post 9/11 era, was identified as a source of social fragmentation.
Designed ostensibly to ‘update’ the previous (1999) national strategy and to
draw attention to building fears about social fragmentation, the 2003 Multicultural
Australia: United in diversity policy called for the public to understand that
strategies of social cohesion and tolerance were tied to issues of national security
and social integration, claiming: ‘Australians now see themselves as directly
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threatened by terrorism. In this context, community harmony and social cohesion
are pivotal.’62

According to sociologist Andrew Jakubowicz, the Australian Government’s
continuing support for the Harmony Day campaign (established in 1999) was
closely aligned with the recentralisation of a singular and unifying notion of
Australian-ness within multicultural policy.63 While Harmony Day was initially
developed as a program that would privilege ‘mainstream’ groups and stress
inter-group harmony, it has since been refined to balance out the post-9/11 ‘alert
but not alarmed’ advertisements developed as part of the Commonwealth
Government’s national security public information campaign.64  Schools, Scout
groups and other civil organisations are identified as the primary target of
Harmony Day, which effectively makes them (rather than governments)
responsible for bringing cultural and ethnic groups into dialogue with
‘mainstream Australia’ in shared public spaces. Acknowledging the role that
cultural difference was perceived to play in the 2005 Cronulla riots,65  however,
recent Harmony Day events further contracted in focus. Continuing to reflect
government suspicions about inclusive multiculturalism, they reassert more
traditional notions of citizenship that are based on tolerance and civic obligation,
where shared but essentially ‘Australian’ values are reaffirmed.66  Consequently,
Harmony Day publicity promotes a firmly depoliticised understanding of culture
that evokes colourful concepts of food, fashionistas and festivals (which echoes
the 2003 NMA Review’s promotion of culture as an enrichment or add-on to the
more fundamental Australian norms and familiar images of nation—see next
section). Tied to its anti-racism and obligation-based agenda, Harmony Day
promotes the social capital and community cohesion arising from civic activity
and community participation as a salve to the social fragmentation (read racism)
that is perceived to have resulted from earlier policies of multiculturalism and
immigration.67

Concern about the perceived ramifications of cultural fragmentation came to a
head in 2006 when the Federal Government proposed the introduction of a
compulsory citizenship test to assess English-language proficiency and Australian
civics knowledge and to require those applying for Australian citizenship to
endorse Australian values. In November that year, Andrew Robb, then
Parliamentary Secretary for Immigration and Multicultural Affairs, told a
conference that some Australians worried that the term ‘multicultural’ had been
transformed by interest groups into a philosophy that put ‘allegiances to original
culture ahead of national loyalty, a philosophy which fosters separate
development, a federation of ethnic cultures, not one community’.68  Elite
‘interest group’-driven politics was as much the target of Robb’s conservative
critique as the pluralist policies that were seen to endorse these views.69  He
went on to add: ‘A community of separate cultures fosters a rights mentality,
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rather than a responsibilities mentality. It is divisive. It works against quick and
effective integration.’70 These statements were preceded by Robb’s introduction
to the discussion paper on citizenship testing released in September, in which
he encouraged new Australian citizens to adopt a singular national identity and
represented this as the best way to achieve a sustainable national unity:
‘Australian Citizenship is the single most unifying force in our culturally diverse
nation. It lies at the heart of our national identity—giving us a strong sense of
who we are and our place in the world.’71

Ultimately, although Multicultural Australia promoted the collectivist ideal of
‘unity in diversity’ (as a phrase that echoed equivalent policies in the United
Kingdom, the European Union and the United States),72  it aimed to create a
federated union that was inclusive of difference but only insofar as citizens
demonstrated commitment to the ‘framework of a uniting set of Australian
values’.73  Exemplified equally well by Harmony Day and the recommendations
proposed by the 2003 NMA Review, this shift is evidenced by the multitude of
local ‘multicultural’ festival-style events that promote national social priorities
(cohesive national identity) and align multiculturalism with strategies for
economic growth. Rather than being tied to community development as described
by the principles proposed by Multiculturalism for All Australians in 1982, social
cohesion as prescribed in 2003 by then Minister for Citizenship and Multicultural
Affairs, Gary Hardgrave, promotes a ‘unified’ (singular) version of national
identity in which national unity becomes ‘our strongest source of national
security’.74  Critiquing a similar policy shift occurring in Britain at the same
time, Jon Burnett contends that community cohesion has become a ‘euphemism
for integration; and integration a euphemism for assimilation…while assimilation
suggests a form of “hyper-inclusion” of certain forms of diversity, it also tells
us equally about the forms of diversity that will not be recognised or accepted’.75

The NMA Review
In the context of the politics and anxieties generated by attempts to regain
control of a nation-building program that was ostensibly ‘Australian’, it was
unsurprising that the 2003 NMA Review appeared at a loss when it came to
actually prescribing or explaining how the museum might adopt its key
recommendation to reframe national identity (and thus revisit its methodological
pluralism). The review states that ‘[a] museum must…give some sense of the
diversity of views, customs, and beliefs that occupy the shared cultural space
that is modern Australia’, and yet cautions against ‘presenting an assembly of
ill-coordinated fragments’.76  Consistent also with Howard’s commitment to
avoiding using the term ‘multiculturalism’ at all is the NMA Review’s sympathetic
evasion of the term. Of the 86 pages of the document, reference to migrants or
immigration is made 13 times, while reference to multicultural/ism is made just
once—a mention of the museum’s Multicultural Collection.77  Given that the
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2003 NMA Review was widely seen as an attempt on the part of a conservative
government to force an end to pluralist models of representation in favour of a
more unifying historical master narrative, it was to the surprise of many that
the review expressed cautious admiration for the Gallery of First Australians
(although this response might equally have been due to a perception that the
separate gallery distinguished Indigenous peoples as ‘people of culture’ in
opposition to the majority, who were defined through their relationship with
the nation).78  On the other hand, the review members were dismayed by the
pluralistic and multicultural approach to representing ‘nation’ that occurred in
other parts of the museum.

The Gallery of First Australians was designed as a large dedicated space that
would recognise and enable Indigenous Australians to present their own accounts
of historical events and experience in their own voices. The distinct space
suggested a riposte to the exclusionist and assimilationist policies, mistreatment
and marginalisation of Aboriginal people that had tended to characterise
relationships between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal Australians. The Gallery
of First Australians could, however, have been perceived as uncontroversial by
the NMA Review because the political rights discourse it embodied was not
substantively carried through into the Horizons and Nation exhibitions, which
were dedicated to representing Australian history since settlement.79 The only
exception to this was the rotating theatre, Circa, which contextualised Indigenous
claims for restitution against the dominant nation-building mythologies of the
post-contact period. Demonstrating the growing public taste for reconciliation,
Circa showed Indigenous and non-Indigenous people interacting in a shared
public sphere and talking about what it meant to be Australian at the turn of
the century. The NMA Review singled out Circa for the most vehement criticism.
It complained about its ‘content and lack of coherence’80  and proceeded to offer
a series of suggestions to improve it. In a letter to the Sydney Morning Herald,
historian and former NMA employee Ann McGrath observed that the NMA
Review represented an attempt to reintroduce into the national imaginary themes
of ‘great white bloke history’ constituted primarily by ‘Captain Cook and cricket
caps’.81

In line with the conservative ideologies about tolerance and the underlying
economic discourse of comparative advantage and nation-building that was
favoured by the 2003 Multicultural Australia policy,82  the NMA Review called
for strategies of representation that would re-centre recognisably Anglo-Celtic
‘Australian’ values such as mateship and the ability to extend a fair go to others,
and sought to distil the museum’s existing attention to pluralist and inclusive
approaches to representation. It ultimately recommended that greater attention
be paid to the economic contribution made by migrants and nation-building
activities such as the Snowy Mountains Scheme to demonstrate the positive
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influence that migration to Australia had had on the great numbers employed
by the project.83  Similarly, it recommended that the museum deploy cultural
diversity as a form of cultural add-on or enrichment: ‘The Panel considers that
more could be done to address the concern that the NMA should represent the
impact of migrant cultures on Australian ways and customs—from food, to
architecture, to café streetscapes, and to footballers hugging in public.’84 The
attempted depoliticisation and stereotyping of culture strongly reflected the
contemporary global backlash against multiculturalism that was sweeping the
Western world after 9/11. It is also symbolic of how, in contrast with previous
approaches that have seen ‘mainstreaming multiculturalism’ as a valuable project
in economic and social terms, ‘any support for multiculturalism on social grounds
is now qualified, and conditional on its subordination to “mainstream” Australian
culture’ that is represented (in the recommendations put forward by the NMA
Review at least) by a certain national homogeneity.85

Re-evaluating Australian citizenship
Rather than ‘languishing with the historians, the academics and the cultural
warriors’,86  vernacular understandings and modes of expressing the idea of
belonging to the nation have also continued to develop in recent years, regardless
of (or perhaps resulting from) increasingly constrictive policy frameworks. This
means that although the 2005 Cronulla riots and the assertions of jingoistic
parades of Aussie pride that have been a feature of subsequent Australia Days
might be taken to evidence the contraction of an inclusive and pluralist public
sphere, they can also, conversely, be understood to demonstrate that traditional
understandings of citizenship as a normative legal instrument (divorced from
everyday life) are being challenged within the public sphere, and to the extent
that everyday Australians of different ethnic, racial, religious, sexual and class
identifications actively vie over questions about what it means to hold
membership of a national community in a postcolonial multicultural society.
Responding to the increased levels of public interest in the process of identity
formation, and recognising their role as social agents, museums across the country
have also increasingly aimed to promote positive and increasingly liberal symbols
of cohesive community-based models of citizenship in which, in addition to
complying with the basic citizenship duties of voting and reading the newspaper,
individuals have the capacity to generate a healthy civic sphere through a range
of activities, including voluntary contributions to welfare causes and participation
in local clubs, associations, organisations or interest groups.87

Rather than providing evidence of a decline of confidence in ‘nation’ as an
effective socioeconomic and political unit, and rather than leading to questions
about the continuing role and relevance of central government institutions such
as national museums as sites where the nation has traditionally told its story,
the conflict over identity that is represented by the NMA Review and the Cronulla
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riots demonstrates that any pairing of contemporary museums or museum-like
activities or events with democracy now requires a consideration of citizenship
as a changing concept in itself.88 This is vital because citizenship is the essence
of a representative democracy that is accountable and responsive to its people
and because, despite their association with governments, museums can represent
a diverse Australian community that is defined by pluralistic backgrounds,
interests and positions. It is also important because in counterpoint to a decade
ago, when informal pluralism was one of the defining features of Australian
identity, it is ‘harder today to be an Australian—an Aussie in a cultural, emotive,
gut-instinct sort of way’.89  Responding to the Cronulla riots in an article written
for the Sydney Herald Sun, cultural historian and novelist Hsu-Ming Teo identifies
the tensions that continue to result from discrepancies in the way citizenship is
defined, on the one hand, as a formal legal notion, and practised, on the other,
as a form of national belonging in the realm of pragmatic everyday life. She puts
her finger on the challenge when she notes: ‘Being Australian is more than formal
citizenship; it is feeling like an Aussie as well…A decade ago there were many
ways of being Australian.’90

Conclusion
I will be arguing the necessity of a robust politics of culture, a politics
that is able to negotiate local and global differences. In this way, I am
voicing a strategic optimism based on long-term possibility rather than
a sanguine assessment of the current state of the nation. By moving in
the direction of civic pluralism, we will be making a new social
contract.91

Although Mary Kalantzis argues in this passage for a ‘post-national’ citizenship
for Australia that is based on a pluralist ideology, it is my contention that
contestation over the ‘national’ has itself yielded new and complex
understandings of citizenship in official and everyday contexts (even if the
complexity has not yet been fully recognised in citizenship legislation). I want
to conclude by reiterating my argument that the NMA was not drawn into the
History Wars by whim or accident but that the curators and exhibition
developers were led by the 1975 Piggott Report, by transformations in public
policy and by the transformations that museological practice was undergoing
at the time to actively stake a position as a key player from the outset. Although
no-one could have fully anticipated the events that followed the museum’s
opening in 2001, Dawn Casey’s comments about the need for national museums
to involve themselves in public debate might, with the value of hindsight, appear
to function more as a statement of intent than a mere coincidence or prescience.
Not only did the NMA seek to enact the role of socio-political agent and
provocateur, it succeeded, albeit at great cost to many people involved, and
with widely contested outcomes. Of greater interest is the seriousness with which
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the ‘robust politics of culture’ proffered by the museum was taken by proponents
of the conservative ideology promoted by the government of the day. This means
that the government and its representatives (exemplified of course by Prime
Minister Howard) had a keen understanding that the NMA’s provocation, its
demotic approach to representation and its alignment with notions of cultural
citizenship were more than rhetorical, and that the traditional utility of culture
(where culture is an instrument of government) was being threatened if not
explicitly inverted.

It is also interesting to note that the reiteration of instructive ties between national
museums and legal formations of citizenship have continued to be reinscribed
beyond the NMA’s opening and review. Most recently, for example, Australian
Citizenship Day (17 September 2008) was celebrated at the NMA with a special
ceremony. Having conferred 17 people with Australian citizenship, the Minister
for Immigration and Citizenship, Senator Chris Evans, declared, ‘Australian
Citizenship Day is an opportunity for all Australians to think about the changes
that shaped our nation, and to reflect on the role we play in building Australia
and our future.’92 This ‘cultural turn’ was consistent with the official and
emotional apology to the Stolen Generations made by the newly elected Prime
Minister, Kevin Rudd, in February that year. While there is much that can be
said about the apology, for the purposes of this article, we can observe first the
Prime Minister’s pre-emptive strike against those who would interpret his words
as part of a ‘black-armband view of history’ and, second, note that it was a
discourse of pluralism that framed the apology that also functioned as a rallying
call to the nation to, in the words of Rudd,

turn this page together: Indigenous and non-Indigenous Australians,
Government and Opposition, Commonwealth and State, and write this
new chapter in our nation’s story together. First Australians, First
Fleeters, and those who first took the Oath of Allegiance just a few weeks
ago. Let’s grasp this opportunity to craft a new future for this great land:
Australia.93

The speech reiterates comments made in the 2000 report Australian Citizenship
for a New Century, which eschewed any notion of common national values or
shared culture in favour of public acceptance of diversity and abstract civic
values. According to the Australian Citizenship Council, it is diverse values that
underpin citizenship, and these together define and unite Australians.94

In the final instance, should we understand Senator Evans’ actions as being a
concession to the significant role of the cultural politics that have played out at
the National Museum, or as an attempt to recoup the alignment of cultural
nationalism and more instrumental understandings of Australian citizenship? I
think that both this example and the earlier discussion about the Yolgnu
community’s use of the museum work to show that while the NMA can be
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viewed as a technology that plays a part in constituting legal formations of
citizenship (hence being the choice of location for the 2008 Australian Citizenship
Day ceremony), its performance cannot be fully understood without a
consideration of how it is shaped by the exercise of heterogeneous and everyday
forms of agency (exemplified by the yingapungapu sand sculpture and
performance). This means that the museum continues to be centrally implicated
in the processes of identity formation in Australia—as intended by comments
made by the Piggott Report and reaffirmed two decades later by the institution’s
inaugural director, Dawn Casey.
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