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Rikke - - I was intrigued to read your journal article, Augmenting Agora. I applaud your the 
emperor has no clothes mindset and you make some interesting points, many of which I agree 
with - - primarily regarding the tendency of some institutions to be too inward looking and to 
utilize the Internet as a superficial marketing platform, rather than as a new tool with unique and 
powerful properties. I was also happy to learn about the origins of the museum-as-agora 
metaphor in Duncan Cameron’s work. 
 
However, aspects of your article confuse and trouble me, in particular your superficial dismissal 
of my assertions that a) gallery, library, archive, and museum (GLAM) resources can have 
global impact, and b) that GLAM activities can positively affect quality of life for individuals and 
communities. You attempt to categorize these assertions as hype, and thus build yourself a 
platform from which to chastise the museum profession and the Open GLAM movement for its 
supposed naivete, but the platform upon which you stand is built of thin ice, and you have built it 
entirely for your own convenience, with only a half glance at information that would have given 
your readers a fuller appreciation of the realities that might affect their work and decisions. In 
addition, I feel that your paper overlooks a number of ideas that would have enabled you to 
make stronger, more realistic, or more accurate statements about the topics at hand - - but 
that’s just a fancy way of saying that I’ve included a few additional notes below, for your 
consideration.  
 
I invite you re-read my my blog post for Sharing is Caring, 2012 and its comments, in their 
entirety, and then re-visit the points you attempt to make, namely, 
 

a. That the scale of the vision is “out of touch with reality” 
b. That the connection between museum resources and quality of life for citizens is 

“overblown” 
c. That I’m revealing a bias towards a model in which the institution is the authority and the 

public is at the periphery. 
 
Regarding your assertion that the scale of the vision is out of touch with reality 
 
What aspect of it? Galleries, libraries, archives, and museums are a global phenomenon. 
Participation in culture, learning, and scientific inquiry are a global phenomenon. The UN’s 
Universal Declaration of Human Rights asserts that “Everyone has the right freely to participate 
in the cultural life of the community, to enjoy the arts and to share in scientific advancement and 
its benefits.” Everyone means everyone. 
 
I saw an estimate from OCLC a few years ago that there are a million GLAMs around the world. 
With this scale of an enterprise, in what way is it unrealistic to think of the work of galleries, 
libraries, archives, and museums - - not to mention cultural organizations, performing arts 
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Kommentar [1]: Dear Michael, 
 
Thank you for a very thorough and thought 
provoking critique of my article. I am 
grateful that you have taken the time to 
read, comment, and share references and 
perspectives which will be useful for me in 
my continued research.  
 
However, I am also a bit baffled by the 
condescending tone of your reply, and 
surprised that you feel the need for 
making such a forceful retort. As you say, 
we agree on so many things, and then 
disagree on some – but surely there’s 
room for more than one view, for your 
conviction as well as my agnosticism?  
 
With my article, which is a work of 
scholarly interpretation of a certain strand 
of discourse, not a survey or case study of 
practice, I wish to point to the risk of 
hyperbole, and of uncritical equation of 
digital reach with cultural value, which I 
suggest could be counterproductive. I 
regret if you feel that I am misreading your 
words to make this point, as this has not 
been my intention.  
 
Still, I maintain the relevance of raising 
questions and concerns, and of 
approaching the field in a different manner 
from what you suggest, in keeping with the 
scope for my article. 
 
I have read and re-read your comments 
and followed your links with great interest, 
and will definitely take your good points 
into consideration – you may consider my 
belated response a proof of this. As I get a 
sense of being shut down rather than 
invited to engage in a dialogue, however, I 
will not ’quibble’, as you put it, about 
semantics by commenting on the 
individual points you have made, only 
thank you again for pointing to these 
perspectives.  
 
I also wish to stress that I have a great 
respect for your work and for the work of 
e.g. Merete Sanderhoff, who I know to be 
not only driven, but also extremely 
considered in her approach to the field. 
Your efforts are extremely important for 
the sector. Nevertheless, I also believe in 
the duty of the academic community to 
provide a different view on the ongoing 
developments. 
 
Best regards, 
Rikke 



groups, and other kinds of cultural, heritage, and memory organizations - - reaching every 
human being on earth? If you want to quibble about remote nomadic tribes and those currently 
on the other side of the digital divide, that’s fine, but the force of Moore’s Law and the 
opportunity provided by Internet access have taken, and will continue to take, digital content and 
online participation into the poorest and most remote places on the globe.   
 
(I often cite Tom Friedman’s The Virtual Middle Class as a point of reference for this topic. I’m 
also thinking about a colleague here at the the Smithsonian who uses so-called “social media” 
to coach exiled Tibetan Buddhist monks living in northern India who develop popup exhibits for 
science education in their communities. “They’re all on Facebook,” he tells me: 10 years ago 
that would have been unthinkable, but my reaction now, after a mild sensation of surprise, is, “of 
course they are.”)  
 
Global participation in Khan Academy courses, MIT Open Courseware, TED, and projects like 
Kickstarter, and Zooniverse - - and the ongoing spread of Internet access and mobile 
connectivity - - indicate that “every person on earth” is not idealistic rhetoric: it’s actually a 
statement of what is, now, and what will soon be, to an even greater degree. Any cultural 
organization (or any individual, for that matter) who puts something online makes that resource 
available to 3 billion Internet users, today: that’s 40% of humanity. It is highly likely that that 
number will be close to 100% in the next decade. 
 
As an exercise, go to socialblade.com and search for the top YouTubers in Equatorial Guinea. 
(“Kerottei” has over 13 million views. 
http://socialblade.com/youtube/top/country/GQ/mostviewed.) Or try any other country you can 
think of. (Myanmar, until recently one of the most closed and repressive nations on earth, has 
20 YouTube content creators with over 1 million views each.) Or look at the map of contributions 
by country on Kickstarter’s page celebrating their $1 billionth dollar raised. (244 countries are 
represented. 693 people in Uraguay contributed $99,365 to support new creative projects. 
https://www.kickstarter.com/1billion. ) To me, the naïve conclusion would be that museums and 
GLAMs in general would not, or could not, be a part of this.  
 
Regarding the connection between GLAMs and quality of life 
 
Nowhere do I say that access to museum resources will enable citizens to lead happy and 
successful lives: you make this point on your own, as a straw man, only to tear it down as the 
absurd drivel that it would be, if I had said it.  
 
The assertion I do make is that we, as citizens and employees of memory institutions, share a 
duty to ensure that “everyone in society has access to the full spectrum of ideas, experiences, 
and resources that they need to live happy and successful lives.” That seems like a very 
straightforward and uncontroversial statement. It is the essence of civil service (many of us are 
state employees, and many more work for charitable or educational institutions with civic 
missions). I don’t say, or imply, that we provide all of it; that we own the process; or that we’re 



entirely responsible for all the outcomes, but the implicit social contract behind our institutions 
seems to require us to take responsibility - - to take action. 
 
And what I said is very different than what you’ve presumed and presented to your readers: that 
IF we allow access to our resources THEN citizens will lead happy/successful lives.  
 
I take great pains in my essay to establish that we - - the GLAM institutions - - don’t have a 
monopoly on the activities behind quality of life and good citizenship: “ultimately it’s not our 
institutions that matter,” I wrote, and I reinforce this point elsewhere on the page. This point-of 
view-is consistent with my work over the years: you may be interested in my Lego Beowulf and 
the Web of Hands and Hearts presentation from 2012, here  - -- and the text version here - - 
particularly around slide 48. 
 
Regarding my (presumed) bias towards a model in which the institution is the authority 
and the public is at the periphery 
 
You’re overreaching here, and I can’t for the life of me figure out why, other than for the 
convenience of the sentence structure in that paragraph (page 121, paragraph 1).  
 
My assertion that there are resources locked within our organizations - -  is patently, 
demonstratively true. Scholars tell us this; the public tells us this; our colleagues tell us this; our 
own collections information systems tell us this. Europeana estimates that only 10% of 
European cultural collections are digitized in any form - - and even those are not all accessible 
to the public. 
 
And I can’t see how you pivot from my assertions about our duty to make resources available to 
the conclusion that I’m advocating or revealing an institution-centric worldview: I advocate for 
the opposite in my blog post, where I wrote,  
 
“...when I say that society is in desperate need, and that our institutions don’t matter – – only 
civic outcomes do, and that the path forward lies in humility and public service – – I am calling 
for heritage organizations to use the tools of openness and dialogue, the tools of the Internet, to 
turn away from our traditional role as oracles and broadcasters and towards our role as agents 
and catalysts, responsive to (in service of) the needs, intelligence, and experience of the public.” 
 
[Note that using “openness” to catalyze change is a theme found throughout the literature on 
organizational change. See “default to open” in Eric Schmidt and Jonathan Rosenberg’s book 
How Google Works (a glimpse of which can be seen here); and the IBM case study in Tapscott 
& Williams’ Wikinomics (“IBM provides a surprising example of how a large, mature company 
with an ingrained proprietary culture can embrace openness and self-organization as catalysts 
for reinvention..”) comes immediately to mind.] 
 
A few more observations. 



● I think you’re oversimplifying the decision making context in which many GLAM 
institutions operate. Complex change processes in these institutions rarely have a 
single, or even a pair, of straightforward drivers such as politics or public opinion, as you 
presume. I think much of the tension - - the drivers - - around and behind access and 
social media decisions in GLAMS have to do with a strong disconnect between the 
preferences, working methods, incentives, and worldviews of board members and senior 
leaders as opposed to middle and lower-level staff; the former being trained in a 
predominantly stable, top-down, corporate, 20th century organizational model, and the 
latter often bringing a...different... set of assumptions to work with them. Politics and 
appearances are often, at the surface level, the stated reasons behind why institutions 
choose which initiatives to support and which to leave alone, but in my experience they 
function more as a filter, rather than a driver. A very powerful driver seems to be the 
restlessness and imagination of middle and lower level staff, and their suspicion that the 
organizations in which they work are locked into a variety of outmoded and unproductive 
business practices that could be remade, or made less dysfunctional, with the 
application of a little so-called digital thinking. A good example of this is the epic 
dysfunction of the traditional rights-and-reproductions business models in collecting 
institutions, and the movement towards open access models.  

● ...Also, in times of change, institutions often do the wrong thing and the right thing 
simultaneously, or they vacillate between progressive and regressive behavior, or launch 
contradictory projects or policies from different parts of their bureaucracies, so it can be 
hard to generalize about the tendencies or worldview manifest in a particular 
organization by looking at one or two initiatives. 

● On a related note, I think the voice of museum decision makers is missing from your 
essay and analysis. If you’re going to make assertions about the thought processes of 
organizations, you need to talk to their executives, managers, and board members and 
scrutinize their statements against real commitments, budgets, and deliverables. If such 
voices cannot be found, then that itself is highly significant. 

● I think you’re falling into the trap of talking about “museums” as a singularity. Just within 
the museum industry there are so very many different kinds of organizations and 
missions that it is very difficult to generalize. The Metropolitan Museum of Art in NYC 
and the National Museum of Denmark are as different from a small, local museum as 
IBM is from the local taco stand. You would make a more powerful case if you narrowed 
your scope to talk about similar kinds of institutions, or at least exposed the differences 
between them.  

● In a similar vein, I think you’re confusing, or failing to make a distinction between, the 
various forms of openness and sharing that are taking place in the GLAM sector. (Not to 
mention the different kinds of caring.) You seem to default to talking about social media, 
in its manifestation as Twitter, Facebook, etc, but you don’t address open access to 
collections; open publishing; open source software; Flickr and the Flickr Commons; the 
creative commons ecosystem; or the Wikipedia/Wikimedia ecosystem, to name a few. 
The economics and perceived social impact in each of these platforms differs, and you 
can’t lump them together, or fail to make distinctions between them, and still hope to find 
the truth. [I’d love to see someone take a look at the impact that blogging has had on 



GLAM outcomes. We tend to forget about blogs as social media, but my suspicion is that 
they’ve had a far-reaching impact on museum practice and audience outcomes.] 

● Furthermore, you seem to lump all social media together as one kind of activity, but 
there are significant differences between different kinds of social media campaigns. 
Many GLAM twitter accounts focus on straightforward marketing and public relations, but 
projects like Re-Tweet Apollo 11 (a real-time reenactment of the capsule-to-ground 
communications for the Apollo 11 mission) was a remarkable gateway to personal 
storytelling and intergenerational communication.  

● I think you’re misunderstanding or misstating the context of the #musesocial, 
#musetech, #museweb, and #mtogo hashtags. I understand these to be created by and 
for museum technology professionals in an extremely informal way, not as general 
forums for interaction within the profession or with the public. You don’t present any 
evidence to support your assertion that we, as an industry, confer any special status to 
these hashtags, or that we see Twitter as being parallel to what The Well was in its 
heyday. (Furthermore, I rarely use any of these hashtags, so you’ve misidentified me as 
one of the primary participants in the discussions which use them.)  

● On page 121, the second paragraph (“The movement, then…”) is baffling to me. And I 
think it misses a third alternative that is neither a center-outwards model (in which the 
institution broadcasts its goods to a grateful public) or a citizen-centric model (in which 
the public is “pounding on the doors” of the institutions), but one in which the bulk of the 
public never considers, for a moment, that GLAM institutions could, would, or should 
ever play a role in fulfilling their needs. This is the Dark Matter phenomenon that I’ve 
been writing about recently, and the Urban Institute study on cultural participation in 
particular (cited in  https://medium.com/@mpedson/dark-matter-a6c7430d84d1) might 
be relevant to these questions you’ve opened up.  

● Regarding relatively modest user numbers for Denmark’s #hintMe project - - project 
leader Merete Sanderhoff has spoken and presented widely on that project, and she’s 
made clear from the beginning that the project was not about creating the killer app, but 
was, instead, an effort to get colleague institutions collaborating around a common 
platform, using a shared open licensing framework. I don’t think the initiative can be fairly 
criticized for its modest scope and impact when those attributes are, in fact, 
acknowledged up front by the project’s leaders and baked into its goals and methods. 

● Regarding your warning about groupthink and a “monoculture of museum ideals” - - that 
is always a danger in the GLAM professions - - and academia, I might add. If all you’re 
referencing is Twitter and a few blog posts, it would be easy to get an incomplete picture 
of what we are actually thinking about, considering, and doing when we do our jobs. It’s 
been my experience that the GLAM technology profession is sensitive to the danger of 
group think, and there has been a concerted effort to reject “technology for technology’s 
sake” initiatives and simplistic Facebook-followers-equals-success thinking.  

 
* * * 
 
As Peter Soemers so succinctly put it (even translated from Dutch), “Critical questions sharpen 
the wit” - - indeed they do! And in that sentiment, I hope you will interpret my notes, above, as 



an honest effort to help identify useful ideas and shape effective arguments in an area where we 
both have invested  - - along with so many of our colleagues - - an enormous effort towards 
creating a greater common good. We agree on so very much, and I admire the work you’ve 
done to find the truth. 
 
Many thanks and with kind regards, 
 
Michael Edson 
 


