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Cultural institutions gather, preserve, hold, organize, and
interpret a community record for the public, much as the
cumulative qualities of the human mind do for thoughtful

individuals. There is nothing static about what museums and
libraries do. Consequently, we need to understand the work of

our cultural institutions as minding the community as it
changes, makes decisions, and comes to understand its

collective story.H _ _ ~uman communities, past and present, are embedded in cultural institu-
tions. The best professional thinking in museums and libraries is done with
an awareness of these invisible actions and unspoken connections. Like the
best teachers, librarians and museum educators act to inspire reflection. We

build spaces for knowledge to emerge as the outcome of design and structure. We
know that in cultural institutions learners change in all the measures that matter: their
aspirations, their senses of continuity, and their willingness to look, however briefly,
for the illumination of the unknown. We wait for that moment of illumination, and
we design our institutions for it. It is no accident that the library and the museum are
among the most purposeful and intentional of institutions. When they are given full
resources and the voices of responsive staff members, cultural institutions compose the
purposeful intelligence of their society, holding the culture's memory and minding its
continuing community.

The existence of a library or archive, museum, zoo or garden, a restoration, or
even a public memorial assumes these themes as guiding ideas:

*For its duration every life remains an unfinished system because its formative sit-
uations and the culture it inhabits constantly change. This unfinished system
remains as long as we live, open to new possibilities and new explanations,
depending on the breadth or narrowness of the life, its experiences, and its hopes.
Encounters with the past, with memory, and with new ideas are moments when a
metaphorical page may be turned. A good life, like a good theory, remains
dynamic and constructive until it can no longer move forward or has no more
promise.

* As the complexities of human lives increase, the powerful undertow of mindless
response increases as well. Consequently, people need to develop and intensify
their cognitive strengths in order to swim against that undertow. People must be
challenged to remember themselves. Their inner, contemplative lives need ground-
ing in the physical world, in new ideas and experiences, and in a rich language
that sustains memory against loss. New thoughts stimulate engagement and capa-
bility.

• Our collections are not only for capturing and holding the culture at hand, they
are also structures designed to enable individuals to negotiate the evolving com-
plexities of one life and to recover the powers of personal strength against a
thoughtless and uncritical distrust of intellect.

- Our task as librarians, then, is to
rescue our patrons, to enable the
broadest and deepest thinking, the
kind of thinking that allows us all to
go beyond the institution as we
know it, to go beyond ourselves as
we know ourselves, to go beyond
our educations, and to go beyond
every other limit set upon us by oth-
ers.

* All lives need stories near at hand,
and our experiences of narratives in
contextually rich worlds are poten-
tially transformative.

Unless an individual life has multi-
ple opportunities to be rescued from
banality and to be thoughtfully trans-
formed by a library or a museum or a
botanical garden or a planetarium-that
is, by a collection of knowledge and
experience, passionately gathered and
thoughtfully constructed-unless this
happens, an important failure of atten-
tion has occurred. And so our libraries
and museums should be intentionally
committed, dedicated by mission and
service, to the construction of thinking
lives and the illumination of thoughtful
possibilities for those lives. These places
are destined to be active and responsive
forums, communicative institutions, not
passive or reticent. A great cultural insti-
tution is a place of friction, heat, light,
warmth, and the occasional flame.

A community will be engaged by its
cultures only if it is a community where a
memory resides, where the possibilities
and satisfactions of learning are present
and valued, and where the future is held
not only in its families, churches, and
schools, but also in its understandings of
the past, wherever that past occurred: in
businesses, in public offices, in classrooms
and hospitals, on farms and in pulpits, in
clubs, in mills and factories, on wilderness
trails, in train and bus stations.

Robert N. Bellah and his associates
introduce their important book, The
Good Society, with a chapter titled "We
Live through Institutions." They note:

Americans often think of individuals
pitted against institutions. It is hard
for us to think of institutions as
affording the necessary context
within which we become individu-
als; of institutions as not just
restraining but enabling us; of insti-
tutions not as an arena of hostility
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within which our character is tested
but an indispensable source from
which character is formed. This is in
part because some of our institu-
tions have indeed grown out of con-
trol and beyond our comprehension.
But the answer is to change them,
for it is illusory to imagine that we
can escape them.1

The primary source of the cynicism
and distrust Bellah describes as a charac-
teristic of our relationships to institutions
follows from our prolonged exposure to
schooling, an exposure so pervasive that
each of us needs to overcome it in his or
her own gentle ways. However, by the
time we are powerful enough to undo it,
aspects of our schooling have done some
damage to our autonomy as critical
thinkers and consumers of knowledge.
Over time we are formed by our early
schools, we learn our literacies, find our
favorite stories, and perhaps come to
understand our own capabilities. But our
formative early education seems to thrive
on linear progress, external controls,
public evaluation, open competition, and
humbling self-consciousness. Through
these experiences we often give away our
possibilities of personal inquiry and
curiosity. As a culture we tend to con-
found learning with school.

What does this mean for cultural
institutions? It is reasonable to describe
American culture as one where citizens
are systematically taught to assume that
the connections among learning and com-
petition, learning and rules, learning and
evaluation, learning and vulnerability, are
permanent. In schools we are likely to
understand that, whatever learning is, it is
probably not the constructive, connective,
personal, or illuminating experience it
will be as our lives grow rich with inter-
ests and information. It rarely offers us
lifelong tools to use against entropy and
undertow. We are most often pupils in
schools, and too rarely apprentices in
exploration and thought.

When our culture allows us to put
aside this shallow field of routine, we
might find that, in its libraries, muse-
ums, and archives, the personal values
and questions that define a culture pre-
vail. In our cultural settings, unlike our
schools (including universities), we
encourage the learner's solitary, deep
immersion in a private, lived experience.
We value what no one else can see, and
we trust the learner to become the source
of order, synthesis, and construction that
a good learner can at best become.

P

Cultural institutions are only in part
places dedicated to the capture and con-
trol of knowledge and objects; they might
more usefully be understood not as plagces
at all, but as collections of the evanescent,
constructive moments they contain.
Libraries, museums, and archives also
hold voices, insights, processes, and, in
their surprising discoveries, possibilities of
mind. We need to understand the work of
our cultural institutions as minding the
community. Perhaps it is less useful to
understand cultural institutions as dis-
plays of artifacts or constructions of past
lives than it is to understand them as the
unspoken, continuous, unfinished parts of
ourselves, and the mindful emblems of our
communal intellectual strengths.

Ivan Karp describes the perspective
of the African-American museum leader
Edmund Barry Gaither, who

envisions museums as crucibles for
forging citizens who see themselves
as part of civil society, as important
members of a valid social order.
Museums have the responsibility to
compensate for the failure of other
institutions, such as schools, to
show members of minority groups
their stake in society. Museums can
play this role because they are
spaces for the play of identities, and
the multiple natures of those identi-
ties can be made part of museums'
exhibitions and programs.2

In an essay about multiple kinds of
literacies, Lauren Resnick makes clear
that it is not merely the knowing how to
read that matters, but the knowing how
to engage in the cultural practices for
which literacy is the key.3 Cultural insti-
tutions are those places where an ethos
of literacy-the telling of lasting stories,
the connecting of objects to realities of
past and present, the grasp of the rela-
tionships between knowledge and civic
participation, the understanding of work
and craft-can best be realized. Our
greatest illiteracy, we might say-other
than not knowing how to read our lives
as they evolve-lies in not knowing how
to read the signs of, and fully participate
in, the countless cultures where our lives
are forged.

Connecting through Story

Cultural institutions offer connections to
three kinds of engagement that might
usefully be considered life skills. The first
of these is involvement with story, mean-

ing the creation of narrative for sorting
and constructing the contexts of the
world. This is a life skill of the highest
order. With it, a human being is engaged
with the idea of life unfolding, and the
potential for change and variation. It is
not difficult to suggest that the sense of
story allows emotional possibilities as
well, where the mind senses feelings in
the presence of events, not just as they
happen in the moment, but as they hap-
pen in culmination of sequence and pat-
tern. Further, involvement with a
narrative allows us to see ourselves as
potentially heroic in our own lives, where
we deserve to be our strongest selves.

Experimentations in Inquiry

The second way that cultural institutions
help to construct the learning of critical
life skills is by offering a context for
experimenting in the logics, processes,
connections, and interrelations of
inquiry. Collections can offer immersion
in a private framework for the pursuit of
what one wants most to know. They
allow the inquirer to express possibilities
and create speculations while immersed
in the presence of rich and visible evi-
dence. And the best museums and
libraries offer paths for their pursuit
beyond the institution.

Here the great gift of the cultural
institution is tenuous and intangible. As
learners come to recognize themselves
engaged in the processes of thinking,
asking questions, and making knowl-
edge, they might well come to possess a
literacy of self-designed inquiry for life-
long transformative learning. In this
concept of literacy, the learner develops
a skill at reading the unknowns latent in
one life, and may over time come to
understand how information leads one
forward with a sense of control and
powel in some cases toward a less dark,
less stark, less accidental existence.

Accepting these roles for cultural
institutions in the construction of litera-
cies, we might strive to see our library
collections as settings for tool-based
apprenticeships in the exploration and
resolution of intellectual problems. How
does historical (or scientific, or aesthetic)
thinking work? What is the nature and
meaning of handmade objects? How
might a reader create a plan for system-
atic learning? How do human beings
construct a social ecology? What is the
role of knowledge in creating change?
What is at risk when thinking?
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However much our lives may seem
to unfold without design, there is in the
mastery of tools and processes the abid-
ing possibility of reducing our
unknowns and the accidents that can
shape us brutally. Clearly, in this world,
those who understand tools and infor-
mation will lead more informed, perhaps
more designed lives; perhaps they are
also likely to transmit the powers of an
informed life to others as well. As we can

understand in moments of national fear,
sometimes the only thing we can control
with confidence is what we know-if we
can remain open to information and per-
meable to other voices.

Public Spaces

The third quality of cultural institutions
that seems to me an essential contribu-

tion to the construction of the individual
life is that cultural institutions, when
they are fully open to the voices and
interests of their users, are essential pub-
lic spaces: forums for the expression and
contemplation of other peoples' stories.
As Hannah Arendt writes:

Each time we talk about things that
can be experienced only in privacy
or intimacy, we bring them out into
a sphere where they will assume a
kind of reality that, their intensity
notwithstanding, they never could
have had before.... To live together
in the world means essentially that a
world of things is between those
who have it in common, as a table is
located between those who sit
around it; the world, like every in-
between, relates and separates [peo-
ple] at the same time.4

Similarly, Maxine Greene writes of
the idea that human beings need places
where they can speak about their identi-
ties and understandings in public, to
confirm not only the similar existence of
other people, but the reality of their own
words and, in Greene's phrase, "lived
experiences." 5 The public space she
describes is the community, that evanes-
cent idea of a common world, held by
all, and the subject of all the hopes and
wishes that exist beyond the home and
family. Greene writes powerfully about
the rarity and power of the public space:

There is no space where human
beings, speaking and acting in their
plurality, can appear before one
another and realize the power they
have simply in being together. And
there surely is no such space in most
of the schools. Nor is there the free-
dom experienced when young per-
sons discover that they have the
capacity to reach out and attain feel-
ings, thoughts, and ways of being,
hitherto unimagined-and even,
perhaps, ways of acting on what
they believe to be deficient, ways of
transcending and going beyond.6

She cites examples of the courage
required to create, in the name of com-
munity, a "common world." In our cul-
tural institutions, the same courage is
needed to ensure the integrity of cultural
life. The words of Clifford Gertz help us
to define the challenge as "making it
possible for people inhabiting different
worlds to have a genuine, and recipro-
cal, impact upon one another." 7
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Isn't this a reasonable description of
the great problem that virtually every
community culture faces? And might it
not be a statement of mission for any cul-
tural collection? Is this not what a great
community means: a kind of collabora-
tive, perpetually unfinished mind, always
in search of dialogue not only about its
future and the meanings of its past but
also about the paths that each of us has
made? Thinking of American traditions
of individualism and independence, we
need to find ways to have an effect on
each other in public ways. We need to
have conversations about community
learning. When we have such conversa-
tions in American collections, it is the
community's way of paying attention to
its continuous themes, its folkways, and
its memories. We do this in order to
show: (1) how deeply an interest in the
life of the community is shared by all;
and (2) how the experience of creating
this shared fabric has differed over time
for individual citizens based on color,
class, religion, language, and the steady
interweaving of races and cultures.

Foundations of a
Community Mind

To fulfill the concept of the community
mind, it is important for a collection and
its programs to capture many things. An
active and responsive cultural institu-
tion, such as a library, will actually tell
its community the story of its own evo-
lution and offer information useful for
its further evolution. For any mindful,
formative, thematic community conver-
sation to happen, we need evidence of:

X patterns of settlement, houses and
neighborhoods and all of the ways
that "home" and "family" and
"community" have meaning to us;

X means of passing the long-lasting
knowledge of elders on to others;

* dialogues that create a common
table for generations to share;

X governance, especially the politics of
civic life, with its accompanying ten-
sions over issues and its need for
informed participation and action;

X economic life, comprising a balance
of dying and emerging resources and
technologies; interdependent serv-
ices; information and know-how;
industry in all its forms; the indica-
tors of a productive community;

X communication systems, and the
community's patterns of isolation

and connection, including the lines
of language across communities;

* formal and informal educational sys-
tems and their influence on the places
a community values and creates for
the transmission of knowledge;

* institutions dedicated to religion,
health, and public service and the
ways they interpret their missions to
the community;

* the words and ways of the excluded,
the sufferers, the activists, the seek-
ers in our society;

* what a community makes and treas-
ures, how it embodies and interprets
the meanings of experience in visual
arts, performance, and the word;

* unfinished, continuing, critical
issues that require the attention of
an entire community; and

* evidences of how, in Clifford
Geertz's words, "The culture of a
people is an ensemble of texts."8

Collect these evidences and place
them where they are visible and usable
(in a library or another cultural institu-
tion), and a community mind-a great,
imaginative, communally owned arti-
fact-is ready to be born.

From a farmer's perspective,
Wendell Berry writes about how a com-
munity itself is a kind of knowledge, a
form of mind:

In its cultural aspect, the community
is an order of memories preserved
consciously in instructions, songs,
and stories, and both consciously
and unconsciously in ways. A
healthy culture holds preserving
knowledge in place for a long time.
That is, the essential wisdom accu-
mulates in the communitv much as
fertility builds in the soil.

Acts of Giving

Every cultural institution and its collec-
tion exists to give. In contrast to elitist
missions of the past, the contemporary
cultural institution has been created and
sustained by its community intentionally
to give and regather itself again and
again, to renew others and to replenish
itself. In any cultural institution, in any
community, however important the
information given (the resources pro-
vided, the questions answered, the lec-
tures delivered), it is never more
important than the quality of generosity
in the giving (the voices heard, the

moments taken, the remembered ques-
tion). The greatest value in our civic and
democratic culture is not what its insti-
tutions keep, but what they give away,
and how freely it is given.

Acts of giving are educative, com-
municative, and community-building;
apart from all other meanings, they
express esteem. Exchange is complex.
We must be present for each other if it is

Acts of giving are
educative, ommunicative,
and community-building

to happen. We must offer ourselves to
others and receive others fairly. We may
be unable to see the complexity of the
transaction because we are in it. We give
it meaning in its moment, but its mean-
ing is enhanced and changed by subse-
quent contexts and reflections, and its
value is quickly unknown to us even
though we may be at its center.

As we know when we are in crisis,
there are gifts that increase fluency and
mastery over our most difficult moments
of learning and becoming: calming sys-
tems of thought and observation in the
presence of evidence; processes of recon-
struction using voices and messages from
the past; potential connections among sep-
arate evidences in a record; and new ways
of observing ourselves in process. These
critical gifts transfer tools, language, and
forms of thought to us and allow us to
remind ourselves of the future.

The Necessity of Story

All cultural institutions allow us to expe-
rience an involvement with story, the
creation of narrative for sorting and con-
structing the multiple contexts of the
world. In order to live lives not con-
structed by chaos or defined by the
whims of others, we depend on the log-
ics of narrative. The telling of a story-a
community's story, say-not only cap-
tures an experience but also permits us
to revisit it. The strongest cultural insti-
tution learns how to tell whole stories in
the voices of its users. If the cultural
institution is caringly constructed and
given to its users, the story told is always
moving, changing, and becoming, with
the daring and clarity of a solo voice.
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Great cultural institutions are insti-
tutions of mind as much as they are insti-
tutions of service. Their collections are
informed by the implicit narratives of
human contexts. They are dynamic.
They think. They cause thinking. They
absorb and reflect the thinking of others
as though thought were a form of light.
And the best cultural institutions are
those most devoted to thinking with
their publics-where thinking, as in the
idea of the forum, is an inviting mutual
event of words, self-presentations, and
unfinished issues.

Librarians, archivists, curators, and
museum educators, among all people,
must know best that collections are not
a static heritage, but rather comprise
countless changing images and ideas;
they require reinvention and rethinking,
generation by generation. Perhaps we
need to remind ourselves every day that
we are not living or speaking a text that
has already been written for us, but one
that might best be described as flowing
streams of the possible, generated in the
moment-by-moment conversations and
questions of users. -
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