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The start of this paper is an exhibition called Hope. The exhibition was 
launched at the Migration Museum during the Adelaide Festival of Arts earlier 
this year. It looks at the hopes and ideas about the future of a group of young 
people from marginal backgrounds. Using drawings, photographs and quotes 
the exhibition documents these young peopleôs responses to questions of 
what hope means to them, what do they hope for the future and how do they 
imagine the future. It was part of a project undertaken in partnership with the 
Social Sustainability Unit at the University of South Australia. Today I would 
like to use Hope as a case study to look at two related issues: the first, giving 
young people a voice in museums and secondly, producing exhibitions 
without objects. The way we worked on Hope is certainly not the only way to 
address either of these topics, and was not the perfect way either, in fact I 
want to examine some of the areas where I think we could have done things 
better, but the project might offer some useful observations on different ways 
of producing social history exhibitions and for finding a voice in museums for 
the otherwise voiceless. 

 

Perhaps first I should explain why we wanted to put together an exhibition like 
this at the Migration Museum. Our brief is to represent the cultural diversity of 
South Australia. By cultural diversity we mean not just ethnicity but religion, 
gender, class, age and any other factors that might be taken into account 
when defining someoneôs identity. Hope appealed to us because it aimed to 
work with a group of people in an age bracket we had not represented 
significantly in previous exhibitions (14-17), and because those young people 
were described as being from marginal backgrounds, a term Iôll come back to 
a little later, but for now let me just say that the aim was to give voice to a 
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group of people who didnôt traditionally have much of a voice in conservative 
institutions like museums. 

 

The Migration Museum has a history of ópushing the envelopeô when it comes 
to community representation in museums. Throughout our history we have 
attempted to be as inclusive as possible and actively sought to represent 
groups that might not otherwise appear in museums. Prior to my time as a 
curator museum staff produced exhibitions such as Twist of Fate, which took 
visitors through the experience of being a refugee. Another example is Work it 
Out which was both for and about very young children. The museum has 
worked with people with disabilities, with various religious organisations, with 
gay and lesbian communities and a wide range of different cultural groups. 
Through the Community Access Gallery, the Forum, we have also had 
organisations and community groups tell their own histories in their own 
words. Young people, however, remained predominantly the domain of our 
education staff, who through a series of interactive programs deal with just as 
broad a range of communities. 

 

Working with some of these groups can at times pose significant challenges. 
Notably working with groups such as refugees and young people there is 
often a lack of material history to draw on. In the case of refugees, people 
who flee from desperate situations, arriving in their new country with the bare 
minimum, if anything at all, the reasons are obvious. This might not 
necessarily be a negative. Working without objects can be liberating and can 
make powerful statements. An example that springs to mind is a Forum group 
from the Cambodian community. While they had a rich selection of objects to 
draw on for their exhibition they chose to leave one case empty. They draped 
this case in black cloth and put in a small label which simply read óPol Pot, 
1975-1979.ô In this instance they chose to use an empty case, not because 
there were no objects, but because there were no words, pictures or objects 
that adequately said how much pain they endured under the regime of Pol 
Pot.  
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To go back to representing young people there are a number of reasons at 
play which might explain the lack of material history. To begin with, they are 
young people, they have perhaps had less time and money to acquire objects 
and to ascribe to those objects significant meaning. Anyone who has 
witnessed a young childôs devotional attachment to a particular toy can see 
the fault in my logic here though. Perhaps then it is because of our own ideas 
about what constitutes material history, about what is valuable, and what 
should be put on display.  

 

This idea cuts to the heart of what we were trying to achieve with Hope. When 
Dr Simon Robb from the University of South Australia first brought the project 
to us he described the concept as treating as precious and special objects 
which society would normally discard or place little value on. He wanted to 
work with people óon the fringesô of society and examine how many of us 
might dismiss what in anotherôs world is valuable. The idea was distilled to 
working with young people in the age group of 14-17 who for one reason or 
another had dropped out of the mainstream education system and who came 
from backgrounds which some people might define as placing them on the 
fringes of society. In order to achieve this the research team worked with 
students and staff from Alternative Education schools. 

 

Can you tell Iôm having trouble defining this group of young people? One of 
the problems we faced in this exhibition was language. How do you talk about 
a group of young people as ómarginalô, óon the fringesô or whatever other term 
you choose without labelling them as something óotherô and immediately 
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distancing them from your visitors? Iôm also avoiding using the full title of the 
exhibition, which is óHope: the utopian imagination of young people on the 
Margins.ô It says a lot about the academic intent of the project, but doesnôt 
really capture the voice of the young people. One of the earliest suggestions 
for a title was óThe Museum of Rubbishô. Migration Museum staff immediately 
jumped on this and pointed out that you could not build trust with a group of 
people, take their stories, put them on public display, and then turn around 
and call it rubbish! The thinking behind it, that what appears rubbish to me 
might in fact be incredibly significant in someone elseôs life, is interesting, but 
the execution could be misleading at the very least. Language is important, it 
often says more than you intend to say, and it can be difficult to pin down a 
complex issue in simple words.  

 

So the exhibition title changed and the young people were described as 
marginal. I have to say this is a term I have never liked. For a start, who gets 
to define the margins? The young people themselves certainly wouldnôt 
choose that term, and we said as much in the exhibition. One of the 
challenges of working on an exhibition which is a collaborative exercise and 
therefore involves a number of different parties who all have their own agenda 
and their own preferred terminology is that language can become a contested 
territory, and someone has to compromise. In the case of Hope the approach 
we chose to take was to use some of the more contested terminology, it was 
difficult to avoid, but to openly discuss the issues around this language in the 
exhibition text.  
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So why didnôt we just ask the young people how they would have described 
themselves? To begin with, we were constructing a collective out of a number 
of individuals who would probably have described themselves in different, 
conflicting, ways. Another reason was the division of labour in the project. The 
parameters of the research, and the definitions of intent, were largely shaped 
by the University of South Australiaôs research team and their partners before 
we became involved in the project. While Migration Museum staff sat on the 
advisory committee for the research phase, we were not out there speaking to 
the young people ourselves. 

 

I found this one of the most difficult aspects of the process. Perhaps because 
of our history as a museum, dealing with some fairly challenging subject areas 
and often in topics where there have not been a lot of readily accessible 
secondary sources produced, we are used to taking a hands-on approach. So 
it was personally very difficult to step back and let all the information come 
through a filter, so to speak. I should explain at this point that I began work on 
Hope after coming back from a yearôs leave, at the point where the research 
had been done and the exhibition planning was just beginning, so to some 
extent I was picking up in the middle of the process. I should also point out 
that while it was a challenge to try to work in a new way there were many 
positives to the process, such as the depth of scrutiny that the various parties 
involved brought to it, and the range of consultation that took place. Iôm sure 
that working in this way taught me a lot, but there were also many times when 
it frustrated me. I wanted to be able to go back to the young people and say 
óWhat did you mean when you said that, there?ô Why did you draw a city 
being bombed? Is that a hope for the future or something else? The nature of 
the project meant that many of the young people dropped in and out of the 
research sessions, and were simply not contactable. I think the professional 
terminology is that they are a ótransient groupô. So be it, weôre historians, we 
often have to use creative ways to question our sources, our sources are 
often dead.  

 

In this instance though the young people were alive and some of them did 
remain contactable, but they had established relationships with the research 
team, and while museum staff would have liked to come up with a way to 
involve young people in the exhibition development, in the end we were 
working with the collected research and the researchers themselves. Here I 
should admit to one last personal bias. I came to the Migration Museum after 
working as a graduate in the Department for Human Services, as it was then 
known, in the section for Children and Young People. As part of that I helped 
manage community consultations and training with young people, as well as 
working with a number of very passionate youth advocates who instilled 
strong ideas in me about good ways and bad ways of working with young 
people. I looked at the products of the Hope research project and I sometimes 
thought óI might have done that differently éô  
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The world did not end, however, just because I did not get to do things my 
way. There were some very well qualified people working on this research 
and some interesting material came out of it. Going back to the idea of 
óexhibitions without objectsô one of the simplest ways of addressing this issue 
is to create artefacts. In this case the drawings and photographs that the 
young people produced. The research project was constructed with the aim of 
looking at what utopian ideas about the future might contribute to the realm of 
social planning. It was decided that this might confuse some of the young 
people, if it didnôt confuse them it certainly confused me, and so the approach 
that was taken in the end was to ask questions about the future and about 
hope. In doing this the research team wanted to treat the young people not as 
subjects, but as co-researchers, the experts on their own lives, and so a 
number of methods were used to try and encourage this. Photos were taken 
by the young people of things they hoped for in the future, or in many cases of 
something that represented a hope for the future.  

 

 

 

Some of the young people also produced drawings in response to slightly 
different questions, which included more broadly imagined futures and not just 
what the young people hoped for. There were also quotes from the young 
people in response to the question óIf you could put anything on display in the 
Museum, what would it be?ô Some of these responses were quite abstract. 
The original intention was to create models, based on the descriptions, which 
would be displayed in the Museum. Somehow though the end product 


