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Prior to the development of the great museums in Europe and North America in the nineteenth century, access to museums and cabinets of curiosity were limited to visitors with property qualifications and elite access to those in power. During the nineteenth century, the role of the museum in relation to the visitor was reconceptualised and it was in this period that the museum emerged as an institution that, in addition to scholarship, collection and exhibition, worked on the formation of a national citizenry. Visiting museums was regarded as a vital part of the creation of the individual. Focusing on education, the moulding of bourgeois taste and the display of colonial spoils, museums were sites of the expression of power to which it was assumed visitors acquiesced. 
During the twentieth century, the authority of museums was steadily dismantled along with the authority once enjoyed by churches, governments and the wealthy. Political and social movements such as decolonisation, feminism, promotion of universal education and the spread of civil rights are clear historical explanations for the erosion of museum authority. One of the most powerful textual inroads on museum authority, however, has been dialogism which does not possess the status of a political or social movement. 
Dialogism is a term emerging from the work of the Russian philosopher, Mikhail Bakhtin whose work on understanding the self led him to conceptualise the self in an endless dialogue with otherness. The other and self is not characterised as creating a binary by Bakhtin, but a multiplying process suggesting a vigorous network of meaning as the self is created in relation to others. To understand the self, therefore, multiples of others must also be considered.

Under the impact of vast social change, dialogism has appeared a most useful approach for museums as they have sought to reinvent themselves in a world where cultural authority is regarded with suspicion. In the rush to modernise museums, dialogism has sometimes been understood as relating to the promotion of one-to-one dialogue, as if between two speakers, with the museum being in conversation with visitors. This is clearly a very limited understanding of dialogism, suggesting the existence of the forlorn hope that museum cultural privilege can be maintained despite the broader impulse to reduce its authority. A key question for museology today, therefore, is whether a dyadic practice of “museum dialogism” is appropriate or, indeed, limiting of the meanings that a museum might generate and enable for its visitors. 

Turning to a more informed understanding of dialogism, that is, as a process of multiple meaning interactions and generations - we need to ask how does the museum institution imagine itself in relation to it, given that Bakhtin theorises that dialogism is not a stance that one chooses to adopt, but the reality of human interaction. In Bakhtinian analysis, the museum can be seen to have always been dialogic. Looking at the responses of museums to the idea of dialogism, one can see that museologically, there must be a widely held assumption that a museum can choose to be dialogic or not. This is a fundamental error in relation to Bakhtinian theory. An urgent task for museums, therefore, is either to foster the open-ended, incomplete multiplicity of engaging with others as described by Bakhtin or create their own limited view of dialogism as binary. The binary form of dialogism is often found in apparently progressive museums today. This limited expression of dialogism can have the effect of subtly permitting a museum to maintain elements of its old authority and power under the guise of altering itself in response to contemporary textual theory.
In practical curatorial terms, the museum visitor experience in the last two decades has been characterised by a turning away from the relatively simple construction of conditions for the visitor’s aloof gaze on artefacts. In the place of the promotion of the individual, private gaze, the museum institution has extended the visitor experience to one of often intense interaction, notably via banks of computers. Museums are asking visitors to leave permanent responses to exhibitions so that the visit is expanded from a private experience to one of public interaction; some museums are incorporating visitors’ bodies into the exhibition field, sometimes in Disneyland style rides, and exhibition budgets have necessarily grown to enable more visitor experiences. 
Complex questions emerge from an assumption that many museums would like to explore the multiple possibilities that an understanding of dialogism enables. Would polyphony lead to museum anarchy? What is the role of the curator in relation to visitors in a dialogic museum? What should or could museums do with multiple visitor responses? Are there some visitor responses that museums should disallow, for example, extreme political positions? What roles remain for museums in the promotion of nationalism? Many museums have huge numbers of tourist visitors - how might the promotion of a dialogic environment make sense to disparate audiences? 

The emergence of dialogism as a key marker of progressive museums has unfortunately been at the expense of engagement with the central Bakhtinian concept. Tackling dialogism in relation to the visitor experience is a necessary first step to understanding many of the recent changes in museums.
