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In the recent history of museums and since the turn towards new museology, we see that museum priorities have somewhat shifted: we have moved from being exclusively focussed on collections, their preservation and production of knowledge about heritage to disseminating knowledge and appreciation of collections aimed at a broader public. Policies regarding the public and the development of a wide spectrum of communication tools and means have helped to put the visitor at the centre of museum work and of museum policies regarding temporary exhibitions, while not overlooking that for major museums organising ephemeral cultural events more and more often had rejuvenated their style and functioning. 

This change of focus led to restructuring museum management which, from now on, in addition to services aimed at preservation, made new services available that are above all concerned with the users.  We have seen a rapid transformation of the practice of dissemination and interpretation, which formerly was a routine of guided visits and talks given by specialists standing in front of works on display, even if, we must say, this practice is still widespread and reigns supreme in fine arts museums. In fact, influenced by science centres, which chose “hands on” devices that were created with the intention of using museography to foster abstract knowledge, or social museums, which have tried to approach sensitive issues while questioning visitors, little by little museums deliberately sought more and more to specifically solicit their visitors’ active participation. 

Previously visitors could be happy to taste and enjoy intellectually what was given them to see with the support of only a very modest offering: the short and condensed text of a label placed under of the work. From now on visitors are solicited, questioned, they are asked to act or to interact when, for projects that are more innovative, they have been associated with the conception or even the story line of the exhibition.

Communication technology, more and more put to work in museums and exhibitions, seems to have led to a new type of dissemination of cultural content which appears today to have become the leading model: offering exhibitions that are called (at least for some of them) “playful and interactive”. The epithet “playful” refers to leisure and pleasure. It wants to show that one should no longer talk about boring scholarly knowledge or slow academic teaching, much too heavy and demanding. One can learn and become cultivated while enjoying oneself, thus without difficulty. The epithet “interactive” refers to modernity and the image of rapid training, effective without effort and imposing neither dogma nor professional erudition, nor the yoke of a didactic approach to a long and numbing apprenticeship. 

Seducing visitors while amusing them and making them act, who would not be convinced with such a promise? We can easily understand that a consensus was quickly reached around what is nevertheless a slogan. To grasp this fully we must try to understand the origins of the playful-interactive credo.  In our view it corresponds to a double orthodoxy: the influence of active educational methods and the rise to power of the constructivist theory in training. 

The active methods that evolved from the works of Decroly, Montessori or Dewey, proved the interest of using approaches where children act to learn rather than learning by heart and doing a series of exercises.  Regarding the constructivist theory, it stipulates that one only retains the knowledge that one has built oneself from matter that is suggested by the master in educational situations that are original and motivating for the student.  

We will be forgiven for having recalled so briefly the context of the underlying educational theories even if these are more a caricature and ultra-simplified than a definition that can be understood and used for their specific interest, but this one that can be understood when evoking the word “dialogism”. The modern museum and its exhibitions would be “dialogic” in so far as, from now on, they take into consideration not only a dialogue with the public, but also that the public would be invited to join in and to act or to interact with the content or the devices which are offered and which have been conceived to this end. 

The problem that preoccupies us now is not to contest the idea of a dialogue, nor that of public participation or the interest of development and interaction: if museum professionals now want to chose forms which seem to them preferable or better, we can only rally to the leading ideology. To state that a new museum or a new exhibition offers “playful and interactive content” no loner surprises anybody. More likely the opposite that would surprise… 

Using the word dialogism in order to explain overall this trend, and referring explicitly to its inventor, the great Russian linguist Mikhail Bakhtin, seems to us totally inadequate.  What, in which context and to what ends does the Marxist (?) linguist use the concept of dialogism and the epithet dialogic? Lit is say right away that he uses dialogism and dialogic to differentiate them from dialogue and dialogal. For Bakhtin dialogue is the natural from of exchange. Even better, he asserts that dialogism can only be expressed in a monologue because it is inherent in the very act of the speaker producing a discourse. In his works he tries to demonstrate that all discourse is a sort of interior dialogue. Dialogic can be found when a speaker or writer produces a statement: on the one hand he is referring explicitly or implicitly to everything that has already been said or written by others on the theme he is talking about, and on the other hand he anticipates a counter argument to the critical replies that some listeners or readers will possibly make to him later when assimilating what he has said or written. In his theory of dialogism Bakhtin anticipates the invention of one of the major themes of modern linguistics: that of intertextuality. 

If we hold strictly to the work of Bakhtin we will find dialogism and dialogic in most of the writings of museum professionals and curators when they address the public under the eye of and monitored by their peers. Announcements and all the texts posted in museums and exhibitions and articles in exhibition catalogues that they sign or do not sign and which are in principle addressed to the public are by nature purely dialogic (which, as we know, contributes to making them difficult and sometimes even incomprehensible to non-specialists). Dialogue, and dialogal, supposes that there is effectively a dialogue, not only present in the communication tools or the educational documents that are most often conceived for and reserved to school groups (captive public). 

Additionally it would be necessary to be assured of the content and how the dialogue is set up.  Returning to the primacy of playful-interactive, how much can such a dialogue offer active or constructivist approaches to adults, youth and children?

