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本文應用「文化治理」的概念，反映亞洲博物館的當前動態，並檢視臺灣、新加坡和泰國的案例。此三

個國家的重要博物館有其共同性，皆反映在博物館作為文化治理的發展上。本文僅關注兩個主題：1）多

元文化社會（multicultural society）和社會共融（social inclusion）；2）東協／東南亞的區域認同、推廣

及其共同身分。 

 

第一個共同主題是三國重要博物館在文化治理的發展上，對於「多元文化社會」和「社會共融」的新關

注，以下將就兩方面討論：首先，愈來愈多博物館趨向設計適合不同性別和年齡群體的活動。其次，對

於族裔群體和移民的包容，不再只附屬於官方的國族敘事架構。更多博物館勇於開發以少數族群和移民

作為展覽核心的新領域，在展覽中以種族與移民的角度說故事。臺灣、新加坡和泰國的博物館皆爭相成

為詮釋社會共融及多元文化主義的平臺。 

 

第二個備受三國重要博物館關注的議題為「東協∕東南亞的區域認同、推廣及其共同身分」。此發展顯示

博物館文化治理和國家政策的緊密關聯，促使東協在國家利益之下的身分認同。 

 

關鍵字：博物館、文化治理、跨國移民、多元文化主義、臺灣、東協（ASEAN） 

 

 

  

                                                        

* 本場次泰國 Morakot Meyer博士訪臺演講，乃由中華民國博物館學會亞太博物館連線計畫協助，特此說明。

The visit and speech of Thai scholar Dr. Morakot Meyer to Taiwan is arranged by the Museum Link Asia-Pacific 

project under the Chinese Association of Museums. 
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This short paper uses the concept of “cultural governance” to reflect on the current dynamism of museums in Asia, 

examining the cases of Taiwan, Singapore and Thailand. A survey of leading museums in the three countries 

reveals commonalities reflected in the developments of the museum as cultural governance. The paper focuses 

only on two themes: multicultural society and social inclusion and the region-wide recognition and promotion of 

ASEAN/Southeast Asia and its common identity. 

 

The new focus on multicultural society and social inclusion provides the first common theme in the development 

of leading museums’ cultural governance across the three countries. The presentation discusses two aspects of this 

theme. First, museums increasingly design their activities to serve diverse cultural and gender groups. Second, the 

inclusion of ethnic groups and migrants is no longer subordinated strictly to the framework of official national 

narratives. More and more museums venture onto new terrain by placing ethnic groups and migrants at the center 

of their exhibitions and by narrating stories from ethnic and migrant perspectives. As a result, museums in Taiwan, 

Singapore and Thailand became platforms in contests over interpretation of social inclusion and multiculturalism. 

 

The second theme common to the development of leading museums in the three countries regards the region-wide 

recognition and promotion of ASEAN/Southeast Asia and its common identity. The developments demonstrate 

the close connection between museum cultural governance and national policies which promotes ASEAN identity 

for national interests. 

 

Keywords: Museum, Cultural governance, Transnational migration, Multiculturalism, Taiwan, ASEAN
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Introduction 

 

This short paper uses the concept of “cultural governance” to reflect on the current dynamism of museums in Asia, 

examining the cases of Taiwan, Singapore and Thailand. The region has increasingly experienced a sustainable 

growth of its museum sector, but global index makers still exclusively focus on specific areas of Asia. In mid-

2017, the Themed Entertainment Association (TEA) released its Theme Index and Museum Index of 2016, which 

reports only on data of museum visitors in China, Taiwan and South Korea (Rubin, 2017: 19-21). The report 

reflects a particular image of Asia, and fails to reveal broader regional dynamism in the museum sector. How can 

we understand this dynamism and its socio-political relevancy in the broader Asian context better? 

 

My survey of leading museums in the three countries discloses that their roles as “cultural governance” are 

promising areas for comparative research. Schmitt (2011) argues that the museum is a potential subject for 

understanding cultural governance. In this context, the term “cultural governance” denotes the process whereby 

museums as cultural institutions materially and discursively articulate policy design, implementation and practice 

in parallel with changes in political and social arenas. 

 

I propose to explore two new strands in the development of museums. First, museums have begun to engage in 

multicultural issues and social inclusion of diverse cultural groups. This trend is embedded in broader cultural and 

diversity politics of high mobility and “super-diversity” (the term coined by Vertovec, 2007). In studying this 

trend, I draw in part on scholarship in the fields of multicultural studies (Kymlicka and He, 2011) and museum 

studies (Sandell, 1998). I discuss this theme under the heading “Museums as Cultural Governance of Multicultural 

Society and Social Inclusion.” 

 

Second, Asian museums have come to play a part in promoting ASEAN identity. In this context, the museum as 

cultural governance is inserted into the politics of national narratives for domestic and international interests. I 

explore this second development under the heading “ASEAN/Southeast Asia and its Common Identity”. 

 

Museums as Cultural Governance of Multicultural Society and Social Inclusion 

 

A new focus on multicultural society and social inclusion provide the first common theme in Taiwanese and 

ASEAN museums’ cultural governance. I discuss two aspects of this theme: first, museums and diverse gender 

and age groups, second, the inclusion of ethnic groups and migrants which is no longer subordinated strictly to the 

framework of official national narratives. 

 

Museums and Diverse Cultural and Gender Groups 

 

In Taiwan, Singapore and Thailand, museums increasingly organize activities to serve diverse audiences either 

to complement exhibitions or to form part of other types of events. However, the recognition of these various 

groups as distinctive cultural categories is not consistent in exhibition designs and activities. 
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One commonality in serving cultural groups is the focus on children in museum activity and space allocation. The 

National Palace Museum (NPM) and the National Museum of Taiwan History in Tainan contain large areas for 

children activities. In Singapore, the National Museum of Singapore has allocated the second floor of its building 

for events and activities regular catering to children and families. A much larger space for children is found in 

the National Art Gallery of Singapore, which was inaugurated was on the occasion of the 50th anniversary of 

Singapore’s independence in 2015. In Bangkok, Museum Siam spearheaded a wide range of activities geared 

towards children, e.g., children workshop, and museum night for family gatherings, etc. 

 

The focus on children in leading museums in Taiwan, Singapore and Thailand reiterates the older role of 

museums as educational institutions. However, the education currently provided by museums has shifted focus 

from knowledge providing to the handling of creative skills. In Taiwan, The National Palace Museum (NPM) 

shifted their focus from providing only general activities for children to offering a wide range of schemes for 

enhancing their creative thinking and skills. The National Art Gallery of Singapore and Thailand’s Bangkok Art 

& Culture Center offers a broader extent of activities for promoting children’s art literacy and creative skills. 

 

Contributing factors for the effectiveness of the museums as cultural governance in this area are each country’s 

policy and performance in the creative and service industries, the culture of learning, and the idea of autonomous 

individuality. Although museum space for children are often large, highly visible, and prominently located, the 

spatial arrangement does not rule out demands for other areas of improvements. 

 

In Taiwan, Singapore and Thailand, leading national museums often bear burdens of representing specific 

national identities, values, heritage and history. The promotion and accommodation of diverse gender groups are 

usually at odds with the traditional views of national identity dominated by patriarchal ideas of society. Small-

scale museums have more freedom and flexibility in delivering their cultural governance. A fresh surge in 

promoting other forms of diversity appeared in small museums and artscape in urban Taipei. Ama Museum, 

established in 2016 in Datong District, features stories of comfort women who fell victims of the Japanese 

occupation during the Second World War. It epitomises how society overcomes its painful past and puts the 

museum forward in the service of women whose voices and sufferings have long been overheard. In 2017, some 

premises on Bopiliao Historic Street in Taipei held exhibitions supporting LGBT and same-sex marriage. In mid-

2018 Thailand’s Museum Siam showed a temporary exhibit called “Gender Illumination” which focused on the 

issue of gender diversity. The initiative forms part of a cultural politics against the backdrop of unified national 

identity increasingly repromoted in the Museum Siam’s space. 

 

Persons with disabilities is a cultural group which does not often receive sufficient attention from museums in 

Taiwan, Singapore and Thailand. Though still limited, several new initiatives have emerged. Amongst others, the 

National Museum of Taiwan History in Tainan has actively engaged in the concept of “culture for all”; it takes the 

inclusion of disabilities as a core of museum’s activities and service. 
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The afore-mentioned developments made in the museum sector in Taiwan, Singapore and Thailand demonstrates 

the positive progress of museums as cultural governance in as much as limits of the museum in this area. 

 

The Inclusion of Ethnic Groups and Migrants is No Longer Subordinated Strictly to the Framework of 

Official National Narratives 

 

Recently, museums in Taiwan and ASEAN have started to venture into new terrain by placing ethnic groups and 

migrants at the centre of their exhibitions and by narrating stories from ethnic and migrant perspectives. As a 

result, museums in Taiwan, Singapore and Thailand became platforms in contests over the interpretation of social 

inclusion and multiculturalism. 

 

Ethnic Groups 

 

Taiwan has several indigenous museums, most of which are in Taiwan, community-based and located in the 

centre of community tourist areas. Exhibitions on Hakka culture and history are flourishing as the ethnic 

consciousness of Hakka-Taiwanese has led to attempts at preserving Hakka culture. An example is Miaoli Park, a 

cultural centre in Tongluo Township which combines exhibitions on Hakka history with a library and 

documentation centre, and proposes new Taiwanese designs of Hakka symbols for commercial use. Most 

narratives of the shows held at indigenous present indigenous/ethnic cultures and histories on their own terms 

rather than inserting their stories into the rigid framework of official national narratives. Several factors have 

contributed to this development, including the process of democratization, the recognition of cultural rights and 

the long search for Taiwanese national identity. Critics, however, point out that in some cases these developments 

suffer setbacks caused by factors such as top-down cultural policy and the politics of negotiation between 

exhibition planners and local communities (Hsieh, 2016). 

 

Singaporean’s multiculturalism policy led to the birth of ethnic museums and centres which also serve as 

museums. This institutional framework comprises the Malay Heritage Center, the Indian Heritage Center, the 

Eurasian Heritage Center and the Peranakan Museum and thus recognizes the main ethnic groups in the country. 

Exhibitions held in these institutions help counterbalance the strong over-representation of Chinese ethnic group 

in the National Museum of Singapore. For example, many parts of the current permanent displays in the Malay 

Heritage Center explicitly construct the Malay contribution to the growth of the nation, thus forging a new aspect 

of national historical narrative with an ethnic Malay flavor. 

 

In Thailand, state museums have functioned against the backdrop of the long official process of Thainization and 

assimilation policy. Not surprisingly, ethnic representations have been put to a minimum. From its opening in 

2008 to 2016, Siam Museum’s first permanent exhibition “Account of Thailand” presented in some parts Chinese 

culture and Sino-Thai figures. However, the museum’s current permanent exhibition “Decoding Thainess” 

remains ambiguous in this regard and thus falls behind the openness of its predecessor. Beyond the world of 

national museums, ethnic presence has found its ways in community museums dedicated solely for ethnic stories 

and cultures. This kind of museum is in both Bangkok and provincial towns. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tongluo,_Miaoli
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In each of the country under study, ethnic politics and policies profoundly have influenced how museums can 

address ethnic inclusion and diversity. It remains to be seen is how far museum as can help to propose a 

sustainable and fair engagement with ethnic diversity. 

 

Transnational Migrants 

 

Taiwan, Singapore and Thailand, museums began to address the issue of transnational migration in their 

exhibitions and activities. The initiatives are inextricably linked with the growing number of transnational 

migrants from Southeast Asia in the three countries. 

 

In 2017, Museum Siam of Thailand held an exhibition “Myanmar Up-close.” In the same year, two museums in 

Taiwan took transnational migration as a subject of their displays. The National Museum of Taiwan in Taipei held 

an exhibition “Tastes of Home, Southeast Asian Flavours”, whereas the much younger National Museum of 

Taiwan History in Tainan organised “The New Tai-ker: Southeast Asian Migrant Workers and Immigrants in 

Taiwan.” The focal point of Museum Siam’s exhibits was on Myanmar migrant workers in Thailand who have 

outnumbered other migrants from neighbouring countries. By contrast, the two presentations held in Taiwan 

covered more ASEAN nationals who came to work and live in Taiwan. 

 

In Singapore, museums have rarely focused on migrants and their transnational lives. However, some progress has 

recently been made. Sometimes, a piece of artwork focusing on migration finds its ways to art exhibitions held in 

the National Art Gallery. In this year (2018), the Singapore Art Museum (SAM) in cooperation with Asian 

Civilization Museum holds an art exhibition “The Current/s We Call Home.” The show unveils transnational 

fields of migration between Indonesia and Singapore. 

 

Initiatives of museums in Taiwan, Singapore and Thailand came from their socio-cultural exposure to 

transnational migration. At present, Museum Siam has no plans for launching new initiatives regarding migration. 

The Singaporean SAM’s exhibition highlights the slow progress of the museum as cultural governance in 

migration. The Taiwanese case exhibits a stronger role of the museum as cultural governance in transnational 

migration due to the government’s migration policy and the integration and permanent settlement of transnational 

migrants in the country. However, it remains an open question whether the museums in these three countries will 

be able to develop further initiatives in this area. Migration and immigration are socially, politically and culturally 

sensitive issues. Determinant factors are not only of a domestic, but also of an international and global nature. 

 

ASEAN/Southeast Asia and Its Common Identity 

 

The second theme common to the development of leading museums in the three countries regards the region-wide 

recognition and promotion of ASEAN/Southeast Asia and its collective identity. The developments demonstrate 
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the close connection between museum cultural governance and national policies which promote ASEAN identity 

for national interests. 

 

ASEAN Community represents the most recent evolution of the Association of Southeast Asian Nation (ASEAN), 

founded during the high tide of the Cold War in Southeast Asia in 1967. More recently, ASEAN’s economic and 

political advancement helps promote its position on the world stage. ASEAN’s growing markets have renewed 

interests in the region among different global actors. 

 

In the case of Taiwan, domestic and international problems caused by PRC’s One China Policy have contributed 

to the increasing role of museums as cultural governance. Coupled with the New Southbound Policy introduced 

by President Tsai Ing-Wen in September 2016, museums began to localize the new policy in rhetoric and practice. 

In the south of Taiwan. The Literature Museum in Tainan continues organising activities and exhibitions related 

to Southeast Asian literature or writers who are Southeast Asian diasporas. The National Palace Museum (NPM) 

in Taipei has been shown to become active in this area. In this year (2018), however, NPM holds “Up the River 

During Qingming- NPM New Media Art Exhibition” at River City in Bangkok from 18 October 2018 to 12 

February 2019. The initiative marks a significant step of Taiwanese museum's cultural governance in fostering 

ties with ASEAN in the context of the global service economy. Interestingly, the government’s New Southbound 

Policy came to legitimise the already existing Taiwanese museums’ initiatives in transnational migration, which 

had been carried out by the National Museum of Taiwan History in Tainan, and the National Museum of Taiwan 

in Taipei. 

 

In Singapore, the National Art Gallery, National Art Museum, and Asian Civilization Museum deliver cultural 

governance in forging an ASEAN/ Southeast Asian identity through art and modern museology and at the same 

time portray Singapore as a centre and a microcosm of regional identity. Exhibitions organised by the newly 

founded National Art Gallery include “Reframing Modernism: Painting from Southeast Asia, Europe, and 

Beyond" and “Between declaration and Dreams: Art of Southeast Asia Since the 19th Century.” 

 

In Thailand, plans for enhancing its competitiveness in tourism and the heritage industry led to the establishment 

of Museum Siam in Bangkok, which subsequently pioneered the adoption of modern museology in the country. 

Against the backdrop of recent political developments in Thailand and ASEAN, Museum Siam has become a 

contested ground where an ASEAN/Southeast Asian regional outlook and a focus on a narrowly defined national 

identity clash. These tensions are reflected in the contradictions between the museum’s first and current 

permanent exhibitions as well as between the permanent and temporary exhibitions and related activities. In 

recent years, nationalistic tendencies have gained the upper hand in this contest as the museum’s new permanent 

exhibition “Decoding Thainess” promotes as much as it questions its subject in spite the official promotion of 

ASEAN Community during the last ten years. 

 

Museums and their promotion of ASEAN identity can be seen as part of the politics of national narratives which 

is influenced by governments' attempts to accentuating national narratives in the pursuit of national political and 

economic interests. 
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Postscript and Ways Forward 

 

This short paper gives a brief survey of two related themes regarding Asian museum sector as cultural governance: 

(1) multicultural society & social inclusion, and (2) ASEAN/Southeast Asia and Its Common Identity. These 

developments show certain common traits that require further in-depth research. The longitudinal approach will 

likely help reveal patterns, problems, challenges and contributory factors of Asian museum as cultural governance. 

Above all, the idea of the museum as cultural governance in the two areas might help inspire Asian museums 

professionals to reckon on the roles of the museum as cultural governance in the changing Asian socio-political 

contexts. 
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