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Critical Realist Philosophy and the Possibility of an Ecodecolonial Museology
Tom Jeffery

Abstract
New forms of museum practice that explore the dynamics of social and ecological
processes as interlinked systems are increasingly urgent. Critical realist philosophy
is used to consider the emergence of tensions between museological processes
of decolonization and ecologization, and potentials for their resolution into a
new form of practice, which is conceptualized as eco-decolonial. The analysis
is focused on South African museums, but is contextualized within international
theory and practice.
An exploration of the ontology of museum work surfaces a core tension in that trends
towards a relational and emancipatory practice are paradoxically embedded within neoliberal
ideology. Neoliberalism depends on and perpetuates the problematic human-nature dualism
of the colonial era, and constrains the development of progressive social-ecological forms
of museum practice. The analysis explores potentials for the resolution of this tension, in a
contribution towards the transformation of the philosophical and theoretical frameworks of
museum practice.
Key words: Museum practice; critical realism; decolonization; dualism; neoliberalism
This paper builds on an initial investigation into an absence of ecological issues from the
practice of South African cultural museums (Jeffery 2017). Social responsibility is at the centre
of the contemporary museum’s mission, which implies the development of public programmes
that engage with the cultural roots and social impacts of social-ecological crisis (Jeffery
2017: 20-1). Forms of museum practice with potential to explore the dynamics of social and
ecological processes as interlinked systems seem increasingly urgent (Anderies et al. 2004:
2; Walker et al. 2004: 1; Jeffery 2017: 25).
Decolonization and ecologization of practice are current museological trends that
seem to have particular relevance to this. The ecologization of museology refers to emergent
transformative pathways that connect socially responsible practice to urgent ecological
contexts. These emphasize fresh ways of thinking and being in order to disrupt the persistence
of museological human-nature dualism, and to expand practice to emphasize the relationship
between humanity and the environment as mutually constructive (Cameron 2015a: 16; Newell
et al. 2017; Jeffery 2017: 21).
Generally, decolonization is about the empowerment and rehabilitation of marginalized
peoples, knowledge and traditions (Dondolo 2005: 68-9; Alonso 2008: 249; Mdanda 2016;
Newell et al. 2017: 11). The focus of South African museological decolonization is the vital
amelioration of the depredations of the colonial and apartheid eras, an agenda of inclusivity,
representivity and relevance, and the memorialization of trauma and difficult heritage (Corsane
2004: 6, 10; Mosely 2007: 101; Bakker and Müller 2010: 48; Meskell 2012: 6; MacDonald 2015;
Jeffery 2017: 23). Emergent international museological perspectives demonstrate an awareness
of the entanglement of social and environmental justice, and some individual museums are
engaged in progressive and creative practices that critique and transgress dualist museology
in order to find ways to engage with crucial social-ecological issues (Plumwood 2002; Scott
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and Oelofse 2005; Allen 2015: 49; Nixon 2017; Phillips 2019). Such perspectives are largely
absent from the South African decolonial museological programme (Jeffery 2017: 22). This
article explores the emergence of tensions between decolonization and ecologization that
seem to result in their separation in South African museum practice. It looks for potentials
for their resolution towards a progressive form of practice suited to a global context of socialecological crisis. Such a form may be conceptualized as eco-decolonial.
The focus will be on South African national and provincial government-funded museums.
These principal museological entities express the standards for national museum practice
that emerge from ideology and policy. Connections will however be drawn between South
African and international museum theory and practice, so that the South African may be
expanded through the integration of emergent social-ecological perspectives, and may in
turn contribute to international developments.
Surveys and data analysis methodology
The analysis is augmented through the input of key informants. Workers at national and
provincial government-funded South African museums with at least five years experience in
exhibition or education programming were selected for their potential insights into practice.
49 surveys were sent out and 15 were returned completed. Respondents were promised
anonymity, and are referred to as Respondent 1, Respondent 2, etc. They answered a set of
13 open-ended questions that explore decolonial and ecological issues in museum practice.
Similar to Vollgraaff’s research (2018: 384), though the respondents cannot be considered
representative of the museum sector, the consistency of the responses is indicative of
challenges that South African museums face.
The survey data were analyzed through abduction, induction and retroduction.
Abduction refers to the recontextualization of existing knowledge (Togo 2016: 89), in this
instance drawing in themes, or codes, from a contextual analysis conducted in earlier work
(Jeffery 2017). This initial exploration of policy and practice identified an absence of ecological
issues from museum practice, generated by their absence from the policy framework, and a
need to link ecological and decolonial concerns for meaningful transformations of museum
practice. These constituted abductive codes for exploring the survey data here.
Induction refers to the identification of new codes from the data at hand, ‘a process
that … helps us to [move] from a set of observations to a theory’ (Sabai 2016: 182). Inductive
analysis surfaced further codes as the survey data were analyzed. For instance, a number
of respondents noted the alienating influence of quantitative management practice, so it is
possible to induce that quantitative management practice is generative of alienation. Such
general premises may inform changes to practice (Sabai 2016: 183). Other induced codes were
commodification of practice, a restrictive authorized heritage discourse, and the suppression
of staff agency and interest in social-ecological issues, as elaborated below.
These abducted and induced categories suggested the need for a new way of
analyzing the emerging information that could offer a deep perspective on historical and
structural causes. There was a need to bring the various experiences related in the survey
data together with the information emerging from the literature review, and a critical realist
laminated view (elaborated below) became useful for doing this in a way that allowed coherence
and relationality (see, for instance, Munnik 2016: 307 on this ‘constellational’ critical realist
perspective on open systems such as museum practice). This deepened the interpretation
and analysis of these abducted and induced codes and provided a tool to consolidate a depth
ontology analysis through retroduction.
Retroduction refers to ‘inferential judgements from the analysis of indirect evidence’
(Lotz-Sisitka and Price 2016: 6; Price 2016: 29). Drawing on O’Donoghue’s insights (2016:
170), retroduction can be seen to offer a historical perspective on how practice changed
over time to have the impacts and characteristics that it does today, with a focus on deep,
generative, structural causes that offer ‘a better explanatory grasp’ of the research context
(O’Donoghue 2016: 173).
The survey responses generally expressed resistance to structural restrictions on
practice, such as the authorized heritage discourse and quantitative management, as elaborated
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below. There was a clear sense of frustration with the slow pace of transformation, and with
the limitations on agency that emerge from the current governance structures of museum
practice. Many survey respondents were critical of the focus on economic performance,
surfaced below as emergent from an implicit neoliberal ontology, and the ways in which this
in fact limits the processes of decolonization that governance structures claim to champion.
The responses had a clear focus on issues that relate to macro-level ideology and
meso-level practice, which is to be anticipated as these are the levels at which the structural
restrictions on practice emerge and are felt by the workers responding to the surveys. This
is why the survey responses begin to appear at the meso-level, relatively late in the analysis
below, and subsequently surface micro-, individual- and sub-individual-level perspectives
on practice.
Why critical realism?
Progressive international perspectives and philosophies may enable deep theorizing about
what a museology of social-ecological crisis might look like, and offer opportunities to deepen
understanding of the links between social and ecological justice. The goal of this paper is to
contribute to the philosophical and theoretical frameworks of South African and international
museum practice. To this end, the philosophy of critical realism is proposed as ‘underlabourer’
for the theoretical development of an eco-decolonial museological practice.
Critical realism is notoriously complex, but valuable to the understanding of social
structures and phenomena such as museums, and the mechanisms that steer practice
in particular directions (Price 2016: 18; Lotz-Sisitka and Price 2016: 1). The philosophy
of critical realism (henceforth CR) offers ‘explanatory tools and forms of reasoning that
allow for making the complexities found in our contexts more visible and open for dialogue,
engagement, learning and reflexivity’ (Lotz-Sisitka and Price 2016: 5). Some key principles
of CR philosophy that will be used in the analysis will be introduced below. Hopefully, their
effectiveness in exploring the separation of decolonization and ecologization in South African
museum practice (henceforth referred to as the D-E separation) will demonstrate that critical
realism has potential to contribute to the emergence of progressive modes of museological
theory and practice.
Fiona Cameron writes that the contemporary museum, with its persistent dualist
foundation, is easily perceived as operating separately from society, focused too much
on the past, and ‘ill-equipped philosophically and ontologically’ to face the challenges of a
‘messy and turbulent world’ (Cameron 2015b: 345). Given the philosophical and ontological
challenges Cameron notes, the application of critical perspectives to the museum context is
vital if museums are to remain socially relevant (Vergo 1989: 3; Smith 2014: 33). Vollgraaff’s
comprehensive survey of the content of South Africa’s peer-reviewed museological journal,
the South African Museums Association Bulletin (SAMAB), identifies no social-ecological
themes, and concludes that South African perspectives are underdeveloped and lag behind
international museological thinking (Vollgraaff 2018: 382-4; also see Levitz and Mathers 2000:
20; Martin 2000: 13). There is room for deeper engagement with the intellectual foundation of
South African museum practice, while the term ‘decolonization’ is poorly understood in terms
of what it means in practice.1 That is, there is a need to clarify and develop the philosophical
and theoretical perspectives that underpin and shape decolonial practice.
In the international context, the influential ‘New Museology’ and its ‘radical re-examination
of the rôle of museums within society’ (Vergo 1989: 3) was founded on postmodern principles
of anthropocentric cultural pluralism (Cameron 2015a: 20). While the postmodern wariness
of authority has been useful for museum work (Smith 2014: 33), critical theory has become
disillusioned with the project of neoliberal postmodernity, its insistently relativist position, which
has undermined curatorial articulation of visions for alternative futures (Wray 2019: 319), and
its endless language games that have absented crucial environmental action (Martin 2000:
13-4; Potter 2001: 184; Keene 2006; Lotz-Sisitka and Price 2016: 6; Rosenberg 2020a: 203).2
The International Council of Museums’ (ICOM) redefinition of the museum, furthermore, does
not appear to be grounded in any particular philosophical or theoretical perspective.3 While
South African museology lags international trends, there is equally a need for a revitalized
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philosophy for international museological theory and practice, one which may better support
important emergent perspectives such as ecologization.
CR is, at least in part, a reaction to the ways in which postmodern relativism undermined
potentials for the development of the concepts necessary for the understanding of vital, complex,
open-systemic phenomena, such as climate change (Bhaskar 2010: 22). CR was developed
to act as a philosophical ‘underlabourer’ for emancipatory social sciences (Bhaskar 2008:
335). Here it will be used to contribute to an emergent museology that is shedding fresh light
on persistent, restrictive dualist structures (Cameron 2015a; Cameron 2015b; Newell et al.
2017). The analysis will use CR philosophy to explore museological human-nature dualism,
and to surface new potentials to disrupt its constraints on practice and to contribute to an
emancipatory museology that may bring greater freedom to ‘humanity-in-nature’ (Moore
2017: 598).
Critical realism as underlabourer
Underlabouring can be understood as ‘the process of clarifying … ontological and
epistemological confusions and uncertainties [to support] a transformative research intent’,
or the practice of philosophy for real social-ecological change (Bhaskar 2008: 335; Bhaskar
and Parker 2010: vii; Price 2016: 18; Rosenberg 2020a: 192). Through its capacity to elaborate
a new level of ontological structure (Bhaskar 2008: 30), CR may help develop progressive
museological perspectives suited to the practice context of social-ecological crisis.
CR specifically looks to the ‘re-vindication of ontology … the philosophical study of
being, as distinct from and irreducible to
epistemology’ (Bhaskar 2010: 1) to the extent
that it ‘stresses the crucial role that being
(ontology) plays in our ... efforts to understand
the way things are’ (Norrie 2010: 7). As such,
it has potentials to equip museums to meet
the philosophical and ontological challenges
that Cameron references, and further
the museological goal of transformation
towards the betterment of peoples’ lives
(Weil 1999; Ballantyne and Uzzel 2011:
87). CR is here proposed as underlabourer,
as a philosophical support system, to the
exploration and development of potentials for
an eco-decolonial ontology, with the capacity
to move museum practice from its persistent
dualist framework and to resolve tensions
such as those between decolonization and
ecologization.
Dialectical critical realism and the
‘MELD’ schema
The CR oeuvre developed from basic critical
realism to dialectical critical realism and
later meta-reality (Lotz-Sisitka and Price
2016: 11). Basic critical realism became 1M,
the First Moment of the ‘MELD’ framework
that structures dialectical critical realism.
The present analysis will use basic critical
realism to understand the initial emergence
of the D-E separation and to surface potential
transformational pathways to be developed
in future work.

Figure 1. ‘MELD’ overview, Tom Jeffery
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‘MELD’ is ‘a robust schema for investigating … research contexts concerned with societal
transformation’, and a means through which normalized practice can be expanded reflexively
(Hartwig 2008: xiii; Lotz-Sisitka 2016: 318; Schudel 2017: 163). It is a dialectical process that
potentially removes constraints on transformation towards social-ecological justice (Bhaskar
2008: 38; Lotz-Sisitka 2016: 324; Mukute 2016: 196; Schudel 2017: 174, 179). MELD stands
for first Moment (1M), second Edge (2E), third Level (3L) and fourth Dimension (4D) (Hartwig
2008: xiii). 1M enables a deep understanding of the status-quo (Bhaskar 2008: 196), and is
elaborated below.
2E is concerned with identifying absences in practice visible after the initial 1M analysis,
and with the emancipatory agenda of the resolution of such absences towards the expansion
of practice (Bhaskar 2008: 38; Lotz-Sisitka 2016: 324; Schudel 2017: 170). 3L develops the
emergent vision of social-ecological justice in the open system that is being studied (Schudel
2017: 179). 3L imagines new models for practice, in this case, an eco-decolonial form of
museum practice. 4D is the moment of real change, as the new ideas are tried in practice and
human agency brings transformation to social structures through active resolution of social
ills (Bhaskar 2008: 8; Mukute 2016: 196; Schudel 2017: 174). Figure 1 gives an overview of
the MELD process, and the bidirectional arrows show its relational nature.
1M and depth ontology
1M explores ‘the intrication of a multiplicity of explanatory mechanisms’ that delineate the
activities of social structures and agents (Bhaskar 2010: 6; Fletcher 2017: 181). 1M is focused
on surfacing the deep mechanisms that drive the phenomenon that is being studied, in this
case the emergence of the D-E separation and the ways it constrains potential for socialecological forms of museum practice.
CR initially conceives three levels of being, or ‘ontological domains’: the real (that which
exists independent of human experience), the actual (the moment at which human experience
‘discovers’ the real and interacts with it), and the empirical (cultural mediation of the real and
the actual) (Bhaskar 2010: 2; Price 2016: 18-9; Rosenberg 2020a: 197).
Higher [domains] of being are emergent from lower [domains]. … [For] instance
… society [is] ‘a real thing’, emergent from the activities of people, but irreducible
to the people who daily reproduce it, in the same way that climate is a ‘real thing’
that is emergent from the activities of the molecules of the atmosphere, but is not
reducible to those molecules. We … cannot fully explain [real] society by reducing
it to the [actual] collective activities of empirical individual agents (Price 2016: 19).
The epistemic fallacy is the reduction of the domain of the real to the domain of the actual, and
the reduction of ontology to epistemology, which ‘functions merely to cover the generation of
an implicit ontology’ (Bhaskar 2008: 4; Bhaskar 2010: 1). That is, a powerful epistemology may
take on or be given an ontological position. To disambiguate ontological and epistemological
questions is to identify instances of the epistemic fallacy (Bhaskar 2010: 2). This can focus
attention on deeper ontological issues that may underpin tensions such as that of the D-E
separation and museological dualism, as will be explored below in the context of capitalist
dualism and its neoliberal ideology.
CR views the world as constituted by open systems in which knowledge is always fallible
(Bhaskar 2010: 3). This implies that causality cannot be reduced to constant conjunctions,
but rather, ‘phenomena are generated … by a multiplicity of causal structures, mechanisms,
processes or fields … at different, including emergent, levels of reality’ (Bhaskar 2010: 4-5).
Real, open systems are thus characterized by stratification, or lamination, in which social
structures (e.g. culture, traditions, heritage) and organizations (e.g. museums, governmental
entities) operate in intersecting levels that interact in emergent ways (Bhaskar 1998: 8; Bhaskar
2010: 5; Lotz-Sisitka 2016: 320). Bhaskar created a model to guide researchers through these
strata, which he called the seven laminations of scale, as follows:
1. The planetary (or cosmological) level concerned with the planet (or cosmos) as a
whole…
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2. The mega-level of the analysis of whole traditions and civilizations, such as the
South African trajectory from pre-colonialism, to colonialism, to apartheid, to
independence…
3. The macro-level, orientated to understanding the way that whole societies or their
regions function, such as the British economy…
4. The meso-level, studied by sociologists, which concerns the relations between
functional roles such as manager and employee…
5. The micro-level [of production of social order between individuals], studied by
ethnomethodologists and others…
6. The individual or biographical level, studied by existentialists and others.
7. The sub-individual psychological level, studied by psychologists and psychiatrists.
(Bhaskar 2010: 9; Price 2016: 26).
The 1M lamination model enables a careful and structured approach to what is being revealed
and helps researchers to avoid relativism through its perspective on the interconnected nature
of the world (Rosenberg 2020a: 197). The lamination elucidates the generative mechanisms
from which most social phenomena in open systems emerge (Bhaskar 2010: 3, 11; Frank
2010: 102), phenomena such as museum practice and its relations to society and ecology.
This perspective avoids the reductive, linear, cause and effect philosophy of dualism (Cameron
2015a: 29) and enables a deep, retroductive understanding of emergence of phenomena
through complex interactions (Bhaskar 2010: 8; Price 2016: 19; Mukute 2016: 192). Such a
deep, ontological and reflexive perspective is just what seems to be needed in the museum
context.
Figure 2 gives an overview of the seven levels
and their elucidation of the 1M generative
complex of the D-E separation, which is the
focus of the remainder of this paper.
1M emergence of the separation of
decolonization and ecologization
The seven levels express ‘a hierarchy of scale,
that is of more macroscopic or overlying and
less macroscopic or underlying mechanisms’
(Bhaskar 2010: 9). The levels, however, are
relational, as each level is emergent from but
also influences those previous to it (Bhaskar
2010: 16; Price 2016: 26). The levels are
not necessarily sequential, and influences
can ‘skip’ levels, or surface from or shape
more than one simultaneously. The vitality
of emergence lies in its nature as a messy
feedback process, and the strata should not
be seen as a rigid structure of isolated steps
and things that happen within each step.
This analysis enters the lamination at the
cosmological level and the ‘overlying’ level of
natural systems and will try to express such
relational complexities in the emergence of
the D-E separation. Relational movement is
indicated by the dual-directional arrows in
the main structure of Figure 2.
Figure 2. Generative Complex, Tom Jeffery
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‘Critical realists designate the relation between structure and agency as the key framing
device at the ontological level’ (Scott 2010: 6), indicated by the flow of influences through the
structure-agency nexus. Social structure pre-exists individuals, ‘but is nevertheless emergent
from agency (interactions) and is thus only relatively enduring’, while individuals (agents) are
born into pre-existing structure, and can then be either transformative or reproductive of that
structure (Price 2016: 25). Society is thus ‘both the ever-present … material cause and the
continually reproduced outcome of human agency’ (Bhaskar 1998: 37). The D-E separation, the
ideological separation of ecological justice from social justice, may be explored as a material
cause of limited agency, which dualist museums and museum workers may be constrained
to reproduce in their work in society. If the deep, structural causes of constraint are surfaced,
this may enable agency for resolution of the constraints and transformation of the structure.
1. The planetary (cosmological) level
The Anthropocene has become a popular frame for understanding a geological age in which
humanity affects global natural systems (Crutzen 2002: 23). The profound effects of global
systems of capitalism, however, persuade some theorists to conceive the present age as
the Capitalocene. This is ‘a system of power, profit and re/production in the web of life … [a]
historical era shaped by … a system that not only accumulates capital, but drives extinction’
(Moore 2017: 594-7). Global capitalism is conceived as an ontological formation in which
emancipation is impossible for the majority of humanity and the entirety of the more-thanhuman (Moore 2017: 601). The Capitalocene systems are of colonizing intent which, like
their historical-colonial progenitors, ‘vast and cool and unsympathetic, [regard] this earth
with envious eyes’ (Wells 1898: 1).
The Anthropocene perspective is embedded in the dualist logic that separates humanity
from nature, while environmental justice concerns around unequal access to resources and
unequal exposure to risk remain incidental (Nixon 2017: 24; Moore 2017: 595). The idea of
the Anthropocene has been deeply valuable in popularizing understanding of human impacts
on the planet, including in the emergent museological approach to ecological issues (see
for instance Fox 2017; and Robin et al. 2017), but the idea of the Capitalocene surfaces
capitalism’s ‘spaces of vulnerability and contradiction’, (Moore 2017: 595) and may thus
enable emancipatory strategies.
2. The mega-level: Civilization
This level offers a view of the historical context of international museum work, and of
museological philosophy, theory and practice. An emergent critique of the dualist museological
epistemology and the emancipatory potentials of new thinking and practices is grounded in
awareness of interwoven human and non-human ecological communities, whose lives and
freedoms are equally threatened by forces of inequality (Cameron 2015a: 16; Newell et al.
2017; Wehner 2017: 87; Jeffery 2017: 21).
The concept of neoliberalism as the primary organizing principle of international
systems of governance, which then inform macro-level ideology and policy, may be elucidated
at the mega-level. Economist Rajesh Venugopal argues that, despite its portrayal as a
‘ubiquitous, totalizing and epoch-defining phenomenon’, neoliberalism does not exist as a
formal economic theory or practice, and as such there can be no meaningful referents for
the critique of the concept by the ‘other’ social sciences (Venugopal 2015: 168-9, 180). He
considers neoliberalism to be a rhetorical device, and that
there is for all practical purposes no such thing … it is an artifice willed into
existence … by its critics … outside mainstream economics [to] attach moral
sensibility to a range of contemporary economic, social, political, spatial and
cultural phenomena (Venugopal 2015: 181-2).
His criticism centres on the contradictions he sees in conceptions of neoliberalism (Venugopal
2015: 166). The only real access to economic theory and practice is through ‘the mathematical
sophistication of its theory and empirics’, and neoliberalism is a lens through which the ‘rest
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of’ the social sciences may survey, simplify, label and render economics understandable,
while ‘what emerges ... is inadequate ... sketchy and vague’ (Venugopal 2015: 180-1). In other
words, capitalist economic ‘empirics’ are self-enclosed and inaccessible to the supposedly
‘less sophisticated’ social sciences.
The mathematical technicalities of capitalist economics may not be a part of the mental
toolkit of the ‘other’ social sciences, but the visible impacts of an ethically bankrupt system of
unequal exchange and accumulation in the real world certainly are, and it is these impacts that
are the focus of their expression and critique of neoliberalism. Mathematical economic theory
may be precise, but it bears little relation to the messy and violent practices of capitalism,
which are inconsistent beyond the generation of maximum income for very few people in the
short term (see for instance von Weizsäcker and Wijkman 2018: 63).
Venugopal’s position can perhaps be understood in relation to ‘the inability of…
economic theory to understand power because of its mistaken ontological presuppositions’,
which do not conceive capitalism as a system of power relations (Palermo 2007: 539). That
capitalism is indeed a violent and contradictory system of power relations can be seen in
that it is simultaneously anthropocentric and dehumanizing, both historically and today.
Colonialism was a system of simultaneous capitalist division and exploitation of people and
nature. Humanity was separated from and classed as superior to Nature in order to allow
Nature’s exploitation by capital. Simultaneously, great numbers of people were classified as ‘of
Nature’, rather than human, in order to allow their exploitation by capital. These violent dualist
contradictions remain true in the era of neoliberalism (see for instance Plumwood 2002: 8 on
‘our current failures and blindspots in relationships with nature’; Plumwood 2002: 9 and Moore
2017: 611-2 on cheap nature and labour, and who counts as ‘human’; Nixon 2017). Rossi
(2012: 349) considers that ‘we arguably now lack understandings of … capitalism as a totality
[that] is constitutively multifaceted’, because of the ‘mutually contradictory … ontologies of
contemporary capitalism’. Contradiction characterizes capitalist ontology and practice, and this
is why, across the landscape of the social sciences, the critical construction of neoliberalism
as the capitalist ideology may seem contradictory, and is arguably necessarily so.
Neoliberalism is not merely a rhetorical device. In the present analysis it is taken to
mean the ideology emergent from the contradictory ontology and the actual practices and
impacts of dualist capitalism on the real world. This is potentially a conceptual basis for a
social-ecological activist position for museum work, with capacity to directly challenge the
neoliberal construction of ‘real abstractions’ such as Humanity, Nature, Society, the Economy
(Moore 2017: 595). These construct human-nature dualism as a given condition of reality,
and operationalize the violence of contradictory capitalism (Moore 2017: 601). They can
be understood as instances of the epistemic fallacy, a broad treatment of epistemology as
ontology that generates a screen of things that are ‘obviously’ or ‘plainly’ true and obscure
neoliberal violence and injustice.
Venugopal’s denial of the existence of neoliberalism can thus be read as an attempt to
neuter the ‘other’ social sciences’ critique of capitalism. Rosenberg (2020b: 2) echoes De Sousa
Santos’ (2018) position that such manipulations try to ensure that there is no alternative to the
capitalist ‘cognitive empire’ that elevates its contradictory and violent epistemology to ontology
in order to ‘take away our ability to imagine or propose anything else without being made out
to be wishful and irrational’ (Rosenberg 2020b: 2). A critical eco-decolonial perspective will
understand capitalist dualism as an epistemology elevated to the position of ontology, and
neoliberalism as its global ideology. This enables a critical view on museological dualism
as historically emergent from colonial capitalist dualism and perpetuated in the decolonial
context by the contemporary dualism of neoliberal ideology. This offers a perspective on how
these successive historical manifestations of capitalism impact the idea of the museum, are
generative of the D-E separation, and restrict potentials for emancipatory museum practice.
3. The macro-level: policy and ideology
The macro-level South African heritage policy framework has a social justice focus on
decolonization, but does not consider the social impacts of ecological crisis or potential
synchronicities with environmental justice (Jeffery 2017: 22-4). This may be more deeply
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understood through mega-level neoliberal influences on the macro-level of ideology and
policy. Attempts to ‘forge a more social-democratic and co-ordinated variety of capitalism’
after the end of apartheid failed amid a turn to international neoliberal macroeconomic policies
(Nattrass 2014: 56, 57; Togo 2016: 93). The South African state’s neoliberal policy framework
is plagued by inconsistencies, and its practice by corruption, the net result of which is to
exacerbate unemployment, for example, rather than to facilitate emancipation (Nattrass:
2014: 56; Adjor and Kebalo 2018).
The flow of neoliberal ideology from the mega- to the macro-level draws through the
abstractions of the epistemic fallacy. The policy of the South African Department of Arts and
Culture echoes the explicit mega-level international commitment to embed heritage within a
neoliberal frame as part of the ‘cultural and creative industries’ (Thomas 2016: 37).4 Heritage
is seen as an industry, in which ‘optimal performance’ is measured in relation to job creation,
investment and economic growth as the solutions for social problems (Kamga and Heleba
2012: 83).5 This ensures that macro-level heritage policy is focused on a decolonization
process operationalized through neoliberal economic principles that marginalize socialecological concerns.
The absence of social-ecological care from macro-level neoliberal ideology is apparent
in sectors other than heritage. South Africa has progressive environmental policies, such as
the National Environmental Management Act and the Climate Change Bill.6 These seem to be
rhetorical, demonstrated by plans for new coal-fired power stations despite the government’s
pledge to reduce greenhouse gas emissions by 34 per cent by 2020, which has not happened
(Reddy 2013), and the continued allocation of huge amounts of water to mining despite high
levels of water pollution by the industry, years of drought, and a widespread lack of public
access to potable water (Molobela and Sinha 2012; van Rooyen et al. 2011).7 South African
energy production parastatal Eskom protects its mismanaged monopoly by blocking the
introduction of renewables, while the Mpumalanga province recorded the highest levels
of nitrogen dioxide air pollution in the world, directly caused by Eskom’s coal-fired power
generation.8 About 23,000 people die in South Africa every year as a result of air pollution, and
while the lockdown in response to the current global pandemic has reduced air pollution, it can
still be anticipated to exacerbate the impacts of the Covid-19 virus.9 Rhetorical environmental
policy serves as a supporting example of the exclusion of social-ecological perspectives from
a practice underpinned by neoliberal ideology. Rhetorical environmental policy also has no
agency with which to influence heritage policy.
It seems that macro-level decolonial policy thus proposes to counter the inequalities and
violence of colonial dualist capitalism through the inequalities and violence of contemporary
dualist capitalism. This paradoxical position undermines emancipatory decolonial potentials,
and acilitates the appropriation of decolonial heritage into the neoliberal architecture of
epistemic fallacies.
As mega-level influences flow into the macro-level of heritage policy, the emergent
D-E separation reflects the complex contradictions of neoliberal ideology. To begin to resolve
the separation is to begin to resolve the contradictions between emancipatory eco-decolonial
ideals and the oppressive, profit-focused principals of neoliberalism.
4. The meso-level of formal museum practice, and 5., the micro-level of social
interaction
As explained above, the survey data is introduced in the meso-level, as the responses had
a clear focus on the structural restrictions that emerge from the macro-level, to be felt at the
meso-level of practice by the workers who responded to the surveys. The responses surfaced
meso-, micro-, individual- and sub-individual-level reactions to the restrictions on practice
and agency that emerge from ‘overlying’ levels of power.
The meso-level considers how ideologies shape formal and functional roles in
institutional practice, and the micro-level looks at social interactions and relationships (Price
2016: 27; Munnik 2016: 308; Togo 2016: 93). Neoliberal ideology emerges in the meso-level
to govern formal practice relations between the institution (management) and employees,
and determines the degree of agency workers may have to influence practice.
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The conditions of the meso-level flow into the micro-level of social relations. There,
they affect the degree of agency museum workers may have in interactions with users and
which they may transfer to users. The agency of museum workers, as the executors of the
museum’s social responsibilities, is the agency of the museum itself. The close entanglement
of issues of structure and agency here enables a perspective on how meso-level organizational
rules emergent from macro-level ideology impact vital micro-level face-to-face interactions.
Respondent 3 speaks of how ‘Good communication … between the museum worker and the
public … has a very important transformative function. … [It is] an opportunity to break down
barriers’.10 This is an opportunity that may be seized or lost through the degree of agency
provided by the ontological structure of the museum.
South African museum practice historically emerged from the mega- and macro-level
colonial western modes of traditional dualist practice (Corsane 2000: 28; Abungu 2004: 4;
Rall 2018: 11; Vollgraaff 2018: 374). This deep dualist structure is perpetuated through the
contemporary influences of the authorized heritage discourse (AHD), which legitimates the
values and validated practice of a given heritage context and can be understood as a set of
ideological expectations which are, in turn, legitimated by museums themselves when they
adopt its values (Herbert 2000: 83; Khan 2000: 50; Vollgraaff 2012; 31; Pendlebury 2013:
709; Jeffery 2017: 22). The AHD is a vehicle through which the paradox of neoliberal ideology,
as the vector for the decolonization of heritage, passes from the macro- to the meso-level
and becomes engrained as the implicit ontology of museology. The absence noted above of
social-ecological perspectives from the South African Museums Association Bulletin seems
likely to result at least in part from such ideological limitations on practice and research.
Neoliberal constraints on the agency of the museum and museum workers can
be identified in the commodification of heritage practice, which constitutes a postcolonial
reproduction of colonial hegemonies of growth, and constrains sustainability initiatives in favour
of profitability (Helland and Lindgren 2016: 433; Togo 2016: 93). The close association of
heritage with tourism may reinforce and exploit cultural stereotypes as these are transformed
into a consumable spectacle, while governance structures see museums as tourist sites
and not as knowledge-generating institutions (Rassool 2000: 6-10; Witz et al. 2001: 280;
Marschall 2005: 103-4; Soudien 2008: 215; Vollgraaff 2018: 386). The iconic Robben Island
Museum, for instance, ‘is like a huge sausage factory: get as many tourists on and off the
island and don’t worry if the layered history of the island is lost. As long as the money comes
in, it doesn’t matter’.11
In another example, ‘official memory’ emerges as meso-level values of political and
economic elites morph the AHD into a set of hegemonic narratives, evident in the political
manipulation of the practice of memorialization (Abungu 2004: 3; Shoba 2005: 26; Bakker
and Müller 2010: 50; Rankin 2013: 79, 90; Zuma 2018: 40; Roux 2018: 408-9).12 The political
apparatus of state power possesses the means to turn cultural capital into political power
(Mahony 2017: 128). Official memory can be understood in terms of the focus of authoritarian
capital on the material interests of politically powerful economic elites, which can be generative
of patrimonialism and corruption (Nattrass: 2014: 56; Venugopal 2015: 174). ‘Museums in
South Africa are under pressure to adhere to a single, authorized narrative of the past and the
present’ (Vollgraaff 2018: 385), a narrative which constitutes a selective discourse of heroic
leaders, of survival, triumph and exemplariness, and silences and alienates dissonant voices
and communities (Rassool 2000: 11; Dubin 2006: 238; Soudien 2008: 214; Bakker and Müller
2010: 49-50; Mngqolo 2010: 70; Rassool 2016: 196). The museum is instrumentalized in the
construction of a specific identity, which absents deeper treatments of the ‘less remembered
miseries and celebrations of township life’ (Soudien 2008: 211), as well as narratives that may
surface contemporary social-ecological injustices.
Respondent 5 feels that ‘Museums have become very focused on liberation heritage
and government goals to the detriment of grassroots voices and non-political issues’.13
‘Politicians have had too much of an input regarding what museums should/should not consider
their business’,14 while ‘Many (politically-correct) temporary displays have been completed
but this is not a good reflection [of decolonization]’.15 Equally, when a museum tacks on a
token ‘Struggle Room’16 this limits the learning opportunities offered to communities and
does no justice to the layered memory of anti-apartheid movements (Soudien 2008: 211).
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Authorized heritage narratives and official memory can also undermine the crucial role of
arts and culture in social critique, and potentially discriminate against niche, experimental or
radical programmes (Mahony 2017: 130-1). Such circumstances impede broad community
connections to a museum.17
Perhaps the most significant effect of neoliberal ideology on museum practice is the
emergence of quantitative management practice, the strategic focus of museum management
on rigid quantitative performance indicators, logistics, administration and Treasury compliance
requirements (Vollgraaff 2004: 2; Dubin 2006: 217; Vollgraaff 2018: 373, 384). The demands of
compliance to regulatory bodies overshadows museological functions,18 and energy is placed
on economic measurements instead of effective museum services (Vollgraaff 2018: 377-87).
Museum and heritage workers’ practice goals and any feedback into the management
system are formally limited to the numerical. Qualitative ideals and ideas and potentials for
creative worker-driven expansion of museum practice are absented by the limitations of
economically correct practice. Respondent 5 feels that there is a need to weaken the focus
on managerialism and measurable outcomes and to reward experimentation and creative
thinking,19 while Respondent 2 emphasizes that:
Bureaucracy itself is deeply colonial … Productivity is the only important factor
and employees are seen as a troublesome group who want too much money
for too little work. This type of ‘us’ and ‘them’ mentality creates another binary
which is the hallmark of colonization.20
Neoliberal quantitative management thus tends to consolidate dualist thinking and alienates
workers (see Mahony 2017 on activist interventions in cultural institutions in resistance to
capitalist ‘corporatization’ of practice). Museum governance at the macro- and meso-levels
seems to be largely divorced from the museum’s (theoretical) meso- and micro-level social
obligations, just as neoliberal ideology is largely divorced from the lived reality of a world in
social-ecological crisis (see, for instance, Hawkins 2009: 50 on how the brand value of the
notorious plastic bag outweighs its ecological impacts).
The reciprocity of the structure-agency relationship at the institutional level thus
seems to be biased towards political and ideological structures that have more power and
limit the agency of workers. That is, individuals at the meso- and micro-levels are constrained
in such a way that they are reproductive of structure. ‘What we have learned from museum
educators worldwide is that what matters most is the belief that museums can be the agents
of socioecological change’;21 however, the structural limitations on the agency of museum
workers and museum users cannot support the emergence of emancipatory social-ecological
impulses. The paradox of neoliberalism as the driver of emancipatory potentials flows from
the ‘overlying’ levels into practice to become the heart of the D-E separation, and neutralizes
potentials for social-ecological justice. Through such contradictions neoliberalism appropriates
decolonial practice so that, like policy, it becomes an element of the capitalist architecture of
epistemic fallacies that precipitates the D-E separation.
This is a strong motivation for an eco-decolonial perspective that may act as a
philosophical and theoretical foundation from which museum practitioners may talk back
to powerful overlying forces, and their meso-level expression in commodification, official
memory, and quantitative management practice. This may facilitate deeper interrogation of the
paradox of neoliberal ideology as the driver for the emancipatory impulses of decolonialism,
and the ways in which this absents social-ecological perspectives and perpetuates dualism.
Despite emergent international trends towards ecologization, however, dualist practice
frames remain firmly entrenched. The International Council of Museums (ICOM) is redeveloping
its definition of the museum in order to better address contemporary challenges.22 Collection
is considered sacrosanct in the redefinition process:
The museum definition should retain … the unique, defining and essential unity
in museums of the functions of collecting, preserving, documenting, researching,
exhibiting and in other ways communicating the collections … The word museum
is easily understood in its manifold complexity, with a stable core concept of a
collection.23
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The full scope of a museum’s practice activities emerges from collection. Collection is conserved
at the heart of the museum’s dualist practice frame, which may perhaps be understood in light
of the fact that, despite the need for museum practice to be rooted in critical theory, ‘[For]
the museum worker … the practical project tends to start from, and stop with, the object’
(Thomas 2010: 7).
Collection is thus the grounding ontological activity of museum work. Collection practice
is rooted in historical museological dualism, which the implicit neoliberal ontology both fixes
and exploits in contemporary practice. This is the deeper underlying mechanism for the
persistence of human-nature divisions in the work that museums do. While the methods of
collecting, and of interpreting and exhibiting collections are the focus of critique, reflection,
and change (Pearce 2003; Morgan and Macdonald 2020), even in the context of discussions
about redefining and reinventing the museum to ensure its future, there is little critique of the
principle of collection as the defining activity of the museum. Collection seems to be exterior
to change, because it is so fundamental to what a museum is conceived to be. To reshape
museum practice, however, seems to require a fundamental reimagination of the implicit
museological ontology, and thus of the grounding ontological activity, collection. This is a
crucial element of the emergence of an eco-decolonial form of practice.
6. The individual or biographical level
This is the stratum of individual agency and the potential capacity for expression of the
personal psychological agendas defined at the sub-individual level. The museum worker’s
sense of their relationship with the institution may be empowering or disempowering, both
personally and in relationships with users of the museum.
Most respondents expressed personal concern at the global social-ecological crisis
as a threat to ‘the survival of the human race and the earth system as a whole’,24 ‘a crisis
from which we cannot return if we do not address our waste problems such as plastics, waste
water, carbon footprint, etc., now’.25 Respondent 1 felt that it is important for museums to
emphasize the ecological cost of cultural practices,26 while ‘Protection of the environment
… is key to sustainability. … Cultural museums need to play their role towards realization of
a sustainable society’.27 In a nuanced critique of dualism, one respondent noted that ‘we do
not see non-humans as beings with their own interests’.28
There is thus a tension between respondents’ individual, progressive social-ecological
concerns and the neoliberal ideology of the institutions for which they work. This tension flows
through the structure-agency nexus to influence individual senses of agency and value, and
also generates potential for museum workers to talk back to the contradictions of the overlying
levels and disrupt practice constraints.
A potentially powerful perspective views decolonization not as an institutional process,
but as a form of personal reflexivity and agency:
Decolonization asks us to deeply introspect and explore the biases which we all
have and which affect how we … treat other people in various environments. …
Looking outside of oneself and working for the good of the future generations
is … part of decolonization, because your community and society are a part of
you and are as important as the individual.29
In this sense, decolonization may be considered as a personal, reflexive openness to others’
perspectives. Reflexivity may counter personal biases and underpin a critical counterpoint
to personal or institutional political agendas. The generation of agency for such reflexive,
individual sensibilities may potentially contribute more effectively to institutional decolonization
than neoliberal quantitative practice. The development of such potentials could become a key
element of an eco-decolonial philosophy and theory for museum practice.
Impetus towards multi- and inter-disciplinary practice has gained new urgency as a
catalyst for emergent social-ecological practices (Bhaskar 2010: 4). To disrupt ‘disciplinary
purity’ is particularly crucial for museums in their movement towards relational modes of practice
that are better able to engage with entangled decolonial and ecological demands (Phillips
2019: 331), and the value of interdisciplinary approaches was emphasized by respondents.
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Knowledge is not confined to a specific field, but overlaps and flows through
various aspects of the disciplines. … Museums are … open to multi-disciplinary
work. … Museums cross disciplinary divides … created during colonial times …
and an important aspect of decolonization is the interwoven nature of knowledge.30
Interdisciplinarity may be envisioned as the disruption of the boundaries that define traditional
practice, in order to encourage new ways of thinking.31 This may generate links between
specialists in various fields,32 and develop collaboration with the communities of practice in
various disciplines.33 It may enable museums to develop programmes that disrupt dualism
as they ‘better combine humanities and natural sciences’,34 so that ‘ecological issues are not
seen as remote scientific ideas, but issues that affect how we live. Our culture affects our
environment and the state of the environment affects our culture’.35
‘Studying the natural world is a cultural activity. Science is a cultural activity’,36 an
understanding which is key to the disruption of dualism. Cultural museums potentially ‘provide
an ideal bridge between culture, social history and science’,37 which offers an opportunity for
museums to explore the entanglement of humanity with nature:
People, culture, customs, everything we do, create or use is linked to our
interaction with nature. We create things in order to survive our environment, we
use things to control our environment. We have ways of doing things because
of our environment, our customs are mostly based on what is available in our
environment. We are part of nature.38
‘Culture is rooted on [sic] nature. There is no way that the two can be separated’,39 to the
extent that, ‘We are one, part of nature’.40
There are clear tensions between individual and institutional positionalities on socialecological issues. South African museum workers demonstrate nuanced perspectives with
potential to disrupt the constraints on practice of the neoliberal ontology that underpins the
D-E separation. Such perspectives may open transformative pathways for museum practice,
but are absented by the institution-individual binary and limited communications channels
created by quantitative management. An eco-decolonial museum practice would look for
ways to realign the structure-agency nexus to enable greater agency in practice for such
progressive individual level perspectives.
7. The sub-individual psychological level
The sub-individual level is focused on personal psychology and personal agendas (Price
2016: 27; Togo 2016: 88, 91). This is the level of a person’s emotions, their sense of their
connection to their heritage, to their environment and to other living things, and the level of
personal interest or lack of interest in decolonization and/or ecologization.
At the sub-individual level, respondents reflected on their senses of agency in relation
to the deep problems they encounter in the world. Mega-level issues of ‘Climate change, global
warming, extreme weather, population pressure, scarcity of resources’, and the macro-level
‘inability of governing systems to lessen the rich-poor divides or enable social justice’, bring
about ‘information overload and mistrust on the level of the individual’s ability to experience
them. It does not make it less real, but it makes one feel more useless’.41 This seems to be
an expression of a sense of ineffectiveness that people may feel when they are faced with
‘wicked problems’ such as social-ecological crisis, problems that lack simplistic solutions
and straightforward planning responses, and which are complex and ambiguous and often
embedded within controversy around what needs to or can be done (Lotz-Sisitka et al. 2015:
73; Colding et al. 2019: 512).
This sense of ineffectiveness may be deeper when the person is embedded within
an institutional structure that is rooted in neoliberalism and its quantitative tentacles, which
limit individual and collective agency. Such structures are attuned to neither individual nor
sub-individual reactions to wicked problems, nor to the potential development of creative
approaches to their resolution at these or overlying strata. For museum workers to feel a
deep sense of agency and value requires ‘a fundamental shift in how work is done and how
museum employees view themselves. Value can only come from … proper management
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providing employees with a feeling of agency and autonomy. … Fundamentally museum staff
need to be valued’.42 This sense of value effects responses to wicked problems, and their
emergent causes and effects through the levels of the lamination.
The expression of individual psychologies and values can surely be seen in the
respondents’ considered comments, which indicate a depth of interest in the contradictions
at hand and a commitment to their resolution.
Conclusions
The goal of this paper is to contribute to the philosophical and theoretical framework of
museology and to surface potential new transformative pathways for museum practice. It
envisions the possibility of an eco-decolonial mode of thinking that may resolve the separation
of decolonization and ecologization of practice in South African museology and disrupt the
persistence of international museological human-nature dualism at the ontological level.
The philosophy of critical realism offers value as underlabourer for the expansion of
museum theory and practice. The critical realist 1M analysis surfaces the deep generative
roles of capitalism and neoliberalism in the ideological formations that shape museum practice.
CR philosophy shows how neoliberalism, rather than just a difficult context for practice, in
fact becomes the implicit ontology of museology. The laminated perspective shows how this
happens historically, through the co-evolution of dualist museology and dualist capitalism,
from the cabinets of curiosity of European colonial capital through to the museum as a social
enterprise in the contemporary era of neoliberal capital.
Just like colonial capitalism, neoliberal capitalism is operationalized through humannature dualism (Moore 2017: 597). As the implicit ontology of museum practice, neoliberalism
is at the root of the persistence of museological human-nature dualism. The ontological and
epistemological contradictions of neoliberalism flow through each level of the 1M lamination.
They move from ideology and policy into practice through the authorized heritage discourse, and
are associated with constraints on museum practice such as official memory and quantitative
management practice, which limit the agency of museum workers and of museums themselves
and signal a fundamental problem for museum work: how to be socially and ecologically
responsible within a governing system that depends on not being so.
Most significant for museum work, however, is the paradox of the oppressive ideology
of neoliberalism positioned as the fundamental driver of the emergent, emancipatory, relational
museological impulses of decolonization and ecologization. Emancipatory practices cannot
be supported by the neoliberal ideology that generates and perpetuates the inequalities and
injustices of the Capitalocene. Rather, emancipatory principles and practice are appropriated
by neoliberal ideology, for instance through the commodification of practice, so that they
become part of the complex architecture of epistemic fallacies through which the epistemology
of neoliberalism represents and protects itself as the essential global ontology.
The idea of a practice driven by neoliberal authority, however, implies the possibility
of transgressive discourses and activist practices. Transgression and activism may emerge
from the understanding that epistemic contradictions, such as ‘emancipatory neoliberalism’,
are also vulnerabilities (Moore 2017: 595).
Neoliberalism is the implicit ontology of museum practice. Collection is the grounding
ontological activity of dualist museum work. Collection is thus at the heart of the fault-line
between museological tradition and progress, between entrenched and emergent modes
of practice. To reflect on collecting as a principle is to reflect on the core of the museum. In
ICOM’s redefinition process, however, the principle of acquisition is isolated from critique.43
This effectively applies a philosophical shield to the deep roots of museological dualism in
neoliberalism. To disrupt the untouchable position of the principle of collection may enable
the fresh perspectives necessary for deep transformation of museum philosophy, theory
and practice.
To unsettle acquisition’s fundamental ontological position is entangled with a second
potential pathway, the recalibration of the structure-agency nexus. The CR perspective
on a reciprocity between workers’ individual, progressive ‘underlying’ positionalities and
neoliberal institutional ‘overlying’ positionalities may be operationalized. Workers may assume
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the agency to conduct activities with potential to change practice and disrupt the implicit
neoliberal ontology. Such ‘interstitial’ activism by museum workers, activism from within the
ontological formation so that it may be ‘opened up’ from the inside, should be seen ‘not as
an attack on these public institutions for their duplicitous value systems, but as acts of love
for what they could be’ (Mahony 2017: 132-3). Workers’ perspectives on ‘the living, multispecies connections of humanity-in-nature and the web of life’ (Moore 2017: 598) may resist
the appropriation of museum practice into the neoliberal epistemic architecture, disrupt the
division of humans and nature into discrete abstractions, and challenge the simultaneously
anthropocentric and dehumanizing impulses of neoliberalism. In doing so, workers’ agencyactivism may contribute to a relational practice that will link social and environmental justice.
Such an eco-decolonial perspective may disrupt dualist historical trajectories, and focus on
the ways in which the amelioration of the colonial depredations of the past is entangled with
the amelioration of the social-ecological crisis of the present.
Forthcoming work will develop the ideas emergent from the 1M analysis through
the subsequent phases of the critical realist dialectical framework, and further explore the
potentials of an emancipatory eco-decolonialism, to contribute to the reimagination of the
ontology of museology and the deep transformation of the museum.
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