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The challenge of contemporary relevance in a 

digital era 

 

Kim Williams 

My brief for this the final plenary session in the Museums Australia conference is to address 

the issue of contemporary relevance and its challenge for cultural institutions. 

Now I know this is a tough speaking slot and comes at the end of three days of diverse, often 

brilliant and provocative sessions. You are all no doubt, talked out and for some, thought out.  

After such an array of riches and the hospitality attaching to it all you are probably at this 

stage, in a mental state to travel anywhere but here! 

Nevertheless the opportunity to speak was irresistible. You all represent what I would 

describe as the ‘public academy’. It is a public academy which has a vital role as never before. 

We all experience confrontational elements from the velocity and pervasive nature of 

change. These elements invariably arise from the changed behaviours and expectations 

which follow from the application of digital technologies. It requires adaptive ingenuity, the 

need to change organisational cultures ground up in order to maintain real understanding 

and core relevance. 

This afternoon I will offer some thoughts on key elements of disruption – especially in the 

challenge of addressing the modern consumer or as I prefer citizen.  Then I will provide some 

views on common challenges with policy and the time in which we live.  Finally I will make 

some future observations. 

As this is my self-imposed ‘Year without PowerPoint’ there are no slides – just a prepared 

speech to stimulate some thinking. 

You work within the most potent creative institutions with resources which can confront the 

most fascinating and deadly feature of modern society – what I would describe as a 

fascinating paradox in such an information rich age - I am referring here to the unwavering 

march of general ignorance. 
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Your challenge is to confront it head on, no ifs, no buts. A head on direct knowledge attack 

on growing general ignorance. 

Many may be thinking – what planet is he on?  

Where is he coming from? 

What the heck is referring to – doesn’t he know the internet pervades our very being? 

Isn’t he aware of social media and its ubiquity? 

Doesn’t he realise that Wikipedia provides 4,857,925 articles (at the time I wrote this speech 

four weeks ago) as compared with 100,000 in the last edition of Britannica in 2010?. 

That is 50 times the size of Britannica and even leaving aside the commercial and ephemeral 

serendipitous stuff in Wikipedia it is seriously much more substantial diverse and open than 

the Encyclopeadia Britannica ever was – doesn’t he get it? 

Doesn’t he know that Wikipedia even includes independent articles reviewing its own 

performance - comparing its accuracy with others and offering numerous citations as to its 

fairness on many indicators and so forth? 

Doesn’t he know Twitter and Facebook rule? 

Doesn’t he know about the ‘Appocracy’ in which we live with Pinterest, Instagram, What’s 

App, Snapchat and many others. 

Then there are Yahoo, Bing and of course almighty Google uniting and linking us all in a 

knowledge economy. One which shares endlessly? 

I say in response Yes. Yes.  Yes I do know all of that. And I would say it provides the essential 

challenge. 

It is challenge particularly for museums, galleries and the great libraries of our nation for this 

year and beyond. 

It is a challenge which is both confronting and very healthy. A challenge which has many 

component parts. 

It is seen where the instant expert presents views on a daily basis. The challenge of that 

expert where she or he is empowered with remarkable resources as never before, invariably 
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from the friendly omnipresent ‘computer in your pocket’ with immediate access to so much, 

some would argue virtually all, of the world’s accumulated knowledge. 

But (and it is a very big but), so often the reception of that information is absent the discipline 

of listening, analysing, synthesising and assessing in terms of context, relevance, perspective 

and the necessary skepticism which conditions all good, disciplined thought.  Disciplined 

thought provides the bedrock of clear thinking and good learning. 

All too often it is also absent the inherent insatiable curiosity which drives real evolution and 

improvement in thought, teaching and learning in core knowledge acquisition and transfer 

for humankind. Curiosity and its valuable partner scepticism are frequently absent in the 

search for an immediate answer and the opportunity to present an instant opinion. 

We live in a bizarre netherworld where narcissism increasingly rules the day. A netherworld 

where citizens feel unconstrained in offering opinions, often extraordinarily firm confident 

ones, with alarming assertiveness on the altar of nothing more than their own ‘feelings.’ “The 

vibe”! 

Often those opinions are landed with no more perspective than a single often anonymous 

source on any diversity of subjects without regard to perspective, alternate propositions and 

in blind disregard for the time taken to think, learn, test, listen, refine and then offer; which 

has usually in the past been seen as essential to the process of providing ‘worthy opinion.’ 

There reposes a core challenge – how do we refashion institutions to respond in ways that 

unite people with the glory of knowledge and study afresh, in a way which is imbued with 

some humility? 

We live in an era of conundrums. It is often said that volatility, uncertainty, complexity and 

ambiguity are the bywords for the current era. In the inevitable way of things it even has its 

own acronym – VUCA. 

Your conference theme ‘Message, Medium and a Cultural Cacophony’ refers to aspects of 

those four strands of volatility, uncertainty, complexity and ambiguity.  

The challenge seems to me to repose in how we martial the amazing resources of the 

collections of the nation – individually and generally – to ensure that we are providing 
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stability, confidence, simplicity and clarity in sharing knowledge, creativity and the power of 

thought and learning. 

Our own new acronym is SCSC in the service of exhibiting the intellectual and creative wealth 

of your collections. It is a core challenge. 

You have been dealing with conference strands built around Medium and Message. ‘Medium’ 

is through the context of cultural production and how collections are curated and provided 

so that they relate to modern society’s needs.  And ‘Message’ through people having agency. 

How one responds to the many voices seeking access to the public realm and how we 

measure relevance and performance. 

Cultural leadership in a digital era has very real continuing challenges. The audience has many 

distractions not the least of which is the self- obsession of many – especially in those born in 

the last 30 odd years where evidence from various studies reveals really substantial increases 

in self-esteem, assertiveness, self-importance and narcissism, with a clear cultural shift 

focusing on the self to the detriment of community. 

I would suggest this means for audience connection and stimulation to work it requires new 

skillsets in a context where there are so many touchpoints which are often increasingly fuzzy 

and diffuse. 

Digital chemistry and personality permeates all communication, documentation, exhibition 

and engagement in the twenty first century. It provides a central methodology for access as 

we have never seen it. Needless to say however, the core logic, intelligence and imagination 

has to come from all of you. You need to rethink in a way which reinvents your audience 

relationship, understands the gravity of the challenge and coherently and creatively attracts 

the community openly and I would suggest offers exciting challenge and even at times 

provocation in the service of liberating the collections. 

If we care about and love our collections and the people who made the books, paintings, 

sculptures, maps, manuscripts, objects, stories, studies, science and tools that inform them, 

then we owe them the continuing honour of rethinking the challenge of community 

connection. That challenge must be accepted clearly, in a way which avoids being patronising 

and celebrates the journey itself. 

The journey that is inherent to the joy of all discovery and learning. 
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At its heart is the essential missing element of so much in the digital domain – a sense of 

refashioned citizenship, digital citizenship. It is a complex topic with many strands. At core I 

would suggest is the need to reinvest the value and need for the community’s relationship 

with humanity’s achievements and devotion to creativity and discovery. 

It demands a renewal in the sense of wonder and devotion to the journey liberated to us all 

by amazing new tools. It needs a new toolkit, with different approaches to curation, planning, 

marketing, exhibition - on and offsite - and a never ending commitment to offer what I would 

describe as a devotion in our work to a new consciousness in managing collections in the 

service of underlying public need and interest. 

Many of the institutions here have the burden of being incumbents in this era of endless 

disruption where the consequential impact arising from the turbulence of many of the 

processes we are experiencing can cloud judgement and alter perception as to key trends 

and cultural characteristics. For many, adjustment is confronting and it requires renovated 

governance approaches that accept risks, back talent and are obsessed with outcomes and 

not processes for the own sake. 

It seems clear to me that our society is increasingly governed by several sustained 

characteristics, which are each profoundly unhelpful, indeed destructive of committed 

improvement and clear direction in national public policy formulation – especially for 

institutions like your own. Consequently that much abused term the public interest is serially 

disrespected. 

We see this particularly as money is treated as the measure of value in all things rather than 

as one of many measures. 

We see it in lowered priorities from some politicians and bureaucrats through neglect and 

disengagement in not seeing creativity and intellect as the vital crucibles of the national 

future. 

We see it in commentators often being unable to disconnect discussion of creativity, science 

and the arts and their centrality to successful national expression and innovation, from rigid 

ideological positions and/or populist ranting. 

And we see it in society generally adopting a perilous course to celebrate the anti-intellectual 

and the triumph of what I would term as ‘the general ignorance’ over considered respectful 
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debate which aims to test ideas and assumptions so as to arrive at evidence supported 

outcomes. 

These forces are readily apparent in science and the arts which celebrate and empower 

creativity and innovation like nothing else. Support has declined, policies are malformed on 

the altar of populism and ‘dumbing down’ to an ever lower common denominator, and short 

term devotion rules the policy and resourcing day.  This is allied with a fearsome trend, which 

denies and rejects considered knowledge based debate, replacing it with dogmatic assertion. 

I would describe this process as the ‘infantilisation’ of Australian cultural and science policy. 

Unless a different, informed, caring and activist policy stand is adopted then stagnation, 

declining education standards and a marked talent drain will inevitably result. Without early 

correction we will have a poorer society and it will become ever harder to rebound. You will 

all be failing if these issues are not confronted with imagination and I would suggest a decent 

measure of passion. 

You all know this and you also know that the serious work falls at the feet of many in this 

room. I would contend that in the twenty first century a society, which loses contact with and 

commitment to respecting, celebrating and appropriately resourcing science and the arts 

across many domains crucially including museums, galleries and libraries, will decay. 

Your institutions celebrate intellect and the creative products from it every day.  The task 

before you is to ignite the public in the service of what genuinely constitutes the long term 

public interest - a loving respect for and celebration of curiosity, knowledge, creativity and 

learning. 

You have to do that as a simple assertion of your reason for being. 

And quite frankly I think the challenge is one where you have to reinvent your institutions so 

that summary objective in conveying a loving respect for and celebration of curiosity, 

knowledge, creativity and learning is the governing theme in all that you do. 

The performing arts, our galleries and museums and our education system central to their 

health are in real decline. Resourcing is compromised. We see performing arts centres and 

companies, museums and galleries constantly having to confine and contain the innovation 

and renewal in thinking so central to a vital culture.  All too often you have been consumed 

with the need simply to tender to basic survival needs. 
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There are problems across the board but the solutions are in your hands and require fresh 

thinking and cooperative action – with each other, with government and with a firm focus on 

your client audiences. 

There are so many examples that demonstrate an era of passive neglect – as much from 

silence in institutional governance as other sources - that I could never summarise them 

adequately in this short presentation. However they are changing the aspiration and 

destination on the part of our creators and that is profoundly unhealthy for Australia. 

We all recognise that the internet and digital technology generally has changed forever the 

nature of information access, exchange and the direction of society through politics, 

commerce, creativity, education and communication in life as we know it. 

Continuing fragmentation is guaranteed – the ferocity of attack and the velocity of change 

will not abate. Nations are being disintermediated. Merit, ingenuity, speed, flexibility and 

performance increasingly rule the day. Australia is losing in this process and it is losing 

because of national policy failure. The urgency of public policy renewal especially in 

education and the arts is impossible to over-emphasise. 

We are a small country at ‘the bottom of the world’ (notwithstanding the internet) with many 

parochial pillars, which whilst they may be ‘cheerful’ to some, are venomous to national 

ambition and achievement. A nation of 24 million, which speaks English is either profoundly 

advantaged or potentially disabled as a result almost entirely of its public policy settings and 

the outcomes they achieve and reflect. 

It is essential that we respect our duty of intergenerational care and acknowledge the need 

for national ground up policy and institutional review to ensure a healthy, vibrant and 

dynamic creative landscape, which is equally innovative, connected, ambitious and 

challenging for those whom we serve – the people.  

I gave a speech a couple of weeks ago for Currency House here in Sydney in which I said I 

don’t have time in a presentation like this to offer assurance on delivered solutions beyond 

a strong plea to work together, refashioning directions and priorities built on common 

recognition that policy travels poorly and needs change. 
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I offered a fresh performance mantra for consideration. One which I suggest is relevant for a 

globally connected Australia in this century – especially for museums and other creative 

institutions. 

Do not be bland! 

Make a difference and banish the bland! It has been too prominent in our past and should 

have no place in our future. 

We need to – back the bold! 

We must strive for a voice that renews the reasons to celebrate creativity and intellectual 

courage. We must find reasons to win national respect and political commitment; reasons to 

renew many of our depleted specialist training institutions; reasons to revitalise curiosity, 

creative originality and to fearlessly drive innovation. We must find reasons to speak out 

making sustainable connection with new and old audiences in fresh relevant ways. 

We need to back, defend and promote that which is about fresh Australian creative 

adventure! Since the 1970s Australians have taken to the world stage as never before. Yet 

we are on the precipice of what seems to comprise an overwhelming magnetism for the 

pedestrian or worse. 

As that vulnerable little English speaking country there is no future in being bland! We need 

bold confident national futures, which only come from frank institutional review and the 

quality of the ambition it adopts. Across the sciences and the arts it is imperative that 

stakeholders work together to fashion a fresh positively integrated policy approach – one 

which ensures better cooperation and common objectives. One, which recognises this 

radically changed operating environment and the challenge provided in really capturing the 

public imagination in a good way.  

Vivek Wadhwa wrote in a Washington Post piece just a few weeks ago that “Ray Kurzweil 

made a startling prediction in 1999 that appears to be coming true: that by 2023 a $1,000 

laptop would have the computing power and storage capacity of a human brain. He also 

predicted that Moore’s Law, which postulates that the processing capability of a computer 

doubles every 18 months, would apply for 60 years — until 2025 — giving way then to new 

paradigms of technological change. 
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“Kurzweil, a renowned futurist and the director of engineering at Google, now says that the 

hardware needed to emulate the human brain may be ready even sooner than he predicted 

— in around 2020 — using technologies such as graphics processing units (GPUs), which are 

ideal for brain-software algorithms. He predicts that the complete brain software will take a 

little longer: until about 2029. 

“The implications of all this are mind-boggling. Within seven years — about when the iPhone 

11 is likely to be released — the smartphones in our pockets will be as computationally 

intelligent as we are. It doesn’t stop there, though. These devices will continue to advance, 

exponentially, until they exceed the combined intelligence of the human race.” 

Clearly we all need to pay attention very closely. Kurzweil is one of the most consistently 

original digital thinkers, inventors and futurists. As many of you know his book from 2005 

“The Singularity Is Near: When Humans Transcend Biology” has been of seminal importance 

predicting an exponential increase in technologies like computers, genetics, nanotechnology, 

robotics and artificial intelligence. He says this will lead to a technological singularity in the 

year 2045, a point where progress is so rapid it outstrips humans' ability to comprehend it. 

The message from Kurzweil is clear – change is accelerating almost unbelievably – clearly this 

calls for new modes of working in presenting artworks and knowledge if the community is to 

have productive engagement with that which has happened and will happen. 

Does it reflect a strange amalgam between the writings of J G Ballard, Phillip K Dick, Aldous 

Huxley, Carl Sagan, Isaac Asimov, Neil Stephenson, George Orwell and many others? Does 

this all seem remarkably dystopian or will it offer new horizons of wonder, optimism and 

social improvement? Truthfully, the answer is probably yes and no. 

Before we get carried away let’s remember that the genius Alan Turing was way ahead of his 

time imagining many of these things over 60 years ago. Indeed his views on pattern formation 

and tests for computers with artificial intelligence are still in use today.  In some instances 

the more things change - the more they stay the same. 

At core though we all need to have our feet on the ground and to be utterly realistic, 

recognising that these changes mean that standing still and managing institutions in the same 

way is not an option.  Embracing these potent forces which drive reconfiguration in public 

mindsets is not easy. Relevant responses with new approaches to governance, management, 
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planning, and execution are essential if we are to drive sustainable connected and meaningful 

public engagement. 

It is going to be a really bumpy ride. I suggest we relish the journey. Thank you. 

Note 

This is the provided transcript of a keynote presentation given by Kim Williams at the 
Museums Australia National Conference on the 23rd May, 2015 in the Sydney Town 
Hall. 

 

 

 

 


