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Museum Roles in Public Understanding of Science
Bernard Finn, Curator Emeritus, Smithsonian Institution
Abstract

Although “public understanding of science and technology” can be considered a 20th-century construction, the

concept for museums has roots in the 16th century. At that time the audience was typically confined to friends of the
owner of the collections or perhaps to his students.
The great exhibitions of the 19th century gave rise to a number of national museums of science and technology with
much larger ranges of visitors. Their goal, however, was more to extol the marvels of science than to promote its
understanding. Significant museums of natural history also developed in this period, organized first around Linnean
and then Darwinian principles.

At the beginning of the 20th century the Deutches Museum, in Munich, set a standard for museums of science and
technology. In its displays one can find elements of the major trends that followed —especially the use of objects as
historical icons and the development of interactive exhibits.

The early 20th century also saw the emergence (mainly in academic circles) of an interest in public understanding
of science, an interest that expanded rapidly after World War II.

After the war two dramatic changes took place. One was the development of non-historical (and non-collections-
based) science centers, formed for the expressed purpose of promoting public understanding of science and
technology. The other was the employment of trained historians as curators in the technical museums, which had
the unanticipated result of causing these museums to emphasize the understanding of social consequences of science
and technology and not of the disciplines themselves. The Smithsonian provides an especially strong example of this
trend.

An argument is made that now, in the 21st century, we need museums that will use their historical collections to
help visitors to understand the nature of science and technology—how things work and how they developed over
time, how they have been influenced by society as well as how they influenced society.
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