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the electoral breakthrough of a right-wing populist contender. Because the cordon 
has been formalized and institutionalized, it poses clear limits on what is considered 
SROLWLFDOO\�DQG�VRFLDOO\�DFFHSWDEOH��7KLV�PDNHV�LW�GLIÀFXOW�IRU�ULJKW�ZLQJ�SRSXOLVW�
parties to question these limits. In the Netherlands, by contrast, the boundaries of 
the political discourse were shifted by the centre-right. Indeed, the radicalization 
of the political discourse was initiated by the mainstream parties, and the media 
played an important role in perpetuating that discourse. In Flanders, a� FRUGRQ�
VDQLWDLUH was set up after the VB had gained prominence. Although the political 
cordon persists, it was never fully ‘watertight’. Given the late implementation and 
the permissiveness of the cordon, it was inevitably less effective.

,Q� FRQFOXVLRQ�� WKH� ÀQGLQJV� VXJJHVW� WKDW� WKH� UHDFWLRQV� RI� PDLQVWUHDP� SROLWLFDO�
parties and the media are crucial to understand the variation in the electoral 
performances of populist radical right parties in Europe. In other words, when 
mainstream parties and the media consistently restrict the discursive and political 
opportunity structures that are available to right-wing populist parties, these 
parties are less likely to succeed. Thus, mainstream parties and the media are not 
secondary players but key agents in the early stages of development of right-wing 
populist parties. 
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The relationship between young people and museums has been a topic of discussion 
since the late 1970s.1 The growing importance of audience-centred approaches and 
inclusionary practices has certainly played a part in fostering an interest in the 
subject. For decades now, museums have steadily developed their programmes 
and offers aimed at young people. Simultaneously, on a more theoretical level, 
research has sought to develop our comprehension of young people’s needs and 
wants with regard to museums. Despite all these developments, however, some 
PXVHXPV�VWLOO�ÀQG�LW�FKDOOHQJLQJ�WR�HQJDJH�ZLWK�\RXQJ�SHRSOH��)XUWKHUPRUH��WKH�
debate surrounding this relationship is often underpinned by generalizations about 
young people, such as a presumed lack of interest in or involvement with museums. 

These presuppositions are unhelpful in that they impede our thinking about young 
people and museums. Previous research has principally investigated the subject 
from a perspective that takes museums as the starting point. Therefore, this thesis 
ÀOOV�WKH�JDS�LQ�RXU�NQRZOHGJH�E\�IRFXVLQJ�RQ�WKH�UHODWLRQVKLS�IURP�WKH�SHUVSHFWLYH�
of young people and drawing on literature beyond museum studies to critique 
existing assumptions. The thesis actively decentres the museum: theoretically, 

1��������,Q�WKLV�WKHVLV��\RXQJ�SHRSOH�DUH�GHÀQHG�DV�LQGLYLGXDOV�EHWZHHQ�WKH�DJHV�RI����DQG�����ZKLFK�HTXDWHV�WR�
the age range of the participants in the study.
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by using an interdisciplinary framework that relies especially on youth studies; 
DQG�SUDFWLFDOO\�� E\� FRQGXFWLQJ�ÀHOGZRUN� RXWVLGH�PXVHXPV� LQ� VHWWLQJV� WKDW� VWDUW�
with young people and their everyday lives. The premise was that by taking this 
approach, it would be possible to investigate the power inequalities that underlie 
the relationship between young people and museums – an issue that can only be 
fully examined at a distance from the museum as an institution.

The thesis addresses the following research questions: 
• How do young people perceive, understand and experience museums? 
• Which emotions do young people associate with museums and museum visits? 
• Can museums genuinely be relevant to young people? 
•  What roles do the issues of power, representation and access play in the 

relationship between young people and museums?

The thesis starts by exploring the literature on young people and museums. The 
ÀUVW� SDUW� RI� WKH� UHYLHZ� LQYHVWLJDWHV� WKH� VXEMHFW� IURP� D� PXVHRORJLFDO� SRLQW� RI�
YLHZ�� LQ�ZKLFK� WZR�PDLQ�GLVFRXUVHV� DUH� LGHQWLÀHG��7KHVH�FHQWUH� DURXQG��ÀUVWO\��
the development of educational provision for young people, and secondly, the 
inclusion of young people in terms of representation and participation. However, 
the museological approach to the subject quickly reveals its limits. Therefore, the 
second part of the critical literature review examines young people’s museum 
experiences from a broader perspective. By drawing on literature from such diverse 
ÀHOGV�DV�\RXWK�VWXGLHV��FXOWXUDO�VWXGLHV��VRFLRORJ\�DQG�ODZ��WKH�WKHVLV�ORFDWHV�WKHVH�
experiences in their wider social and cultural context. It becomes clear that young 
people are affected by social and cultural power imbalances.

In the research underpinning this thesis, the conceptual and methodological 
frameworks were closely related. Indeed, the methodology of this study not only 
helped to answer the research questions but also contributed to the research aims by 
ÀOOLQJ�VRPH�PHWKRGRORJLFDO�JDSV��7KXV��WKH�¶GHFHQWULQJ�WKH�PXVHXP·�SHUVSHFWLYH�
was applied to position this study in both theoretical and methodological terms. The 
PHWKRGRORJLFDO�DSSURDFK�ZDV�LQÁXHQFHG�E\�JURXQGHG�WKHRU\�DQG�HWKQRJUDSK\��DV�
this made it possible to generate rich data and construct theories in close connection 
to the data. For example, many of the concepts drawn upon in the theoretical part 
RI�WKH�WKHVLV�RULJLQDWHG�GXULQJ�WKH�ÀHOGZRUN�ZLWK�\RXQJ�SHRSOH��WKDW�LV��WKH\�ZHUH�
rooted in the participants’ own accounts of their wider museum experiences.

7KH�ÀHOGZRUN�ZDV� FRQGXFWHG� RXWVLGH�PXVHXPV�� LQ� SODFHV�ZKHUH� \RXQJ�SHRSOH�
would feel comfortable and would not be compelled to participate (as they probably 
would have been in a school setting). Youth clubs appeared to be a natural choice, 
as they permitted the participation of young people from a variety of backgrounds 
and with different relationships to museums. Youth clubs in Luxembourg, in 
particular, offered an interesting and rich context for the investigation. An ethical 
and empathetic approach to the research and the participants was of prime 
importance.



238

%HWZHHQ�0DUFK�DQG�0D\�������,�FRQGXFWHG�ÀYH�IRFXV�JURXSV�LQ�ÀYH�GLIIHUHQW�\RXWK�
clubs, with a total of twenty-four participants aged between 12 and 21. The focus 
JURXSV�ZHUH�KHOG�LQ�YDULRXV�SDUWV�RI�WKH�FRXQWU\�WR�UHÁHFW�WKH�GLYHUVLW\��LQ�WHUPV�
of ethnicity and socioeconomic status) of Luxembourgish society. The discussions 
were semi-structured and mostly non-directive. A major characteristic of focus 
groups is that they foster and rely upon an exchange between the participants. 
Discussions can get very lively, and different participants may hold different views 
RQ�D�VSHFLÀF�VXEMHFW��WKXV��WKH�UHVHDUFKHU�LV�DEOH�WR�FROOHFW�D�UDQJH�RI�SHUVSHFWLYHV�
and experiences. Although it is important to be mindful of the questions to be 
FRYHUHG�GXULQJ� WKH�VHVVLRQV�� WKH� UHVHDUFKHU�VKRXOG�EH�ÁH[LEOH�HQRXJK� WR� IROORZ�
unexpected turns in the conversation, as these can reveal new areas of interest.

7KH� WKHVLV� GLVFXVVHV� WKH� ÀQGLQJV� DQG� DQVZHUV� WKH� UHVHDUFK� TXHVWLRQV� LQ� WZR�
stages. In stage one, young people’s views and experiences are explored from a 
museological standpoint. This perspective highlights the variety of interests and 
needs of the focus-group participants, and the complexity of their views about 
museums. For example, many of the participants’ museum perceptions were 
centred on the institutions being places for learning – in the broadest sense of 
the term. Most importantly, learning, play and entertainment were thought to be 
intimately connected, building on and reinforcing each other to create relevant 
experiences.

In addition, the focus groups revealed the diversity and even tensions that underlie 
the ways in which young people interact with museums. This was apparent in 
the images that the participants had of museums. For example, the participants 
recognized the importance of museums and thought that these institutions were, 
in theory at least, for everyone to enjoy (irrespective of age or level of education, 
for example). On a practical level, however, museums were not seen as places 
that were designed with young people in mind. A further polarity can be found 
in the participants’ notion of the museum as a place for being with others and as 
a place for being alone. Most participants saw museums as social places; that is, 
places that they like to visit with friends, family or a partner to share experiences 
and exchange impressions. At the same time, many participants emphasized the 
need for autonomy during their visits. They stated that they would rather visit in a 
small group (with one or two friends or relatives) than in a larger group (such as 
the school), which they considered to be too constraining. In addition to longing 
for solitary moments during group visits, the participants related that visiting 
museums on their own made it possible to engage with the content on a deeper 
level and to have restorative experiences.

In stage two of the thesis, the discussion moves away from a purely museological 
approach to young people and museums in order to focus on the wider social 
processes that underlie the relationship. Firstly, the analysis shows that museums 
have the potential to be relevant to young people and suggests that relevance is 
indeed important, as this may play a role in making visits memorable. However, 
it also reiterates that young people need to be viewed as individuals with different 
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backgrounds, needs and wants, rather than as an undifferentiated group. Secondly, 
the investigation reveals that the relationship between young people and museums 
looks different if attention is turned to how young people (rather than museums or 
adults) experience it. For example, the focus groups highlighted that young people 
and museums potentially operate in very different cultural contexts. This becomes 
SDUWLFXODUO\� DSSDUHQW� LQ� WKH�ÀQGLQJ� WKDW� FXOWXUDO�� UDWKHU� WKDQ� VWUXFWXUDO�� EDUULHUV�
affect young people’s engagement. The cultural gap that was most obvious in the 
participants’ descriptions related to museums’ communication and advertising. 
In addition, the analysis shows that museums (and society) may have different 
understandings from those of young people about what constitutes ‘culture’, 
‘participation’ and ‘engagement’. Therefore, rather than relying on stereotypes and 
claims about young people lacking interest in culture and museums, the notions 
DQG�GHÀQLWLRQV�WKHPVHOYHV�VKRXOG�EH�FDOOHG�LQWR�TXHVWLRQ�

Thirdly, and most importantly, the thesis reveals how power imbalances affect 
the relationship between young people and museums, particularly by creating 
barriers to access. These inequalities exist not only between museums and young 
people, but also between facilitators of visits and young people. For the focus-
group participants, the school is a particular source of tension. The didactic nature 
and teacher-centred approach of certain school trips, and the fact that these trips 
are compulsory, act as barriers to engagement. Apart from creating hurdles, 
enforced museum visits (and other compulsory activities in the museum) pose 
ethical questions with regard to young people’s right to express their opinion and 
make decisions. Indeed, depending on the context, the denial of choice may testify 
to a paternalistic and patronizing attitude rather than a respectful and empathetic 
approach towards young people. The thesis also reveals that young people may 
feel disempowered when visiting museums. Some of the focus-group participants 
reported that museums intimidated them in various ways and made them feel 
uncomfortable. In addition to the fear of not knowing or not understanding, 
participants experienced the fear of not having the right to belong. In other words, 
some young people thought that it was normal not to have the right to belong in the 
museum if they did not know or understand.

,Q�FRQFOXVLRQ��WKH�ÀQGLQJV�KDYH�D�QXPEHU�RI�LPSOLFDWLRQV�IRU�PXVHXP�SUDFWLFH�DQG�
research. On a practical level, they expand our knowledge about young people’s 
UHODWLRQV�ZLWK�PXVHXPV��2Q� D� EURDGHU� OHYHO�� WKH\�KDYH� VLJQLÀFDQW� LPSOLFDWLRQV�
for the understanding of how power operates in the relationship between young 
people and museums. Therefore, the thesis makes the case that it is important for 
museums and facilitators to acknowledge the diversity of young people, value 
their points of view, and respect their autonomy and freedom of choice.


