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Introduction

Galleries, libraries, archives, and museums hold more than collections - they hold our
national memory. In a country where storytelling has shaped society for over sixty-
five thousand years, today these cultural institutions safeguard the objects, images,
texts, and sounds through which we tell ourselves who we are, and who we hope to
become. They are spaces where stories are preserved, contested, and renewed. Yet
these institutions do not stand apart from the societies they serve. Their leadership
and governance determine whose voices are amplified and whose histories remain
obscured. They embody our highest ideals of stewardship, but they are also shaped
by the pressures of politics, funding, and cultural power.

The role of our cultural institutions in shaping collective identity and memory
cannot be overstated. They decide which narratives are given permanence and which
are left to fade. Every exhibition, catalogue, or acquisition is not just an act of preser-
vation but an act of interpretation, choices that tell the public what is valuable, what
is worthy of remembrance, and by implication, what can be forgotten. The stories of
a nation are not fixed; they are curated. And in that curation lies immense power.
For Indigenous peoples, migrants, and communities who have too often found their
voices absent or misrepresented, the way galleries, libraries, archives, and museums
operate is not an abstract matter. It is about recognition, justice, and belonging.

At the same time, our collective memory is fragile. Behind every public exhibi-
tion lies an unseen world of decision-making, where leaders and staft weigh issues of
provenance, due diligence, and ethical responsibility. The public may see the finished
exhibition, the beautiful publication, or the inspiring program, but they rarely see
the complexity behind the door marked No Entry, Authorised Personnel Only. What
lies beneath the surface of the public display is a dense and often fraught ecosystem
of legal obligations, ethical standards, funding pressures, and political scrutiny. To
understand the significance of cultural institutions today, one must understand not
only their collections but also the frameworks - legal, ethical, and governance - that
shape how those collections live in the world.

The Power and Dilemmas of Stewardship

The governance of our cultural institutions is never neutral. Boards and leaders
must navigate competing responsibilities: to their collections, to their publics, to
governments, to donors, and to the communities whose heritage they hold in trust.
Ethical questions arise in every corner of their work. Who has the right to tell certain
stories? How do institutions acknowledge and repair the harms of past collecting
practices, from looted objects to exploitative anthropological archives? How should
they respond when calls for repatriation, restitution, or reinterpretation of collections
challenge long-established norms?
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Simpson and McDonald remind us that good governance is not a lofty abstrac-
tion but a daily practice that must flow through every layer of an organisation. The
quality of a collecting institution’s legal frameworks, its mission statements, and its
policies are not just administrative details, they are moral signposts, determining
whether integrity is upheld or eroded. Multiple legal regimes, from property and trust
law to international conventions, intertwine in ways that shape the life of collections.
These “threads” are not neatly aligned; they overlap, sometimes clash, and always
require interpretation. For leaders and practitioners, recognising the legal complexity
is essential to navigating the field with confidence and care.

Simpson and McDonald focus on a field once dismissed as optional or peripheral
but now is understood to be central to institutional credibility - integrity. Their
tripartite framing — collection integrity, organisational integrity, and ethical integrity
- is powerful because it recognises that stewardship is not only about the object in
the collection but also about the systems that manage it and the moral compass that
guides it.

Governance is not just about policies; it is about relationships: between institu-
tions and communities, between states and citizens, and between the past and the
future. Simpson and McDonald traverse some of the most urgent issues of our time:
cultural respect for First Peoples, freedom of expression, and the often invisible but
vital world of insurance and indemnification.

The Life Cycle of Collections

A greater understanding of the philosophical and legal scaffolding is a crucial
background to understanding the daily realities of managing collections. Simpson
and McDonald take us through the life cycle of objects: acquisitions, due diligence
in title and provenance, digitising collections, providing access, deaccessioning and
disposal, importing and exporting cultural material, and the deeply contested area
of repatriation.

Each stage of an object’s life, from selection to disposal, carries its own risks and
responsibilities. Acquisitions are not merely about filling a gap in a collection; they are
about ensuring authenticity, legality, and ethical legitimacy. Digitisation, often seen
as a neutral good, raises questions about copyright, access, and cultural protocols.
Deaccessioning and disposal, once taboo subjects, are now essential conversations
as institutions grapple with finite storage, shifting priorities, and community claims.
Repatriation of cultural material, whether ancestral remains, sacred objects, or looted
antiquities, has transformed from a marginal issue into a central test of institutional
integrity. Simpson and McDonald’s reflection on protecting collections during armed
conflict is a sobering reminder that cultural heritage is often most at risk in moments
of political upheaval and violence. It underscores that the responsibilities of collecting
institutions extend beyond peacetime curation to safeguarding humanity’s memory
in times of crisis.
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Exhibitions, Income, and People

Simpson and McDonald expand the frame further, showing how collections live in
the public realm, examining exhibitions and touring, with chapters on developing
exhibitions, creative services agreements, loans, touring shows, couriers, and public
programs. These are the visible, outward-facing activities that shape how institutions
are experienced by the public. Yet as Simpson and McDonald make clear, they are
underpinned by complex webs of legal obligations and ethical considerations, from
intellectual property to the safe movement of fragile materials across borders.

Then there is the economics of culture: merchandising, sponsorship, philan-
thropy, and consultancies. Too often these subjects are discussed in purely financial
terms. Yet as Simpson and McDonald remind us, the pursuit of income must always
be balanced against ethical obligations. Sponsorships can raise reputational risks;
merchandising can commodify culture in ways that require sensitivity; philanthropy,
while essential, can sometimes blur the lines between public accountability and
private influence.

Finally, Simpson and McDonald bring the focus to people: the public, volunteers,
staff, and boards. It is a fitting conclusion, for institutions are not only defined by
their collections but by the humans who animate them. The integrity of a gallery,
library, archive, or museum depends not only on its legal and ethical frameworks but
also on the cultures of leadership, inclusion, and respect cultivated within. Simpson
and McDonald remind us that governance is not only about structures but about
people, and about whether they have the tools, guidance, and accountability to act
with integrity.

Why This Book Matters Now

Collections Law and Ethics forms a definitive guide that is both practical and profound.
It provides checklists, frameworks, and legal analysis, but they also illuminate deeper
truths: that collections are never neutral, that governance is always a moral act, and
that law and ethics are inseparable from cultural sovereignty.

In an era marked by intense public scrutiny, rising expectations of accountability,
and urgent debates about repatriation, inclusivity, and cultural authority, this book
arrives as both a compass and a mirror. It offers pathways through complex legal
landscapes while also reflecting back to us the moral choices at hand. For students
and practitioners, it provides tools; for leaders, it provides frameworks; for the wider
community, it provides reassurance that these questions are being taken seriously.

Ultimately, this book reminds us that galleries, libraries, archives, and museums
are not static repositories of the past. They are living institutions, deeply enmeshed
in the life of the nation. The choices they make about governance and ethics are
choices that ripple outward, shaping public trust, shaping our shared understanding
of history, and shaping the possibilities of our future.

As a First Nations filmmaker and researcher, I see every day how questions of
law and ethics in cultural institutions are never abstract. They determine whether
communities see themselves reflected in national stories or erased from them. They
shape whether our most treasured knowledge is treated as sacred or as property.
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They influence whether our children grow up in a country that acknowledges its
histories with honesty and courage, or one that turns away. That is why this book
matters — not just for those working inside galleries, libraries, archives, and museums,
but for all of us who believe that memory, justice, and truth are the foundations of a
more inclusive future.
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