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Abstract

In this article, I describe how the creation of the Danish maritime museums in 1915 and in 2013—both
generously funded by maritime foundations and actors—were perceived by the shipping industry as
initiatives that would help market the industry vis-a-vis the broader population. I argue more generally that
public museums, such as national maritime museums, constitute narrative focal points for disseminating
legitimizing narratives, which potentially situate entire industries and businesses in a larger cultural
framework and contribute to making these industries relevant in contemporary public discourse. I label such
initiatives ‘strategical public history’, and I call for increased focus by scholars and practitioners on the
different alternatives sites for the production of history that has hitherto not been captured by analyses of
rhetorical history.

Introduction

In October 2013, the new Danish maritime museum opened its doors in an old dry-dock on the harbor
front in Elsinore. The new museum was situated just 400 feet from its former home in Kronborg Castle,
where until relocating, the museum had been placed for almost 100 years. The building itself was an
architectural feat. Designed by renowned architect Bjarke Ingels and carved into the concrete walls of the
old dry-dock, the ambitious project had not come cheap. A conglomerate of 11 Danish foundations (most
of them within shipping), had put up an equivalent of some 90 million USD to make the museum a reality.
At the opening ceremony, Danish minister of culture Marianne Jelved, standing side by side by with the
CEO of the Danish Shipowner’s Association (DSA), expressed her hopes that the museum would underline
how shipping and maritime activities “had always been a key part of Danish cultural heritage”. Not only

was it a museum for the past, the minister argued, it is “a museum for the future that would help convey to



present and future generations the relevance and possibilities of Danish shipping” (Jelved, 2013). As such,
the new Maritime Museum of Denmark transcended the role as a cultural institution that disseminated
‘neutral’ maritime history to the Danish public and foreign visitors. The museum not only contributed to
perception of Denmark as maritime nation, it simultaneously inscribed an entire industry, shipping, into
the larger national history and thus bolstered the legitimacy of the Danish maritime sector.

Existing research on corporate museums have highlighted the potential instrumentalization
of the past, showing that corporate museums constitute carefully curated sites of memory, where the
company gets to display and disseminate official corporate-sanctioned narratives (Ooi, 2002). In this
context, Nissey and Casey (2002: 42) suggested that corporate museums can function as “forums for the
development of collective memory”. As existing research on museums and public history have shown,
museums (and especially large public museums) are indeed important vehicles for the production and
reproduction of regional and national identity as well as collective memory (Kaplan, 1994). But despite
museums’ obvious propensity to affect public discourse, identity and collective memory, no studies have
focused on the role of public national- and industry museums in legitimizing specific industries as parts of a
broader national identity narrative—nor have they focused on the role that industry actors play in this
process by means of funding these institutions. Such analyses are important because they potentially shed
light on the role that museums and industry actors play in producing and reproducing narratives that
legitimate certain companies or even entire industries.

Identity-narratives, interests and power are closely connected, and while public discourse
often unfolds as a process of “democratic will formation” (Habermas, 1996), the contest over narratives
does not necessarily occur on an even playing field. Often, specific narratives are backed by significant
financial means and special interests, resulting in, for example, national museums. Schrempf-Stirling and
co-authors (2016: 704) have recently argued that “a struggle over the corporate past does not, indeed
cannot, manifest in backdoor negotiations between historians and corporations but, rather, in the public
deliberations of historical accounts”. While this is a pious argument, as a normative ambition, quite a bit of

backdoor negotiations have historically been going on, and is going on today, in struggles over the past.



These struggles do not necessarily take place between corporations and historians, but, in the case of the

Danish Maritime Museum, between industry actors and museum managers and employees.

Figurel: Opening of The Maritime Museum of Denmark. October 5, 2048 [eft CEO of the Danish ShimergAssociation, the
regent of Denmark Margarethe I, Prince Henri and museum director Camilla Mordhorst.

I demonstrate in this paper how representations of Danish maritime history were influenced
and sponsored by actors in the shipping industry. I show how the seemingly philanthropic contributions to
the creation of the museum—the establishment of the first maritime museum in 1914, and later the new
museum in 2013—were perceived by industry actors as means to produce and consolidate specific national
narratives that legitimized the Danish maritime sector. I label these efforts, strategical public history. Using
both archival material and contemporary interviews with key maritime and museum actors, I contrast and
compare the creation of the museum in 1914 with the creation and opening of the new maritime museum
in 2013. I point to the potential role these museums had in producing and reproducing maritime identity
narratives and I argue that industry actors, both in 1914 and in 2013, perceived the museums as industry as

showcases that helped underline the societal relevance of the Danish shipping industry.

Rhetorical history and historical CSR

In the past years a growing body of literature have focused on issues of historic corporate social



responsibility. Both at a practical and theoretical level, studies have asked questions about the dynamics and
limitations of holding corporations accountable for past actions (Acosta and Perezts 2017; Djelic and
Etchanchu 2017; Stutz & Sachs 2018). Much of this literature focus, one way or the other, on the potential
‘dark’ side of corporate history—and the ways that companies in different manners have engaged with and
sought to manage their problematic pasts. A favored and obvious subject for such analyses are, for example
German companies’ dealings with the Nazi-regime (e.g. Reich, 2004 and Clark and Rowlinsson 2004).

The literature on historic corporate responsibility connects to the concept of rhetorical
history (Suddaby et al. 2010) and the ways that companies resort to a “strategic use of the past asa
persuasive strategy to manage key stakeholders of the firm” (152). However, while analysis of rhetorical
history rarely moves beyond looking at key frim stakeholders (most often either costumers or employees),
issues of historic CSR often relates to a broader audience. The evaluations by stakeholders of a company’s
historical responsibility has more in common with public history than the rather narrow form of strategic
communications efforts that characterize rhetorical history . As such, historic CSR is often intrinsically
connected to issues of collective memory and the ways history is remembered and forgotten in public
discourse. And public discourse is of course hard to control and manage. In the public domain,
interpretations of the past are often times contested and dynamic, and companies therefor have limited
control over the way that their histories are discussed and perceived by a broader population (Schrempt-
Stirling et al. 2016: 704),. Yet, despite the limitations, companies and industry associations have a range of
communicative options. They can engage in and sponsor public history initiatives, commission books, fund
historical events and educational programs, or they can provide the financial foundation for a public

museum.

Public history, museums and national narratives
A handful of organization scholars and business historians have honed in on corporate museums as sites of
communication where companies get to curate their selected version of the past (Rowlinsson 1993; Nissey

& Cassey 2002, Castellani & Rossato). However, no study informed by organization theory, has focused on



the ways that non-corporate museums, such as for example agricultural museums or maritime museums
contribute to the legitimation of certain industries.

Up until now, the role of museums and the connection between collective memory and
business has been left to scholars of museology and public history. In journals such as The Public Historian
and Museum History Journal there is a lively and ongoing scholarly debate on the connection between
industry, business-heritage and issues of collective identity and memory. Such as, for example, Eklunds
study of the connection between industrial heritage and regional identity in Australia together with
Richter’a (2017) study of industrial heritage and identity in Dortmund and Glasgow. As well as Bruggman’s
(2015) analysis of industry interests affecting the curatic decisions of the whaling museum in Nantucket.

In The Public Historian Eley (2000) discussed the “Historical Accountability” in the context
of business history and Nazi Germany, and in 2004 Leffler compared series of maritime museums in Britain
and the U.S. to show how museal representations of maritime heritage contributed to U.K and U.S national
identities. The American maritime museums in particular disseminated narratives where, according to
Leffler, “ American capitalism, entrepreneurship, social mobility, and success loom large.” In these
narratives “Maritime commerce provided the means for enormous growth by sea, which eventually fueled
the development of American industry, and was the base upon which American strength was built.”
(Leffler, 2004:46). While Leffler, coming from the fields of public and oral history, focused her analysis on

the museal impact on national identity as a way of inventing a collective maritime heritage (Hobsbawm,

1983) and forging an imagined national community (Anderson, 198 3)_



