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INTRODUCTION
Documenting and Displaying Protest Art Can be Beneficial to Institutions: 

1. ability to attract constituents who might not normally attend a museum 
and stimulate dialogue

2. allow museums to fulfill their missions and obligations to remain relevant 
to society.  

Documenting and Displaying Protest Art Reveals Ethical and Legal 
Dilemmas in Museum Administration: 

• A core value of traditional museum practice is that museums have an 
obligation to document various perspectives on an issue without 
advocating for one side or the other. 

• Problems can arise when these perspectives are perceived as lopsided 
or one sided, or if the societal debate surrounding the subject of the 
protest art is overheated, inflammatory, or provokes violence.

• Protest art has been largely ignored by museums because it is often 
created anonymously from easily accessible materials.  



1. Used in protest action
2. Often made from 

available materials 
3. Created anonymously 
4. Abandoned at site of 

protest 
5. Meant for to be 

destroyed or for one 
time use 

WHAT IS PROTEST ART?



PROTEST ART AS CULTURAL HERITAGE
Protest art is valuable cultural property.  Cultural property “helps tell us 

who we are and where we came from” (John Merryman 1989). 

Protest art can be a powerful tool documenting authentic resistance 
to social and political orthodoxy, providing a visual representation 
of moral values in conflict, creating a national and individual 
cultural identity that can ground a society in its own history, and 
promoting shared experiences that can serve as a basis for 
dialogue. 
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• Attendance
• Attendance can increase or decrease based on whether 

the constituent identify or agree with the protest art 

• Financial 
• Government and corporate funding
• 501(c)(3) status in US for non-profits
• Self-censorship

• Legal 
• Visual Artists Rights claims 
• Berne Convention claims 
• Copyright violation claims
• Valid title 

RISKS OF DOCUMENTING AND DISPLAYING 
PROTEST ART



2.20 Documentation of Collections 

Museum collections should be documented according to 
accepted professional standards. Such documentation 
should include a full identification and description of each 
item, its associations, provenance, condition, treatment 
and present location. 

To comply, extensive research on protest art is required.  This 
necessitates funding, staff, and convincing your museum 
leaders that protest art is valuable cultural heritage.  These are 
challenges that cannot be easily overcome.

ICOM CODE OF ETHICS, SECTION 2.20



Artist name? 
Provenance? 
Associations? 
Materials? 
Treatment? 
Specific Date?
Intellectual 

Property Rights? 

ISSUES RELATING TO CIDOC STANDARDS 1.2.5 
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VICTORIA AND ALBERT MUSEUM, “DISOBEDIENT 
OBJECTS”, JULY 2014- FEBRUARY 2015



VICTORIA AND ALBERT MUSEUM, “DISOBEDIENT 
OBJECTS”, JULY 2014- FEBRUARY 2015



MISSOURI HISTORY MUSEUM, 
FERGUSON PROTESTS, 2014



UMBRELLA MOVEMENT, HONG KONG, 2014 
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