Herefordshire councillor brands museum event woke virtue-signalling amid growing debate
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A Herefordshire councillor has ignited a fierce debate by denouncing an upcoming event at the town’s new museum as a “woke virtue-signalling” initiative. Councillor Ewen Sinclair openly criticized the event, titled “Contentious Narratives,” which seeks to engage the local community in discussions about how museums tackle issues like misinformation and contested histories. Sinclair took to social media to express his skepticism, suggesting that the event is not about fostering genuine dialogue but rather about pushing a narrow ideological agenda. “Anyone who says disinformation and misinformation is probably lying,” he asserted, highlighting concerns about the integrity of the initiative’s true motives.
The museum's director, Damian Etheraads, touted the event as an opportunity to encourage complex discussions while resisting harmful ideologies. He claimed that community input is crucial, suggesting these discussions would dictate how the exhibits in the new £18-million museum and art gallery, slated for construction in Broad Street, are shaped. Etheraads framed the initiative as part of a broader effort funded by the National Lottery Heritage Fund, supposedly designed to enlighten the public about the principles underpinning the museum's redevelopment.
In response to Sinclair’s critiques, a spokesperson for the council endeavoured to reassure the public that the assembly was meant to facilitate open dialogue rather than impose a prescribed viewpoint. “In the upcoming session we won’t be telling people what to think,” they asserted, trying to mitigate the rising tensions surrounding the event. The open meeting is set to occur at the History Store in Hereford on Saturday, June 7, and promises to be free for the public to attend without prior reservations.
The backlash against Sinclair’s remarks mirrors a broader national discourse surrounding the role of museums and public institutions in an age defined by "woke" culture. Critics argue that such institutions risk becoming battlegrounds for political correctness, where curators feel coerced into rewriting history under pressure from prevailing ideologies. These concerns reflect previous discussions that have spotlighted attempts to reframe museum practices, with many fearing such shifts could lead to an outright politicisation of cultural repositories.
This contentious debate is not unique to Herefordshire. Similar dialogues are resonating throughout the UK, particularly highlighted by the Welsh government’s recent introduction of the 'Anti-Racist Wales Action Plan.' This initiative has ignited controversy over the construction of historical narratives, raising alarms about how the legacy of empire and race is tackled within public collections.
As community discussions like the one planned in Hereford unfold, they have the potential to illuminate how public institutions negotiate complex narratives within an increasingly fragmented society. Councillor Sinclair's passionate dissent may resonate with those who believe local councils are straying from conventional historical accounts. Ultimately, the ramifications of these dialogues will not only dictate the future direction of the Hereford museum but could also sway public sentiment on how history is curated and presented in similar institutions across the nation.
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