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Museums of science and technology fulfil many functions. For some, the main purpose is the 
diffusion of today’s knowledge. Others see themselves as guardians of a precious heritage of 
historic objects. And others again seek to foster public debate about the political and social 
issues raised by science and its applications in modern society. But how well do museums, 
widely respected but costly, fulfil their various roles? A reflexion on three great Parisian 
institutions (the Cité des sciences et de l’industrie, the Palais de la découverte, and the Musée 
des arts et metiers) and their place in the wider European world of museological practice helps 
us to understand the strengths and weaknesses of a form of communication that dates back, in 
France, to the Revolution.  
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