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The socially purposeful museum is 
a dynamic, vital institution that has rich 
relationships with diverse audiences; that 
nurtures participatory and co-creative 
practice and is part of people’s everyday 
lives; that seeks to foster progressive social 
values and, at the same time, is widely 
recognised as a site for dialogue and 
debate; that works collaboratively with 
a range of institutions within and beyond 
the cultural sector to engender vibrant, 
inclusive and more just societies. Drawing 
on recent research by the Research Centre 
for Museums and Galleries this session will 
examine how import the socially purposeful 
museum to contemporary museum practice. 

Společensky přínosné muzeum je dynamic-
kou, živou institucí udržující čilé vztahy s růz-
nými typy publika, která zároveň podporuje 
aktivní účast a spolupráci veřejnosti. Je běžnou 
součástí života lidí, snaží se pěstovat sociální 
hodnoty a současně poskytuje místo pro dia-
log a diskusi. Spolupracuje s mnoha různými 
institucemi z oblasti kultury i mimo ní, a to 
za účelem vytváření živé, otevřené a spra-
vedlivé společnosti. Na základě nedávných 
výsledků bádání Výzkumného centra muzeí 
a galerií se tento příspěvek věnuje otázce, 
jak začlenit společensky přínosné muzeum 
do současné muzejní praxe.
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Over the past fifty years, museum practice 
has changed beyond all recognition. Muse-
ums and galleries have changed from intro-
verted, socially disengaged institutions, “ivory 
towers” of specialist and rarefied knowledge, 
to dynamic, vital, vibrant and engaging spaces 
where audiences and communities are made 
welcome and encouraged to participate 
in the life of the museum. Instead of focusing 
on collection, documentation and exhibition 
‘for its own sake’, museums are encouraged 
to have a social role. What does it mean to be 
a socially purposeful museum? What are 
its characteristics? How are its values real-
ised in practice? Here we explore the idea 
of the socially purposeful museum and its 
impact on contemporary museum practice, 
drawing on projects from the UK of muse-
ums and researchers grappling with issues 
of representation and identity of disabled 
people, one of the communities that have long 
been excluded from the traditional museum. 
What role might museums and galleries play 
in challenging prejudice and discrimination 
against disabled people by informing the ways 
in which people think about, and understand, 
disabled peoples’ lives?

 Transforming museums:   
 from the ‘socially   
 disengaged’ to the socially   
 purposeful museum 
Over the past half century, museum practice 
and organisation has changed beyond all recog-
nition. The “traditional” museum was an elitist, 
introverted organisation, catering for the privi-
leged in society, the most educated and affluent 
individuals. Museums were “temples,” focused 
on their internal processes of collecting, docu-
menting, exhibiting and interpreting the world 
from outside it, valuing only specific types 
of knowledge, that of the expert, the academic 

and the curator. It is the ‘essentialist’ museum 
of O’Neill, whose sole purpose is to preserve, 
research and display, having no social purpose 
other than a commitment to knowledge and 
beauty for its own sake.1 Museums kept them-
selves remote from society; as Janes argues, 
‘the majority of museums, as social institu-
tions, have largely eschewed, on both moral 
and practical grounds, a broader commitment 
to the world in which they operate’,2 placing 
them in danger of becoming irrelevant.

Recipients of public money, museums could 
no longer justify keeping themselves apart 
from society and only reflecting the concerns 
of a narrow group. Museums did not reflect 
the richness and diversity of the commu-
nities outside its doors, did not reflect their 
identities, interests and concerns. Realisa-
tion of the power of culture to transform 
lives, to transform society, to create more 
inclusive and equal societies, has been one 
of the driving forces behind this transforma-
tion of the museum. Other factors include 
global human rights movements, social 
activism, changing populations in the West 
and demands for accountability in public 
institutions.3 In the UK, notable museum 
professionals working in this area included 
Mark O’Neill of Glasgow Museum and (now) 
Glasgow Life, David Fleming, of Tyne and Wear 
Museums and currently Director of National 
Museums Liverpool and David Anderson, for-
merly of the Victoria and Albert Museum but 
now Director of National Museums Wales / 
Amgueddfa Cymru. Their work has trans-
formed the vision and values of these muse-
ums, providing a template for the socially 
responsible museum in practice. For instance, 
under Fleming, National Museums Liverpool’s 

mission to “change lives” and commitment 
to social justice have made it a unique 
national museum.4 

The socially purposeful museum could not 
be more different to the traditional museum. 
It actively embraces its social role, working 
towards the creation of a vibrant, inclusive and 
more just society. It works collaboratively and 
in partnership with a range of organisations 
to achieve its aims, both within and, more 
importantly, beyond the cultural sector. Values 
driven, it seeks to promote progressive social 
values including social wellbeing, equity and 
fairness.5 It identifies and confronts discrim-
ination and intolerance of all kinds, working 
with communities to understand and challenge 
negative and prejudicial ways of thinking. It is 
accepting of difference – whether cultural, 
sexual, disability, or ethnicity – it is somewhere 
to explore human life and culture in all its 
richness, past, present and future.

The museum is a forum – vibrant, animated, 
engaging and lively – a far cry from the hushed, 
sombre museum galleries of the past. It is 
a site for dialogue and debate, where ideas 
are permeable rather than eternal, a place 
to develop and explore ideas about the world.6 
Knowledge is not something that can only be 
created by experts, academics and curators. 
Lifelong and holistic approaches to learning 
are valued. It nurtures participatory and 
co-creative practice, inviting communities 
to share in the process of making something 
new in the museum. It is a hands-on, shared 
experience between the museum and its com-
munities, which is informed by in-depth con-
sultation. The museum is open to learning from 
the communities it works with, open to new 
ways of thinking, doing, being and seeing.

The relationship with audiences is one 
of the key differences between the socially 
responsible museum and its predecessor. 
Audiences are not passive “sponges,” soaking 
up the knowledge and information bestowed 
by the museum, but are active agents in their 
own learning, ‘capable of constructing their 
own meanings that may radically differ from 
those intended at the point of production’.7  
They are engaged with what they see, hear, 

and feel in the museum. Audiences bring 
their own ideas, opinions and attitudes 
to the museum – as well as emotions – and 
these are actively sought as part of the museum 
experience. It is a mutual relationship, one 
of sharing and exploration on both sides, not 
a relationship shaped solely by the museum. 
The museum appeals to a wide range of people, 
not a narrow selection of the community. Audi-
ences reflect the rich diversity of society, people 
of different ages, sexes, educational back-
ground, life experience, cultures, religions, sex-
uality and disability. The museum is no longer 
remote from society but is part of people’s 
everyday lives. It is not a distant place, rarely 
visited, but is part of everyday encounters.

The socially responsible museum, then, plays 
a full and vital role in society. It still collects, 
documents, exhibits and interprets but it is 
done with a purpose that directly relates to its 
position within society. Its relationship with 
individuals and communities outside its walls 
is central to its approach.

The Research Centre for Museums and Galleries 
(RCMG), based in the School of Museum Studies, 
University of Leicester, has been conducting 
research into the social value of museums for 
over a decade. Established in 1999, RCMG’s 
vision is to carry out research that can inform 
and enrich creative museum thinking, policy 
and practice, supporting museums to become 
more dynamic, inclusive and socially purpose-
ful institutions. We undertake team-based 
externally funded research, both independent 
research but also commissioned by museums 
and other strategic cultural organisations. This 
research is framed by socially progressive val-
ues and we work in partnership with academic 
colleagues, people with lived experience, social 
organisations, arts organisations and disabil-
ity organisations. Integral to this research is 
the role that museums can play in the chal-
lenging of prejudice and discrimination against 
disabled people, also known as Disabilism. 
Drawing on RCMG’s research, we will explore 
the socially purposeful museum in practice.

 Tackling Disabilism:   
 the role of the museum 
In the Summer of 2012, the eyes of the world 
were on London and the Olympic Games. 
The incredible success of the Games was 
followed by an equally incredible Paralympics. 
With high profile television coverage and record 
attendances, disabled people had never been 
so visible in the UK. However, the UK still has 
far to go to accepting disabled people as equal 

members of society. As the euphoria of the 
Games and Paralympics died down, it became 
shockingly evident that Disabilism – the ‘dis-
criminatory, oppressive or abusive behaviour 
arising from the belief that disabled people are 
inferior to others’8 – is still very much embed-
ded into society. Increasing numbers of hate 
crimes and cuts to welfare and benefits deny 
many disabled people the opportunity to live 
an active, independent life. The number of cases 
of hate crime targeting disabled people has 
risen steadily since 2008, with 1,942 hate crimes 
recorded in 2011, a 14 per cent rise since 2010.9 
With the devastating closure of the Independent 
Living Fund10 and cuts to Access to Work  
grants11 in the climate of austerity following 
the Games, ‘the mechanisms that seemed 
to provide a semblance of equality have been 
whipped away.’12

What role can museums play in tackling 
Disabilism? Disabilism describes the negative 
attitudes, behaviours, practices and environ-
mental factors that discriminate, intentionally 
or unintentionally, against disabled people. 
Disabilism creates a barrier to the equal and 
active participation of disabled people within 
mainstream society. Museums have done much 
to improve physical access for disabled people, 
but what role might museums and galleries 
play in challenging Disabilism by informing 
the ways in which the public think about, 
and understand, disabled people’s lives? This 
research question is one that RCMG has been 
grappling with for the past decade through 
a series of interrelated research projects.

RCMG’s research around the role of museums 
and disabled people is based on the premise 
that the socially responsible museum can effect 
change. Through exhibitions and displays, 
activities and programmes, museums can 
challenge people’s perceptions, expose them 
to new ways of thinking, provoke debate and 
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a full and vital role in society. It still collects, 
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Drawing on RCMG’s research, we will explore 
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 Tackling Disabilism:   
 the role of the museum 
In the Summer of 2012, the eyes of the world 
were on London and the Olympic Games. 
The incredible success of the Games was 
followed by an equally incredible Paralympics. 
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attendances, disabled people had never been 
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members of society. As the euphoria of the 
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crimes and cuts to welfare and benefits deny 
many disabled people the opportunity to live 
an active, independent life. The number of cases 
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risen steadily since 2008, with 1,942 hate crimes 
recorded in 2011, a 14 per cent rise since 2010.9 
With the devastating closure of the Independent 
Living Fund10 and cuts to Access to Work  
grants11 in the climate of austerity following 
the Games, ‘the mechanisms that seemed 
to provide a semblance of equality have been 
whipped away.’12

What role can museums play in tackling 
Disabilism? Disabilism describes the negative 
attitudes, behaviours, practices and environ-
mental factors that discriminate, intentionally 
or unintentionally, against disabled people. 
Disabilism creates a barrier to the equal and 
active participation of disabled people within 
mainstream society. Museums have done much 
to improve physical access for disabled people, 
but what role might museums and galleries 
play in challenging Disabilism by informing 
the ways in which the public think about, 
and understand, disabled people’s lives? This 
research question is one that RCMG has been 
grappling with for the past decade through 
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RCMG’s research around the role of museums 
and disabled people is based on the premise 
that the socially responsible museum can effect 
change. Through exhibitions and displays, 
activities and programmes, museums can 
challenge people’s perceptions, expose them 
to new ways of thinking, provoke debate and 
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encourage reflection. As institutions, museums 
engender very high levels of trust with the pub-
lic,13 which puts them in a very privileged and 
powerful position. This work needs to be under-
taken with care, passion, and a clear under-
standing of the politics of disability. Museums 
cannot do this work alone. It is essential to work 
collaboratively with disabled people, whose 
lived experience of disability brings insights 
and perspectives that can help to create ‘new 
forms of practice that empower disabled people 
to determine the ways in which their histories 
and lived experiences are portrayed’.14 

 Buried in the Footnotes:   
 finding evidence   
 of disabled people   
 in museums and galleries 
The roots of RCMG’s research go back twenty 
years to work initiated at the Castle Museum 
and Art Gallery in Nottingham, UK. The eight-
eenth –century building, on the site of a medi-
eval castle, was being redeveloped to improve 
access. From 1995 to 2000, the museum con-
vened a consultation group of disabled people, 
Drawbridge, to advise the museum on each 
stage of the development. A project initiated 
and co-managed by Jocelyn Dodd (then Access 
Manager) and Richard Sandell (then Marketing 
Manager), Drawbridge was a sector-leading 
initiative in the engagement of disabled people 
in the decision-making processes of museum 
development – the experts were the Draw-
bridge group, not the museum staff. Whilst 
the focus of the group was creating appropriate 
access for disabled people, it quickly became 
obvious that access to the museum was only 
the starting point for the group. They began 
to question the representation of disabled 
people within the museum. There was nothing 
in the museum’s displays which was relevant 
to the lives or experiences of disabled people. 
When would they, at last, be able to see them-
selves within the museum?

Conversations with curators, and correspond-
ence with selected museums across the UK,15 

revealed a different picture. There was material 
related to the lives and experiences of disabled 
people but it was hidden in the stores and not 
on display. As Delin wrote,

‘Disabled history therefore qualifies as hidden 
history, and there is room for an interrogation 
of the presence, or absence, of disabled people 
in museum and gallery collections in Britain, 
and an evaluation of the impact, on contem-
porary society, of the way disabled people 
are portrayed’.16

Before RCMG could think about how museums 
might be used to tackle Disabilism, we needed 
to find out what evidence existed in museums 
that was relevant to the lives and experiences 
of disabled people. Buried in the Footnotes: 
the representation of disabled people in museum 
and gallery collections was a year-long project 
(2003–2004) which sought to find evidence 
in museum collections across the UK of mate-
rial that related to the lives of disabled people, 
historical and contemporary. How had this 
evidence been interpreted and made accessible 
to the public? What factors influenced curators’ 
attitudes towards the material? Surveying over 
one hundred UK museums, as well as selected 
case studies, Buried in the Footnotes found that 
museum and gallery collections do contain 
a wealth of evidence attesting to the lives and 
experiences of disabled people, across a range 
of museums, collections and themes, including 
social history, fine art, decorative art and oral 
history. Examples of objects included: a wheel-
chair belonging to Eva Lückes, the matron 
of the Royal London Hospital from 1880–1919, 
on display in the Royal London Hospital’s 
Museum and Archive, London, UK; sculptures 
by artist Marc Quinn at the Royal Leamington 
Spa Art Gallery and Museum; and, in the collec-
tions of Birmingham Museum and Art Gallery, 
costumes supposedly worn by “General Tom 
Thumb”, the stage name of Charles Sherwood 
Stratton who was exhibited in England by cir-
cus owner P. T. Barnum in the 1840s. However, 
many of these objects were not on display. 
Where objects and artwork were on display, 
the connection with disability was not always 
made explicit. There was a perceived need 
amongst museum staff for an authoritative 
voice on the representation of disability, 
to define what ‘disability’ is. A series of ‘Display 
dilemmas’ emerged from the research – should 
we tell the difficult stories around disability? 
How do we avoid the shadow of the freak show 
and approaches which encourage staring and 
other inappropriate forms of looking. Most 
of all, curators were anxious and fearful of ‘get-
ting it wrong’, and causing offence, distress, 

shock or upset. In many instances, this fear had 
contributed to inertia and further work was 
needed to develop new ways of representing 
disabled people which could move museum 
practice forward.17 

 Rethinking Disability   
 Representation   
 in Museums and Galleries  
Rethinking Disability Representation in Museums 
and Galleries (RDR) was an action research 
project that was framed by, and grew out of, 
Buried in the Footnotes. Working with nine UK 
museums in 2006-2009, varying from national 
museums (Imperial War Museum, London) 
to small volunteer-run museums (Whitby 
Museum), RDR set out to construct a series 
of interpretive interventions, or Museum 
Experiments, to frame the ways in which visi-
tors engaged with and participated in disability 
rights-related debates and to offer them new 
perspectives and ways of seeing.18 The social 
model of disability was used to interrogate the 
museums’ collections, this rejects an individu-
alist, medicalised understanding of disability 
instead it is society which causes the barriers 
that exclude and oppress disabled people.19 
A critical element of the project was the inclu-
sion of a ‘Think Tank’ comprised of disabled 
activists, artists and cultural practitioners, 
including the Director of the Museums 
Association. The ‘trading zones’ model was 
used to create a space where individuals from 
different backgrounds, lived experiences and 
specialisms could come together to discuss 
issues and resolve problems in a collaborative 
and equitable way. No greater value was given 
to the voice of the academic or professional 
to that of the layperson, enabling the voices 
of disabled people to be heard.20 

The nine museum experiments shared 
a common goal, to explore that role that 
museums and galleries can play in shaping 
and framing the conversations that visi-
tors have about disability and difference. 
The Imperial War Museum, London developed 

a learning programme for secondary schools, 
using discovered collections relating to lives 
of disabled servicemen and soldiers that had 
never been used before. In Welcome Home, 
archive material relating to disabled veterans’ 
experiences returning after the First World War 
was interrogated through the lens of the social 
disability model, asking what was their 
welcome home really like? How did society 
respond to so many men who returned home 
disabled? At Birmingham Museum, the fine 
art collection with paintings from 17th to 20th 
centuries was the focus for Talking about… 
Disability and Art. Paintings such as “The Blind 
Girl” by John Everett Millais (1856) – which 
shows two sisters, one a blind musician, resting 
by the roadside – were given new interpreta-
tions, addressing the painting’s links with con-
temporary disability themes. Listening posts 
were installed next to the paintings and visitors 
were given a choice of audio interpretations 
to listen to; alongside the curator’s response 
were the responses of disabled people, whose 
lived experience gave very different insights 
into the issues raised by the selected paintings. 
Other museum experiments included Lives 
in Motion at Glasgow Museum of Transport, 
an exhibition which explored transport and 
disability, Life Beyond the Label, a temporary 
exhibition at Colchester Castle Museum which 
used objects, personal testimonies, film and 
artworks to reveal the lives of disabled people 
in Colchester, past and present, and Behind 
the Shadow of Merrick, a provocative and 
challenging film for the Royal London Hospital 
Archives and Museum which used objects, sto-
ries and stories related to Joseph Merrick (better 
known as the Elephant Man) to examine issues 
and attitudes surrounding disability in the past 
and present day.

RDR offered visitors alternative, informed 
and non-prejudiced ways of thinking about 
disability, to challenge their perceptions about 
disabled people. As part of the nine museum 
experiments, response cards – a simple postcard 
with a single question ‘How does this display 
change the way you think about disability? – 
were designed and integrated into the display, 
film or learning programme to capture visitor 
reactions, thoughts and attitudes. The cards 
were intended to prompt conversations and 
give visitors an opportunity to reflect on what 
they had experienced.

How did the public respond to the nine exper-
iments? From the analysis of almost 2,000 
visitor responses emerged a rich and complex 
picture, showing that the vast majority of visi-
tors were very positive about the nine projects 
and were willing to engage with what they had 
seen and experienced in the museum. The exhi-

bition One in Four at Tyne and Wear Museums 
enabled Mollie (aged 26–35, non-disabled) 
to firmly grasp the concept of the social model 
of disability:

The exhibition was excellent. It reminds you how 
far society has come – but also still to go – and 
that it is society that causes disability i.e. not 
adapting to individuals.

A small minority did not see museums 
as places to discuss issues around disability 
representation, revealing their discomfort 
at seeing the issue discussed so openly. Visitors 
who identified as disabled were supportive, 
seeing the lives and experiences of disabled 
people recognised in a public space, confer-
ring value upon those experiences. Despite its 
brevity, a comment made by Elaine, a disabled 
woman at Birmingham Museum and Art 
Gallery, reflects the views of many disabled 
people. She wrote, ‘At last… I’m here [written 
in the centre] … not here [written at the mar-
gins].’ Elaine used the response card with skill 
to demonstrate both in words and visually 
the political significance of the museum’s focus 
on disability issues.21

 Cabinet of curiosities:   
 How disability was kept   
 in a box 
The issue of disability representation becomes 
even more complex and problematic in medical 
museums. By necessity, these museums are 
shaped by a medicalised view of disability, com-
pletely at odds with the social model. RCMG 
realised that if museums were to challenge Dis-
abilism effectively, we would need to confront 
the challenging terrain of medical museum col-
lections. Medical collections contain thousands 
of objects which are intimately connected with 
the lives and experiences of disabled people 
and disability history. Yet the display and inter-
pretation of these collections often privilege 
the experience of clinician and medical his-
torians, marginalising or omitting altogether 
the experiences of disabled people. Would 
it be possible to reveal the hidden histories 
of disabled people in these institutions, where 
disabled people have been dehumanized and 
scrutinized in the name of research, skeletons 
have been collected as specific examples of con-
ditions and impairments, and clinical images 
show nameless examples, not people?

Stories of a Different Kind (2012–2014) was  
developed to investigate the collections 
of medical museums and engage participants 
in debating the social and political implica-
tions through a highly innovative approach. 
Experts in disability, medical history and public 
engagement were brought together to develop, 
shape and present a new narrative of disability 
in the form of Cabinet of Curiosities: How Disabil-
ity was kept in a box, a provocative live perfor-
mance by internationally renowned artist, Mat 
Fraser. Mat Fraser interrogated the collections 
of three medical museums, drawing on the 
expertise of curators to create a highly witty, 
unsettling and profoundly moving performance 
which blended research, personal testimony, 
object stories, comedy, film, music hall pastiche 
and even an inspired rap to explore the relation-
ship between medical thinking and practice, 
disability rights, culture and identity, and 
broader negative societal attitudes towards 
disabled people. As Mat himself writes, ‘I want 
people to leave with a more informed, equitable 
and respectful way of understanding disabled 
people, each other, all of us, society’.22 By pre-
senting a hidden history, Mat, as a disabled  
performer, was able to take his audience 
on a journey with him, to show them the real, 
lived experiences of being marginalised as a dis-
abled person, and give a voice to those disabled 
people. Most of all, however, as Lyn Gardner 
wrote in The Guardian newspaper, ‘In Cabinet 
of Curiosities he is telling a story of a different 
kind, and one that’s long overdue.’23

 Conclusion 
The socially purposeful museum has trans-
formed the way in which museums work 
with their audiences, understand their core 
values and engage with the outside world. 
The socially purposeful museum engages 
with contemporary issues and works with 
its communities in order to create a fairer, 
more equitable and just society. The socially 
purposeful museum does not shy away from 
tackling challenging and complex issues 
and knows it must collaborate with others – 
as the examples here demonstrate, tackling 
Disabilism, the deeply entrenched negative, 
discriminatory and pejorative attitudes towards 
disabled people, could not have been achieved 13 CAMERON, Fiona. Moral lessons and reforming agendas: 
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encourage reflection. As institutions, museums 
engender very high levels of trust with the pub-
lic,13 which puts them in a very privileged and 
powerful position. This work needs to be under-
taken with care, passion, and a clear under-
standing of the politics of disability. Museums 
cannot do this work alone. It is essential to work 
collaboratively with disabled people, whose 
lived experience of disability brings insights 
and perspectives that can help to create ‘new 
forms of practice that empower disabled people 
to determine the ways in which their histories 
and lived experiences are portrayed’.14 

 Buried in the Footnotes:   
 finding evidence   
 of disabled people   
 in museums and galleries 
The roots of RCMG’s research go back twenty 
years to work initiated at the Castle Museum 
and Art Gallery in Nottingham, UK. The eight-
eenth –century building, on the site of a medi-
eval castle, was being redeveloped to improve 
access. From 1995 to 2000, the museum con-
vened a consultation group of disabled people, 
Drawbridge, to advise the museum on each 
stage of the development. A project initiated 
and co-managed by Jocelyn Dodd (then Access 
Manager) and Richard Sandell (then Marketing 
Manager), Drawbridge was a sector-leading 
initiative in the engagement of disabled people 
in the decision-making processes of museum 
development – the experts were the Draw-
bridge group, not the museum staff. Whilst 
the focus of the group was creating appropriate 
access for disabled people, it quickly became 
obvious that access to the museum was only 
the starting point for the group. They began 
to question the representation of disabled 
people within the museum. There was nothing 
in the museum’s displays which was relevant 
to the lives or experiences of disabled people. 
When would they, at last, be able to see them-
selves within the museum?

Conversations with curators, and correspond-
ence with selected museums across the UK,15 

revealed a different picture. There was material 
related to the lives and experiences of disabled 
people but it was hidden in the stores and not 
on display. As Delin wrote,

‘Disabled history therefore qualifies as hidden 
history, and there is room for an interrogation 
of the presence, or absence, of disabled people 
in museum and gallery collections in Britain, 
and an evaluation of the impact, on contem-
porary society, of the way disabled people 
are portrayed’.16

Before RCMG could think about how museums 
might be used to tackle Disabilism, we needed 
to find out what evidence existed in museums 
that was relevant to the lives and experiences 
of disabled people. Buried in the Footnotes: 
the representation of disabled people in museum 
and gallery collections was a year-long project 
(2003–2004) which sought to find evidence 
in museum collections across the UK of mate-
rial that related to the lives of disabled people, 
historical and contemporary. How had this 
evidence been interpreted and made accessible 
to the public? What factors influenced curators’ 
attitudes towards the material? Surveying over 
one hundred UK museums, as well as selected 
case studies, Buried in the Footnotes found that 
museum and gallery collections do contain 
a wealth of evidence attesting to the lives and 
experiences of disabled people, across a range 
of museums, collections and themes, including 
social history, fine art, decorative art and oral 
history. Examples of objects included: a wheel-
chair belonging to Eva Lückes, the matron 
of the Royal London Hospital from 1880–1919, 
on display in the Royal London Hospital’s 
Museum and Archive, London, UK; sculptures 
by artist Marc Quinn at the Royal Leamington 
Spa Art Gallery and Museum; and, in the collec-
tions of Birmingham Museum and Art Gallery, 
costumes supposedly worn by “General Tom 
Thumb”, the stage name of Charles Sherwood 
Stratton who was exhibited in England by cir-
cus owner P. T. Barnum in the 1840s. However, 
many of these objects were not on display. 
Where objects and artwork were on display, 
the connection with disability was not always 
made explicit. There was a perceived need 
amongst museum staff for an authoritative 
voice on the representation of disability, 
to define what ‘disability’ is. A series of ‘Display 
dilemmas’ emerged from the research – should 
we tell the difficult stories around disability? 
How do we avoid the shadow of the freak show 
and approaches which encourage staring and 
other inappropriate forms of looking. Most 
of all, curators were anxious and fearful of ‘get-
ting it wrong’, and causing offence, distress, 

shock or upset. In many instances, this fear had 
contributed to inertia and further work was 
needed to develop new ways of representing 
disabled people which could move museum 
practice forward.17 

 Rethinking Disability   
 Representation   
 in Museums and Galleries  
Rethinking Disability Representation in Museums 
and Galleries (RDR) was an action research 
project that was framed by, and grew out of, 
Buried in the Footnotes. Working with nine UK 
museums in 2006-2009, varying from national 
museums (Imperial War Museum, London) 
to small volunteer-run museums (Whitby 
Museum), RDR set out to construct a series 
of interpretive interventions, or Museum 
Experiments, to frame the ways in which visi-
tors engaged with and participated in disability 
rights-related debates and to offer them new 
perspectives and ways of seeing.18 The social 
model of disability was used to interrogate the 
museums’ collections, this rejects an individu-
alist, medicalised understanding of disability 
instead it is society which causes the barriers 
that exclude and oppress disabled people.19 
A critical element of the project was the inclu-
sion of a ‘Think Tank’ comprised of disabled 
activists, artists and cultural practitioners, 
including the Director of the Museums 
Association. The ‘trading zones’ model was 
used to create a space where individuals from 
different backgrounds, lived experiences and 
specialisms could come together to discuss 
issues and resolve problems in a collaborative 
and equitable way. No greater value was given 
to the voice of the academic or professional 
to that of the layperson, enabling the voices 
of disabled people to be heard.20 

The nine museum experiments shared 
a common goal, to explore that role that 
museums and galleries can play in shaping 
and framing the conversations that visi-
tors have about disability and difference. 
The Imperial War Museum, London developed 

a learning programme for secondary schools, 
using discovered collections relating to lives 
of disabled servicemen and soldiers that had 
never been used before. In Welcome Home, 
archive material relating to disabled veterans’ 
experiences returning after the First World War 
was interrogated through the lens of the social 
disability model, asking what was their 
welcome home really like? How did society 
respond to so many men who returned home 
disabled? At Birmingham Museum, the fine 
art collection with paintings from 17th to 20th 
centuries was the focus for Talking about… 
Disability and Art. Paintings such as “The Blind 
Girl” by John Everett Millais (1856) – which 
shows two sisters, one a blind musician, resting 
by the roadside – were given new interpreta-
tions, addressing the painting’s links with con-
temporary disability themes. Listening posts 
were installed next to the paintings and visitors 
were given a choice of audio interpretations 
to listen to; alongside the curator’s response 
were the responses of disabled people, whose 
lived experience gave very different insights 
into the issues raised by the selected paintings. 
Other museum experiments included Lives 
in Motion at Glasgow Museum of Transport, 
an exhibition which explored transport and 
disability, Life Beyond the Label, a temporary 
exhibition at Colchester Castle Museum which 
used objects, personal testimonies, film and 
artworks to reveal the lives of disabled people 
in Colchester, past and present, and Behind 
the Shadow of Merrick, a provocative and 
challenging film for the Royal London Hospital 
Archives and Museum which used objects, sto-
ries and stories related to Joseph Merrick (better 
known as the Elephant Man) to examine issues 
and attitudes surrounding disability in the past 
and present day.

RDR offered visitors alternative, informed 
and non-prejudiced ways of thinking about 
disability, to challenge their perceptions about 
disabled people. As part of the nine museum 
experiments, response cards – a simple postcard 
with a single question ‘How does this display 
change the way you think about disability? – 
were designed and integrated into the display, 
film or learning programme to capture visitor 
reactions, thoughts and attitudes. The cards 
were intended to prompt conversations and 
give visitors an opportunity to reflect on what 
they had experienced.

How did the public respond to the nine exper-
iments? From the analysis of almost 2,000 
visitor responses emerged a rich and complex 
picture, showing that the vast majority of visi-
tors were very positive about the nine projects 
and were willing to engage with what they had 
seen and experienced in the museum. The exhi-

bition One in Four at Tyne and Wear Museums 
enabled Mollie (aged 26–35, non-disabled) 
to firmly grasp the concept of the social model 
of disability:

The exhibition was excellent. It reminds you how 
far society has come – but also still to go – and 
that it is society that causes disability i.e. not 
adapting to individuals.

A small minority did not see museums 
as places to discuss issues around disability 
representation, revealing their discomfort 
at seeing the issue discussed so openly. Visitors 
who identified as disabled were supportive, 
seeing the lives and experiences of disabled 
people recognised in a public space, confer-
ring value upon those experiences. Despite its 
brevity, a comment made by Elaine, a disabled 
woman at Birmingham Museum and Art 
Gallery, reflects the views of many disabled 
people. She wrote, ‘At last… I’m here [written 
in the centre] … not here [written at the mar-
gins].’ Elaine used the response card with skill 
to demonstrate both in words and visually 
the political significance of the museum’s focus 
on disability issues.21

 Cabinet of curiosities:   
 How disability was kept   
 in a box 
The issue of disability representation becomes 
even more complex and problematic in medical 
museums. By necessity, these museums are 
shaped by a medicalised view of disability, com-
pletely at odds with the social model. RCMG 
realised that if museums were to challenge Dis-
abilism effectively, we would need to confront 
the challenging terrain of medical museum col-
lections. Medical collections contain thousands 
of objects which are intimately connected with 
the lives and experiences of disabled people 
and disability history. Yet the display and inter-
pretation of these collections often privilege 
the experience of clinician and medical his-
torians, marginalising or omitting altogether 
the experiences of disabled people. Would 
it be possible to reveal the hidden histories 
of disabled people in these institutions, where 
disabled people have been dehumanized and 
scrutinized in the name of research, skeletons 
have been collected as specific examples of con-
ditions and impairments, and clinical images 
show nameless examples, not people?

Stories of a Different Kind (2012–2014) was  
developed to investigate the collections 
of medical museums and engage participants 
in debating the social and political implica-
tions through a highly innovative approach. 
Experts in disability, medical history and public 
engagement were brought together to develop, 
shape and present a new narrative of disability 
in the form of Cabinet of Curiosities: How Disabil-
ity was kept in a box, a provocative live perfor-
mance by internationally renowned artist, Mat 
Fraser. Mat Fraser interrogated the collections 
of three medical museums, drawing on the 
expertise of curators to create a highly witty, 
unsettling and profoundly moving performance 
which blended research, personal testimony, 
object stories, comedy, film, music hall pastiche 
and even an inspired rap to explore the relation-
ship between medical thinking and practice, 
disability rights, culture and identity, and 
broader negative societal attitudes towards 
disabled people. As Mat himself writes, ‘I want 
people to leave with a more informed, equitable 
and respectful way of understanding disabled 
people, each other, all of us, society’.22 By pre-
senting a hidden history, Mat, as a disabled  
performer, was able to take his audience 
on a journey with him, to show them the real, 
lived experiences of being marginalised as a dis-
abled person, and give a voice to those disabled 
people. Most of all, however, as Lyn Gardner 
wrote in The Guardian newspaper, ‘In Cabinet 
of Curiosities he is telling a story of a different 
kind, and one that’s long overdue.’23

 Conclusion 
The socially purposeful museum has trans-
formed the way in which museums work 
with their audiences, understand their core 
values and engage with the outside world. 
The socially purposeful museum engages 
with contemporary issues and works with 
its communities in order to create a fairer, 
more equitable and just society. The socially 
purposeful museum does not shy away from 
tackling challenging and complex issues 
and knows it must collaborate with others – 
as the examples here demonstrate, tackling 
Disabilism, the deeply entrenched negative, 
discriminatory and pejorative attitudes towards 
disabled people, could not have been achieved 13 CAMERON, Fiona. Moral lessons and reforming agendas: 

History museums, science museums, contentious topics 
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without the involvement of disabled people 
and organisations. Giving disabled people 
a voice, representing their lives and experi-
ences through the lens of the social model, was 
a critical part of bringing museum audiences 
into contact with more informed, socially 
responsible and non-prejudiced ways of think-
ing about disability. The value of the socially 
purposeful museum in its desire to challenge 
public perceptions of disability and difference 
was made manifest by the Cabinet of Curiosities 
performance winning The Observer’s Ethical 
Award for Art and Culture, a mainstream award 
which can see the power that museums have 
in challenging prejudice.

Museums underestimate their potency; 
they are much more powerful agents of social 
change than they think. As more museums are 
driven by a desire to make real social change, 
momentum gathers and instead of the tra-
ditional storehouses of treasure dominating 
the cultural landscape of museums this new 
breed of socially focused cultural organisations 
are set to take an increasingly influential role 
in society.  
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This article deals with the question 
of the actuality of the theorem of museal-
ity – the basic thought of the museological 
theory, which was established by Zbyněk 
Z. Stránský. To examine this phenome-
non for today’s museum communication 
recent museum exhibitions in Austria 
are analyzed. The actual trend develops 
towards interactivity, participation and 
musealisation by linking internal and 
external museum space. Presentations 
mentioned in the article respond to process 
of the democratization of knowledge and 
show the number of possible interpre-
tations of past and present. Generally, 
the philosophical and historical question 
arises – whether this “democratization” 
trend in museums in the end contribute 
only to (certainly commendable) promo-
tion of plurality interpretation of history, 
or also to an undesirable break-up of critical 
historical thinking, which can be wit-
nessed, for example, in internet discussions.

Příspěvek se zabývá otázkou reálné 
existence teorému muzeality – základní 
myšlenky muzeologické teorie, která 
byla vytvořena Zbyňkem Z. Stránským. 
V rámci výzkumu tohoto fenoménu a jeho 
významu pro dnešní muzejní komunikaci 
jsou analyzovány nedávno uskutečněné 
muzejní výstavy v Rakousku. Současný 
trend směřuje k interaktivitě, participaci 
a muzealizaci propojením vnitřního a vněj-
šího prostoru muzea. V příspěvku zmíněné 
prezentace reagují na proces demokra-
tizace vědomostí a ukazují na množství 
možných interpretací minulosti a sou-
časnosti. Celkově tedy vyvstává filozo-
fická a historická otázka a to, zda-li tento 
demokratizační trend v muzeu nakonec 
přispívá jen k (jistě chvályhodné) podpoře 
plurality historických interpretací, nebo 
spíše k nežádoucímu rozpadu historického 
myšlení, kterého můžeme být svědky např. 
v internetových diskuzích. 
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 Ausgangslage 
Der folgende Beitrag geht der Frage der Aktua-
lität des Theorems der Musealität1 als zentrale 
Annahme des Stránský-Waidacher-Systems der 
Allgemeinen Museologie im Spiegel aktueller 
musealer Präsentationen nach. Vor diesem Hin-
tergrund stellt er die Frage nach der Relevanz 
von Nouophoren2 und dem Theorem der Muse-
alität sowie deren möglichen Auswirkungen 
auf die Museologie, vor allem, wenn Besucher 
als „Alltagsexperten“ in museale Aufgaben 
einbezogen werden.

Die gegenwärtige Phase des musealen Ausstel-
lungswesens lässt sich unter dem Schlagwort 
Partizipation3 zusammenfassen und zeigt sich 
insbesondere auch in Musealisierungsten-
denzen. Die Musealisierung von Alltagsphä-
nomenen soll der Konservierung dienen, dem 
Vergessen entgegenwirken und gleichzeitig den 
dadurch befürchteten Vertrautheitsschwund 
kompensieren.4 Dementsprechend lässt sich 
etwa auch die Musealisierung von Landschafts-
bildern, Bahnstrecken und Industriebauten 
beobachten – mit allen Konsequenzen für  
ein erweitertes Verständnis bezogen auf die 
Musealisierung als Theorem der Museologie.5  

Diese Tendenzen stellen die Museologie  
an der Verbindung von musealem Innen- und 
Außenraum sowie in Abgrenzung zum Denk-
malschutz vor neue Herausforderungen.

 Von Objekten   
 zu Nouophoren  
Der Schlüsselsatz, mit dem das Märchen von 
Hans Christian Andersen von der Prinzessin auf 
der Erbse endet, lautet: „Die Erbse jedoch kam 
in die königliche Kunstkammer...“ und provo-
ziert damit die Frage nach dem Bewahrenswer-
ten, nach der Aussagekraft von Exposita und 
deren Bedeutungswert.6 Diese Frage nach dem 
Besonderen von Dingen stellt sich auch vor 
dem Hintergrund eines zum Bestseller gewor-
denen Werks, das die Weltgeschichte in hundert 
Objekten zu erklären versucht.7 Wenn also 
einzelne Gegenstände Wissen über die Welt 
vermitteln können, so kommt den Dingen wohl 
auch eine weitere Aufgabe zu: Sie sind mehr 
als Zeugen einer materiellen Kultur, sie sind 
mehr als Zeichenträger oder Semiophoren, 
die nach Krzysztof Pomian als neue Wahr-
nehmungsmuster zwischen dem Sichtbaren 
und Unsichtbaren vermitteln,8 sie sind – mit 
Friedrich Waidacher – Bedeutungsträger und 
damit Nouophoren.9 

Neben ihrer Funktion als Zeichen zu dienen, 
können Objekte auch Bedeutungen transpor-
tieren, die über ihre reine Funktion hinaus-
gehen.10 Darüber hinaus verfügt jedes Objekt 
über (s)eine eigene Geschichte und trägt somit 
Erinnerungen an die Vergangenheit in sich. 
Korff wählt für diese Funktion – in Anlehnung 
an Hanna Arendt – den Begriff der „Erinne-
rungsveranlassungsleistung“.11 Ähnlich wie 
für Hannah Arendt ist auch für Jan Assmann 
Materialität die Voraussetzung für Form 
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