
DRAFT – workshop activity / event – Leaky Robots                                                                  

 

Community, accessibility and the body: Leaky Robots  

Aka LEAKY ROBOTS 

 

Drafted by Diane Carr, 15th March 2017 then shared with the D4D team. This was written in to the 

project but unfortunately due to other commitments I was unable to follow this up. Fortunately D4D 

team-mate Praminda Caleb-Solly was interested in taking it on. Praminda tweaked the event 

outlines to focus more specifically on ‘presence’.  

Outline 600 words 

 

‘Leaky Robots’ brings the D4D team together for a series of informal, collaborative and playful 

activities that address series issues at the core of D4D, particularly accessibility.  

Here, ‘accessibility’ is understood to mean accessing public spaces and cultural institutions, 

participating in public spaces, and inclusion in social and cultural life.  

In ‘Leaky Robots’ we contrast the idea or the ideal of accessibility as constructed in policy and 

institutional standards,  with our experiences of accessibility as lived – as an ‘everyday practice’ (de 

Certeau).   

We conceptualize this space between the ideal (the design, the policy, the ‘standard’) and the actual 

(practice, messiness, improvisation, falling short, working around) as a site for play.  

We will collectively explore the gulf between the ideal and the actual through a series of playful, 

museum-based activities that use telepresence robots to support visits by small mixed groups of on-

site and remote participants. 

Themes:  

‘Leaky Robots’ is inspired by the work in the ‘Leaky Bodies’ thread proposed by Sue Porter. Porter’s 

proposal focused on the affordances of telepresence (remote participation) robots and their 

capacity to support remote participation in social life and practices.  

The title ‘leaky robots’ references the discourse so common in accessibility rhetoric – the idea that 

non-standard, impaired bodies are a form of ‘mess’ (as per John Law’s use of the term ‘mess’ when 

theorising social methodology). Research that incorporates applied and clinical models of disability 

tends to imply that these kinds of mess can be resolved through the organized application of a 

commensurate tool, rhetoric, technology or policy.  

We wish to argue, on the contrary, that technologies and policies emerge from and are embedded 

within social practice and as a consequence, they are ‘messy’ or leaky too.  



As a disability-led team we will leverage the anarchic and disruptive potentials of play (Sutton Smith) 

to articulate our embodied experiences of accessibility issues. Through two playful events we will 

mix onsite and remote participation and in the process, we will collectively make visible the degrees 

of creativity, knowledge, adaptability and labour involved in our negotiations of ‘accessible spaces’ 

as disabled people, and the improvisations and adaptations entailed in our uses of adaptive 

technologies.   

What we will do  

We will celebrate the skills associated with the creative use of technology in two events that will 

highlight the messy, unpredictable and adaptive aspects of access and participation.   

The two activities take the form of a social ‘stroll’ around the museum with 4-5 pairs of participants, 

some on site, some participating remotely. Note the remotely situated participants might be able or 

disabled identified. Likewise, the group on site at the museum will be a mix of able and disable 

identified.  

Museum sites are appropriate because ‘access’ is a significant issue within these institutions: access 

in a practical and architectural sense, in the sense of a commitment to social participation and 

cultural inclusion and ‘access’ the sense of the dynamic between collection and exhibition 

(curatorship), and through reference to historical issues of ownership, epistemology and status.  

Summary of Leaky Robots  

Two museum based events exploring the difficult spaces between the idea of accessibility, and 

accessibility as a lived experience and an ‘everyday practice’ (2018-19).  

Playful, informal events that highlight ‘mess’ (Laws), creativity and agency of the participants, rather 

than framing the technology as a compensatory tool or solution.  

These events will bring the D4D team together, and that focus on the reflections of the participants 

and the knowledge that the participants bring to bear on the experience, rather than on the 

production of conventional research outputs.  

Outputs: The 2 events themselves, plus a public debrief: photographs, interviews and short clips will 

be used to document the event for the project website, opening an online space for wider debates 

about the idea and practice of accessibility and related concepts of inclusion and participation, with 

stakeholder communities.  

 

Aims  

Bring the project members together for collaborative research activity.  

Foreground and validate the knowledge that disability generates (key to the idea of the cultural 

model of disability, as social model plus embodied epistemology).  

Produce accessible materials for the project website and supports on-going community engagement 



with those materials.  

Look to issues of policy by raising questions about the difference between disability as constructed 

within policy documentation, guidelines and standards – and disability as lived.  

 

 

 


