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Silent in the archives; Absented from 
the future..

• Have archives and collections played a part in ensuring 
D/deaf and disabled people are invisible within our 
collective histories?

• Who are the gatekeepers of our histories, promoting 
D/deaf and disabled people’s invisibility?

• Who is in line for being vaporised in the future and 
why?

• How can arts practice and gaming help explore these 
questions?

• Has the concept of future itself been vaporised for 
disabled people?



Preserving the Powerful; Making 
Invisible  

• Archives and Collections traditionally preserve 
the voices of the powerful.

• Our museums rarely have collections that 
reflect disabled people’s history – and not 
interpreted by disabled people themselves.

• Challenges of making visible those who have 
remained silent 



Guild of the Brave Poor Things, 
Bristol



Entrepreneurial Schemes



Sharing Community and Holidays



Silenced Voices



The Gatekeepers

• Records are in the voices of those in power, the 
Founders, Trustees, Teachers, Doctors and very rarely 
the primary voice of the disabled people themselves 
who the records refer to.

• These people become the gatekeepers of this history 
and disabled people’s voices are almost silent. 

• The dispute about the name gives us a glimpse of an 
alternative perspective – not an able-ist one. 



Giving the silenced a voice

• Creation of an ARG – working together with 
D4D partner Diane Carr (UCL) game scholar 
Helen Kennedy (U of Brighton), Splash and 
Ripple (game and experience designers) and 
Steve Poole (UWE) we will look to reclaim this 
history through re-interpretation and play.

• https://www.splashandripple.com/

• Steve Poole https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hqjxyied9FI

https://www.splashandripple.com/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hqjxyied9FI


Not seen and not heard

• Historically disabled people have been seen as something to 
be pitied and worthy of charity and certainly did not occupy 
an equitable position with others in society.  

• Demonstrated through the absence of their voices in the 
archive record as well as a lack of objects (other than medical 
curiosities) within our museum collections.

• The lack of representation is indicative of attitudes towards 
disabled people and taken to the logical conclusion of able-ist 
thinking, can be played out as a reason for eradicating 
disabled people altogether.

• A particularly troubling legacy that threatens to erase disabled 
people entirely is Eugenics. 



• A considerable list of qualities can easily be 
compiled that nearly everyone except “cranks” 
would take into account when picking out the best 
specimens of his class.  It would include health, 
energy, ability, manliness and courteous 
disposition.” 

The American Journal of Sociology, July 1904, Volume  X, Eugenics; Its Definition, 
Scope and Aims. Francis Galton.



• “Eugenic logic is a utopian effort to improve the social order, a practical health 
program, or a social justice initiative that is simply common sense to most people 
and is supported by the logic of modernity itself...Why – eugenic logic asks –
should the world we make and occupy together include disability at all?”

• The Case for Conserving Disability – Rosemary Garland Thomson – Bioethical 
Inquiry published online 18th July 2012.

• “Sympathy, then, comes to motivate benevolence and reform movements 
directed at curing what is imagined as suffering.  This distinctly modern 
understanding of suffering as a broad target of cure underwrites the logic of 
eugenics as a social cure that develops in the first decades of the 20th Century in 
the modern world (Garland – Thomson 2004)”  



• The pro-screening debate follows owes much to 
Galton’s logic.  Why would anyone wish to bring a 
disabled child into the world when there is a choice? 
Furthermore, is it morally right to inflict a life of 
suffering on an unborn child? 

• Again the gatekeepers (this time the clinicians) have 
defined the categories as to who has a contribution 
to make to society and who does not.  Again disabled 
people’s voices are silent and we become invisible.



Talking Back – Power in the 
Margins

• Don’t write us out of history and at the same time wipe us out of 
contemporary society. 

• If we are not featured within the histories of our communities, did we ever 
really exist and if we did exist who were we, some kind of other?  And if 
we didn’t really exist in the past, why would disabled people exist and 
flourish in the future?

• If we are currently not represented in the archival record, or in collections 
(or if we are we are only seen as medical specimens) then how can we talk 
back and re-assert our positions?

(We’re citing bell hooks on talking back from the margins) 



Re-visualising the invisible



Re-claiming the archival record

• Entering Francis Galton’s study, you will find a collection of remarkable specimens.  
They will represent characteristics that Galton himself would prize – health and 
productivity for example, but will also contain traits he may not have deemed 
valuable – humour, kindness, creativity.  Which choices will the audience make and 
what may these consequences be?

• The troubling legacy of eugenics allows a framework to reconsider the ethics 
around genetic screening.  Creating an art installation with an element of game 
play and humour will encourage participants to explore freely difficult ethical 
dilemmas that they may have felt too problematic to discuss.

• The experience aims to “talk back” and reclaim our histories and our futures.  By 
reinterpreting a selection of specimens to include items that represent currently 
undervalued traits, it will ask participants to re-examine the very nature of 
selecting and preserving. 

• The act of re-interpreting and talking back, in itself shifts the power balance away 
from the gatekeepers to those who are the invisible and unheard.



What participants thought

• We don’t often hear the perspective of the person who lives 
with the genetic condition – most of the discussion comes 
from a parent’s point of view

• Need to be careful we are not reinforcing ideas of 
categorisation and value rather than disrupting them

• Need to move away from ideas of value being associated with 
production – is a flower that blooms for only one day still 
worthwhile? 



The Future is Vaporised

• The idea of future for many disabled people is almost taboo, as even the concept 
of what future means is often held by the gatekeepers.  Using terms such as “life-
limiting conditions” sets the boundaries. Those of us with those conditions are not 
expected to have a future.  If you don’t have a future you cannot have any 
expectations.  Without expectations it is more difficult to make demands.

• So how can we also reclaim our futures?  What does a future look like if it may 
only be a number of months, days or years and if that future is short does it make 
it any less valuable?

• If there is no conventional idea of future attached to a life then how can we justify 
bringing that person into the world?  This is why reclaiming what we mean by 
future is essential.  Describing future in our terms.  Most importantly allowing us 
to imagine futures, whatever they may be. 



Questions 

• How can art, gaming and other creative 
mechanisms help to trouble ingrained able-ist 
thinking?

• How can disabled people be made visible and 
reclaim past and future identities?

• How can the concept of future be re-imagined 
for disabled people?


