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8
TO LABEL THE LABEL?

‘Learning disability’ and exhibiting ‘critical
proximity’

Helew Graham

The Museum of Croydon's recently developed permanent displays explore the
history of Croydon, south London, through specific people’s objects and
stories. Two among the many stories presented are Mabel's Certifivare (2004)
and Madeleine’s Celebrities (1960-79). Mabel Cooper’s choice of object, her
own account of its importance and the descriptive texc offered by the
museum, all refer in some way to ‘learning difficulties’. In contrast — though
in common with many of the other stories on display — Madeleine Gardiner’s
oral restimony and the museum-authored supporting interpretation draw on
no specific identity or classification to ‘explain’ Madeleine’s mermories of
celebrities coming to Croydon’s Fairfield Hall.?

Whether or not to ‘label che label’ — to attach a widely recognized
descriptor that denotes membership of a particular identity category to an
individual’s story or object — is an ongoing problemaric. Recent initiatives in
museums designed to enhance the visibility of disabled people wichin exhi-
bicion narratives have generally relied on the mobilization of recognizable
classificarions. Labels’ — for example ‘disabled people’ in the UK and ‘per-
sons with disabilities” in the USA — are often deployed to promote disabled
people’s rights and to draw attention ro inequalities. The use of such labels
as markers of identity can engender powerful feelings of belonging and
worth, they can operate to communicate a positive sense of shared group
membership and be mobilized 1o effect political and social change. But, at
the same rime, labels can work to differentiate groups and, in doing so, they
can stigmatize. These concerns are alse linked with questions regarding the
capacity of such classifications to reflect the subtieties and complexities of
daily life experiences; a growing emphasis on identity categories as murable
and conungent on circumstance, and a sense that classifications are not
simply descriprive but also productive, have meant labels are being approached
with increasing caution.

One of the reasons for this cautien lies in rhe epistemological consequences
of labelling — specifically how we make sense of the relationship between
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individual people’s actions, memories and objects and ‘larger conrexrs’ or
‘wider social and historical explanation’. In recent years the emphasis has
shifted away from museum exhibitions which mobilize ‘meta-narratives’ that
aim to assimilate and explain multiple objects and lives within a unifying
framework. In the place of such meta-explanation, there has been a call for a
‘de-centering’ of the museum voice, an increased use of dialogic and multi-
vocal approaches to interpretation and for museums to be places for the
representation of ‘cultures-in-difference’ (Bennett 2006) or to function as
cross-cultural ‘contact zones' (Clifford 1997),

Such shifts are reflected in the Museum of Croydon. No grand narrative of
Croydon’s development is attempted; instead multiple people’s objects and
stories are divided into decades. ‘Croydon’ is not expressed as one coherent,
whole place bur rather perceived as something fluid and changing and made
#p of many different people whose radical mulciplicity is represented through
the stories in the gallery, However, the exhibition does not fully abandon the
explanatory register; instead, explanations are located at the bottom of the
interpretive hierarchy. Audiovisual ‘touchscreens’ offer visitors access to
information abouc an object through the choice of different options - ‘Show’,
“Tell’, ‘Explain” and ‘Explore’. The person whose object appears in the dis-
play case “Tells’ the visitor about the object through oral testimony, while
the museum voice first ‘Shows’ the object and then ‘Explains’ it. Unlike
‘explanation’ when located at the top of an interpretive hierarchy, the
Museum of Croydon’s use of explanation does not aim ar synthesis and
cohesion. Rather, multiple explanations are mobilized for specific objects and
people, which do not coalesce but rather work as unreconciled pathways of
explanarion — of one amongst several contexts, for one part of one person’s
lite, as one aspect of ‘Croydon’,

The de-centred, multi-vocal approach to understanding our pasts has,
however, been criticized — the perception being that if you lose analysis and
explanation then politics toe is in danger of being lost. A strand of this basic
argument has been developed by Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak who argues for
a ‘strategic essentialism’ which recognizes both the dangers of naturalizing
difference and, at times, the necessity for mobilizing around collective iden-
tities in order to make political contest possible {1987: 205). At the same
time, the dangers of fetishizing the authenrticity of expetience have also been
noted (Scotr 1992). Through the prioritizing of people’s stories in their own
words, and complemented by optional explanatory interpretation, the
Museum of Croydon'’s approach represents a subtle and effective response to
these dilemmas. Yer there remains scope for exploring furcher the implica-
tions of the decision whether to label or not, and to identify alternarive
approaches.

Taking a close reading of Mabel’s and Madeleine’s stories as its focus, this
chapter locates the decision whether or not to invoke identity labels zs a
particular expression of concern over how the relationship between specificity
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(of an object, a memory, an event) and social and historical explanation can
be understood as politicn.” In this chapter I suggest thar social history in
museums might be renewed by supplementing fidelity to individuals' own
vocabulary for describing their lives by ‘redistributing’, in Bruno Latour’s
terms, ‘the local’ — and thereby neither treating individual people’s words as
the locus of pure authenticity nor jumping to meta-explanation which erases
specificity. Instead, following Latour, I suggest politics be relocated through
tracing the networks and associations (via movements of people, objects and
ideas) that maintain differentiation, hierarchy and inequality. I conclude by
suggesting that museums no longer need to locate themselves ‘above’ the
people and events they represent (through standing back and serring ourt the
big picture) nor aim only to cteate ‘dialogue’ between locales. Rather
through an epistemological shift, museums can replace critical distance with
visitor experiences of ‘critical proximity’ (Latour 2005: 253).

Labelling objects and labelling people

Object labels have traditionally been classificatory; they have tended to con-
rain information about the object’s ‘name, date, material, scientific name
[and] accession number’ (Serrell 1996: 28). Equally, the labels of ‘mental
deficiency’, ‘menral handicap’, ‘learning disabilities’ and’ learning difficulties’
have emerged and developed over time through similar logics of definition
and differentiation. Indeed, the connections between museum display and
intellectual disability are not solely confined to contemporary concerns with
the representativeness of andiences, collections and displays. As Nélia Dias
has argued in relationship to the development of French anthropology
collections in the late nineteenth century, in the ‘search for differentiating
characteristics of the skull and of the face in human groups, anthropological
studies focused on the Other — inferior races, idiots, criminals’ and through
this ‘confirmed the latter as objects of difference and otherness’ (1998: 38).
The mutual development of museums and understandings of human evo-
lution was motivated not only by the generation of new knowledge bur —
significantly — also by the desire to effectively communicate ‘a means of
making difference visible to the public and inscribing it in the memoty of
visitors’ (Dias 1998: 38). In fact, Dias argues, the prioritizarion of commu-
nicating with the public actually shaped the production of knowledge as
museun display was ‘a major reason why the comparative anatomy of human
races and the study of physical remains (skelerons, skulls, crania) was privi-
leged over physiology and the study of functions and processes in the living'
{(ibid.: 38). It was for these reasons that while the ‘meticulous study of
objects’ was seen as key to & new rational method of knowledge production
(Hooper-Greenhill 2000: 103-6), the diplay of objects required some
deliberate shaping for the sake of effective teaching (Bennett 1998). The
‘clear and detailed labelling of exhibirs’ was developed precisely so that
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exhibitions would be ‘auto-intelligible’ and so that ‘the working man was
not ... wearied by his visic and sent away dissatisfied” (ibid.; 26, 27).

The ‘labelling’ of objects or people cannot therefore be understood outside
of the desire to communicate something. In essence any naming device aims
to ‘stabilize’ meaning for the purposes of its transmission to others. Bruno
Latour with Michael Callon has discussed this process as one of creating
‘black boxes’. This is a term widely used in Science and Technology Studies
to refer to things — or ideas — thar are treated as if their content ‘no longer
needs to be reconsidered’ (1981: 285). An example often given is of a com-
puter, whose complex chains of production, or the workings which make
typing or internet connection possible, are largely forgotten as we go on with
our jobs until, that is, the computer stops working and suddenly some of
those nerworks which made the computer work are revealed. Even though,
Latour and Callon argue, ‘black boxes never remain fully closed or properly
fastened’, stabilizing meaning does offer people the opportunity to cease to
‘negotiate” every experience ‘with equal intensiry’ (ibid.: 285). Certainly,
stabilized meanings — in the form of categories of identicy — have been rac-
tically mobilized (women, Black, Scottish, mothers and so on), gathering
people rogether as a means of expressing commonaliries and using this sta-
bility to move on to communicate a political challenge. While this has been
effective for 2 number of social movements, the labels associated with intel-
lectual disabiliry have been problematic because reclaiming and owning their
meaning has proved very difficult. In fact, unlike rhe contexts of feminist or
Black politics where the term ‘labelling’ is not generally used to refer to
‘identity’, ‘labelling” is regularly used in learning disability politics, profes-
sional practice and academic research precisely to express anxiety about the
implications of the use of ‘learning disabiliry/difficulties’ (McClimens 2007).

The chief cause of this anxiety is that ‘learning disability’ has been very
difficult to ‘black box’. In recent years, the pathological basis of learning
disability as an underlying explanatory factor has been challenged:

Clinical conventional wisdom suggests that in only 25-30 per cent
of cases so diagnosed is intellectual disability associared with an
identifiable organic pathology ... In other words, the bulk of the
category consists of people who have been categorised as sig-
nificancly less bright than the general population average, without
there being any clear diagnosis or understanding of the reasons for
their incompetence.

(Jenkins 1998: 9, 1)

Moreover, social explanations of disability chat have emerged through cri-
tiques of the ‘medical model® have scressed the contingent and unfixed
narure of ‘intellectual ability’ (Goodley and Roets 2008). This has been
coupled with an increasing focus on the work done by the act of labelling; as
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Tan Hacking puts it in more general terms, ‘human beings and human acts
come into being hand in hand with our invention of categories labelling
them’ (THacking 1986: 2306),

One of the key concerns has been about the impact of categorization
and differentiation. As Robert B. Edgerton — whose pioneering work on
deinstitutionalization in the 1960s has greatly influenced thinking around
‘labelling’ — characterized the problem, the ‘label of mental retardation not
only serves as a humiliating, frustrating and discrediting stigma ... it also
serves to lower your self-esteern’ (Edgerton 1907: 143). This analysis has also
underpinned ‘normalization’ theory, which remains influential in social care
practice and aims to counter stigmatization through associating learning-
disabled people with ‘valued’ (non-learning disabled) people and places.
Normalization has been criticized by those working in the cradition of the
social model of disability for nor critiquing the ways in which the organi-
zation of our society itself creates certain kinds of learning disability and
for not enabling a positive political identity to emerge. Research has also
shown that many individuals described as learning disabled do not them-
selves recognize the term (Goodley 2001: 216-17). Self-advocares have
challenged labelling through the slogan, ‘label jars, not people’ (Walmsley
1997) with some choosing ‘learning difficulties’ as a preferred identity.
Yet, at the same time there is no doubt that being classified as ‘having
learning disabilities’ by social care professionals very often remains essential
to being considered eligible for welfare services and, in the process of clas-
sification, clinically produced knowledges such as IQ are considered
alongside social factors.

In the context of the changing configurations of ‘the natural/biological’
and ‘the social’ outlined above, museums are no doubt left in a difficule
situation in approaching issues of classification and explanation. Some of the
problems and ethical concerns associated with mobilizing specific classifica-
tions or labels were identified in recent research looking at tepresentations of
disabled people in UK mmseum and gallery collections and displays, where
anxiety was expressed by curators over when to ‘out’ a specific person as
disabled (Dodd e @/ 2004: 16). The term ‘outing’ refers to the public dis-
closure of a person’s impairment (when they may have gone o great lengths
to conceal it) or the attachment of the label ‘disabled’ to a person who may
not have self-identified as such in their own lifetime (Sandell 2007: 165-66).
The researchers Jocelyn Dodd, Richard Sandell, Annie Delin and Jackie
Gray — while recognizing the need to consider a range of contextual factors
when deciding on the appropriateness of ‘outing’ — tended to oppose ‘side-
stepping’ the issue. They saw making explicit reference to disability as an
opportunity either to develop positive representations of disabled people that
might ‘complicate reductionise and rtotalizing understandings of disability’
(Sandell 2007: 169) or to tell difficult stories about prejudice and exclusion
(Dodd et 2. 2004: 17-18).
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The issue of ‘outing’ (this time in the context of lesbian and gay history)
was an issue facing Croydon in their development of the Lifetimes gallery {(the
predecessor to the Museum of Croydon) in 1995. Staff involved in the gallery
expressed the hope that — with more than 300 voices presented in the gal-
lery, each drawing on ‘the authority of personal experience’ to present their
accounts of the past — ‘lesbian and gay experience can be presented not as an
anomaly, but as one aspect of complex lives’ (Rachel Hasted quoted in
Vanegas 2002: 103). Indeed, Hasted further argued that, ‘since sexuality is
only one aspect of a person’s life, the stories only mention it when it is
appropriate’ (ibid.: 103). However, while this inclusive approach was striven
for, there was also a concern that ‘lesbians and gay men will become invisible
within the exhibition’ (ibid.: 103). It was also suggested that where donated
objects did not immediately express themselves as being related to leshian
and gay history, a searchdble database (and freely available pamphlets in the
gallery) should allow the objects’ connections to such history to be high-
lighted (ibid.: 103). Through this, the aim was to conceptualize lives as
articulated at different times by different identities and to discover how,
without over-determining the specific story individuals offered, to allow the
diversity of social groups represented in the gallery to be ‘find-able’ or
recognized by visitors.

However, while Vanegas describes a useful technical fix to this conundrum
there remains a conceptual problem. Dodd e 4/, do assume that including
the label of ‘disabled” in exhibition interpretation is directly linked to
introducing a political reading into the display (2004: 12, 18) and suggest
that building a positive ‘new cultaral identity’ is at stake in this decision
(ibid.: 16). This position is a clear response ro the ongoing erasure of dis-
abled people in public contexts. Bur is the explicit use of such a label
necessary to generate a political reading of the impact of ‘disability’?

Here it is helpful to draw on a debate shaping contemporary sociology,
concerning the utility of sociological classifications — such as ‘class’, ‘gender’,
‘'sexuality” — for describing, analysing or, indeed, changing the world.
Latour - who sees himself as conducting a ‘sociology of association’ (some-
times called “pragmatic sociology’) — counsels against the ‘instant sociology’
and ‘ready explanations’ he associates with what he calls ‘critical sociology’.
He argues that the danger of the analytical use of ‘black boxed’ categories/
structures is that they become mobilized in such a way that any given spe-
cific interaction becomes becanse of and explained by (for example) class, capit-
alism, or parriarchy. Instead he argues that sociologists should ‘not stabilize’
and allow the conceprs of those people being studied to be ‘stronger’ than
those ‘of the analysts’ (Latour 20035: 30). Where ‘critical sociology’, he
argues, tends to look for what is ‘behind’ action and psycheanalytical
approaches search for unconscious motivations, the job of the sociologist of
association is to trace these connections as they are creared through both
actions and articulations. Key to Latour’s approach is to see that people ‘are

120

TO LABEL THE LABEL?

constantly at work’, justifying their groups’ existence ‘inveking rules and
precedents and ... measuring up one definition against all the others’
(ibid.: 31). In terms of approaching museum display, the challenge is to be
guided by the specific terms people themselves use to describe their own
lives, yet not erase or ‘side-step’ the complex formations of differentiation,
hierarchy and inequality which flow through their daily life experiences.

Mabel's certificate; communicating differentiation and
inequality

So it is this complex work ~ and the implications of mobilizing labels — to
which we return via Mabel Cooper’s literacy certificate, displayed and inrer-
preted in the Museum of Croydon (Plate 8.1a). Here, Mabel's story has a very
coherent, clear and generally explanatory narrative, Unlike some of the gay
men and lesbian women who chose objects which were not about their sexu-
ality for the Lifetimes gallery, Mabel has chosen an objecr which specifically
allows the museam to represent ‘learning difficulties’. In her oral history,
Mabel expresses the importance of the certificate by placing it in the contexr of
her experience of school where ‘she went for a litcle while’ until they rold her
‘you can't come back again’ because ‘you can’t learn, you're not able to learn’.
In the second part of her oral testimony Mabel speaks zbour going to Croydon
College and learning to read ‘a little bit’, especially with the help of her friend,
Gloria. Mabel’s account achieves its effect by using a comparison between the
past and the present. First, the over-determination of her lack of ability to
learn is questioned, therefore destabilizing ‘learning disability” (or as it would
have been ‘mental deficiency’) as a ‘black box’. Second, however, a less fixed
notion of learning difficulties remains implicitly important to make sense of
the support from Croydon College provided to help her get her certificace.
However, the museum-voice interpretation offered at the ‘Show’ and
‘Explain’ levels of the audio-visual gives different explanations for the certi-
ficate. The ‘Show’ element — the first of the categories on the touchscreen —
describes Mabel as having ‘learning difficulries so gaining these skills is a
reward for her hard work’, going on to say that learning te read ‘has given
Mabel a real sense of achievement’. The evocation of learning difficulties at
the ‘Show’ level is mobilized in the sentence quoted above as if it is an
explanation of why Mabel needed to ‘work hard’ to learn to read and write.
Drawing on Mabel's own autobiographical writings,” the ‘Explain’ level of
the touchscreen - located after ‘Show’ and “Tell' — accounts for the impor-
tance of ‘studying at Croydon College” by the introduction of Mabel's his-
tory, specifically her experience of being held at St Lawrence’s Hospital in
Caterham. Here, che significance of Mabel’s achievemenr is further reinforced
by attaching to it a history of segregation and oppression. Learning difhcul-
ties are not simply the mera-explanation of ‘inding it hard to read’, but
rather segregation and discrimination are also evoked as ‘explanations’.
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In many ways the difference in whar is ‘collected’ and ‘stabilized’ — to use

Latour’s terms — ar each of the interpretive levels is best understood through
following the different use of the idea of ‘reading’, Reading at the ‘Show’ and
‘Explain’ levels is treated positively. So at the ‘Show’ level, learning to read is
a 'big achievement’ that took ‘hard work’ and ar the 'Explain’ level it is
because of classes at Croydon College and Gloria’s help that Mabel has
learned to ‘read properly’ (emphasis added). Mabel, in her oral history extract,
however, offers a much more equivocal and non-binary understanding of
reading, The opening sentences of her oral testimony extract suggest thar ie
was precisely at ‘reading’ as a site (located at school) that she was first clas-
sified as ‘unreachable’, Although clearly the critical framework of comparison
of past and present shows the failure of that ser of pedagogical and clinical
systems as they operated through the vehicle of ‘reading’, this does not mean
that ‘reading’ is embraced by Mabel herself as a sign of either redemprion or
success. In the audio of her oral history, Mabel actually sounds a bit
ambivalent abour reading. She says ‘1 should learn to read’ and through this
introduces some sense of compulsion and external expecration. Unlike the
first section of the oral history where Mabel is strident, in the second section
her voice sounds quieter and less forceful. Where being able to read is
represented as a binary state at the ‘Show’ level of the audio-visual inter-
pretation, before Mabel started at Croydon College she tells us that she could
already do ‘two letter words' and now can do a ‘few more” words. In fact, for
Mabel the certificate does not mark the end of the journey but is rather just
one point along the way as, with Gloria’s help, it 'is coming on’. Where at
the “Show’ and ‘Explain’ levels ‘reading’ demarcates achievement and acts as
a validation of Mabel’s ability, ‘reading’ does not operate at all as a ‘black
box’ for Mabel. It is both hard and a competency which is iz progress bue,
crucially, it also remains a site through which she is judged. If understood
through the lens of the social model of disability it would be precisely the
organization of our world around literacy that gives specific form to Mabel’s
'difficulties’. When thought about in this way, the binary state of reading
(learn o read, learn to read properly), ac the interpreration levels, actually
works to set up a binary reading of Mabel herself (0w she can read), even
though her words complicate and break down the confiections, associations
and practices which make up ‘reading’ and her classification as someone who
has ‘learning difficulties’.

Mabel's story makes ‘learning difficulties’ visible and legible and through
this enables a critical reading of the effects of the over-determination of
someone’s capacity. The museum interpretation certainly works to give a kind
of political puncruation to Mabel’s critical framework of comparison of past
and preseat by evoking the history of insticutionalization. That said, and
taking Latour’s advice of allowing Mabel’s rerms to be stronger than che terms
of the museum voice, it is possible to see that there are some erasutres at work.
While Mabel’s main argument was reinforced through the ‘Explain’ label, the
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intetpretation did not follow the detail of how Mabel Fomﬂpared then and
now — and the implications of that for the politics of readmg 1tyself. B‘ecaus.;e c:f
this, the label worked to re-stabilize both ‘learning difﬁcu'lnes a‘nd reading’,
the latter seeming to be the very site of differentiat:op, hierarchy and
mequality to which Mabel’s oral testimony draws our attention.

Madeleine’s celebrities: communicating the complexity
of experience

Unlike Mabel, Madeleine did not choose a literacy certiﬁca@ ‘for her object
case. Instead she chose programmes representing the celebrities she saw a
the Fairfield Halls where she used to work. At no pf)int does ;he classify
herself in any way, and neither does the museum voice interpretation. Where
Mabel's story set up an interptetive context via the use of lea}rnlng difficul-
ties’, Madeleine’s account leaves us with what Latourl calls ‘vast oceans of
uncertainty’ not even speckled with ‘a few islands of calibrated and stabilized
forms’ (2003: 243). The ‘Show’ rouchscreen label int}'oduces the programmes
as showing ‘some of the celebrities Madeleine Gardmgr met at the Fairfield
Halls' while she worked there (Plate 8.1b). The ‘Explain’ level places I\/‘Iade—
leine’s story in the context of the history of the Fairfield Halls by explaining
that ‘entertainers visited the site over a hundred years before the Halls
were built. The Fair Field hosted dancing bears, jugglers and acrobarts at
’s Greatr Fair!’
Cr'(])f};lcrl:o?xdsuseum voice — with its focus on explaining. ‘Madelei%‘u?’s celeb-
rities’ with a general history of the Fairfield Hal.ls — drives thc? visitor away
from any reading of Madeleine's story which~rn1ght .Spf?a.k to ‘learning dlsi
ability’ specifically or ‘differentiation’ and ‘meq_uallty in a more genera
way. Yet the precise edit of Madeleine’s oral history, I. think, suggests a
Museum commitment not to erase some of the complexity of her account.
Madeleine’s account is structured around two encounters, the ’ﬁrst _w1th
the celebriries like ‘Peggy Mount, Gordon Jackson, Richard O Sullivan,
Gilbert ’Sullivan, who else, Richard Todd, and that one whose name I
can't remember, Barbara Windsor, Ronnie Corbett, l\f[att Monrece, Gene
Pitney, oh, quite a few of them.” She comments: ‘T wasn’t supposed to, they
would come down for their meals, and I used to go round the table and agk
them for their autographs. They were very good.” The second encounter is
with her mother who, Madeleine tells us, ‘threw [the autographs] away,
didn’t she? Because she said it was rubbish.’ Tak.ing the same approach as
the Lifetimes galleries, the Museum of Croydon did not mgbdge any label
to describe Madeleine. This is highly appropriate as the ob]ect§ in the story
were not ‘about’ learning disabilities/difhculeies ar%d becallrte in t.he whole
of the longer interview recorded between Mafle]eme and interviewer I.ar:i
Buchanan, neither the phrase ‘learning disabilities’ nor ‘learning difficulties

was mentioned once.
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But while there appears to be an understandable representational dis-
comfort in locating the complexity of Madeleine’s account through a ‘struc-
tural” or classificatory explanation (e.g. her autographs were thrown away
because she has learning difficulties), there remains something in the display
strongly driving the visitor fowardr this kind of ‘context’ — specifically the
sound of Madeleine’s voice. Madeleine's voice, her intonation and some of
h§r phrasing indicates difference just as surely as do other elements of the
dlsplay, such as photographs of Mabel's certificate, Sislin Fay Allen in her
police uniform (the first Black woman officer in the Metropolitan Police) and
Roger Fisher dressed as a cowboy with his arm on his partner Ron. The vocal
difference acts as a kind of analytical pointer for making sense of the two
encounters. Neither not being supposed to approach celebrities nor her
mother throwing the autographs away egua/ or add up 1o the classification of
‘legrning disability’. Yer both sites do act as moments of tension, concrete
social moments chrough which differentiation, hierarchy and inequality can
be traced.

As is also visible in Dodd ez «/.’s (2004) desire to make sure disabiliry isn't
‘side-stepped’ in displays, there has been a general sense that ir is through
this notion of analysis, explanation and the mobilization of specific identities
that politics itself is seen as emerging. Cerrainly, specific social accounts —
especially those as richly complex as Madeleine’s — immediarely resist the
sense thar they are simply specific. As Latour puts it: ‘any given interaction
seems to overflme with elements which are already in the situation coming
from some other time, some other plare, and generated by some other agency’
(2005: 166, emphasis original). As a result chere is a tendency — especially if
you wanc specific people’s memories to have a political impact of some
kind — o jump to context {the ‘so what?’ prized in exhibition interpretarion
strategies). Challenging the sense that a sweatshop can be explained by
capitalism, Tatour concludes that the problem with structure is that it is
nowhere tangible and because of this is ‘very powerful and yet much too
weak and remote to have any efficacy’ (ibid.: 168). Although there is a con-
stant pull berween specificity and unmanageable and ineffective ‘conrext’

Latour argues thar there is some specific empirical work that can be done:
whic,:h might actually start to account for the many things which made a
:Spf?‘(.‘:‘lﬁc event happen. Latour describes this as replacing critical distance with
crmc’al proximity’ — that is, working with the intimate specificity of
experience but moving outwards to consider the political conrexts which
make a specific experience possible. A key methodology in Latour's strategy
for ‘critical proximity’, and for addressing the erasures created by classifica-
tory explanations, is to ‘localize the global and ‘redistribute the local’, What
Latour means by this is that, while ‘no place is self-contained enotgh to be
local” (ibid.: 204) and every place or interaction is made possible through
multiple networks, at the same time, those places cannot be accounted for by
reference to a dominating global ‘underlying structure’ which itself cannot
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be located. Defending the political purpose of his approach, Latour argues
that ‘it does not require enormous skill or political acumen to realize that if
you have to fight against a force thar is invisible, untraceable, ubigquitous,
and toral, you will be powerless and roundly defeated’ and thar ‘localizing
the global’, by breaking down and identifying the ‘skein of weak ties” and
‘surprising connections’ that make up our social worlds, is ‘the only way to
begin contemplating any kind of fight' (ibid.: 250, 252).

I'm not suggesting here that all this work of tracing — if done — could be
used in exhibition interpretation. But approaching the explanation of specific
encounters by tracing material practices and specific ideas outwards {rather
than starting with top line key messages and working down) might enable
an approach which neither ignores differentiation, hierarchy and inequality
opened up by the complexity of oral/first-petson accounts nor flartens com-
plexity through over-determined labelling and classification. To return to
Mabel’s oral history, a skeletal tracing of associations would allow ‘reading’
to be pulled out as a way of generating more responsive interpretation.
‘Reading’ could then be used to introduce the history of the emergence of
mental deficiency as a ‘problem’ after universal schooling was introduced in
1870 (Thomson 1998: 13). This historical locator might then be used to
introduce a social model of disability reading of literacy and to ask the visitor
to consider whether a world where reading wasn't necessary would change
understanding of ‘learning difficulties’. From there, Mabel’s critique of the
fixed nature of both ‘learning difficulties’ and of ‘reading’ as a set of specific
practices which are in process could be reinforced.

In Madeleine’s case, there are multiple ways this local moment couid be
redistributed. There is a strong materiality to this story. There are auto-
graphs, some on serviettes, all once kept in autograph books. The autographs
were slowly builc up encounter by encounter with specific celebrities in the
Fairfield Halls dining room. We know she ‘wasn’t supposed to’, but how was
this prevented? Was this prevented for everyone, or were extra attempts
made to stop Madeleine approaching the celebrities? Of the staff at the
Fairfield Halls, Madeleine says it “was more or less me” who collected auco-
graphs. Using chis as a starting point it might be possible to trace the
development of celebrity culture in this period. Which celebrities came to
Croydon? How many autographs were collected and by which people? How
were the autographs circulated and when did a market in autographs
develop? This would offer material ways for understanding betcer the lack of
value placed on them by Madeleine’s mother.

Key to Madeleine’s oral history is how her mother came fo be in a position
to make decisions over Madeleine’s belongings. One way of approaching this
would be to consider the link between control over belongings and adulc-
hood. This specific history could be traced via some of the labels associated
with intellectual disability discussed above, as one of the main features of the
long stay hospitals was not having your own clothes® and ensuring people
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deﬁned‘ as ‘having learning disabilities’ now have control over their own
belongings 1s, in theory, core to current policy and professional practices
(Depart.ment of Health 2001, 2007). Listening to the specificity of
Made.eleme’s accounts and asking questions like these could then facilitare the
opening up of her oral testimony as a location for understanding political
mt‘:qqa’hnes while still following her own use of language and sense of
priorities. Although actually tracing all the networks and associations which
make up a specific memory would be incredibly difficule and cime consum-
ing, Latour’s approach does suggest a set of helpful reconceptualizations

§111ih might re-animate the political nature of the personal in museum
isplays.

Not only a label: interpretation and critical proximity

Labels can work to generate differentiation, create ranked hierarchies and
perpetuare inequalities. Labels as identities can also generate shared under-
stanch.ng and collective articulations. They also, crucially, work to stabilize
meaning for the purposes of communication. For all these reasons, labels
both remain a crucial pare of the way we all make sense of our social’worlds
and — because of their power ro classify and stabilize — also need to be
apptoached with care. As [ have showr, the label of learning disability’
poses specific problems not least because ‘learning disability’ has been
described as ‘labelling’ precisely because of concerns over stigmatization, yet
becoming labelled still remains necessary to ensure access to state resour’ces

. However, the specific debate over invoking the ‘learning disability’ label i.s
Just one example of a more widely applicable question over the relationship
berween specific people’s objects or memories and ‘context’ or ‘explanation’

Ir h?.S been thought that the best way of generating critical and poljticall
‘read1.r1gs is through using meta-explanatory terms such as ‘capitalism’ or
patriarchy’ or explicitly mobilizing identity categories. However, while these
labels' allow you to see some elements of daily life, they also potentially erase
the rich complexity of social experience. Instead, and following Latour

I'have made two specific suggestions which might allow a ‘critical proximity:
to develop. First, great care should be taken to follow the rerms people use to
describe their own lives. Second, by following the specific concerns of specific
peoplle the “local’ can be redistributed and the nerworks which make up a
specific experience can be partially traced and represented. In the case of
Mabel's account of learning to read, it is ‘reading’ itself which could be
drawq out as a problematic site which itself contributed towards her specific
expenenc?.of learning difficulties’. In Madeleine’s oral history there were
opportunities to explore the difference and inequality pointed to by her voice
and Words by tracing the devalued place of celebrity culture in the late
tWEHFleth century or by investigating the importance of belongings and

the link berween having your own things and notions of adulc persorthood.
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The increasing trend towards beginning interpreration from the object, a
specific historical moment or a specific person’s expetience, offers us the
beginnings of a more satisfyingly complex and intimate interpretive
approach. Critical distance only ever took politics so far; it is through fol-
lowing people outwards through the specificicy of their lives that ‘critical
proximity’ (Latour 2005: 253) will emerge.

Notes

The issue of how to use people’s names is of immense importance when writing about those
who have been defined as having a ‘leamning disability’. In this chaprer, T incroduce Mabel
Cooper and Madeleine Gardiner using cheir full names. After this only use their hrst
names. There is a very real danger that in using only first names — rather than the more
formal second name that is conventionally used to refer ro writers and public figures — the
infantlization which has characrerized the worst institutionalized ‘care’ is perpetuated.
However, in this chaprer T have raken this route to reflect the intimarte and perscnal
approach which is used across the Muscum of Croydon and for zll the people they represent.
It is, in parr, this intimacy that makes the exhibition so successful and makes the Museum
of Croydon such an important case study for exploring the mediation berween specific
people’s experiences and accounts, and the idea and implications of ‘explanation’.

I would like to thank the editors for their comments and suggestions and Katie Graham

and Michael Terwey for reading eatlier drafts of this chaprer. [ would also like to thank Rob

Shakespeare ar the Museum of Croydon for the permission ro use the images included and

The Qpen University’s Social History of Learning Disability group for their pioneering work

on ‘inclusive history”.

Bruno Latour and others associated with Actor-Nerwork-Theory (ANT) have developed a

much more extensive analytical and mechodelogical infrastructure than I have drawn upon

here (see also Law and Hassard 1999). In this chapter, | have simply taken key conceprual
insights offered by ANT to illuminate this chaprer’s specific empirical focus on ‘the label’.

Witk ics focus on materiality — and as has been shown by Kevin Hetherington (e.g. 2003)

and Andy Morris (2003) — ANT offers rich potential for furcher analysing museums and

their audiences.

4 The social model of disability has come to be widely recognized within the field of dis-
ability studies and amongst disability campaigners and activists as a key conceptual tool
for the advancement of the rights of disabled people. Whereas the medical model presents
a highly individualized, medicalized, parhologized understanding of disability — where
disabilicy is locared ‘on the body’ — the social model rejects this understanding of dis-
ability and instead locates the issue not with the individual and their impairment but
with the many batriers within society chat operate to restrict and oppress disabled people
(Dodd e 2/ 2008).

5 See Cooper 2001 writren with Dorothy Atkinson.

G See, for example, Ferris 2001.
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