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“identity-related needs motivate him or her to visit a 
museum and provide an overarching framework for 

that visit experience”
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Falk, 2016, p.10 



33% of respondents to our feedback mentioned 
“queer” or “LGBTQIA+”  (or variants on these 

themes) as a motivating reason for attending our 
tours
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20% of respondents to our feedback mentioned 
“STEM” or “scientist”  (or variants on these themes) 

as a motivating reason for attending our tours



#queeringthesciencemuseum @ellietheelement @damienarness

Statistics from the feedback: 57% of 
respondents wouldn’t have come to the 

science museum if the tour had not been 
running; 41%  of respondents (who didn’t 
work at the museum) had not been in the 

past year.

of respondents only knew 
the story of Alan Turing

33%

38%

of respondents didn’t know 
any of the stories on the tour



“My other starting point…is the premise that presenting 
LGBT history is not simply an exercise in inclusion. 

Rather, a focus on outsiders has the potential to reveal 
a great deal about the society as a whole. Various eras 

and cultures have defined the boundaries of what is 
considered "normal" differently, and by exploring those 

differences - and the experiences of those who were 
considered "abnormal" - we can catch a glimpse of the 
assumptions and priorities of the larger group. In this 
way, the study of cultural outsiders permits us all to 

learn about ourselves”
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Ferentinos, 2015, p. 7
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Inclusion of stories that might sit outside the museum’s conception of ‘STEM’ :  
Jackie Wan, Nurse (L) - “I haven’t been to any [LGBT Nursing Groups] myself just yet” 

RCN oral history 
Roberta Cowell (R), Mechanic and Pilot

Image credit: Royal College of Nursing



Three Respondents, 2018, Queering the Science Museum

“I liked the fact that it wasn't just about queer 
scientists (although that was very interesting) but also 
flawed scientific studies/the lack of scientific studies 

on sex/gender issues.” 
 

“I was expecting it just to focus on figures from the 
history of science who'd been over looked / 

discriminated against (like Alan Turing) (not that 
focusing on these is a bad thing) but it went into 

much more detail.” 

“It also took something - science - which we don't 
often look at through a queer lens.” 
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“It gave an alternative history in a space where the 
stories told about objects are often accepted 

without question. It really opened my eyes to the 
ways in which history is shaped by those who have 

the privilege to tell their stories from their 
perspectives. I thought it was incredibly important”

#queeringthesciencemuseum @ellietheelement @damienarness

Respondents, 2018, Queering the Science Museum

“I liked the combination of queer histories and 
critiques of the Science Museum’s presentation (or 

lack thereof) of queer content.”

“…Multiple perspectives were explored and 
discussion was encouraged…”
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“…I just wish more science museums did this…” 
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eg. Inclusion of Billy Doll on the tour is not specifically about “STEM” but it 
is about queerness and queer collections in the museum space. Are these 

two ideas incommensurate? 
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Use of the Pioneer Plaque: moves tour away from the museum-object and 
towards a experience, and summative critique and call-to-action at the end 

of the tour. 
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Queering the Science Museum?  

Can begin to unpack our identities and lived experiences 
through the science museum collections?  

Can we use them to reach new perspectives and 
understands of ourselves by looking at these collections 

through a fresh queer lens? 



Bennett, in De Vorkin, 2005, p.574

“museum collections … show you not what there 
was but what was collected” 

#queeringthesciencemuseum @ellietheelement @damienarness



Cuntemporary, 2018, online mission

Cultural industries often exclude or “closet” artists 
that identify as, or reference queerness, feminism, 
gender and sexual politics, labour injustices and 

non-white discourses … our aim is to facilitate and 
curate aesthetically and politically challenging 

projects in response to the lack of visibility and the 
difficulties in presenting such work within 

mainstream media and institutions”
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“[W]hat is it, exactly, that makes an object queer? 
Does the fact that a queer person owned an object 

qualify it as a queer artifact, or must it related 
explicitly to its owner's sexual identity?”
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Ferentinos, 2015, p. 112



“If, as some theorists have argued, queer entails a 
refusal of meaning, registering a kind of disruptive 
negativity and incoherence at the heart of identity, 

language, and law, queer may well operate as a bar 
to the idea of the museum as a coherent, meaning-

making machine”
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Mills, 2008, p.46



"It is also possible to imagine exhibitions that not 
only draw attention to the normalizing dimensions 

of collecting and classification as cultural 
activities…but that also reveal collecting itself as a 

potential site of queer affect and desire…[such] 
projects would turn, self-reflexively, on the notion 

that the objective, narratorial voice of museum 
authority is not the only voice to be heard”
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Mills, 2008, p.48



Cassidy et al., 2016, p.232

“[Given] a more radical queer perspective … the 
exhibition was still very heteronormative, [reflected 

in] yet another set of messages - this time about 
appropriate forms of homosexuality and other 

sexual behaviours”
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“[H]ow one finds queerness historically or culturally 
might be a means of responding to the gaps and 

omissions that condition museum practice, and of 
ensuring that the meaning-making structures of the 

museum are themselves subjected to evaluation 
and critique. Such an analysis would participate in 

the general shift from object-centered to 
experience-centered understandings of museums 

in museum practice.”
Mills, 2008, p.50



+ 3 000 000 visitors
6%  of DCMS GLAM visits

happen at the
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Vole relationships and the idea of projection of human society onto sciences 
(see Queer Feminist Science Studies for more information - “Why do Voles 

fall in love?”
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Images of maps showing our initially search for stories (queer and feminist 
lead) in the different galleries. Eventually we selecting stories that linked 

together but were not connected in a whole narrative to lead tour attendees 
through. Our aims and goals were shaped by the use of Queer Theory in the 

tour development



#queeringthesciencemuseum @ellietheelement @damienarness

Tour included a discussion of polyamory in voles; and multiple partners 
through discussion of the Gay and Lesbian Phonelines; but that most of the 

stories were about reasonably homonormative stories - could this be 
developed further? 
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of respondents only knew of  
Alan Turing

33%38%
of respondents didn’t know 

any of the stories
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Queer activism to engage publics 
in history of science 
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Your tour guides, Ellie and Damien
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