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Elements of a Counter 
Exhibition: Excavating and 
Countering a Canadian History 
and Legacy of Eugenics 
Abstract 

Into the Light, a recently mounted co-curated museum exhibition, exposed and 

countered histories and legacies of 20th century “race betterment” pedagogies taught in 

Ontario’s post-secondary institutions that targeted some groups of people, including 

Anishinaabe, Black, and other racialized populations, and disabled and poor people, 

with dehumanizing ideas and practices. This article advances understandings of the 

transformative potential of centralizing marginalized stories in accessible and creative 

ways to disrupt, counter, and draw critical attention to the brutal impacts of oppressive 

knowledge. The “counter-exhibition” prioritized stories of groups unevenly targeted by 

such oppression to contest and defy singular narratives circulating in institutional 

knowledge systems of what it means to be human. The authors draw on feminist 

decolonial and disability scholarship to analyze the exhibition’s curation for the ways it 

collectively and creatively 1) brought the past to the present through materializing 

history and memory in ways that challenged archival silences; and 2) engaged 

community collaboration using accessible, multi-sensory, multi-media storytelling to 
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“speak the hard truths of colonialism” (Lonetree, 2012, p.6) while constructing a new 

methodology for curating disability and access (Cachia, 2013). The authors show how 

the exhibition used several elements, including counter-stories, to end legacies of 

colonial eugenic violence and to proliferate accounts that build solidarity across 

differences implicated in and impacted by uneven power (Gaztambide-Fernández, 

2012). 

Keywords 

Accessibility, decolonization, eugenics, counter-exhibition, activist-art 

Introduction 

In 2019, we gathered together as a team of Anishinaabe, Black, disabled, and 

white settler scholars, students, activists, and heritage workers to create a museum 

exhibition that revealed the local histories and ongoing legacies of 20th century “human 

betterment” ideas and practices in Ontario universities. The award-winning exhibition, 

Into the Light: Eugenics and Education in Southern Ontario (hereafter ITL), was on 

display at the Guelph Civic Museum from September 14, 2019 to March 1, 2020. As a 

curatorial team we prioritized the experiences and stories of those oppressed by 

eugenic ideas and practices, including Anishinaabe, Black, and other racialized 

populations, people experiencing poverty, and people with disabilities, in both our 

process and outcome. Our aim was to counter dominant narratives of what it means to 

be human.  
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Considering the ways in which museums have historically bolstered dominant 

narratives by exhibiting bodies in ways that exoticize and dehumanize difference, the 

authors explore how ITL became a “counter-exhibition.” By counter-exhibition, we mean 

the elements and orientations of the exhibition design that collectively and creatively: 1) 

brought the past to the present through materializing history and memory in ways that 

challenged archival silences; and 2) engaged in community collaboration using 

accessible, multi-sensory, multi-media storytelling to “speak the hard truths of 

colonialism” (Lonetree, 2012, p.6) while constructing a new methodology for curating 

disability and access (Cachia, 2013). Importantly, to challenge approaches to 

knowledge that treat people as objects of study, we designed the exhibition to explore 

knowledge construction in ways that enact solidarity grounded in a celebration of 

embodied difference and that acknowledge people’s differential positioning in regimes 

of knowledge and power. 

Story, as truth-telling, is particularly important in a settler-colonial institutional 

context whereby human betterment ideas and practices have upheld racist, ableist, 

classist, and sexist bias. Canada’s last Indian residential school closed in 1996 and 

Ontario’s last residential institution for people labelled with intellectual disabilities closed 

in 2009. Survivors of residential institutions have shared stories of violence and abuse 

that had previously been discounted and ignored, compounding the heinous crimes they 

experienced. The Truth and Reconciliation Commission gathered over 6,750 statements 

from people impacted by the Indian Residential School system (Truth and 

Reconciliation Commission of Canada, 2015). A similar process of gathering survivors’ 

statements is underway with projects like the Huronia Speakers Bureau, where former 
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residents of Huronia Regional Centre in Orillia, Ontario, speak about their personal 

experiences of institutionalization (“Huronia Speakers Bureau,” 2016). These are 

important examples of the powerful impact of valuing survivor testimony, which helps 

survivors “move beyond difficult memories as well as provide them with satisfaction 

around knowing that they are key players in ending inappropriate forms of 

institutionalization” (Ibid.).  

Into the Light did not collapse these institutional experiences into a single story 

but unearthed how they materialized, in part, out of an oppressive knowledge regime of 

so-called human betterment, or race betterment, which served diverse and converging 

interests. The concept of human betterment included eugenics, a term coined by 

Francis Galton (1822-1911), and euthenics, a term coined by Ellen Richards (1842-

1911). Eugenics was an applied science of controlling human reproduction in ways that 

eugenicists believed would improve the human race. Euthenics was the science of 

better living, with the aim of improving the human race through controllable environment 

and hygiene. ITL showed how different experiences of forced institutionalization share a 

specifically Canadian history. The legacy of human betterment, as a corollary of British 

colonial values and practices, has violently shaped and controlled populations towards a 

very narrow notion of what it means to be human and, within Canada’s post-colony 

nation-building project, what it means to be Canadian.  

The following explores the elements and orientations of ITL’s genesis, process, 

and outcome that were designed to disrupt, counter, and draw attention to the brutal 

impacts of human betterment. We begin with a focus on the individuals, partners, and 

conditions that fostered ITL. Next, we outline the power of story and counter-story in the 
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project. In so doing, we describe a master narrative of race betterment discourse in 

education that ITL exposed and countered through its display of archival documents. 

We identify aspects of our process for working together as a curatorial and creative 

team. Through examining key curatorial orientations and elements, we engage with and 

analyze the complexity of the decisions involved in how to exhibit difficult knowledge. 

We argue that the ITL project was, what we might call, a “counter-exhibition” as it used 

counter-stories to end legacies of colonial and eugenic violence and to invite a 

proliferation of stories (Frank, 2012) that build solidarity grounded in differences 

implicated in and impacted by uneven power (Gaztambide- Fernández, 2012). 

The conditions for fostering ITL began in conversations between individuals with 

a strong awareness of the profoundly negative impacts of Canada’s histories and 

ongoing legacies of colonialism and eugenics. The project formed out of a partnership 

between Carla Rice, who is Principal Investigator of the SSHRC Partnership Grant 

Bodies in Translation: Activist Art, Technology, and Access to Life (BIT) at Re•Vision: 

The Centre for Art and Social Justice, University of Guelph (UG), and Dawn Owen, who 

is Curator of Guelph Museums (both located in Guelph, a medium-sized town of 135 

thousand people in southern Ontario). Rice and Owen share a common desire to 

decolonize educational institutions and make them accessible through storytelling and 

activist arts methods. BIT’s guiding principles for governance and engagement centre 

on the goal to lead with difference in the areas of Indigeneity, Disability, and anti-racism 

and activist art. Similarly, Owen’s work at Guelph Museums has been centered on 

changemaking and unsettling the white settler narratives so often expected of Ontario’s 

civic museums. This partnership was formalized when Rice proposed to (at the time) 
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independent postdoctoral researcher and dance artist Evadne Kelly that she research 

whether eugenics had been taught at local educational institutions (and especially 

Rice’s own university) and the impacts of that oppressive knowledge on local First 

Nations and disabled people. This became the focus of Kelly’s postdoctoral research 

project, funded through the BIT grant, and conversations quickly formed with Owen 

about the possibility that this research might form an exhibition at the Guelph Civic 

Museum.  

Kelly undertook intensive archival research into the ways in which educators, 

researchers, political leaders and others in positions of power constructed and 

disseminated the violent ideas of eugenics. She uncovered archival documents that 

showed that over thirty years of eugenics and euthenics were taught at two of the three 

founding colleges of University of Guelph: a home economics and teacher training 

school called Macdonald Institute and the Ontario Agricultural College (OAC). Based on 

these findings, the Guelph Civic Museum, in a partnership with BIT, contracted Kelly to 

develop an exhibition that would expose and disrupt histories and legacies of race 

betterment in southern Ontario institutions. The aim of the project was to expand an 

understanding of differently embodied experiences and worldviews and advance social 

justice—an undertaking that required participation from a wider community of 

stakeholders. Kelly wrote a call for co-curators and invited key individuals, both those 

already working with BIT and other stakeholders, to join the project.  

Into the Light was created by a team of individuals who work to expose and 

counter the damaging effects of 20th century human betterment ideas and practices by 

making marginalized and hidden histories public through multiple forms of access. The 
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ITL team included Mona Stonefish (our project and BIT’s Elder, an Anishinaabe artist, 

and Traditional Knowledge Keeper), Peter Park (co-founder of Respecting Rights and 

founder of People First, both self-advocacy organizations for people labelled with 

intellectual disability), Dolleen Tisawii’ashii Manning (Queen’s National Scholar in 

Anishinaabe Knowledge, Language, and Culture, in Philosophy and Cultural Studies, 

Queen’s University), Evadne Kelly (dance artist, scholar, and Mitacs Postdoctoral 

Fellow at Re•Vision, UG), Seika Boye (a scholar, writer, educator, dance artist, and 

Assistant Professor Teaching Stream at the Centre for Drama, Theatre and 

Performance Studies, University of Toronto), and Sky Stonefish (an Anishinaabe jingle 

dress dancer, photographer, and activist), with key collaborators, including Rice and 

members of BIT at Re•Vision, Owen at the Guelph Civic Museum, and Sue Hutton at 

Respecting Rights, a project at ARCH Disability Law Centre. Each of these individuals 

work to prevent institutional brutality, oppose colonialism, reject ableism, and foster 

social justice. For eight months the team worked closely with the key partners and 

contributors, as well as University of Guelph’s Library and Accessibility Services and 

Archives and Special Collections, and several individuals (faculty, staff, students), 

including Aaron Kelly, from Theatre at York University, to produce the exhibition.  

Into the Light was unique as it countered the deeply disturbing documents Kelly 

located in the archive by bringing together the stories of those who carry personal 

histories of forced confinement, segregation, and sterilization, together with activist art. 

As a public history project focused on de-centring white settler and ableist notions, there 

were challenges to such counter-storying, revealing ongoing pressures to contain, 

control, and display difference. Our process needed to: prioritize stories that come from 
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those most targeted by colonial eugenics as a way to counter violent approaches to 

knowledge construction; allow people to enter into solidarity relations, grounded in 

difference across uneven formations of power, and leave feeling whole; and orient the 

exhibition towards sensory experiences and expressions of memory—so often silenced 

or missing in archives as instruments of master narratives (Fuentes, 2018; Taylor, 

2003). Through these processes, the ITL team made new connections between social 

and historical research and the public-facing, multi-sensory, arts-based outcome, or 

counter-exhibition. The team created tools of expression and access that validated 

those who have been marginalized. The counter-exhibition invited people to re-think 

their own valuing of difference and relationships with educational institutions, including 

schools, museums, and archives. 

Story/Narrative/Counter-story Theory 

The exhibition development process was initially informed by a close reading of 

literature on the power of story as a research methodology, a form of knowledge 

transfer, and a site to enact change (Douglas et al. 2019; Rice & Mündel 2018, 2019; 

Rice, 2020; Rice et al. 2015, 2017, 2018a, 2020; Rinaldi et al. 2016; Viscardis, et al. 

2019). But as Cherokee scholar and writer Thomas King (2003) reminds us: “Stories are 

wondrous things. And they are dangerous” (p. 9). Story scholar, Arthur Frank, explains 

that stories gain vitality and generate change when they invite more stories, and they 

lose vitality and foreclose the potential for change when they re-produce narrow social 

norms and singular truths (2010, 153). From these traditions, we learn that stories can 

“bring us together [or] break us apart” but, either way, they animate human life by 
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working with, for, and on people (Rice & Mündel 2018, 220). Frank (1995), Braidotti 

(2013), Mackey (2018), Lovern (2017), and others have pointed out that some cultures 

and stories are more open to proliferating affirmative accounts of difference and the 

human than others.  

The important work on story provided many orientations for ITL to expose and 

counter master narratives that limit vital stories of difference. Master narratives that take 

a western enlightenment view of the human, as contained, cohesive, and in control, are 

“repositories of normative consensus” (Scully, 2008, p. 112) and dangerous for the 

ways they guide understandings of right and wrong, of being in the world, justify and 

explain certain behaviors, and reproduce existing structures of power. Anxieties rise, 

according to feminist bioethicist Jackie Scully (2008), when bodies leak outside the 

frame of prescriptive, or normative, narration. For example, leaders in twentieth-century 

eugenics presumed disability was unwanted, pathological, and something to overcome, 

improve upon, and eliminate, thereby ignoring and marginalizing the actual experiences 

of people living with difference, impairment, and/or disability (Douglas, Rice, & Siddiqui, 

2020). As ITL showed, eugenicists and euthenicists extended this master narrative of 

pathology onto other groups, including Indigenous, racialized, and poor people, and 

worked to frame and contain them as “the tragic victim, the overcoming hero, the sweet 

angel, the contaminant, the burden to society and family, the evil or obsessive avenger 

and, psychologically or morally warped by impairment” (Scully, 2008, p. 117). For 

scholars of story, such as Frank and Scully, and disability scholars Douglas and Rice 

(2020), this approach to narrative is dangerous because it forecloses a proliferation of 

stories (Frank 1995) and the tellers’ sense of self and moral agency because it creates 
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a disjuncture between the expectations established by master narratives and actual 

lived experience. 

ITL engaged with several ideas and practices of story that de-centre master 

narratives. The co-creative team worked to defy the conventional western spatially- and 

temporally-bounded cognitive ordering of the self. Such decentring through counter-

stories disrupts the consensus created by master narratives by suggesting other ways 

of being (Boivin, 2015). Drawing from disability studies scholars who are re-thinking 

narrative to include non-linguistic and affective forms of storytelling, as a way to re-

imagine what it means to be human (Douglas et al 2020; Kokanović & Stone, 2018), ITL 

enacted stories in multi-sensory, affective, text/non-text, non-linear, and multi-media 

ways. At times, ITL intentionally chose not to depend on text-based methods (such as 

information panels) to explain, or express, ideas and experience. Unexplained silence, 

in the context of eugenics, might indicate human deficit—a sign of less than normal 

capacity. Using silence as a contemplative and experiential tool worked to empower 

modes of expression that were de-valued by eugenicists. The exhibition also 

acknowledged the archival and narrative silences imposed on those who were targeted 

by colonial eugenics. These “narrative silences are not just a matter of being silent, but 

of being silenced” by socially embedded forces of power and dominance perpetuated 

within western modern discourses, that are often coercive (Kokanović & Stone 2018, 

23).  

Master Narrative  



 

11 

To understand the master narrative evident in the archival documents, we need 

to situate the University of Guelph’s founding colleges within the eugenics movement in 

Canada. Doing so requires looking at efforts of the Canadian state to achieve progress 

through increasing its control over land for settlement and resource extraction. The 

implementation of the Indian Act of 1876 is one such measure used to control, “civilize,” 

and assimilate First Peoples. Hence Canada’s narratives of progress are connected to 

colonial histories and legacies that served primarily propertied white settler, especially 

Anglo-Saxon, interests in shaping the future of the Canadian nation-state and justifying 

the maltreatment of First Peoples. While efforts to naturalize inequalities were already 

well underway, the state also mobilized scientific discourses of eugenics and euthenics 

in policies related to Indigenous peoples to rationalize land seizure and to signify 

progress (Bednasek and Godlewska, 2017). Before the emergence of what we now 

know as faulty scientific thinking aimed at naturalizing inequalities, Canadian eugenics 

and euthenics developed its ideas of human degeneracy and improvement from British 

eugenics, which focussed on socio-economic status, and US eugenics, which focussed 

on race-based theories of physical traits. Theories of feeble-mindedness, an umbrella 

term that included a wide range of subjective traits, emerged in the late nineteenth 

century in Canadian public health and education. Influenced by both European and 

American eugenicists, Dr. Helen MacMurchy was a recognized Ontario-based authority 

in feeble-mindedness research and her work impacted intelligence testing, education 

policy, and institutionalization (McLaren, 2014, pp. 37-40, 63, 180 n 65, 74). Canadian 

ideas of progress through human betterment thus became tethered to an ongoing 
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systemic disregard for Indigenous, Black, and other racialized peoples, as well as 

people experiencing poverty and people with disabilities.  

ITL displayed archival documents to show how educators in the early to mid-

twentieth century constructed an oppressive master narrative of human betterment and 

progress. To counter that history, ITL invited visitors to understand their own 

relationship to the narrative. The documents showed eugenics and euthenics were 

taught within the behavioral sciences and the larger field of home economics at 

Macdonald Institute for over 30 years, between 1914 and 1948. Among the leaders in 

the Canadian eugenics movement were eugenicists who were core faculty at the 

Macdonald Institute, Ontario Agricultural College, and other Ontario universities, and 

members of the Eugenics Society of Canada.1 A close reading of eugenics and 

euthenics course documents, including course outlines, a collection of eugenics slides, 

charts, and images, lecture notes, exams, student course work, and the Macdonald 

Institute eugenics reference library, showed four major features of the oppressive 

Canadian master narrative. ITL sought to counter each of these features: 1) narrow 

ideas of what it means to be human, which became increasingly narrow over time; 2) 

disembodied  accounts developed from tools and instruments that objectify and deny 

bodily experiences and led to Eurocentric value-laden methods of measuring human 

worth (as efficiency and productivity); 3) hierarchical control of knowledge, transferred 

 

1 Canadian eugenics leaders who guest lectured at Macdonald Institute included Dr. Madge Macklin and 

Dr. William Hutton (both co-founders of Eugenics Society of Canada), and Dr. Helen MacMurchy 

(Ontario’s Inspector of the Feebleminded from 1906 to 1919). 
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from the single expert to passive receivers; and 4) the dehumanizing construction of 

differences as less-than-human to combat the perceived threat of social decay resulting 

from wide-scale migration, industrialization, and urbanization (Snell, 2003). Racialized 

concerns about increasing numbers of “poor” and “feebleminded” were seen by 

eugenicists as a threat to the Canadian nation, which aspired towards a primarily white, 

Anglo-Saxon, Protestant, Northwestern European, non-disabled, middle-class status 

quo.  

This master narrative of progress took shape in relation to land use in southern 

Ontario and the City of Guelph, which is located on the ancestral homelands of the 

Anishinaabeg Nations, specifically the traditional territory of the Mississaugas of the 

Credit First Nation. Thus, the documents became an important source of understanding 

and acknowledgement of how the inherently Euro-centric human betterment narrative 

directly affected, and continues to affect, dispossession of land and life for local First 

Nations. 

The display of a locally specific Canadian race betterment narrative needed 

sensitivity as the harm of such narratives is still with us. The narrative developed 

through its early ties to different approaches to human betterment that emerged from 

the field of home economics or euthenics (terms once used interchangeably [Weigley, 

1974]) and that of eugenics. Both eugenic and euthenic approaches are evident in the 

following sources from the Macdonald Institute’s eugenics library. The sources provide 

examples of how these differing “solutions” to “problem” populations were presented to 

students as measures to increase human efficiency and productivity to purportedly 

improve life for some. In one source called “Eugenics,” Irving Fisher refers to people 
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with “Cretinism” as “loathsome objects” (1913, pp.14-15). “Cretinism,” now known as 

Congenital Iodine Deficiency Syndrome, is not a genetic disorder but the result of 

severe iodine deficiency. Eugenicists believed that so-called cretins needed to be 

eliminated through measures that prevented reproduction, such as sterilization and 

institutionalization. In contrast, in his 1906 address on the topic of Medical Sociology, 

Dr. Donly C. Hawley discusses heredity and environment as causes of delinquency and 

crime. Hawley’s speech shows he viewed euthenic interventions as far more powerful 

than eugenic interventions in reducing “delinquency.” He believed that successful 

reform involved removing children from environments of poverty and placing them in 

conditions where they could be educated and reformed (Donly, 1906). Such an idea 

informed Canadian policies that ensured assimilation of First Peoples through, for 

example, the residential school system (in effect until 1996), which forcibly transferred 

thousands of children away from their communities and into church-run institutions 

where they could be conditioned in white settler ways. Other policies of forced removal 

include what is now referred to as the “60s Scoop,” a term that removes the ongoing 

violence of the process. Not only is this euthenic “betterment” practice now understood 

to be traumatizing for children and parents in Canada and elsewhere—as a form of 

cultural genocide that targeted First Peoples—it is also part of the lived experience of 

many, including some members of the ITL project.  

Despite the differences between eugenics and euthenics approaches, 

Macdonald Institute students learned to place representations of difference into 

hierarchical categories through studies of the family and the conditions, attitudes, 

values, and behaviours affecting family life. The result was to impose a non-disabled, 
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white settler way of life while simultaneously destroying the lifeways of First Peoples, 

along with many others—a project deeply entwined with legacies of British colonialism 

and Canadian nation-building.  

The documents displayed in the ITL exhibition showed how, over time, 

Macdonald Institute’s human betterment courses, including core courses in eugenics, 

psychology, mothercraft, and child development, came to adopt extreme views on 

controlling reproduction—views that were to directly impact the lives of some ITL team 

members. By the 1930s, students learned about the elimination and segregation of 

those with “bad germ plasm,” who were called “unfit,” “defective,” “backward,” “feeble 

minded,” and “subnormal.” Eugenics educators constructed and then sought to 

advocate for control over what they perceived to be a threatening growth in the 

population of the so-called “feeble minded” (Figure 1).2  

 

2 Ontario Agricultural College. Department of Field Husbandry, Oswald Murray McConkey Papers, 

RE1OACA0066, Box 15B, Genetic Slides. Courtesy of Archives and Special Collections, University of 

Guelph. 
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Figure 1 Eugenics pedigree chart called “Epilepsy and Feeblemindedness. A 
Forced Marriage,” circa 1920s to 1930s. Courtesy of Archives and Special Collections, 

University of Guelph. 

This is evident in a 1934-1935 Eugenics exam by Macdonald Institute’s eugenics 

teacher from 1920 to 1938, Dr. O. M. McConkey.3 Providing Ontario statistics purporting 

that the “mentally defective” population was “increasing far faster than is the general 

population,” McConkey asked his students to respond to the following question: “What 

eugenical principals would you recommend to meet this population problem?”4 Built on 

value-laden assumptions, this exam question shows how eugenicists constructed a fear 

of social decay in relation to local, southern Ontario population control measures. 

Additional course materials help us to understand what the correct answer to the 

exam question would have been. The objective of educating students on the eugenic 

goal of controlling reproduction towards a narrow notion of Canadian as the non-

 

3 “McConkey Lecture Notes Genetics 1920-1938,” RE1OACA0066, Box 6. Courtesy of Archives and 

Special Collections, UG. 

4 Macdonald Institute Exams, RE1MACA0004 Box 3, Folder 1934-1935. 
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disabled, middle-class, and white settler was made most explicit by the display of a 

student penned essay from 1939 called “Improvement of the Human Race.”5 The text is 

quoted at length to show what one of the Institute’s exceptional students was learning:  

[…] Every individual must come to regard the germ plasm he carries as a sacred 

trust. If that germ plasm is defective, the conscience of that plasm should prompt 

him to restrain it. If that germ plasm is normal or above normal it becomes a duty 

to posterity to pass it on with foresight by the relation of a suitable mate. […] Now 

let us consider the restriction of undesirable germ plasm. This may be 

accomplished by the following means: control of immigration; more discriminating 

marriage laws; a quickened eugenic sentiment; sexual segregation of defectives; 

the adoption of such drastic measures as asexualization or sterilization. […] It is 

even more important to encourage the passing on of good germ plasm than to 

restrict the passing on of bad germ plasm. […] One possible way of doing this is 

by subsidizing the fit. A couple, if they measured up to certain standards of 

appearance, health and mentality, could be given a large wedding gift by the 

government and an additional grant of money for each child born. This idea was 

suggested in Germany for the development of a national type, the “Housen 

Blondes” but could be applied equally well in the development of a desirable 

Type.6 

 

5 Macdonald Institute Students (1937-1939: Ross), Folder: Eugenics, RE1 MAC A0184, Box 1. 

6 Ibid. 
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This passage demonstrates what Institute students learned of so-called “positive” 

and “negative” eugenic measures. Of note is this student’s idea of applying a Nazi 

breeding program to create a superior Aryan Race, referred to as “Housen Blondes,” to 

develop a desirable type in Canada.7 

Similarly, notions and measures of intelligence taught in Psychology at 

Macdonald Institute were equally dehumanizing in their language use and objectifying 

disregard for differently embodied experiences. Looking at a 1938-1939 Psychology 

course outline, lectures covered: “Experiments done on the relationship of heredity to 

intelligence and environment to intelligence;” “Measurement of Intelligence…first by 

Binet;” “Standardization of intelligence tests by Terman Scoring;” “Concept of mental 

age;” and “Mental Deficiency – Different Types.”8 While it appears that this course 

considered the role of environment in intelligence, its focus seems to be on heredity and 

intelligence, a major feature of the eugenics movement. For example, the Terman 

Scoring Test, an early intelligence classification system developed for assessing school 

children played an important role in the Ontario education system’s segregation 

practices (Ellis, 2019), and mental age theory espoused the idea that intelligence was 

fixed from birth. If the course outline informs us about what students were learning, its 

 

7 The archives do not reveal any additional information about the term “Housen Blondes.” The description 

provided by the student appears to describe the Nazi Lebansborn—a eugenic breeding program that was 

active at the time of this eugenics course. For more on the Lebensborn program, see Larry Thompson’s 

(1971) article “Lebensborn and the Eugenics Policy of the Reichsführer-SS” in Central European History, 

4(1), 54-77. 

8 Macdonald Institute Course Outlines, RE1MACA0022, Box 2, Folder 1938-1941, p. 232-233.  
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exam questions offer a more troubling picture of the value-laden ideas embedded in the 

course. For example, in a 1936-1937 exam, students were asked, “What is the most 

important cause of feeble-mindedness? Into what three classes can the feeble-minded 

be grouped, and what is the range of the I.Q. in each class?” and “Discuss the social 

problems connected with mental defectives.”9 While the courses in eugenics and 

psychology taught Institute students that heredity was the primary cause of feeble-

mindedness, we now know that measurements of intelligence mostly measure 

knowledge of white Euro-American culture and vastly underestimate the intelligence of 

those outside this group. As historian Karen Stote (2015) has noted, by 1928 white 

settlers were classifying First Nations Peoples of Ontario as mentally unfit due to the 

Euro-centric intelligence testing, including tests that Peter Sandiford, a self-proclaimed 

social Darwinist at University of Toronto, was conducting on First Nations children.  

Based on such measurements, students learned about the elimination of 

difference through sterilization. This is made evident through the following 1935-1936 

Eugenics exam question asking students to, “State your arguments for and against 

passing a law for the sterilization of the unfit in Ontario.”10 The preceding question 

provides a clue as to the correct response: “Give four important points which you 

learned from Dr. Macklin’s lecture.” The question tells us that Institute students attended 

a guest lecture by prominent Canadian eugenicist Dr. Madge Macklin, who was a strong 

supporter of sterilizing those deemed “unfit” and co-founder of the Eugenics Society of 

 

9 Macdonald Institute Exams, RE1MACA0004 Box 3, folder 1936-37. 

10 Macdonald Institute Exams, RE1MACA0004 Box 3, Folder 1935-1936. 
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Canada (McLaren, 2014, p.90). Students were also informed about sterilization by Dr. 

W.H. Hutton, Brantford’s Medical Officer of Health and founding President of the 

Eugenics Society of Canada, who guest lectured at the Institute in 1936. In the same 

year, Hutton made a proposal to Ontario mayors advocating the compulsory sterilization 

of all feeble-minded in institutions and the “voluntary” sterilization of feeble-minded 

outside institutions (1936). Hutton seems to have shared the position of the Ontario 

Department of Health, which in 1938 sanctioned sterilization operations under a few 

specific circumstances, namely for eugenic reasons to prevent the birth of so-called 

“defective” offspring, and for economic reasons where the parents could not afford to 

maintain additional children (Stote, 2015). Although Ontario never enacted sterilization 

legislation, this did not prevent the wide-spread eugenics practice. Unethical 

sterilizations were being performed in Ontario on those categorized as poor and 

“mentally unfit,” whereby over hundreds of sterilizations are said to have taken place, in 

part by Dr. Hutton, at A.R. Kaufman’s rubber plant in Kitchener, alongside other 

locations for decades (Stote, 2015; Kaufman, 1936; Lipovenko, 1980). Within a context 

of the eugenics movement, labelling First Peoples as mentally unfit also exposed them 

to coercive sterilization (Stote, 2015, pp. 54-57). 

Students learned about eugenic policies to control the reproductivity of 

Ontarians, and behavioral science methods for euthenic human betterment through 

family life in core curriculum called Mothercraft and Child Development. For example, in 

a 1938-1939 Mothercraft course outline, we can see how the content is intended to 

influence student values and attitudes about the behaviors of mother and child. Lectures 

covered the “moral development of the child,” “constructive discipline,” “general 
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principles in methods of punishment,” and “examples of problem cases with suggestions 

for treatment.” As an annually reoccurring assignment, Mothercraft and Child 

Development Study instructors asked students to observe a social welfare institution 

and report on their observations. Institutions visited by students included the Mothercraft 

Centre (a Toronto centre focused on rearing healthy babies), Mohawk Institute (a 

nearby residential school in Brantford, ON), School for Girls – Galt (a so-called training 

school, whereby young non-conforming women were supposedly rehabilitated, including 

through regimes of forced repetitive physical labour, such as cleaning, under the guise 

of occupational training), University Settlement (Toronto tenement housing), 

Preventorium Day Nursery, School for Blind, Orphanages, School for Deaf, and Mental 

Hospital Orillia (now referred to as Huronia Regional Centre).11 While the purposes of 

their observations are not fully evident within the archive itself, course assignments 

required students to observe the incarceration and segregation of those whom they 

simultaneously learned to assess/rank using various pseudo-scientific tools and 

instruments.  

The educational documents cited above not only took part in a master narrative 

in Ontario that constructed and sanctioned a very narrow range of ways to be valued as 

human, they expose direct links between what was being taught and the degrading 

experiences imposed on the lives of those in the ITL group and/or their families and 

loved ones. Using a selection of course documents, team members displayed artifacts 

 

11 Macdonald Institute Course Outlines, RE1MACA0022, Box 2, Folder 1938-1941, p.265. 
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and countered themes of this master narrative in the exhibition. Prior to their display, 

these documents became an important source for our creative and curatorial process 

that would construct knowledge differently.  

Elements of a Counter-Exhibition: Creating a 

Participatory Process 

The exhibition was uniquely shaped by the contributions of the six core members 

of the team and several key collaborators and partners, including Rice, Owen, and 

Hutton. But focus and primacy was given to the sensory, artistic, aesthetic, and activist 

aspects expressed through the lived experiences and activism of Elder Mona Stonefish 

(who is a Survivor of Mohawk Institute and Galt Training School for Girls) and Peter 

Park (who is a Survivor of Oxford Regional Centre). The other members of the team 

listened closely to Elder Stonefish and Park as they discussed their vision for the 

exhibition and what needed to be included. Importantly, they had strong views about the 

inclusion of both challenging content and safe spaces that celebrate life. The four 

additional core team members supported their visions: Dolleen Manning contributed her 

aesthetic, conceptual, and decolonizing knowledge, Evadne Kelly contributed her 

knowledge of eugenics/euthenics archives and understandings about how to 

contextualize and counter such human betterment ideas and practices, Seika Boye 

contributed her knowledge of oral histories and archival and curatorial silences around 

Black moving bodies and how to expose and counter such silences, and Sky Stonefish 

contributed ongoing documentation of process and her knowledge of relationship 

building to foster safe creative space.  
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The principles that guided our process of engagement and counter-story were a 

response to the damaging theories, methods, and effects of Euro-colonialism and 

ableist eugenics in the academy. These were revealed in the archives and in uneven 

ways, in life experiences of members of the co-curation team, and a close study of the 

guiding principles and practices of recent social justice solidarity projects. While 

solidarity is often established between allies fighting a common enemy, in the case of 

Indigenous and non-Indigenous, as well as disabled and non-disabled alliances, self-

declared allyship or allyship “light” is part of the problem. For Cree scholar Willie 

Ermine, such ethical space will not work if non-Indigenous people engage in ways that 

perpetuate colonial desires: imagined affinities, mythical connections, and/or romantic 

fascinations (Ermine, 2007). Instead, they need to account for their positionality in 

relation to treaties, land, First Peoples and their territories and jurisdictions, and the 

histories and legacies of colonization and resistance to it (Ermine, 2007). Recognizing 

the dangers of romantic ideas of working together and that what emerges between 

bodies can just as easily affirm uneven power, our process needed to create conditions 

for people to enter and leave feeling whole, without slipping into colonial and eugenic 

modes of assimilating, imposing, segregating, exoticizing, and eliminating difference. 

To proceed from an awareness of oppressive western knowledge and social 

systems, the ITL co-curators needed to collectively develop our own approach to ethical 

engagement across uneven terrains of power. Following Ermine and the decolonizing 

pedagogy work of Gaztambide- Fernández, ITL required a process that allowed us to 

enter solidarity relations that hinge on differences and insist on relationships that 

acknowledge inequities in our practices and the ways we work together (Gaztambide- 
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Fernández, 2012). Another source of building our own practice of ethical engagement 

across differences came from the BIT Guiding Principles that invite leading with 

difference. To practice leading with difference, BIT “partner[s], collaborate[s] with, and 

follow[s] the leadership/guidance of disabled, d/Deaf, Mad, fat, again and otherwise 

non-normatively embodied academics/researchers as well as Indigenous 

academics/researchers” (Rice, et al, 2018b, p.4). BIT works to enact radical reciprocity, 

which is “based on the belief that researchers, collaborators and participating 

communities each have a stake in the research, and that research should be mutually 

beneficial” (Ibid). In addition, the guiding principles manifest accessibility through an 

“iterative, evolving, or ‘open’ accessibility standard” in ways that centre its intersectional 

communities (p.7) and work in decolonizing and intersectional ways, such as 

acknowledging the land and First Peoples “within the larger context of genuine and 

ongoing work to forge real understanding, and to challenge the legacies of colonialism” 

(Rice, et al, 2018b, p.11).  

Close attention describes an important part of our approach to the creative 

process and the receptive responses from visitors we hoped to illicit. Our process and 

what we created had the potential to build relations or create obstacles to relations. It all 

depended on how we paid attention and chose to engage. Such paying attention is 

described by Stó:lō writer and activist, Lee Maracle, as an emotional, spiritual, and 

physical act, a synesthesia, a cross-sensory perception that involves direct and indirect 

speech, non-verbal sounds, and haptic engagement, whereby the viewer/listener’s body 

is connected to the dynamics of listening (Maracle, 2015). It is also a generative act 

(Carter, 2015; Robinson, 2017) a relational process (Carter, 2015; Recollet, 2015; 

https://vimeo.com/338009901
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Mumford, 2016) and a site for governance (Robinson, 2017; TallBear, 2014). Our 

process and resulting exhibition hinged on listeners’ (especially white, non-disabled, 

settler) openness to change in terms of positionality and world view. 

From these guiding sources of inspiration and knowledge, Kelly facilitated the 

development of a collaborators’ agreement for our curatorial working sessions built on 

an activist understanding of solidarity as living relationship, close attention, 

decolonization, and on a close study of arts-focused, intersectional, transdisciplinary, 

and collaborative research models that have animated and unsettled colonial and 

eugenic histories and legacies. Each co-curator responded to the following three 

questions: What do I need to enter and leave this co-creation process feeling whole? 

What do I need to feel comfortable collaborating and participating fully with others? And, 

how do we deal with conflict? Together we determined our objectives that addressed 

and amplified our unique priorities and perspectives and put them into practice as part 

of our process.   

Process and Access Oriented Curation 

One of the key intentions of ITL was to make difficult content accessible to 

individuals, otherwise excluded from access, in ways that did not reproduce oppression. 

Thus, our creative and participatory process of working together, itself intended to 

counter oppressive colonial eugenic ideas and practices, was reflected in and animated 

by the exhibition as it informed our choices about how to exhibit difficult knowledge. But 

our approach to accessibility and participation also developed from several additional 

sources. These included the BIT Vital Practices guide (Chandler, at al, 2020 
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https://bodiesintranslation.ca/vital-practices-in-the-arts/), The Smithsonian Institution’s 

Accessible Exhibition Design Guidelines (Accessible-Exhibition-Design.pdf, 2020), and 

several accessibility workshops mounted as part of the 2019 Peripheral Visions 

Speaker Series (Mary Bunch, PI) that featured presentations by Blind and partially 

sighted artist-scholars including Georgina Kleege and Hannah Thompson. Based on 

these sources, we explored accessibility, not as just a checklist, but an aesthetic 

practice. We used artistic and interpretive ways of communicating the central ideas of 

the exhibition through multiple sensory channels. And Potawatomi-Lenape scholar 

Susan Dion’s story-based research program inspired an engagement with decolonizing 

access to storytelling (Dion & Salamanca, 2018; Rice, et al 2020; Rice et al, 

forthcoming). With these sources, and the life experiences and knowledge of the co-

curators, as guides, we approached the exhibition with the following four orientations 

toward creative, accessible story and counter-story. 

1) Inviting a proliferation of stories by sharing our positionality and relationality as 

a team, while maintaining privacy: ITL set out to invite a proliferation of stories to disrupt 

narrow notions of embodiment and what it means to be human. A key orientation 

involved sharing our personal stake in the project, which for us meant building on our 

own unique experiences and/or knowledge of race betterment ideas and practices, 

including how they intersect with colonialism and ableism, to expose these forms of 

violence.  

To achieve this, we introduced ourselves in our exhibition narrative by sharing 

our different positionalities and relationality as a team and our motivations for co-

curating the exhibition so that visitors could understand how we are all unevenly 
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implicated in and impacted by colonialism and eugenics. But because race betterment 

has had wide reaching tendrils with uneven effects, the ways in which we positioned 

ourselves had the potential to flatten and/or exacerbate the unevenness of our unique 

experiences. Elder Stonefish articulated a concern with the term “Indigenous” for the 

ways it flattens experiences. There is “not a pan-Indigenous civilization but nation 

particulars that together share similarities” (Battiste, 2017, p.7). We were specific 

whenever possible, but there were also times when generalizing made it possible to 

summarize a wider legacy of oppression and to make larger arguments for decolonizing 

education. Similarly, there were different perspectives on disability as an identifier. Our 

exhibition narrative used the term “disabled” person rather than “person with a disability” 

to align with current disability scholarship, where “[d]isability is not considered a 

condition of individuals as is implied by the phrase ‘with disabilities’ but rather 

something experienced as a result of prejudice, discrimination and social exclusion” 

(Gray et al., 2019).  

While all those involved in ITL work to counter regulating pressures that conceal 

and suppress difference, for some “people first” language was paramount to counter 

dehumanizing treatment. Herein lied another difference—while everyone wanted to 

enact change for more just futures, some were keen to let differences disrupt 

prescriptive norms and others with long-term experiences of dehumanization advocated 

for “normal” living. This is, as Goodley and Runswick-Cole have put it “desiring the 

normal, embracing the non-normative” (2016, p. X). Or as Rice and Mündel understand 

it, “a problematic of how to materialize ‘access’ and ‘inclusion’ beyond the hyper-

individualizing discourses of [contemporary settler colonial] neoliberalism without 
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erasing the specificities of differentially-lived experiences” (2019, 120). To honour the 

people’s differing needs, interests, and preferences, we intentionally used people-first 

language in certain areas of the exhibition and disability identity language in other 

areas.  

Within our group of co-curators and collaborators, uneven experiences of power 

needed attunement. This became evident during our creative working sessions. While 

we did not experience divisions based on artistry and activism, as we all identify our art 

work as activist art, early on an unevenness began to form along the lines of those who 

primarily work in and answer to academia, who, for example, continued to slip into the 

use of jargon and those who primarily work in and answer to communities targeted with 

oppression, who continued to press for plain and clear language. Jargon was 

increasingly recognized for its reproduction of hierarchical notions of entitlement and 

exclusion based on ableist and Euro-centric notions of intelligence. To combat this, we 

developed a glossary of terms such as eugenics in plain language. We included the 

glossary in the exhibition’s Access Guide alongside images with image description for e-

readers to outline what people could expect when they came in terms of access to 

amenities and the exhibition. In addition, Park’s plain language activism was included in 

the exhibition with the display of “stop light” cards, created by Respecting Rights. The 

red card says “Stop. Please use plain language.” The yellow card says “Please slow 

down.” And, the green card says “Your pace is just fine. Please continue!” We 

presented the cards as gifts for visitors to take away to extend the goal of educating 

people about the importance of accessible plain language. In addition, “stop light” cards 

were used during tours and at public events to remind speakers to use plain language. 
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This was a valuable form of participation and plain language activism and some visiting 

instructors have since reported adopting for general classroom use. 

There were specific concerns about repeating uneven power between white 

settler and Anishinaabe relations within our group. How, for example, could we avoid 

the “taking” of Indigenous knowledge for settler gains, especially as many ideas were 

shared, exchanged, overlapping, and enfolding around the visions of Elder Stonefish 

and Park? Privilege was checked by naming our team members in order of age and life 

experience. This was an early intervention proposed by Manning, and it was adopted 

immediately without question due to our shared belief that seeking personal benefit was 

antithetical to the goals of the project and the personal beliefs and values of members of 

the group. This intervention has also led to important conversations about authorship 

and acknowledgement in relation to publications flowing from the project. The ethics 

of authorship on subsequent knowledge mobilization activities flowing from ITL have 

involved many considerations. Aware of the ways in which Indigenous peoples have 

been denied authorship of their own knowledge (Castleden et al., 2010), as well as 

the guiding principle “nothing about us without us” that is often articulated in disability 

rights movements (Charlton, 1998), we agreed upon a statement that always 

acknowledges the collective efforts of the curators and partners. But there are also 

situations that require additional layers of acknowledgement. While the core curators 

will always be acknowledged for their role in creating ITL, it would be unethical, for 

example, to impose or assume authorship in subsequent knowledge mobilization 

activities, creating a false impression of whose ideas are represented. Thus, this 

article acknowledges all the curators and creators of the ITL exhibition, while also 
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distinguishing those who played a role in the development of this article. Authorial 

contributions were through discussion and email following the exhibition and explicitly in 

relation to this article as well as through direct writing and editing contributions.12 For 

this article, authors are initially listed in a sequence that recognizes their writing and 

administrative labour, including checking in with other authors and fact checking. The 

authors listed last played a significant role in guiding the article development and the 

larger ITL project. The decision to attribute authorship in this way was discussed and 

agreed upon by the authors. 

2. Creating a safe(r) space to celebrate life: We created a safe(r), intimate space 

that acknowledges the exhibition was located on the ancestral homelands of the 

Anishinaabeg Nations, specifically the traditional territory of the Mississaugas of the 

Credit First Nation. To honour and respect the Original Peoples, the Anishinaabeg, and 

the Three Fires Confederacy between the Ojibwe, Adawa (Ottawa), and Potawatomi, 

Elder Mona Stonefish included an audio recording of an Anishinaabe prayer at the start 

of the exhibition to express to everyone that there would be a safe(r) celebration of life 

as visitors entered and as exited the exhibition. According to one visitor who self-

identifies as Mississauga, Ojibwe of the Aanishinaabek Nation from New Credit First 

Nation, though she found it very difficult to enter the museum due to its past role in 

dispossessing First Nations peoples of their land by bolstering settler colonial 

narratives, Elder Stonefish’s prayer made the space feel safer for her to enter.  

 

12 All authors contributed to this article through discussions and email exchanges. Elder Mona Stonefish, 

Rice, and Owen also contributed directly to the writing.  
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Elder Stonefish’s prayer that began and ended the exhibition experience counter-

storied narrow narratives of what it means to be human. Her prayer was spoken in 

Anishinaabemowin and not translated to English, a practice also embraced in our 

creation process. Prioritizing Anishinaabemowin demonstrated to non-Indigenous 

visitors that being human does not rely upon western modes of understanding. As Dylan 

Robinson’s (Stó:lo) work on artists’ refusal to translate Indigenous artistic works into 

English has shown, this is not only an effective exercise in self-determination, it also 

forces non-Indigenous settlers to perceive the work in relation to location (Robinson, 

2017). According to Robinson, such works do not offer to teach; instead, they demand 

action from the public to learn and, in so doing, re-learn obligations of mutual care and 

to move forward together in a good way.  

3. Providing themes and frameworks in accessible multi-sensory, multi-media 

formats: ITL explored how experiences that exceed linguistic representation might break 

dominant narratives and enact a celebration of life. This was achieved through 

accessible methods for multi-sensory storytelling. Through multiple points of access 

visitors could find pathways through the exhibit that were not necessarily familiar. In this 

way, the exhibition added to the work already underway of building “a new vocabulary 

and methodology in curating disability and access” (Cachia, 2013, p.2).  

Content was presented, with sensitivity towards not marginalizing visitors through 

their access needs and preferences. Sound required a multi-pronged approach to an 

aesthetic of accessibility. Some sources of audio were intentionally omnipresent and 

looping in the exhibition as a celebration of life, including Elder Stonefish’s prayer, and 

as a choice to foster pathways for Blind and partially sighted visitors. This choice 
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ensured experiences were not siloed, that visual sources did not predominate, and that 

the exhibition activated visitors’ bodies to create an embodied space of experiential 

learning. Other sounds were only available through headphones. The installation, 

“Eugenics in the Home,” for example, showed how eugenics was disseminated through 

popular news and radio media to reach people in their homes and in other learning 

spaces (Figure 2). Visitors could listen to the radio addresses in the installation as a 

non-visual source for understanding the eugenics ideas Ontarians were being subjected 

to.  

 

Figure 2 “Eugenics in the Home.” Into the Light: Eugenics and Education in 
Southern Ontario, September 14 to March 1, 2020, Guelph Civic Museum, Guelph, ON. 

Photo by Evadne Kelly. 

 

In this installation, as in others within the exhibition, Manning conceptualized 

ways to allow visitors to have embodied sensory experiences. Here visitors could sit on 

comfortable, middle-class, early twentieth-century chairs and select and listen to one of 

eight 1938 Eugenics Society of Canada radio addresses called The Future of the 
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Race.13 Because the addresses were full of ableist and racist language and ideas, the 

co-curators chose to make the addresses available through headphones as opposed to 

playing them aloud, thus giving visitors the choice to listen or not listen.  

In her ongoing documentation of ITL’s process and outcome, Sky Stonefish’s 

photography also exceeded linguistic representation and enacted a celebration of life 

(Figure 3). Stonefish’s pro-social engagement with the world through her photography 

created the liminal spaces of possibility where non-Indigenous members of the ITL team 

could begin to encounter the cracks, fissures, and inconsistencies in western knowledge 

and social systems (Ermine, 2007). Her practice enables settlers to glimpse their/our 

colonizing mindsets and practices that refuse “to honor the rights of other human 

communities” (Ermine, 2007, p. 200). 

 

13 The addresses were written by leaders in Anthropology, Political Economy, Medicine, Law, and 

Governance, for example, Dr. H.A. Bruce, who was Lieutenant-Governor of Ontario and Dr. W. L. Hutton, 

who was Medical Officer of Brantford, Ontario. Eugenics Society of Canada radio addresses courtesy of 

Special Collections & Archives, University of Waterloo Library. Parents’ Information Bureau fonds. 

GA_172_4_52b. The radio addresses were audio reproductions of the original text versions, read by 

voice actors.  
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Figure 3 Into the Light exhibition co-curator, Sky Stonefish, using photos to 
document process. 

The master narrative, full of profoundly hurtful and objectifying ideas and 

practices, was countered as it was presented in olfactory forms. For example, Elder 

Stonefish included rotten potatoes in the exhibition to evoke the dehumanizing feeling of 

being denied comfort and nutrition in Indian Residential Schools (Figure 4). Quoting 

Elder Stonefish,  

We were all really small children working in the kitchen. We could barely pick up 

those big bags of potatoes… it took two or three of us working together. We only 

weighed forty or fifty pounds ourselves. I remember one time we were forced to 

eat rotten potatoes. You know how terrible a rotten potato smells right? Well they 

made us cook rotten potatoes and put peanut butter in it to mask the smell. If we 

did not eat we were beaten and not given food for the next while.  
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By including the rotten potatoes, Elder Stonefish created space for visitors to 

engage with the power of the exhibit and experience uncomfortable feelings and 

sensations as part of their learning, an important response to the Truth and 

Reconciliation Commission of Canada’s call to educate “minds and hearts” about the 

history and legacy of residential schools (2015, p. 234). 

 

Figure 4 “Cell of Marginalized Knowledge: Rotten Potatoes.” Into the Light: 
Eugenics and Education in Southern Ontario, September 14 to March 1, 2020, Guelph 

Civic Museum, Guelph, ON. Photo by Evadne Kelly. 

4. Covering the exhibition with a celebration of life, difference, decolonization, 

resurgence, and resistance, and creating space for discomfort as a form of learning: 

Another element of ITL involved the challenges of excavating and countering eugenics 

in the archive through multiple forms of evidence and access. We created spaces for 

discomfort as a form of learning. Amidst evidence of hurtful and exclusionary ideas, we 

covered the exhibition with discourses that celebrate difference, decolonization, 

resurgence, and resistance. 
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As we imagined our audience to be comprised of those who were implicated in 

as well as impacted by this history, we wanted to provide evidence in multiple forms. 

The process of gathering evidence of eugenics in education sometimes required relying 

on the very archival tools used to perpetuate elite and oppressive knowledge, such as 

provenance, that combines notions of origins with ownership. Archival provenance, 

often used to control access and assert value (Siegel, 2018), is deeply problematic as 

forms of “expert” knowledge and evidence are privileged over the knowledge of those 

who are marginalized by such systems of power. But, even more importantly, we 

wanted to make once inaccessible documents accessible to those most impacted by 

eugenics. We wanted to counter-story the ownership and control of these documents by 

asserting the rights of marginalized populations to own, give voice to, and have control 

over the documents about which they are the subject (Gilliland & McKemmish, 2014). 

This required thinking through multiple forms of access. To counter the history of siloed 

knowledge, content was made available through multiple forms of access, such as 

through visual representation, an audio guide, created by Re•Vision Postdoctoral Fellow 

Ash McAskill, and full transcriptions of some key texts by University of Guelph’s Library 

Accessibility Services, which were made available on iPads.   

ITL also counter-storied what the archive “knew”—the ways in which knowledge 

has been constructed to support an exclusionary master narrative. In searching for 

eugenics at several archives in southern Ontario, Kelly often found that keyword 

searches did not work, leading the co-curators to wonder if histories of eugenics were 

intentionally being hidden to perpetuate white, able-bodied, settler dominance in 

Canada. The elisions and invisibilities written into the archive shows how word 
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taxonomies and finding aids are instruments of sustaining hegemonic power and 

removing evidence of wrongdoing that might undermine that power and authority. 

 

Figure 5 “Exposing Eugenics to Light.” Into the Light: Eugenics and Education in 
Southern Ontario, September 14 to March 1, 2020, Guelph Civic Museum, Guelph, ON. 

Photo by Evadne Kelly. 

In addition, while knowledge construction in the behavioural sciences and 

betterment discourses has tended to make people objects of study, we displayed an 

archive of betterment discourses (Figure 5). Here the archive, which often operates to 

celebrate the success narrative of institutions, became the object of study (Taylor, 2003; 

Stoler, 2009; Cvetkovich, 2003; Chew, Lord, Marchessault, 2018). Kelly and Boye 

included archival documents in ways that would counter-story oppressive knowledge 

production methods that objectify people and elite knowledge construction. ITL 

produced a counter-archive or “anarchive,” which “produces new articulations of the 

archive” (Chew et al., 2018, p.5) that, in our case, was intended to expose a colonial 

eugenic master narrative. The silences exposed in the eugenics archive were intended 

to eradicate the voices of Indigenous, disabled, poor, and racialized peoples from the 

construction of knowledge while simultaneously making them visible as objects of 

shame with the goal to eliminate or diminish. Similarly, museums have often used 
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display cases to exoticize, contain, and control difference. Boye devised such display 

cases in the installation to turn a critical gaze on eugenics. 

ITL prioritized lived experience through the creative, multi-sensory, material, and 

activist expressions of those targeted by eugenics to invite accessible embodied 

engagement and knowledge transfer. To avoid treating personal stories as objects for 

display in a museum, we maintained the privacy of our lives in relation to dehumanizing 

treatment, except where members of the group explicitly wanted their survival story to 

be heard as part of their activism. We fostered a space that represented co-existing 

differences in how individuals wanted their stories told and understood. For example, 

the violent effects of colonialism and eugenics were made palpable by two large stacks 

of food sacks. The food sacks showed how home economics was connected to 

eugenics and agriculture, which shared an interest in selective breeding. Flour sacks 

revealed the forced domestic and agricultural labour imposed on those who were 

placed, oftentimes violently, in residential institutions for people labelled with disabilities, 

such as the Oxford Regional Centre in Woodstock, and residential “rehabilitation” and 

“training” institutions (which in practice were carceral), such as The Training School for 

Girls in Galt. Those detained were forced to do kitchen, laundry, and farm work, and 

other tasks requiring repetitive, manual labour for hours every day, such as floor 

washing and hauling the 100-pound flour and potato sacks replicated in the display. 

Potato sacks showed the strong links between eugenics, colonialism, and assimilation. 

Canada’s federal policy of assimilation shared with eugenics the goal of “disappearing” 

a group. At the Indian Residential School called the Mohawk Institute— survivors call it 

the “Mush Hole”—small children were deprived of sleep and food and yet forced to do 
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domestic work involving heavy lifting and preparing rotten food to feed themselves and 

other children. Influenced by racism, eugenics, and colonial possession of First Nations 

land, assimilationist policies systematically imposed debility, trauma, and heightened 

inequities onto First Peoples.  

To make the food sacks evoke differing stories of institutional experience, 

Manning conceptualized two sack logos that drew from historical images to connect the 

histories and practices of colonial eugenics to Guelph. The flour sack logo developed 

from an image located by Kelly of a 1932 eugenics conference. For the second stack, 

Manning found a stereotypical image of a “Red Indian Head” when looking at images of 

1930s vintage potato sacks. The image speaks to Canada’s desire to dominate, 

diminish, and eliminate First Peoples with the goal of gaining access to their land and 

resources. Once conceptualized, theatre scholar-creator Aaron Kelly designed the logos 

as stamps and Evadne Kelly subsequently stamped each sack. Through the hand 

stamping of the sacks, despite the initial appearance of sameness, differences in the 

inked image and the labour to make each one by hand subverted the conformity to 

sameness and notions of efficiency that eugenics aimed to produce.  

It was important for those in the group who experienced institutionalization to 

show that eugenic efforts to strip people of their identities were unsuccessful. To 

highlight this, Manning conceptualized an intense light streaming through the sacks. 

Light broke through the sacks and interrupted the eugenic aim of containing and 

eliminating those who have defied the interests of power (Figures 6 and 7). This 

represents another impactful element in the creation of the counter exhibition.  
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Figure 6 “Flour Sacks.” Into the Light: Eugenics and Education in Southern 
Ontario, September 14 to March 1, 2020, Guelph Civic Museum, Guelph, ON. Photo by 

Evadne Kelly. 

 

Figure 7 “Potato Sacks.” Into the Light: Eugenics and Education in Southern 
Ontario, September 14 to March 1, 2020, Guelph Civic Museum, Guelph, ON. Photo by 
Evadne Kelly 

Information on Ontario’s history of eugenics as practiced in institutions is scarce. 

Histories of abuse have been buried and even destroyed. The installation called “Cell of 

Marginalized Knowledge” reveals the abuse that occurred at Ontario institutions and the 

stories of those who experienced it. Park included his drawing, titled D-Ward: 

Dehumanization Then, Advocacy Now, which was made visible as a projection through 

a small opening in what was designed to look like a cell door (Figure 8). Park created 
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the original drawing, which was also included in the installation, based on his 

experiences and desires to communicate them in non-verbal ways (Hutton et al., 2017). 

The “Cell” tells the story of aggressive and oppressive eugenics practices, showing 

practices of confinement and regulation that take place behind closed doors.  

 

Figure 8 “The Cell of Marginalized Knowledge.” Into the Light: Eugenics and 
Education in Southern Ontario, September 14 to March 1, 2020, Guelph Civic Museum, 

Guelph, ON. Photo by Evadne Kelly. 

Knowledge of eugenics has been marginalized. Treated as insignificant or 

peripheral, it has also been removed from sites of knowledge production. Yet, 

marginalized knowledge has become a powerful tool for activism and self-advocacy. In 

the “Cell” installation, activism is animated through light, shadow, and sound, which 

Park and Manning identified early on as symbolic and aesthetic measures to expose 
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and counter eugenic goals. Despite Park’s representation of experience behind a cell 

door, the light and sound are not contained by the door and spill into the space. Here 

Park’s marginalized knowledge is acknowledged and celebrated through an audio loop 

of his song “Eternal Dreamer,”14 with lyrics that say, “[…] Anything that’s negative, I 

want to change that to a positive. […] With dreaming, there’s hope. […] Dignity. 

Respect. Inclusion.” 

The team prioritized Park’s activism with the inclusion of his story of the 

experiences that lead him to co-found People First Ontario and Respecting Rights, a 

project of ARCH Disability Law Centre. Both activist groups are led by and focus on 

rights for people labelled with intellectual disabilities who work in collaboration with 

lawyers and advocacy staff. Members of Respecting Rights created the two videos on 

display in the exhibition to show that people with disabilities have the right to participate 

equally. The videos are bright, upbeat, and colourful, with vibrant sounds and voices 

that speak out against oppressive systems and experiences and counter the idea that 

eugenics was just a thing of the past.   

Conclusion 

The ITL exhibition had close to 15K visitors/learners over the course of its six-

month display (in a small city of only 135K citizens) and was acknowledged with the 

Lieutenant-Governor’s Ontario Heritage Award for Conservation Excellence. The 

 

14 Park, Peter, Sue Hutton, Scott MacGregor-Moore, Heiki Sillaste. “Eternal Dreamer.” Produced by Chris 

Perry, featuring Peter Park. From the album “Walk on Fire” by Indarra, 2018. 
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exhibition process required a close listening, trust, and sensitivities to a range of ethical 

approaches: supporting a politics of autonomy and rights alongside embodied 

relationality and autonomous relationality with supported decision making; the use of 

text and non-text tools for communication and creation; tracking the development of 

ideas to ensure knowledge was attributed as coming from separate voices so that what 

was shared did not get “subsumed within a western research paradigm” (Georgeson & 

Hallenbeck, 2018, p. 3); opportunities to express discomfort, disagreement, and 

dialogue; acknowledging obligations towards community, family, and making an income 

that superseded exhibition processes; and extending time and deadlines around every 

aspect of the project’s process, all of which were needed for each one of us to feel 

whole throughout the process.  

The various installations within the ITL exhibition used counter-story in layered 

methods to construct knowledge in more just ways. A tension regarding what 

constitutes evidence is at the heart of such counter-storying. Archival research 

materials, for example, were included to expose a hidden history of oppression. The 

display of the archive provided strong evidence of the cruel and inhumane ways in 

which academics, researchers, professionals, workers, mothers, and citizens were 

being trained to see and understand embodied and embedded difference. In response, 

ITL used counter-story methods that embraced a practice of questioning, listening, and 

uncertainty, to not only put an end to legacies of colonial and eugenic violence but also 

to invite a proliferation of stories. This requires an ongoing orientation towards thinking 

through how access is uniquely fostered depending on context and the circumstances 

of those involved. As noted by Boye, although “plain language was a cornerstone of our 
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process, it continues to be a challenge to translate that into peer-reviewed academic 

work. It is a barrier in many ways, but one that writing about ITL can make an 

intervention in through open consideration.”15 The co-curators, scholars and others 

involved in ITL have made a commitment that academic writings flowing from it would 

be translated into plain language, including this article. 

To extend the impact of the counter exhibition, BIT funded the creation of an ITL 

documentary. The motivation for the documentary was to document the process, extend 

the exhibition beyond its temporal and geographic limits, and provide digital access to 

those who could not attend in person in its slated time slot. The documentary creates 

access in an alternative format that might be more comfortable for those with sensory 

sensitivities and other disabilities. And, it provides another mode of storytelling that 

gives greater insight into the exhibition by exploring the curatorial decisions made and 

why. The creation of a durable version of ITL in multiple formats (ASL, AD, Plain 

Language) that can live beyond an ephemeral exhibition does not undo the archival 

absences and violences but it does aid in asserting the active presence of survivors in a 

lasting counter record that cannot easily be erased. The ITL process, and the resulting 

counter-exhibition, in all of its extended forms, has implications for thinking about how to 

go about co-curating a project that supports a creative process of building solidarity, 

grounded in difference, between those who are unevenly implicated in and impacted by 

colonialism and eugenics.  

 

15 Boye, S. (Apr. 26, 2020). E-mail correspondence with E. Kelly.  
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