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Representation/De-stigmatization:
Museum Exhibitions on Mental Illness

Chia-Li Chen*

Abstract

With the deinstitutionalization of mental health care in the 1990s, more and more mental
health care institutions have closed down in the UK and Australia. The archives and artifacts
of these institutions have formed the collections and exhibition materials of museums to facili-
tate the general public’s understanding of mental illness and its treatment. In Taiwan, social
welfare organizations have organized exhibitions to tackle the social prejudice and stigma of
mental illness. How do museums represent mental illness through exhibitions? What are the
ethical issues, narratives and meanings of these exhibitions? How do museums challenge the
social stigma and prejudice of mental illness? These are the issues that are explored in this
paper.

Through literature review and case studies, the aims of this study are to investigate
the causes of stigma of mental illness and explore how it is represented in museums. Five
exhibitions in Taiwan, the UK and Australia were chosen as case studies to represent three
different exhibition models. The “Melbourne Story” and the “Woking Story” represent mental
illness from the perspective of the development of a city, while the Bethlehem Royal Hospital
Archives and Museum and the Cih Fang Care Center in Taiwan display the artworks and high-
light the creativity of people with mental illness. Lastly, the Mind Gallery of the Melbourne
Museum applies scientific discourse as the main narrative, which is interwoven with artistic
exhibits. Through interviews and exhibition analysis, the concepts, strategies, ethical issues,
purposes and intended effects of these exhibitions are elucidated. Finally, practical suggestions

for museums organizing exhibitions on topics related to mental illness are provided.

Keywords: exhibiting mental illness, museums and de-stigmatization, museums and the

disabled, exhibition ethics
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