Editorial for Special Issue: Learning Difficulties: Histories and Cultures

Reasons: why this special issue - Owen??
In conceiving this special issue, we wanted to foreground aspects of history and culture that have often been overlooked. Learning disability (or difficulties; the terms are often used interchangeably) has long been the poor relation, neglected in the earlier conceptualisations of the social model of disability and later in the return (, in disability studies), to greater attention on impairment effects.  Likewise, until the late 20th century, learning disability history research was limited to accounts from sociologists, historians, and the ‘controlling professions’ (Mitchell & Snyder): doctors, psychologists and psychiatrists, educators and agents of mental health services. This means that learning disability histories and learning-disabled people have been excluded from discourses of history and culture. They have not been able to contribute to these discourses, or where they have those contributions have not been recognised. Learning disability and learning-disabled people are frequently under-represented or simply missing from the historical record; people with learning disabilities are thus excluded from their own histories and heritage. This has made people labelled with learning difficulties almost invisible from general society. Where representations do exist, they are often skewed by the label and tropes of learning difficulties, towards ideations of problems and deficits. Disabled people tend not to be the ones writing the histories; their insider knowledges are excluded from society’s historical and cultural imaginary.  There is no shortage of research into histories of learning disability but learning-disabled people have generally been excluded from being active researchers investigating their own histories, culture and heritage. There is also relatively little research which has learning disability as its driving subject rather than its object (Goodley et al). Learning-disabled people are also often excluded from being active researchers investigating their own histories, culture and heritage. This has made people labelled with learning difficulties almost invisible to general society. In short, there is no shortage of research into histories of disability or into learning disability, but there is relatively little which has learning disability as its driving subject rather than its object (Goodley et al). 
More recently, input from a broad range of disciplines has helped to challenge the assumed truths generated about learning disability generated by medics, scientists, and medical historians, and.  Llearning disability has also emerged as a field of inquiry in its own right within disability studies. This . And the field of disability studies has enjoyed some success in challenging, and offering alternatives to, more traditional and exclusionary research methodologies and methods of knowledge production. This in turn has helped begin to illuminate the subjugated knowledges disabled people possess (Bê; Johnson & McRuer). The overall objective of this special issue is to make a significant contribution to this growing field of interdisciplinary and emancipatory research about learning disability. We are, therefore, delighted to present a collection of papers offering a combination of methodological creativity, analytical and epistemological insight, and, we think, papers that help us move towards a more radical conceptualisations of participation, valued knowledges, and equality.
The papers in this special issue are by people who live with the label of learning difficulties/disability and people who live without that label but whose work or lives are in connection with people with learning difficulties. They engage with the cultural presentation and representation of people with learning difficulties and are drawn from a range of contexts that include theatre spaces, exhibitions and arts and community-based projects. There are also reflections on written accounts, media and social media representations found in general public and academic spheres. 

What the manuscripts revealed through context, form, and function,
Whilst these papers inevitably and necessarily touch on the regrettable history and continued disavowal and denigration of people labelled with learning disabilities, one of the things that is striking about reading them is the underlying optimism and belief in the potential for positive change. Indeed, in several cases examples of actual change – what we might call impact – are documented. This includes both changes in the capacity spaces for learning-disabled people to engage in, and contribute to, culture and history; and in public and professional responses to learning-disabled people, their narratives, and the cultural artefacts they create. The papers evidence creativity and innovation in methodology, lively and insightful critique, and welcome moves to reach out into the wider world, beyond the confines of the somewhata more insular learning disability community. As such, they can be read as troubling the insider/outsider, abled/disabled binaries that characterise so much conventional thinking about learning disability. To borrow the terminology of Tilley et al's paper, in this collection we are presented with an array of activist historians, artists, curators, performers and parents who seek to engage in transformative dialogue with cultural assumptions and representations of learning disability. 
The papers bring to the fore not only the histories and cultural contributions of people with learning difficulties, but the lens used to articulate those histories. In doing so they clearly reveal the link to present day perceptions and actions that continue to subjugate the abilities, activities, aspirations, lives and cultures of people with learning difficulties. The authors document how discursive portrayals and accepted histories of exclusion, neglect and deficit, have dominated popularist understandings, and as such they have come to be accepted widely as societal truths. Through cultural and literary activity people with learning difficulties and their families are, however, reclaiming their own histories in ways that illuminate the past. They offer powerful imageries of present doings and visions, hopes and aspirations for the future.  This is documented through the current activism of articulation and creative endeavour, in a variety of forms, by those whose lives are at the centre of both the histories and current perception. Whilst highlighting social, physical, intellectual injustices and the resultant barriers experienced by people with learning difficulties, these papers offer insights into the power of creative and literary approaches.



Not passive, these papers deliver critical reflections on how acts of public encounter have been used both to recount and remake history, remake it from the lens of those whose voices have been subjugated by the voices of dominant society: those who have been the subjugators.  

Shirley Durrell’s paper illustrates the ways mainstream newspaper representations have tended to position learning-disabled people as objects of violence, and so contributed to the epistemic invalidation of their subjects. She argues for different stories to be told and for journalists to be talking to, rather than just about, people with learning disabilities. Tessa-May Zirnsak’s paper provides a powerful account of the impact of such perceptions and assumptions on both learning-disabled people and the staff employed to care for them. Many elements of her account of oppressive practices prevalent in care homes, shaped by metanarratives of learning disability, may be familiar from news reports as well as scholarship; . Hher important contribution is to illuminate ways in which seemingly trivial acts of resistance to such practices can be read as agentic and political. Sharon and Kieron Smith’s article also deals with metanarrative, this time specifically the metanarrative of Down Syndrome. Baudrillard’s concept of the simulacram is invoked to explain the totalising discourse of Down Syndrome; so all-encompassing that even most attempts to challenge it only reinforce it. Yet culture does provide a means to disturb the simulacrum, and Sharon and Kieron use the example of the play Jellyfish to show how this can be done. Similarly, Leah Jones and Jade French describe the role of visual art in challenging dominant discourses. The exhibition they report on, Recipe for a Good Life, and the work that went into it, enabled people with learning disabilities to contribute to culture through making and curating art. This , and also had significant and meaningful impact on members of the public, the caring professions, and the museum and curatorial professions. Rachel Clive’s paper outlines an innovative performance-based methodology that helped, like the other papers, reveal how complex, fraught and messy life with a learning disability can be whilst, at the same time, as valuing non-normative ways of being for what they can tell us about ourselves, each other and our relationships with our environment and ecology. In Madhouse: Reclaiming the history of learning difficulties through acting and activism Elizabeth Tilley et al’s paperand colleagues offer gives further outstanding examples of reaching out beyond the learning disability community through visual art, immersive theatre and film in order to tell stories which both alert the public to abuses past and present, and though this activism disrupt the dominant discourse of learning disability.  
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The authors writing in the special issue on Learning Difficulties: Histories and Cultures are not conceptualising ways to even up a binary of exclusion as opposed to inclusion. They lean towards broader understandings of society whereby opportunities are created as inclusive activity with possibilities for everyone. It is not about making spaces for the few, it is a more radical form of access as inclusion. This  recognises how the construction of borders and boundaries, particularly between those traditionally considered as experts and those categorised as knowledge and power-poor, has impoverished not only those who are placed in positions of injustice by those borders, but those who hold the power to place them there. This shifts the lens towards what Maryam Zonouzi (Cook et al 2019) conceptualises as radical equality, where power-over is not the aim. The intention for radical equality is to disrupt hierarchies of knowledge and learning to co-create different forms of knowledge platform. The process of destabilising the borders, of creating access to the wider space through art, drama, narrative, comedy, artefacts, medias and the like, are offered as ways of seeing that enable a broader audience to recognise thoughts and actions, reflect and to come to new understandings. This form of access creates room for the central characters, those who have traditionally been deemed the underdogs, to become, not the protagonists (the conquering heroes that stamp on ‘the baddies’) but the focal characters that create spaces for new ways of seeing gross injustices, injustices that affect not only to the lives of people with learning difficulties, but societal issues that are pertinent to all. These 
The writings published in this special issue engage with the cultural presentation and representation of people with learning difficulties.  There are papers by people who live with the label learning difficulties/disability and people who live without that label but whose work or lives are in connection with people with learning difficulties. The papers are drawn from a range of contexts that include theatre spaces, exhibitions and arts and community-based projects. There are also reflections on written accounts, media and social media representations found in general public and academic spheres.
The papers in this special issue bring to the fore not only the histories and cultural contributions of people with learning difficulties, but the lens used to articulate those histories. In doing so they clearly reveal the link to present day perceptions and actions that continue to subjugate the abilities, activities, aspirations, lives and cultures of people with learning difficulties. They document how discursive portrayals and accepted histories of exclusion, neglect and deficit, have dominated popularist understandings, and as such they have come to be accepted widely as societal truths. Through cultural and literary activity people with learning difficulties and their families are, however, reclaiming their own histories in ways that illuminate the past. They offer powerful imageries of present doings and visions, hopes and aspirations for the future.  This is documented through the current activism of articulation and creative endeavour, in a variety of forms, by those whose lives are at the centre of both the histories and current perception.
Not passive papers, they deliver critical reflections on how acts of public encounter have been used both to recount and remake history, remake it from the lens of those whose voices have been subjugated by the voices of dominant society: those who have been the subjugators.  These authors are also not conceptualising ways to even up a binary. They lean towards broader understandings of society whereby opportunities are created as inclusive activity with possibilities for everyone. It is not about making spaces for the few, it is a more radical form of access as inclusion. This  recognises how the construction of borders and boundaries, particularly between those traditionally considered as experts and those categorised as knowledge and power-poor, has impoverished not only those who are placed in positions of injustice by those borders, but those who hold the power to place them there. The process of destabilising the borders, of creating access to the wider space through art, drama, narrative, comedy, artefacts, medias and the like, are offered as ways of seeing that enable a broader audience to recognise thoughts and actions, reflect and to come to new understandings. This form of access creates room for the central characters, those who have traditionally been deemed the underdogs, to become, not the protagonists, the conquering heroes that stamp on the baddies, but the focal characters that create spaces for new ways of seeing gross injustices, not only injustices that pertain to the lives of people with learning difficulties, but societal issues that are pertinent to all. The authors have crafted fascinating, potent and compelling explications of how the seeds of both injustice and change are nurtured through creative and literary endeavour. 
Whilst highlighting social, physical, intellectual injustices and the resultant barriers experienced by people with learning difficulties, these papers offer insights into how the power of creative and literary approaches. Literary, cultural and community practices recounted in this special issue of JCLDS, and indeed the comment from the field (Jan-willem van den Bosch), reveal ways of broadening notions of community and generating energies for nurturing shared (rather than alienating) lenses for understanding the impact of constructing artificial, generalised perceptions and associated hierarchies, borders and boundaries.Issues of co-construction/integration/inclusion -  borders and boundaries  or shared endeavour  (note to self – maybe draw on a shifted version MZ’s not
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