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Being Curious with Secrecy 

Abstract 
This article contributes to ongoing attempts to broaden out theorizations of secrecy from 
an intentional and willful act of concealment to a cultural and structural process. We do so 
by fostering a conversation between secrecy and curiosity. This conversation is enabled 
through a review of central themes in secrecy studies and curiosity studies, but also 
through an examination of a collaboration between the science center “We the Curious” 
and a network of academic researchers. In doing so, this article makes a case for the 
benefits of paying more attention to curiosity as a means of facilitating a multifaceted 
understanding of secrecy, and for the benefits of creative and participatory research to 
foster the (re)theorization of secrecy. 
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Secrecy deserves attention as an essential feature of social, political 

and cultural life (Maret 2016). It is a core feature of political order and 

disorder, constitutive of identities, communities, social relations, practices, 

economies, flows, stories, knowledges, infrastructures, visualities and 

materialities (Bok 1982; Dean 2001; Masco 2002; Sedgwick 2008; Paglen 

2010; Horn, 2011; Lochrie 2011; Costas and Grey 2016; Van Veeren 2019; 

Birchall 2021; Walters 2021; Johnson et al. 2022; Van Veeren et al 2023; 

Kearns 2023). It is crucial, therefore, that societies have a secrecy “literacy,” 

whereby publics understand and debate how secrecy underpins our everyday 

lives (Bratich and Scott 2016, 3). In this article we advocate for participatory 

research as a way of generating such debate, and argue that the use of 

curiosity can facilitate engagement with the nuances of secrecy. We explain 

some of the benefits (but also the conceptual and practical challenges) of 

researchers, practitioners and publics working together to understand 

secrecy. 

The implication that societies lack an appreciation of secrecy may 

seem unconvincing. Culturally speaking, we cannot seem to get enough of 

secrecy: from investigative journalism to celebrity gossip, from escape 

rooms to the latest spy thriller, we are avid consumers of secrecy. Well-

known secrets provide the basis of politics and government: centuries of 

political upheaval and development would not be possible without state 

secrets and intelligence, conspiracies, insurgencies and covert action, the 
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ballot box, and a right to privacy. Yet there is more to secrecy, of which 

these examples offer only a narrow understanding. 

This understanding of secrecy as secret-keeping, as aligned with 

Sissela Bok’s (1982) definition of secrecy as “information intentionally 

concealed,” is important but insufficient. This conventional understanding of 

secrecy is limited because it confines our attention to agentic, intentional 

ideas of a “secret.” It reduces secrecy to a strategic tool of statecraft or an 

instrumental individualized choice (Carson 2016; O’Rourke 2018; Carnegie 

2021). Yet as Georg Simmel alluded to, but did not fully expand upon, there 

is more to secrecy than an intentional and willful act of concealment that 

occurs at a key and fixed point in time (Simmel 1906; Maret 2021). A focus 

on intentionality misses the structures and powers that make the 

appearance and effects of secrets possible and, importantly, distribute it 

unevenly. Focusing on the secret rather than secrecy, on the act rather than 

the process, on the substance rather than the flows, cannot produce a full 

account of the power differentials at work through everyday experiences of 

secrecy.  

Instead, we understand secrecy as (almost) always a phenomenon 

that reproduces ideas about the good/bad, order/disorder, and that involves 

cultural and temporal dimensions alongside the more often studied 

organizational and material ones (Bok 1982; Gusterson 1996; Paglen 2010; 

Costas and Grey 2016). What this has come to mean for the authors is that 
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closer attention should also be paid to the ways that structures and secrecy 

(or secrecies) reproduce one another; how certain individuals and collectives 

are empowered to know secrets, how others are encouraged to, congruently, 

look away, and how both are part of what it means to keep and share 

secrets under different and changing cultural conditions (e.g, Horn 2011). 

A cultural and structural-aligned perspective therefore suggests that 

part of secrecy is how those “not in the know” are both passively and 

actively enrolled in secret-keeping. In other words, as Thomas Kirsch (2015) 

argues, the public may be less hungry for information and knowledge 

(epistophilic) and even display a reluctance or aversion towards it 

(epistophobic), contrary to common assumptions. Ignorance, like secrecy, is 

more than willful or strategic agentic behavior to withhold or 

compartmentalize information (Croissant 2014). Ignorance can be strategic, 

but it can also be unintentional or dispersed through forms of “administrative 

evil,” as in the case of the tobacco industry’s attempts to conceal the harmful 

effects of smoking (Schiebinger and Proctor 2008; Adams, Balfour, and 

Nickels 2019). But while ignorance and doubt may be used strategically, as 

in the case of the efforts of fossil fuel producers and a small group of 

scientists to sow doubt about human-induced climate change, strategic 

intentionality (of members of society or of powerful groups) cannot account 

alone for why climate change did not come to be politically salient for so 

long (Oreskes and Conway 2011; Norgaard 2012). 
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Rather, ignorance, like secrecy, can be generated or maintained, 

particularly as part of reproducing unequal structures of power or “order,” 

whether elite, racial, gendered or sexual (Schiebinger 2005; Mills 2007; 

Sedgwick 2008; McGoey 2019; Parpart 2013). As recent literature has 

emphasized, social ignorance is “never only a matter of individual cognitive 

failure or vice” (Mihai 2022, 966). Pathologizing the individual for their 

ignorance does not offer the full account of the power differentials at work in 

contemporary political and social practices. Similarly, as we contend, 

understanding secrecy and its power necessitates an accounting of how 

publics or those “not in the know” turn away/are turned away from knowing. 

In other words, genuine secrecy literacy, or literacy about the 

multiplicity of secrecies, cannot be confined to agent-centered framings of 

secrecy. It cannot start by pathologizing publics as passive consumers or 

passive subjects of official secrecy, in need of “better” education by more 

knowledgeable experts. In this paper, we attempt to make this shift and 

demonstrate an approach that focuses more on secrecy in terms of 

structural effects and processes. As we will show, finding creative means of 

attending to the everyday elements of secrecy processes shows where 

people may have agency to resist, and how secrecy can also be 

emancipatory as much as problematic. Our efforts to do so are rooted in a 

reciprocal research process. In this, this paper presents a shift from 
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“receptive” and didactic learning styles to “curious” dialogic ones, both for us 

as researchers and also in and for our research partners and participants. 

As such, curiosity is critically important to our approach.  We employ it 

to facilitate an understanding of the connections between secrecy and 

ignorance as well as help cultivate cultural and structural perspectives. In 

particular, curiosity studies is an emerging transdisciplinary area that we 

consider has fruitful synergies with secrecy studies (Zurn and Shankar 2020; 

Zurn 2021a, 2021b).  Curiosity, we therefore argue, has a core place in the 

wider conversation about secrecy and power – power to control, to limit, to 

differentiate, to effect, and to lure. It may even function as a “missing link” 

in understanding how secrecy and revelation, knowing and unknowing, 

relate. As Zurn and Shankar (2020, xiii) write in an introductory volume to 

curiosity studies, “[c]uriosity – as an interest in the new, the foreign, and 

the forbidden – has long had a bearing on the interpretation of cultural 

differences and the structure of social inequalities.”  To date, however, 

secrecy studies’ engagement with curiosity studies has been limited. 

How then can we understand the relations between secrecy and 

curiosity? And, in particular, how can we generate curiosity about secrecy in 

its more structural overtones?  To address these questions, we examine a 

collaboration between We the Curious (a science center in the southwest of 

the UK) and the Secrecy, Power, and Ignorance research Network (SPIN) (a 

thematic grouping of academics most of whom are similarly situated in the 
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southwest of the UK). As elaborated, within this collaboration, curiosity 

served as the hook by which we generated public engagement with secrecy, 

but in a way that moved beyond traditional transmission models of 

knowledge. In the sections that follow we seek to develop an appreciation of 

the mediating role of 1) curiosity for encouraging engagement with secrecy 

and 2) of the affects of secrecy and the secrecy cues that inspire curiosity, 

that generate intrigue as a feeling that can lead to curiosity as an orientation 

and practice.   

To do so, this paper sets out a theorization of the relationships 

between secrecy and curiosity in the next section, before detailing the 

nature of the collaboration between WtC and SPIN, and analyzing the 

collaborative activity (The A-Z of Secrecy and Ignorance) for its secrecy-

curiosity interactions, including some of the challenges.5 In doing so, this 

paper makes a case for the benefits of paying more attention to curiosity as 

a means of facilitating a multifaceted understanding of secrecy, and for the 

benefits of creative and participatory research on the matter of secrecy.  

Such an approach, we argue, can “expand understanding of secrecy and its 

charm across intellectual landscapes, genres, and fault lines” (Maret 2016, 

8). The paper concludes by summarizing its findings from the collaborative 

activity and reflecting on their wider implications. 

 

 
5 For further details or to access the A-Z activity, contact the correspondence author or 

visit https://secrecyresearch.com/  
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Secrecy - Curiosity 

In this section, we outline the relationship between secrecy and 

curiosity in two ways that can expand our theorization of secrecy’s role in 

socio-political order and relations of power, specifically, by moving beyond 

the agentic-centric idea of secrecy. As noted above, both secrecy and 

curiosity are often also thought of and treated as an individualized and a-

historicized phenomenon. Yet as Zurn and Shankar (2021, 10), Zurn (2021a, 

2021b), and Bineth (2023) argue, there is a strong argument to be made for 

thinking of curiosity as a social phenomenon. Scholars in this emerging 

literature have made calls to shift conceptions and studies of curiosity away 

from individualizing and universalizing assumptions, and to “refuse the 

common presumption that curiosity is an ahistorical, value-neutral human 

capacity” (Zurn and Shankar 2020, 1). Instead, like secrecy, curiosity is 

socially, historically, and culturally determined. What it means to be curious 

in the UK today, for example, is not the same as it was years ago or will be 

years from now, nor what it means to be curious in other cultural contexts 

more globally and across times. In the remaining section, we will highlight 

two additional points regarding the relationship between secrecy and 

curiosity, along with their contingencies. This will set the stage for our 

discussion on the collaboration between WtC and SPIN.  

Firstly, secrecy is bound to an affective, socially contingent process of 

cultivating curiosity. Within existing studies and popular engagements with 
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modern forms of secrecy, secrecy is often treated as extraordinary, even 

scandalous. Secrecy can provoke “obsessive public curiosity,” even 

“indignation in regard to it” (Horn 2011, 18). This is because secrecy is so 

often assumed to belong to the realm of the unusual and even negative: 

“the secret [most often] appears exceptional, an exception to the rule that 

everything should be out in the open” (Dean, 2002, 10; Dean 2001; Birchall 

2011). Yet engaging with secrecy through curiosity can also suggest how the 

act of curiosity is important irrespective of the content of what may be 

concealed. 

This process of cultivating curiosity, and the contexts in which it 

manifests, underpins other social framings. Susanne Krasmann (2019, 692) 

argues that secrecy and curiosity are interdependent: “in an imagined world 

without secrets, there would be no confidentiality or sincerity, no confidence 

or curiosity.” Secrecy and curiosity are thus related in important and 

mutually productive ways. Dystopian imaginaries capture this 

interdependence and interplay well. In classic fictions such as Aldous 

Huxley’s Brave New World or Yevgeny Zamyatin’s We, the protagonists” 

changing attitudes to secrecy are accompanied by seismic shifts in framings, 

even worlds, where curiosity has been suppressed or even “bred out” of 

society in order for the secret state to operate with impunity. 

Moreover, the interdependence between secrecy and curiosity can be 

understood to be productive in other ways. Rather than treating secrecy as 
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akin to a passive antithesis to transparency, openness, or revelation, secrecy 

studies have increasingly documented the tantalizing “drama” of secrecy, 

and its play of “concealment and revelation” (Birchall 2011, 135). “This 

exceptional dimension … imbues the secret with mystery and importance” 

(Dean 2002, 10). Georg Simmel (1906, 464-465; Maret 2016) pointed 

toward this exceptional dimension long ago through his phrase the “charm of 

secrecy.” This charm manifests in many ways including in the not 

inconsiderable economic activity associated with the sale of secrets and of 

secrecy (e.g., Jutte 2015), the circulation of gossip and rumors, the 

consumption of secrecy-themed entertainment, or the pursuit of “revelation” 

(Rappert, 2010, 2022). Secrecy’s mystery, its promises or hints of 

revelations and exposures therefore might be understood to have the effect 

itself of being, rather paradoxically, “spectacular” (Bratich, 2006, 2007). 

Conceiving of something as “secret” therefore also piques interest, curiosity. 

It can be understood to be associated with an affect, as well as having 

effects (Brennan, 2004; Anderson, 2009). 

Secondly, secrecy and curiosity share a doubleness (Zurn and Shankar, 

2020).  On the one hand, curiosity is often a driving force behind 

investigative journalism and scientific innovation which have vital roles to 

play in uncovering corrupt political systems, delivering societal benefits, or, 

even, establishing empathetic and healthy interpersonal relationships 

(McEvoy et al. 2012).  On the other hand, however, curiosity as a form of 

10

Submission to Secrecy and Society

https://scholarworks.sjsu.edu/secrecyandsociety
DOI: 10.55917/2377-6188.1078



 

ever-uncovering can lead to forms of conspiracy theory cultures which have 

been and are significantly harmful, even if conspiracy cultures are not always 

morally negative (Scrivner and Stubberfield 2022). Put simply, a lack of 

curiosity can sometimes be good. When unchecked, curiosity can become 

transgressive, morally oblivious and draining (Nowotny 2020).  And, of 

course, as the saying goes, curiosity can “kill cats”; it can be dangerous. For 

example, curiosity studies scholarship has “diagnosed curiosity’s complicity 

in exoticization and orientalism,” especially through colonial travel and 

imperial collections, where curiosity in early modern Europe was formulated 

in “its rational, disciplined and masculine guise”, as opposed to the feminized 

equivalents of “gossip, distraction, transgression” (Zurn and Shankar 2020, 

xx). Here, curiosity would be a curiosity-about or a curiosity-over, rather 

than a curiosity-with (Zurn 2021b). 

Similarly, it has been shown that numerous social activities such as 

travel writing, advertising, commemoration, and tourism depend on the 

production of “public secrecy” in which the validity of such activities rely on 

the revelation of geopolitical spaces and places as artificially dangerous or 

benign (Bratich 2006; Mookherjee 2006; Fletcher 2010; 2012; Jester 2023). 

Such representations often function to obscure, through revelation, the 

current and historic harms linked to practices such as colonialism, patriarchy 

and capitalism. As a way to foreground opacity, ambiguity and complexity, a 
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feminist curiosity instead compels us to find ways to be curious-with (Zurn, 

2021b). 

These two synergies between secrecy and curiosity, their affective 

dimensions and doubleness, allow us in what follows to sketch out an 

approach to curiosity with secrecy that can understand secrecy’s power in 

more structural and diffused arrangements. 

 

Curious Collaborations: Setting the Scene 

This section explains how a collaborative, public engagement project 

was established between two organizations: We the Curious (WtC) and the 

Secrecy, Power, and Ignorance research Network (SPIN). In so doing, the 

section shows the relationship between secrecy and curiosity became 

significant in shaping the project. WtC, formerly known as At-Bristol, is an 

interactive science center that was established in 2000 with the mission to 

“make science accessible to all.” After 17 years of operations, it found its 

original mission was no longer a unique vocation. Through audience and 

community consultation, WtC reimagined its role within the city of Bristol as 

that of bringing “together science, art, technology, culture and innovation to 

create positive change for its community and environment and “create a 

culture of curiosity” (WtC 2020a). SPIN is an academic research network 

established in March 2018, comprising researchers from Higher Education 

Institutions across the southwest of the UK and beyond. The aim of the 
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network is to develop innovative approaches to secrecy studies, from 

everyday experiences of secrecy and ignorance to encounters with secrecy 

within national and global issues. SPIN researchers are motivated to create 

more nuanced understandings of how knowledge is made and unmade in 

social and political life. This includes a desire to shift framings of secrecy and 

ignorance away from morally charged connotations as generally negative, 

suspicious or dangerous. The aim is to encourage consideration of secrecy as 

connected to broader, structural and societal forces.   

As part of its revamped vision to realize a culture of curiosity, WtC 

undertook a process of redesigning its exhibition and programming spaces in 

2019. At the center of these changes, “Project: What If” involved a complete 

transformation of the foyer and ground floor exhibition spaces with the aim 

of becoming the first major science center exhibition in the UK inspired by 

the curiosity of the city's residents. The exhibition was designed around 

seven questions selected from a collection of over 10,000 questions 

gathered from visitors and residents of Bristol. A goal in doing so was to 

share ideas “in different and often surprising ways, embracing art as well as 

science, while celebrating and cultivating curiosity” (WtC 2020b).  Herein, 

“science” no longer gets presented as a distinctive epistemic practice, so 

much as placed along a broader array of human practices of curiosity. In that 

regard, WtC is a “curious” institution in two senses of the word. Science 

museums are material deposits and embodiments of the different forms that 
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curiosity has taken in a specific slice of time, while also being designed to 

provoke and inspire the curiosity of the communities that they serve (Phillips 

2019). Furthermore, curiosity as the desire to see and to know is deeply 

interwoven with modern conceptions of science, broadly construed. As 

historians of science have highlighted, science is fueled by curiosity (Ball 

2013; Livio 2017), but as Zurn and Shankar (2021) point out, this curiosity 

is culturally and historically situated. 

This situated curiosity was formative during a series of meetings held 

between 2019 and 2020, in which members of WtC and SPIN collaboratively 

explored how creative hands-on and dialogic activities could help WtC’s 

visitors to explore the multi-layered nature of secrecy.  A key element for 

staff at WtC was to ensure that any activity designed reflected the findings 

of their own market research: that the majority of visitors wanted an 

emotional, personal connection with WtC through activities such as getting 

involved and working together (in other words, more of a social experience). 

Our objective was to create an activity that would promote interaction 

among families and other groups, fostering curiosity about secrecy. 

The result of the deliberations was a collaborative project titled The A-

Z of Secrecy and Ignorance. The plan conceived in 2019-20 was to create an 

initial series of “nested” boxes of activities for visitors to WtC and where 

each box would be labelled according to a secrecy and ignorance theme and 

cover a range of different letters of the alphabet, such as Hiding, Invisibility, 
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Whispering, Confessions (Figure S 1 and 2). Each box would literally and 

figuratively open up to reveal a series of nested activities to promote interest 

about the box’s themed concept, and to encourage participants to share 

their thinking with each other and the researchers.  As such, the design of 

the boxes and of the activity was itself intended to exemplify the substantive 

ideas at hand. 

 

 
Figure 1: A typical resource box exterior (Credit: We The Curious, September 7, 2021). 
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Figure 2: Contents of the “Hiding” box (Credit: We The Curious, September 7, 2021). 
 

 

Despite the difficulties of the formal and informal restrictions placed on 

movement and interactions due to the COVID pandemic in the UK in 2020, a 

hands-on and dialogic activity was developed and offered through WtC in the 

summer of 2021. From the 22 May to the 14 July 2021, six boxes were 

trialed on the themes of Magic, Invisibility, Silence, Hiding, Pretending, and 

Secret Codes. Members of the WtC Live Sciences Team (LST) were on-hand 

during the activities to answer questions, offer guidance, and collect forms, 

including signed consent forms, at the end of the activity. 

The activity itself was run within the John James Theatre of Curiosity, 

located on the ground floor exhibition space.  As part of WtC’s aim to make 

science into a social experience and to create a space “where boundaries are 

removed between science, art, people and ideas,” a Theatre of Curiosity was 
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included as part of WtC’s recent redevelopment (WtC 2020b).  Constructed 

of multi-leveled 3-D cube shapes of bare ply board, it was designed to be 

highly accessible and open, with moveable seating to create spaces that are 

intended to welcome different audiences and suit different learning 

preferences. It is also a curiosity-inspiring space in and of itself. Though well 

lit, the space is surrounded by a large, darkened room (dark paint on walls 

and recessed ceilings), with spotlights illuminating individual displays that 

are arranged all around the central theatre (Figure 3), and with access to the 

space itself mediated by a maze-like, narrow tunnel entrance before the “big 

reveal” of the space. In other words, the space itself was aligned with 

inspiring curiosity through the “allure” of secrecy’s play with concealment 

and revelation, an important and frequent element of architectural spatial 

language. 
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Figure 3: Project What If, John James Theatre of Curiosity (Credit: Lisa Whiting Photography 

and We The Curious, 2020). 

 

 

Once in situ, and overall, the first phase of the A-Z of Secrecy and 

Ignorance activity resulted in 192 visitors taking part and 40 Visitor Data 

Sheets containing answers to set discussion questions. LST staff also 

produced Observation Sheets on their own interactions with audiences.  

During the second phase, which took place between 15 July and 17 October 

2021, modified boxes were returned to the floor alongside new boxes, on the 

themes of Confessions, Whispering, Evidence and Conspiracy.  This second 

phase resulted in 1,146 visitors engaging with the activity and producing 

226 Visitor Data Sheets, alongside LST Observation Sheets. 
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Generating Curiosity with Secrecy 

Following on from the previous overview, this section connects the 

particulars of the collaboration to an analysis of secrecy-curiosity.  It does so 

by starting with an examination of the basic composition of handling boxes 

themselves, but progressively expands to consider further aspects of the set 

of boxes and its wider context.    

 

Curious Boxes 

To begin, playing with the matters of secrecy, concealment, and 

revelation, each activity box was designed such that it was “nested” (Figure 

2). Visitors would need to literally and figuratively open up each layer of 

activity to reveal new questions, objects and prompts to promote and 

sustain interest about the box’s themed concept. Initially, opening the 

largest box, revealed not only the theme, but three additional boxes inside 

labelled “1,” “2,” and “3,” a Visitor Data Sheet, pencil, information about 

SPIN, and larger items, such as an “invisibility cloak” or masks. Each box 

and sub-boxes contained written instructions and questions, alongside 

laminated photos and smaller objects, and with groups encouraged to make 

their way through to the final box labelled “3,” answering the questions on 

the sheet, which they returned to the LST at the end of the activity.   

Each box was specifically designed to promote curiosity and facilitate 

learning, following a three-part rationale utilized by WtC: 
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Sub-box 1: “Spark” introduced the theme for instance, by asking 
participants to define, illustrate, or identify an example of the theme; e.g. 

“Where do you go to hide? When do you go there? What object represents 
hiding?” 

 
Sub-box 2: “Sustain” asked visitors to undertake a first-hand problem-

solving, exploratory and productive activity (Hutt 1981), for instance, 
through acting it out or crafting physical examples with supplied materials. 

This typically involved “secrecy-work” associated with revealing or 
concealing information (e.g, writing message with UV pens) inquiring What 

is your ideal hiding place like? Use your boxes and the things inside to 
imagine a hiding place. What are the important things about it? Draw a 

picture or write a description. 
 

Sub-box 3: “Deepen” prompted visitors to assess their experiences, for 

instance, by reflecting on how they felt, how they assessed the 
appropriateness of a given action, asking: Can you hide on your own or do 

you need other people? Look at the pictures in this box. Do they all show 
somebody or something hiding? 

 

The design of the boxes went beyond traditional museum displays 

aimed at didactic information conveyance (Endersby 1997).  Rather, visitors 

were asked to metaphorically and physically unpack their contents. They did 

so by combining a structured sequence of activities (in this the boxes 

differed from most of the adjacent ground floor displays and exhibitions) 

with the opportunity for visitors to undertake their own exploration in order 

to foster learning. 

Therefore, through combining first-hand problem-solving, exploratory 

and productive activities with reflection, and interpretation, the activity 

sought to treat visitors’ experiences as valued ways of knowing.  From the 

beginning, the project anticipated that while adults might guide children by 

explaining the meaning of certain themes, the inclusion of hands-on tasks 
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and experiential reflection would engage adults and children alike (many 

adults could be seen donning the disguising masks and fake ears from the 

boxes, for example). In positioning adults’ experiences as relevant, and in 

some instances scripting tasks that needed to be done together between 

multiple visitors, the aim was to promote reciprocal (often inter-

generational) curiosity-driven interactions that supported learning 

(Kamolpattana et al. 2015), something that was particularly helpful in 

navigating some of the more complex concepts, such as Evidence. Feedback 

from the LST Observation Sheets indicated that while children could relate 

the box content to their everyday experiences, full family participation (e.g.,  

adults working with children) provided the basis for more extensive 

engagement by children. Rather than viewing these visitors as passive 

consumers, or passive subjects, of secrecy processes, the creative materials 

were thus designed with the intention of informing but also being informed 

by the ways that visitors engaged with the materials.  

 

Curious Themes 

While the themes of the boxes addressed topics meant to be familiar 

with visitors, they also sought to bring to bear theoretically informed 

appreciations of secrecy-ignorance topics that would complement visitors’ 

everyday understandings. Our aim was to provoke an engagement with a 

theoretical or conceptual topic without overdetermining the outcome – to 
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provoke but not to foreclose – as a commitment to our own curiosity about 

secrecy-ignorance.  In some cases, this desire to engage visitors was made 

even more complicated because of the difficulty of identifying objects-

instructions that could encapsulate the relevant theme and also be sensitive 

to age and educational levels.   

For instance, the purpose of the Evidence box was to provoke visitors 

to consider how contrasting representations (or exposures) of an event can 

produce and obscure alternative understandings of causality. In other words, 

we wanted to explore how the revelation of different evidence might 

encourage participants to think alternatively about what and why something 

has happened. More specifically, in the case of the Evidence box, visitors 

were asked to explain what was happening in an initial image from the first 

box (Figure 4a). Each subsequent box then presented an additional part of 

the same image, widening the frame, such that they might change the 

interpretation (Figure 4b).   
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Figure 4a: The first reveal of the photo used for the Evidence box (original photo credit 

Aaron Vincent Elkaim for The Learning Network, New York Times, 2021) 
 
 

 
Figure 4b: The full revealed photo used for the final nested installment of the Evidence box 

(credit: Aaron Vincent Elkaim for  The Learning Network, New York Times, 2021. Original 
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caption: “Mr. Harris taking a quick ice bath while skating with, from left, Max Harris, who is 

14, Tyler Ganton, Julian Ganton”). 
 

Our aim was therefore to encourage participants to play with ideas of 

responsibility and causality for the actions depicted and to reflect on how 

this may be influenced by the selective showing/withholding of (visual) 

information and “evidence.”  For instance, could the image be explained by 

looking at the actions or presumed immediate intentions of a single 

important person or persons in the image? Or was the environment 

important instead?  In more academic terms, we were interested in 

exploring 1) the so-called structure/agency debate: what can and should be 

explained through an individualist focus on key actors and their supposed 

free choices, desires, and capacities to act. And 2) the effect of (visual) 

“framing” and how different frames evidence explanations differently and 

therefore might affect their own interpretations, choices and actions (Van 

Veeren 2011). 

When participants had only the first image (Figure 4a), some tried to 

make sense of what was going on by speculating on the dispositional/agentic 

explanations for the semi-submerged man. Some participants, for instance, 

used the observation that he was not wearing clothes to decide that this was 

a deliberate act. Others used his facial expressions to suggest that he was 

unhappy with the situation, perhaps suggesting this was an accident. 

Several decided that there was something wrong with the man and 
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responded “Is he drunk?” “Insanity!” Yet when given the additional boxes 

that gave another representation of the event (Figure 4b), participants often 

changed their minds to explain the event in terms of structural/situational 

features: the social relationships and cultural practices that were indicated in 

the wider image. The second box, which showed another using a camera, 

prompted suggestions that the semi-submerged man was “doing it for clout” 

(e.g., as part of a wider social practice of achieving fame or popularity 

through stunts). Once the third box was opened, many participants retold 

the story as “ice hockey gone wrong!” and the basic social rules and cultures 

of playing sport. The man was retrieving a hockey puck - perhaps because 

he lost it in the first place; perhaps because he lost the hockey game. 

In other words, the simple-seeming picture (of a Toronto jogger who 

stopped to assist some hockey players) enabled curiosity about the selective 

framing of information as part of discussions of evidence and what counts as 

evidence as well as curiosity about individual-agentic as well as structural 

explanations for choices made. It also sought to prompt curiosity, and 

therefore explicit reflection, on how we come to know what we think we 

know, and that ‘evidence’ may not speak for itself so plainly. Reflecting 

research from SPIN members, the box generated debate as to how the 

interpretation of secrecy is often more reflective of the social values of those 

that attempt to uncover the truth, rather than the content of the secret itself 

(Thomas 2017; Kearns 2023). 
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Curious Objects 

Given the themes of this collection, the selection of objects faced 

certain challenges.  Firstly, in natural science museums, displayed objects 

are often valued for their unfamiliarity (because they are exotic-seeming or 

from unfamiliar cultures) or scarcity (because they are rare or old or 

extinct).  Instead of promoting an object-directed learning, the aim of this 

collection was to promote object-enabled interaction (in-line with Hutt 

1981), which we sought to achieve through familiar objects made “strange”; 

making everyday objects interesting. On the one hand, the objects needed 

to be familiar enough to visitors in order for them to be readily useable 

within the parameters of visitors’ limited time with and dedication to the 

collection. On the other hand, the objects needed to support consideration of 

some extra-ordinary or stretching themes. In other words, everyday objects 

were chosen for their capacities to promote curiosity about secrecy-

ignorance. 

Secondly, based on experiences with the collection and well as past 

WtC activities, and in-line with existing research (Paris 2002), the 

incorporation of objects within the activities of the box was deemed of 

critical importance for promoting sustained visitor group engagement.  Thus, 

design attention needed to be paid to what participants were doing; the 

activity needed to be hands-on and appealing.  During the second phase of 

the project, a review of the objects was conducted. For example, a “magic 
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cloak” was added to the Invisibility box to allow visitors to act out being 

invisible together.  And yet, while objects were sought that would be of 

interest to WtC visitors (and, in particular, children) and therefore to 

promote curiosity about the secrecy-ignorance themes, engagement with the 

objects was not the end in itself.  In other words, the objects were meant to 

support an enjoyable visitor experience (through dressing up, building 

structures, etc.) but without simply being done for their entertainment 

value. Curiosity about the objects themselves was not the intent. 

Thirdly, added to the points above were concerns specifically related to 

the interests of SPIN researchers. We wanted to minimize “iconic” or even 

“exotic” objects of secrecy that would reproduce the “exciting,” exceptional 

and often state-centric accounts of secrecy in public conversations, such as, 

for example as present in the collection of objects displayed at the 

International Spy Museum (ISM) in Washington DC, where pens with micro-

cameras and invisible ink loom large. Instead, we sought to examine how 

members of the public might be drawn in to think about secrecy and 

ignorance in relation to the everyday and from a “bottom-up” perspective.  

Second, again in contrast to the ISM, it was also less about “revealing the 

secret” and more about working with secrecy itself and with curiosity about 

secrecy in order to generate new ways of thinking about the power of 

secrecy and ignorance in contemporary life.  The overall goal was thus to 

understand how these processes (secrecy for curiosity and curiosity for 
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secrecy) could connect our everyday lives, lived experiences and wider 

political and social (dis)orderings, which is in line with Enloe (2004) and 

Zurn (2021b). 

Finally, and interconnected with the above point, the objects contained 

within activity boxes were intended to prompt visitors to be curious about 

their own experiences and to treat these experiences as valued ways that 

secrecy and ignorance feature in their daily lives.  And yet, in the case of 

secrecy, asking visitors (and especially accompanied children) to consider 

and articulate why they keep secrets raised concerns about inadvertently 

encouraging visitors to disclose personal secrets, which aside from the safety 

concerns, was not the intent of the activity.6 In the second phase of the 

collection, we responded to some of the identified concerns along these 

lines, by choosing objects that would help to make this distinction clear and 

therefore limiting the kind of information presented and collected in “staying 

with secrecy.”  For instance, in relation to the “Confessions” box, a Worry 

Doll of the Guatemalan tradition (Figure 5) was chosen to inspire curiosity 

about secrecy rather than secrets, and included this accompanying text: 

Worry dolls are small, hand-made dolls that originate from Guatemala. 

According to legend, Guatemalan children tell their worries to the 
Worry Dolls, placing them under their pillow when they go to bed at 

night. Is there anything that you would like to confess? Whisper your 
confession to the worry doll. Don’t worry! You don’t need to tell 

anyone else today. The worry doll will keep it secret for you. 

 
6  Among other implications, traces of any confessed secret that raised child wellbeing 

concerns would impose institutional duties on WtC to act in relation to those concerns; a 

duty that would be highly difficult to follow-through in practice within a large public 

venue and given the way in which research material were processed. 

28

Submission to Secrecy and Society

https://scholarworks.sjsu.edu/secrecyandsociety
DOI: 10.55917/2377-6188.1078



 

 

In other words, the choice to include a Worry Doll in the box was a 

deliberate one; taken both in relation to a need to refrain from asking 

visitors to confess in the presence of others as well as to ensure no material 

traces remained of their confessions. Instead of seeking to record the 

confessions, the box instructions asked visitors to write down how it felt to 

confess and thereby to get curious about this secrecy practice. 

 

 

Figure 5: Guatemalan Worry Doll, used in the Confessions box (Credit: We The 

Curious, September 7, 2021). 
 

Curious Labeling 

There are two aspects of labeling that we wish to draw attention in 

relation to curiosity. The first related to how to spark curiosity. Initially, the 

29

Stevens et al.: Being Curious with Secrecy

Published by SJSU ScholarWorks,



 

boxes were designed in such a way that they did not have any external 

features indicating their content themes (other than age and number of 

participant thresholds).  This plainness is particularly worthy of note given 

the ground floor space around the boxes and Theatre of Curiosity was 

saturated with visual, auditory and tactical stimuli (Figure 3).  The absence 

of indicators of the themes was motivated, in part, by a desire on the part of 

the Project Team to generate engagement across a range of themes, rather 

than by interest or prior familiarity.  For example, we did not want 

participants to gravitate to an “exciting” theme like Invisibility for which they 

might be “primed” to be more curious, and thus neglect “Evidence” for being 

less intuitively relatable. However, in some initial sessions, it proved difficult 

to attract visitors to the box collection.  In response, the boxes were all 

similarly decorated with “TOP SECRET” stickers and markings (Figure 1).  

These add-ons functioned as a kind of wrapping – visually announcing the 

presence of something noteworthy inside, but not divulging its content.  This 

labeling proved to be a strategic means for the Project Team to generate 

curiosity by playing on cultural predispositions to see this as exciting and 

engage visitors, even while recognizing that it was reproducing the tropes of 

secrecy (as alluring and affective because of its charged associations) that 

the researchers wanted to move beyond. 

The second aspect related to how to reward curiosity.  As explained in 

the visitor information and consent form, the goal of visitors’ engagement 
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with the interactive boxes was to invite them “to become research partners 

in this project.”  However, because the types of activities prompted by the 

boxes (drawing, pretending, etc.) were similar to the kinds of activities that 

visitors undertook elsewhere in WtC, a concern was that it would not be 

apparent to onlookers (i.e. potential participants for the collection) that 

some visitors were participating in formal research, or that the everyday 

reflections sought from visitors were valid data (a point we return to below).  

In part, in order to mark such participation, stickers stating “I did Research 

Today” were offered to those visitors that gave permission for their Visitor 

Data Sheets to be available for research. 

 

The Limitations of Curiosity 

If there were two areas of the curiosity-secrecy-ignorance relationship 

that were the subject of the most significant discussion and, ultimately, 

limitations when it came to designing and delivering the A-Z, it was 1) what 

could be included and 2) working with pre-existing conceptions of what 

research, learning and knowing/unknowing looks like. While the latter is 

addressed below, in this first instance, this section turns to what was 

included and not included - for example, what we as WtC-SPIN collaborators 

thought was appropriate to be curious about in the context of a discussions 

of secrecy and ignorance and in a science museum space. 
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Curious Absences   

 For different reasons, three possible themes were either adjusted or 

set aside: Silence, Confession and Conspiracy. In the case of the Silence 

box, an initial choice was made to feature an image to prompt discussion of 

the recent UK Windrush political scandal7 and the role of cultural silence - 

whether as individual or collective acts - in sustaining structural forms of 

racialized power – a SPIN area of research (Thomas 2016). Following 

feedback from visitors within the first week of delivery who considered the 

Windrush example “too adult” for their family, the initial choice was revised 

by including new supporting texts in order to support adults within the group 

to facilitate the discussion with younger family members. Our position was 

that rather than contribute to ongoing cultural silence and therefore 

ignorance about the scandal as well as ignorance about ignorance, that we 

needed to continue to find ways to encourage curiosity about this difficult 

part of UK history. 

Second, the Confession box had to be revised. Initially, again in 

keeping with the subject matter expertise and research interests of SPIN, 

our initial plan was to inspire curiosity about the choices faced by LGTBQ+ 

community members to either stay silent and keep their sexuality a secret, 

or to “confess/profess” and “come out of the closet” in order, again, to 

 
7  That scandal relates to British government efforts to detain, deport, and otherwise deny 

state services to individuals (mainly from the Caribbean) born as British subjects, but 

that came to live in the UK prior to 1973. 
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encourage discussions of the cultural and structural reasons why individuals 

might make these choices. After an extended discussion, this approach was 

put to one side in favor of the worry dolls (discussed above) for several 

reasons: 1) the risk of encouraging poor and ill-informed conversations 

about sexuality; 2) the challenge of discussions of sexuality within families, 

including those with young children; 3) the risk of re-stigmatizing sexualities 

through association with “confession” due to the negative association of the 

word confession itself. In other words, given the limitations of the activity, it 

did not feel appropriate to inspire curiosity about sexuality in this context. 

Overall, it does signal the importance of ongoing explorations, discussions 

and responses to perceptions of what is “appropriate” and “exhibitable” 

within museum spaces about sexuality, and a presumption that British 

audiences can be reluctant to discuss sex and gender, or that LGBTQ issues 

are still considered to have some social taboo as these end up reinforcing 

many of the socially prevalent assumptions that social research has tried to 

understand and challenge (Nelson 2020). This leads back to point raised 

above: a lack of curiosity can be good in some contexts.  

Third, and finally, we set aside an attempt to conceive of a Conspiracy 

box in this time period. While conspiracies and conspiracy theories are a vital 

component of understanding current politics as much as history, and the role 

of secrecy and ignorance in society (Harambam et al. 2021), our decision 

not to include it nonetheless provides insight into the curiosity-secrecy-
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ignorance relationship. A primary difficulty was finding accessible examples 

and objects.  One way we identified for achieving relevancy was to use 

conspiracies affecting children. For instance, beliefs and practices around the 

existence of Father Christmas (Santa Claus) was one candidate.  However, 

even with appropriate age requirements, a box that fostered consideration of 

Father Christmas as a conspiracy raised concerns: aside from “spoiling” a 

cherished holiday tradition for a number of younger visitors, there were 

concerns within the Project Team about possible effects on other visitors and 

as well as future potential visitors.  These concerns included making 

assumptions about the cultural and religious orientations and knowledges of 

WtC visitors.  

Similarly, if Father Christmas was an example of a generally accepted 

form of cultural simulation that is difficult to discuss because of the 

widespread complicity with it, then other examples of conspiracies were 

assessed as problematic because of the anticipated contestation.  As 

previously noted, the box collection was introduced during the COVID19 

pandemic, a time in which the origins and responses to the virus provoked 

many theories commonly dubbed as conspiratorial.  Inclusion of such 

theories as discussion material within the collection raised concerns about 

how to reconcile the intent to make visitors feel valued with the importance 

of challenging what the Project Team judged to be misperceptions with the 

conventional roles of a science center, as well as the risks of reinforcing 
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certain conspiracy theories by drawing attention to them. In the end, 

demands associated to the Conspiracy theme meant the box was not 

produced.   

 

Curious Research   

In the second instance of limitations to curiosity, designing questions, 

prompts and activities that encouraged visitors to shift from “receptive” and 

didactic learning styles to “curious” dialogic ones about secrecy, was a 

significant challenge. First, the project was openly framed as a research 

project, in part to invite visitors to rethink what research looks like as well as 

for research ethics and data gathering reasons. As such, the delivery of the 

activity involved undertaking ritualized forms of actions that drove home a 

sense that the activity was in the realm of “science”: visitors first listened to 

an explanation of the collection from LST members, they were given sheets 

that included background information about the WtC-SPIN collaboration, 

they were asked to give permission for their completed Visitor Sheet to be 

used as data, and they were rewarded with a research-sticker on their 

ethical assent.  As gauged by LST members, taking part in research was 

rated as a source of excitement for some visitors and heightened curiosity, 

and informed the decision to provide them with the badges (as discussed 

above). 
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On the counterproductive side though, taking part in research also led 

some visitors to question whether they had completed the tasks to the level 

and quality they imagined necessary.  As reported by some LST members, 

the desire to properly partake in the research led some visitor groups to 

search for the “correct answer” for each task rather than respond in the 

manner they saw as fit, positioning the researchers as the “authority” of 

their own interpretations. In such ways while the collection might not have 

sought to base itself on traditional appeals to authority in that it asked 

visitors to voice their views, the status of the collection was nevertheless 

underpinned at times by certain conceptions of authority in science.  This 

underpinning both enabled and delimited visitors' interactions. In other 

words, the framing of the activity as research was in and of itself a challenge 

to a “curious mindset” orientation of the project. 

In a second way, the focus on research as a knowledge 

making/unmaking practice confounded the project. A long running thread of 

criticism of science museums and centers is that they position themselves as 

conveyers of definitive and objective truths (Bud 1995). As elaborated in the 

previous sections, the composition and delivery of the box activities in 

keeping with WtC’s reframing was not motivated by a desire to disseminate 

definitive facts or principles. Nor did it seek to portray an idealized version of 

social research. Instead of laying down partitions between legitimate and 

other forms of knowledge through gauging visitors’ comprehension of 
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dispensed facts, the activity was designed intentionally to solicit thoughts 

and feelings from visitors about the secrecy and ignorance topics through a 

structured process of inquiry. This was a novel approach for many visitors, 

for members of the LST, and indeed for the project team itself. Though the 

form of the project evolved to include answer sheets in order to capture 

visitor responses, arguably this “data” was not the data that proved most 

useful for the project. Instead, the significance of the research aspect of the 

activity derived not so much from the data captured from the written records 

visitors filled in, but from the mutual experience for Project Team members 

and visitors of feeling like all were contributing to an ongoing dialogue; a 

dialogue about the nature of knowledge itself and how to inspire curiosity 

about how knowledge is made and unmade.   

In other words, the process itself of designing a project, redesigning it, 

delivering it as well as the reactions by all involved became the most 

interesting and relevant “data” for understanding curiosity, secrecy, and 

ignorance. Our experience would suggest that those interested in 

incorporating “explorations of uncertainty in knowledge” (Kiefer 2021, 123) 

act mindfully in regard to this pressure to “operationalize” and “data-fy” a 

project to align with conventional conceptualizations of curiosity. 
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Conclusion 

The previous sections recounted the iterative process of developing, 

launching and revising a box collection as part of an academic-science center 

collaboration. Rather than taking the links between secrecy, ignorance and 

curiosity as implicit, the project described in this paper intentionally sought 

to assess, inspire and foster curiosity with secrecy. In particular, it was the 

affects of secrecy and secrecy cues, the ways in which the center and 

activity created a “feeling” or “energy” of secrecy (Brennan 2004; Anderson 

2009) or hinted at the presence of secrets, that were central to generating 

curiosity about everyday and structural forms of secrecy. This process 

involved the creation of activity boxes to generate curiosity with secrecy, 

using a three-part structure. The boxes used a selection of ordinary objects 

that were interactive, avoided personal disclosure, and allowed an 

exploration of secrecy in everyday life. The paper also acknowledged the 

limitations of project, such as considerations around sensitivity, negative 

effects, and traditional conceptions of science. 

As such, we have made three contributions with this project: First, 

given that the relationship between secrecy and curiosity has hardly been 

explored, the first contribution of this paper has been a conceptual one, 

drawing out and highlighting the useful synergies between secrecy studies 

and curiosity studies. We have argued that the synergies between curiosity 

and secrecy can facilitate an analytical and methodological shift for 
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researchers interested in understanding secrecy’s structural and cultural 

dynamics. We posit that such an approach is necessary for secrecy literacy. 

Furthermore, the paper’s exhortation to be curious with rather than curious 

over helps address a tendency in other disciplinary approaches to 

approaching secrecy, ignorance and conspiracies simply as morally negative 

problems to be solved, rather than as processes deeply implicated with each 

other. As this iteration of participatory research hopefully demonstrated, 

curiosity with prompted more inductive approaches to understanding secrecy 

and ignorance in more multifaceted and structuralized ways. 

Second, the practical contribution of the paper has been to offer the 

account of the travails of translating research questions about secrecy, 

ignorance and curiosity into a practical activity tailored for the audience of a 

science center. Despite the difficulties that the article has outlined, the “trial 

and error” nature of an engagement such as this were arguably the most 

productive part of the experience for both the WtC practitioners and for the 

SPIN researchers. While the activity was envisioned by the researchers as an 

opportunity for data collection from visitors, it was the ongoing and iterative 

processes of thinking with the practitioners that in many respects provided 

the most insights for the researchers.8 This included the challenges of 

 
8 Maret (2021, 20-21) for an excellent treatment of what it means to think with or think 

together in teaching secrecy, drawing on the work of Elizabeth Kamarck Minnich who 

describes the benefits of thinking together about challenging topics in ways that are 

"exploratory, suggestive; it does not prove anything, or finally arrive anywhere." This 

chimes as a way to solicit curiosity about topics like secrecy and ignorance, and make 

them newly meaningful. 
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designing programs for audiences that would include families and young 

children, and in working through the iterative process over the different 

phases many of the researchers found they were also working through the 

rationales and conceptual lacunae of their own research topics, providing 

clarity but also creative expression. Meanwhile, the activity also helped WtC 

understand the needs of their audience better as a result of running the 

activities, for example in seeing how important adult interlocutors can be for 

facilitating engagement. 

Third, we documented the various secrecy affects and cues that were 

mobilized, including through generating curious spaces, curious boxes, 

curious objects, etc. as well as the limits of curiosity associated with the 

SPIN-WtC A-Z of Secrecy and Ignorance. 

In doing so, our account has sought to highlight some of the 

assumptions, rationales, and experiences associated with the collection, 

thereby bringing to attention the choices and contingencies associated with 

this collaboration. The collaboration between SPIN and WtC was aligned with 

some feminist thinkers who have advocated being curious - with rather than 

curious-about secrecy.  Instead of encouraging the pursuit of “the answer” 

and a focus on “the secret,” our aim instead was, as Clare Birchall (2011) 

encourages, “to stay with the secret” and focus on secrecy. 

Despite this ambition, this article also sought to examine how science 

center programming can draw on, challenge and perpetuate relations of 
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authority, and adapt to explore the politics of knowledge itself.  We identified 

ways in which the box collection was not only about secrecy and realized 

through secrecy. More than this, because of the decisions taken about its 

design and composition by us as collaborators, it also entailed forms of 

secrecy.  Designing activities that can offer a shared space for talking about 

the invisible, the secret, and the unknown ended up reproducing some of the 

dynamics that researchers had wished to examine or challenge.  In this 

regard the article offers a further contribution to a long running attempts to 

be self-reflexive about public engagement with science (Irwin 2014). 

Overall, we invite others to consider exploring the interconnections 

between secrecy, ignorance and curiosity, their profound doubleness, as 

productive future lines of thought and investigation.   
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