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MA Project proposal: Disability (Un)seen 

Research question:  

How is disability represented visually?  

Why do I find that much imagery related to disability fails to reflect my experience 

and sentiments?  

How can I articulate my feelings about disability and impairment without falling into 

conventional visual approaches that distort the evocation? 

Aims and Objectives: 
The rise of digital technologies and the resulting explosion of imagery produced and shared, may 

suggest to the casual observer that all subject matter is being represented from a variety of points of 

view. Yet I have found it difficult to find visual imagery that represents the breadth of my experience 

as a disabled person. Disability is represented, but it is done so in ways that allows the body and 

impairment to dominate the visual discourse.  

 

I want to explore this issue: to understand why and how the dominant visual representations of 

disablement where the body is paramount are so pervasive, and create and present a works that 

allow other aspects of the experience to become visible while not obscuring impairment.  This 

approach will involve researching representations of disability and any related subject matter and so 

establish where opportunities exist to fill the gaps in the visual discourse by finding new ways to 

articulate about the experience, both in terms of subject matter and approaches. Accordingly my 

project aims are to:  

Aim 1: Explore how to evoke specific understanding of disability as distinct from, but inclusive of, 

disabled people and impairment;  

Aim 2: Experiment and develop my own visual artistic practices and repertoire in relation to the 

subject. 

Objectives: 
In order to achieve the above I will need to meet the following objectives.  

• Explore the representation of disability, disabled people, and impairment and identify 

approaches and gaps;   

• Experiment using different digital visual forms to express aspects of disability and 

impairment that offer new ways of visually referencing the experience  

• Locate my work in terms of artistic perspectives and context  

• Produce a body of work that offers new ways of visually articulating on the experience of 

disability and impairment within a consistent visual framework 

• Exhibit work that articulates particular aspects of the experience in a way that addresses 

gaps identified  

These objectives will be achieved through traditional means and documented in my blog. I will also 

exploit the power of the internet as an artistic and research portal. Much of my life is lived online 

and so it seems fitting that I aim to study and explore these issues though this medium.  

Context: 
Visual meanings are subject to many forces and while images are static their meanings change 

(Barthes, 1981, p65) because they are subject to many forces such as context (Gombrich, 1960) 
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economics (Solomon-Godeau, 1991, p4-27), cultural fashions (Coleman, 1998, p91-112) and 

technology (Paul 2003). Accordingly there are four key contextual points of reference I will need to 

address in order to meet my aims and objectives.  

Firstly, I will need to explore how visual meaning is transmitted and received in terms of 

the visual representation of disability. This will involve considering how the issue is 

represented in terms of its theoretical, historical, social and cultural, contexts.  

Secondly I will need to consider the above in relation to the contemporary artistic 

context (Tag 2003, Tse, 2014). This will involve considering contemporary photographic 

theory and practice as well as identifying any current themes in the representation of 

disability and impairment, and also looking at connotation in terms of others social 

groups such as Black people, Women and Gays (Guy, 2014 p16-21, Shakespeare, 2002).  

Thirdly I will need to compare and contrast my experience with other disabled 

photographers and consider the similarities and differences between our approaches 

and work and determine why that may be.  

Lastly, I will need to explore how contexts affect visual connotation in order to 

understand how best to present my work so that viewers engage with it.  

This will allow me to both locate my work in terms of artistic practice and social context and inform 

my approach to the representation of my experience.  

Methodology: 
The research method reflects my time and place: it will be qualitative in approach and be primary 

based on action research – practice based experiments in visual articulation through a series of 

projects that explore my experience and viewpoint. I will then locate my approaches against other 

historical and contemporary practitioners work and consider the evocations.  

I will also carry out contextual secondary research, principally in the form of a literature review, 

where I will locate where my approaches sit in terms of social and cultural history – specifically those 

areas mentioned under Context.  

In addition I will learn about blogging and generate an online presence in order to show work in 

progress and completed projects. My blog will be the place I record the process and trials. This will 

act both as a record and so allow for reflection, but will also allow for engagement with, and 

feedback from, others.  

Outcomes: 
The outcomes of my project will be fourfold: firstly there will be a completed research paper that 

will have informed my exploration and final approach to the development of a body of work. 

Secondly I will have produced a body of work in a form yet to be decided, that will offer a discourse 

on my experience of disability. Thirdly, aspects of that body of work will be presented in the MA 

exhibition. Fourthly, and most importantly, the process should produce new understandings and self 

awareness that will inform my continuing and future artistic practice that will have been informed by 

the research and approaches to photography based in phototherapy (Demarre, 2001) and activist art 

education (Emme, 2001). 

Work Plan:  
My workplan is based on weekly research, practice, experimentation and reflection. My approach is 

to generate work while exploring it in relation to its contexts – historical, contemporary and artistic – 

as outlined above, and engaging with fellow MA participants and other artistic bloggers. The 

workplan reflects the fact that I am now over half way through the MA.  
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Term 1: Finding my personal voice again  

• Public landscape; Domestic landscapes; Out of Place; Intimate landscapes; Evidence 

• Twelve days of Summer 

Term 2: Gaining clarity: A Picture of Health 

• A Picture of Health; Blood and Shit; How I feel; Code; Symbols 

• Getting On 

Term 3: Concepts and contexts 

• Signs; Research paper; Imagined Landscapes; Interim Exhibition 

• Emergency 

Term 4: The body 

• The face; The Body, Blueprint, Moving, Feet 

• Research paper 

• Pop Up Show 

Term 5: Curation and production 

• Thematic imagery curated and arranged into its final products 

• Getting ready for the final exhibition – production values 

Term 6: Exhibiting and thinking post MA 

• Getting ready for the exhibition 

• Marketing 

• Presentation 

• Post MA practice 

-----------------  
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