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A b s t r a c tA b s t r a c tA b s t r a c tA b s t r a c t     

Images offer many simultaneous contradictions: 

they are both simple pictures and complex 

discourses; they are fixed and still, but their 

meaning changes by time, place and who views 

them; they are both original items and 

representations of other things. 

This paper contends that the rise of digital 

imagery and the explosion of it being shared via 

the Internet implies a ubiquity in subject 

coverage while in reality the scope of imagery 

available online offers very limited - 

ideologically determined – perspectives based 

on the historically based conventional wisdom 

regarding disability that conflates the term with 

disabled people and impairment.  

Even though new ways of understanding, such 

as those based on Social Models of Disability 

have been formulated, developed and applied in 

many other areas of social life, they have failed 

to be adopted or recognised in mainstream arts.  

New photographic trends have arisen that have 

changed the ways disabled people are 

represented visually, but such images continue 

to hark back to earlier forms of representation 

and support the status quo.    

This failure is due at least in part, to the 

conflation of the terms impairment, disability 

and disabled people in mainstream society and 

the continued dominance of the impaired body 

in much popular disability related imagery. Yet 

breaking this hegemony may be possible by 

changing artistic practices and addressing the 

whole workflow - from conception to 

consumption from a singular viewpoint.  

KeywordsKeywordsKeywordsKeywords: disability, impairment, internet, 

photography, hegemony 
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Contexts and definitions 

Images and meaning 
To describe a picture in terms of what it denotes is straight forward (Barrett, 2003 p16), but to 

interpret it requires cultural references points (Gombrich, 1960 p3) as the process is mediated 

through multiple psycho-social factors (Barthes 1981 p64, Solomon-Godeau 1991 pp3-52, J, Berger, 

1980 pp51-67). But like all representations, photographs influence our perceptions, including 

cultural ideas and expectations and this process embraces people’s conceptions regarding 

impairment and disability (Garland-Thompson, 2002, pp 56-75).  

Photographs, art and politics 
Photography’s special quality, as indexes of the real, means that photographs hold a special place in 

the arts (Kriebel, 2007, pp3-49).  Indeed histories of photography recognise its plurality of purpose 

(Bate, 2009, p20). However no photo can provide explanations, and so meanings are attributed or 

evoked through imbuing them with our own readings although supplementary methods such as 

contexts, associations, labels, descriptions and statements (Morris, 1996 pp67-75).  

The problem of attributing meaning is, of course, universal because time, place, culture and the 

psychology of the receiver cannot be controlled by artist. This creates a challenge: how can the artist 

articulate particular positions or discourses though visual statements given that meanings will differ 

and change depending on viewer and context?  

The issue has particular relevance to the issue of disability because it has historically been defined in 

ways wholly located within the individual. Accordingly those artists who aim to use visual techniques 

to articulate a more nuanced approach that distinguishes between the physiological condition 

(impairment) and the difficulties they may face in society because of people’s attitudes, 

organisational practices and the physical environment (disabling factors) face a particular challenge 

of getting their point recognised. The issue has been articulated by some people and organisations 

for many years in written works but still eludes widespread understanding in the visual artistic 

arena. This paper attempts to identify why this may be the case and tentatively suggest one way of 

addressing the problem.  

The causes of disability 
Disability is distinct from impairment. This has been recognised by some disabled people and the 

Law. The Union of the Physically Impaired Against Segregation (UPIAS) defined the terms quite well 

back in 1975 (Buhalis and Darcy, 2010, p27). 

 

“Impairment: lacking part or all of a limb, or having a defective limb, organ or mechanism of 

the body. 

 

Disability: the disadvantage or restriction of activity caused by contemporary social 

organisation which takes little of no account of people who have physical impairments and 

thus excludes them from participation in the mainstream of social activities.” 

(Union of Physically Impaired Against Segregation 1975) 

The implications of distinguishing between physiological impairment and disability are profound. 

Using the UPIAS definitions we can see why for example, people who wear spectacles or use some 

prosthesis are, for the most part, not disabled.  They function in the public space without difficulty; 

other people accept them as normal; society does not categorise them as a special class of person, 

and the builders of the physical environment recognise and meet their functional needs. Compare 

that experience with wheelchair users – who can only get into some buildings and access some trains 

and buses and need special adaptations added to car to drive. The design of many buildings and 

modes of transport fail to recognise and cater for their needs and so require remedial “special” 
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adaptations to be made after the fact rather than being designed and built with these needs being 

recognised from the beginning.  

But disability is more than function: people who have severe facial disfigurements are often classed 

as disabled even though they have no functional physiological deficit. It is the response of others to 

their physicality that disables them. Thus disability is about discriminating between those with 

particular physiological conditions defined by society as not normal, and the term disabled people 

refer to those with physiological differences or impairments whose needs are classed as special – 

not normal - by society.   

Accordingly the things that cause disability are distinct from impairment: it is physical landscapes; 

organisational policies and people’s attitudes that disabled impaired people by failing to recognise 

their needs as legitimate and so choices are made that result in their needs not being met. In other 

words people with impairments whose needs are not met in social environments become disabled 

people or in-valids. This model is widely recognised in areas of academia and policy with units set up 

to explore the issues and laws enacted that define disabled people and then either legitimate their 

disablement by allowing discrimination (ie they become invalids) or protect them from 

discrimination in some areas of social life such as employment, transport and housing. Yet the Social 

Model has not broken through in the world of imagery and this paper explores why. 

Current Re-presentations 

The digital re-presentation of disability 
The rise of digital production and “endless distribution” of images across the World Wide Web 

would suggest that visual saturation has been achieved and that we have attained ubiquity in the 

coverage of subject matter (Hand, 2012 p1 and 148). For example, over half of the two billion 

internet users post photos (Cultur-ist, 2013, Duggan, 2013) Flickr has 92 million users, who share 

approximately one million photos every day (Etherington, 2014) and over 249000 images are 

uploaded every minute just to Facebook (Smith, 2013).  This digital explosion, has resulted in shifts 

in cultural photographic practices based on diversification, multiplicity and variation in the use of 

photography with for example, more children taking up and sharing photographs and their being 

used and shared through multiple routes for a variety of purposes (Hand, 2012, p163).   

 

Yet if one carries out simple searches using terms such as disability or disabled the vast majority of 

imagery that results from it show visibly impaired people or symbols signifying them and do not 

include visible references to the term that exclude the body (Mansell, 2014).  Thus the social aspects 

of the experience of disability are, through this process, made almost wholly invisible or masked by 

the dominance of the impaired body within the frame. Indeed even a cursory examination of the 

digital representation of disability suggests this that not only is such imagery dominated by 

reference to the impaired body but through particular archetypes that pre-date the digital 

revolution.  

The freak in popular and artistic imagery 
People have always been interested in difference as well as the oddities of nature and up until the 

invention of photography this had been satisfied by travelling circuses and freak shows (Durbach 

2010, p1). Then photography offered a new way of looking though the growth of publications, 

exhibitions, begging cards and appeals. Bogdan (2012) aptly demonstrated how the visibly impaired 

person has thus been represented as freak, or victim of circumstance - usually both - in all of these 

endeavours. Nowadays artists like Joel Peter-Witkin’s use impairment to add spectacle to the 

fantastical, and sometimes grotesque, constructed realities they create with the disabled person as 

freak at their core, just as the theme has been adopted by both the mainstream film media in for 

example Horror and Comic Book Heroes (Smith, 2012) and internet sites such as the Liveleak 

website. 
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Portrait as a Vanitas, New Mexico, by Joel Peter-Witkin (1994) 

 

The subhuman in scientific imagery 
The scientific community used the photographs in a similar way to the freak show entrepreneurs 

save for one difference: they used the medium to document difference for medical and social 

purposes. For example, Louis Agassiz in the USA, Thomas Henry Huxley in England and the Dammann 

brothers in Germany were all applying a comparative photographic approach to people in order to 

define common characteristics of lessor races, criminals, the feeble-minded and mad people (their 

terminology) (Maxwell 2010, p39).   

The victim in documentary imagery 
The third common archetype stands in opposition to the freak and subhuman and recognises that 

chance plays it part in life and represent disabled people as victims of circumstance (be that genetic, 

historic or social). Such an approach has been used throughout photography’s history. For example, 

100 years ago André Kertész, in France and Lewis Hine in the USA presented disabled people in their 

social settings and 40 years ago photographers like W. Eugene Smith, did the same in Japan (Life, 

1973, pp50-51). This has continued right up to now with contemporary photographers like Robin 

Hammond in Africa.  

56 year old Zacharia spent his last days at a hospice for HIV positive patients run by the Catholic Church in Harare. Three 

hours after being photographed being bathed by his nephew he died. (Hammond. undated) 
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Emerging trends 
While disability is still either heavily conflated within impairment and so largely absent 

photographically, three changes have taken place in the ways it has been represented and 

understood by the non-disabled public. The first is a new representation of disability that recognises 

it as cultural; the second is a widening of the types of imagery showing disabled people; and the 

third is a forging of new collective identities. 

The cultural body 
A growing trend within disability presentation has moved away from focussing on the person as just 

a map of impairment and offered a new view of the body through growing interest in the aesthetic 

and cultural values in regard of the kit and equipment disabled people use. For example, Miflin 

(2013, p88, 89) shows in Bodies of Subversion images of woman with post mastectomy breast 

tattoos who chose not to have reconstructive surgery, but take an alternative route to beatification 

that does not deny their experience of cancer. There has also been a transformation in the aesthetic 

of prosthetics that is distinct from any functional changes (De Oliveira Barata, 2014). These 

approaches recognise the body as both real and phenomenological (Hughes and Paterson, 1997, pp. 

325-340) and so move any consideration of it away from being limited to the functional aspects of 

impairment.  

The alternative limb project, Rosemary Williams, (undated) 

 

New realism 
The second trend in the representation of disabled people stems directly from the growth in 

awareness of the Social Model of Disability and led to many disabled people challenging the social 

nature of stigma (Shakespeare, 2002 pp9-28).  For example, in photography many disabled people 

and allies captured social documentary images defining themselves as political activists directly 

challenging their historical stigma. These actions, and imagery, have resulted in policy makers 

recognising and adopting the Social Model of Disability in many areas of public life (Aspis, Undated).  

In addition, just as some women photographers such as Jo Spence and Cindy Sherman have offered 

new commentaries through their photography about the sexualised representation of women, new 

representations of disabled people have emerged that recognised them as beings other than victims 

or freaks.  For example, Bryan Adams photographed Service personnel in Wounded (2013) with a 

straight approach as did Giles Duley. Both neither hid the impairments, nor made a spectacle of 

them.  
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Becoming the Story, Self-portrait. London. Giles Duley, (2011)  

 

This new form of representation has been less well accepted by the mainstream in terms of sexuality 

even though they exist e.g., photographers such as  Delphine Censier have represented their sexual 

identity, but embraced more fully in the more comfortable world of disability sport (Haigh, 2010, 

291-308). Here many images abound both of disabled people active in sports as well as in the artistic 

and cultural imagery accompanying such events.  

However the wider, more realistic representation of disabled people in sport is still very limited and 

focused on impairment, while some images such as those of elite sport in the Paralympics, can be 

seen to continue to represent disabled people as freaks – albeit super human freaks this time (Ryan 

2012 ). Accordingly the whole approach is still very much focussed on the body and connoted 

through reference to it and can quickly slip back into the discourse of freak or victim.  

David Weir celebrates winning T54 800m gold ahead of Switzerland's Marcel Hug, left, at the Paralympics. Tom Jenkins 

for the Guardian (2012)  
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New identities through new communities 
Thirdly the introduction of the internet has enabled the building of virtual social networks based 

around common interests and allowed for new forms of representations, interaction and 

relationships which in itself influences self-representations (Peachey and Childs, 2011).  For example, 

there is often a bluntness and honesty shared amongst disabled people that shows a different reality 

than that offered to nondisabled peers as imagery on the Apparalysed site demonstrates (2014) and 

new artistic perspectives and approaches formed on the Disability Arts online Website (2015).   

Where the [mis]representation of disability is now 
Consequently, changes in the representation of disabled people have widened from one 

representing them through the prisms of victims, freaks or sub-humans, to some limited 

photographic representation and interpretation that recognises and acknowledges disabled people 

as political, sporting, sexual – that is - cultural beings. But representations of disability, as distinct 

from impairment or disabled people are rare (Hevey, 1992, p12). Accordingly viewers are almost 

trained to fail to see any connotation regarding disability when the impaired body is not in view, and 

when it is the impairment appears to dominate the vista. That is one of the paradoxes disability arts 

faces (Darke, 2003, pp131-141).  The result is a type of visual hegemony.  

One might think that if an image’s relevance to disabled people’s experience is unclear without the 

inclusion of the impaired body, then meaning can be evoked by some other means. The most 

obvious approach is to do this through the written word. But people may not read notes. Moreover 

the approach overrides the viewer’s received connotation by failing to allow them to come to their 

own conclusions about what the images mean. That is, it is not so much orienting the viewer to a 

discourse as telling them to view the image in a particular way.  So how can an image speak 

particularly without relying on accompanying notation? For example, how can a landscape image 

evoke a sense of disabling environments without using notation to direct the viewer? Alletti suggests 

such imagery will have to rely on viewer investment or appropriation. For example, when talking 

about Queer Photography he argues that the process involves “queering the pictures” whereby the 

viewer interprets them as queer (2015 p27) and so it is understandable why many non-disabled 

people miss any intended reference to disability if the impaired body is excluded from within the 

frame as they have been conditioned to see disability from a wholly medicalised viewpoint and so do 

not invest images without the impaired body in view with any disabled connotation.      

But the problem is more than just reception and exists as a process within the arts. For example, it 

has been argued that disabled artists’ voices have been appropriated and distorted by the artistic 

establishment (Darke, op.cit.) and defined from a non-disabled perspective that conflates 

impairment with disability and presents the subject through its association with the body (Hevey, 

1993 pp. 423-429). So while people like Sue Austin (2015) whose work can be described as 

spectacular and impairment focussed, have their work widely recognised, finding art focussed on 

disability and its causes is much more difficult. Indeed important artistic publications like 

Photoworks, Aperture and Source have never dedicated an issue to disability (as distinct from 

disabled photographers, or a focus on the impaired body) in the same way they have to other social 

issues. Thus the question for the artist interested in presenting the full experience of disability is 

how to address the issue of cultural hegemony and appropriation. 

A different approach 
The challenge appears to be to find a route that is persuasive while allowing viewers to make their 

own determinations. One approach is to invest pictures with new conventional content to trigger 

meaning and another, more tentative approach, appears to be presenting meaning through an 

emphasis on what is created between images as much as within them. 
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Aesthetic approaches 
While impairment related subject matter may be relatively obvious to see for example, the body, or 

kit used to manage the impairment, the barriers that create disability are often more discreet and 

therefore a range of pictorial approaches will be needed to evoke the intended meaning. Some 

photographers in other fields have led the way here. For example, David Benjamin Sherry's 

Alternative America series used colour hues that signal a departure from the conventional or 

“straight” landscape but is not explicitly directional in evocation (Moore, p94).  So by applying a 

similar approach in terms of disability and incorporating triggers to destabilise conventional views 

issues relating can be evoked but may not be received as intended, as to evoke a sense of disability 

they are likely to need to be conventional in form otherwise the image is destabilised without 

direction.   

Winter Sunrise over Yosemite Valley, Yosemite, California, 2013. 30 x 40 inch print © David Benjamin Sherry 

 

Subject matter 
Moreover while there is a long history of new artistic styles being used to challenge existing ways of 

seeing though representations the issue of whether to include the body or not is key. To wholly 

exclude the body would be a denial of that aspect of reality (Siebers, 2001 pp. 737-754). Yet, to 

include the body within the frame may result in the visual conflation between impairment, disabled 

people and disability. Thus any approach needs to recognise the body, but without allowing the 

subject matter to dominate because it is too closely linked to a wholly medicalised view of disability 

that conflates it with impairment.  

One answer may be to create a series of images that place an emphasis on the relationships 

between them and by referencing the impaired body in terms of its phenomenological value. This 

should allow issues around representation and meaning to be raised and the body can play its role in 

the wider discourse without dominating it.  However the level of emphasis on the body and 

impairment will be key in determining success or failure as too much and social aspects of the 

experience of disability will be masked because of conventional views of disability being linked to 

impairment and the body.  
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Curation 
The vital aspect in generating new meaning appears to be in the curation of the work as meaning is 

evoked as much by the relationship of images in relation to each other as it is from within the frame. 

This will allow direction to be evoked in destabilised images by their being associated with other 

pictures. Stimson puts it better than I can.  

“The photographic essay was borne of the promise of another kind of truth from that given by 

the individual photograph or image on its own, a truth available only in the intersection 

between pictures, in the movement from one picture to the next” (2006, p3) 

Thus creating a series of images and curating them oneself is central in considering how to evoke 

meaning because it is that process that will determine how meaning is constructed, communicated 

and modulated (Fergerson, 1996).   Indeed this might be one reason by disability (as distinct from 

impairment) is invisible within exhibitions and the rise to prominence of the curator as artistic 

mediator is one indicator of just how important the form and order of presentation is (O’Neill, 2012 

p33). Indeed some institutions have recognised the importance of this approach in regard to 

disability. For example, Besley and Low show how, in Reflections on Representing Experiences of 

Mental Illness in Museums, a reorientation of subject matter can be achieved that both recognises 

the impairment and demonstrates the social construction of disabling factors – attitudes and 

organisational and physical barriers - by re-contextualising artefacts so that they can be read in a 

new way that emphasised the service users perspective rather than the provider’s point of view 

(2010, pp130-142). However such an approach is yet to become a trend with reference to disability.  

Nevertheless their approach explicitly recognises the creation of meaning through associations and 

the creation of new meaning through changing associations.   

Implications 
If work is reliant on meaning being attributed as much through the spaces between them as within 

them then the approach to an exhibition needs to be thematic rather than salon style, as this is 

where signification is constructed, maintained and remembered (Altshuler, 2013 p7). Similar 

approaches need to be considered for showing work in book, film or online as it is clear that each 

context requires images created for, and tailored them in order for the intended articulation to have 

its best chance of evocation (Bajac quoted by Mauro, 2014).  

However reframing cognition through adapting production values to specific contexts has 

implications in terms of originality and curation. That is, digital art allows the artist to consider 

whether to produce one original digital work of art and signify it as such by labelling all other 

representations of it as simulations or address the issue of intended purpose and meaning through 

creating a number of “original” images with context specific production values that also take account 

of presentational contexts and association values.  

Furthermore, such approaches have implications for any oeuvre. Reproductions of those physical 

artefacts will always be just that – reproductions - defined through the re-presentation of them out 

of their intended media context - but this needs to be made clear otherwise problems arise about 

artistic oeuvre, intention and output (Coleman, 1998 pp25-39).  

The edges of the approach 
Tailoring series of images to specific contexts e.g., web, book and exhibition, cannot guarantee any 

desired connotation because meaning is always subject to so many variables such as time and place 

of viewing. But this research does indicate that there is a possibility to offer new ways seeing and 

understanding disabled people’s experience that will document aspects of impairment and disability 

without conflating them, and in so doing, will allow for other more subtle and nuanced aspects of 

the experience, such as the sense of anomie, otherness and liminality experienced by some disabled 

people, to be recognised by viewers previously used to understanding disability from a more 

conventional medicalised viewpoint.   
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Conclusion 
It can be a natural assumption to believe all subject matter has been represented visually because of 

the volume and types of images being uploaded to, and shared across, the internet. This is not the 

case. The evidence suggests that representations of disability have been ideologically defined in 

ways that conflate impairment and disability through reference to particular bodily archetypes and 

symbols, and that the increase in digital imagery and its sharing across the World Wide Web has not 

changed this focus, even though new trends have arisen in the subject’s representation.  

 

Some of the causes of the problem have been explored such as appropriation, artistic hegemony and 

the lack of attention paid to adopting artistic practices that promote particular visual discourses 

which counter dominant assumptions. Yet there are early indications of ways to address the issue 

such as investing images with triggers, creating series of images rather than individual pictures, and 

the artist acting as curator, because these approaches have been successfully applied in other areas.  
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