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ABSTRACT 
Disability representation in art and media plays an important role in shaping societal perceptions and 
values about disabled individuals. This paper examines the evolution of disability portrayals across 
various art forms and media platforms, from historical depictions rooted in stereotypes to modern, 
inclusive narratives. It highlights challenges such as "inspiration porn" and other reductive tropes while 
celebrating emerging examples of authentic and intersectional representations. Furthermore, it 
investigates how art and media can challenge societal norms, promote empathy, and contribute to the 
empowerment of disabled communities. Through critical analysis, the study emphasizes the need for 
nuanced portrayals that honor the diversity and complexity of disabled identities. 
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INTRODUCTION 
The presentation of disability in art and media 
has a direct impact on the way we perceive and 
value disabled people. All art—whether it be 
visual, written, performed, or otherwise—can 
act as a mirror for society's values. In these 
mediums, historical, cultural, and individual 
attitudes toward disabilities are reflected, 
reinforced, or sometimes challenged. Under 
their size and scope, representations engage us 
deeply in issues of equity, personhood, and 
humanity. These conversations have taken on 
new meaning in an increasingly written and 
visual world in the last century. The importance 
of disability representation in art and media 
cannot be understated. For the people directly 
involved in the experiences told in these works, 
it can make the difference between life and death 
[1, 2]. Feelings and attitudes about disabled 

people have a long and well-documented history 
of being grossly influenced by cultural or 
political phenomena. Although many post-
structural sociologists and humanities scholars 
find this approach to be overly simplistic, the 
fact remains that the world of artistic 
representation—and those who work in it—still 
carries great social importance and can 
meaningfully change our conversation and ideas 
about disability. Put more directly, images and 
narratives reflect, create, and control the way 
that society sees differences of all kinds, 
including disability. For this reason, it is crucial 
to rethink assumptions about 'normality' and 
'abnormality,' and work to ensure that anyone 
can see themselves in the artistic tapestry of 
popular culture [3, 4]. 

Historical Perspectives and Evolution of Disability Representation 
Throughout history in the Western world, 
people with disabilities have been both depicted 
and depersonalized in various artistic genres, 
from written literature to visual imagery, and 
even in early motion pictures. This depiction 
has changed over time, often mirroring the 

larger culture’s attitude towards people with 
disabilities, which has changed – sometimes 
paced by – historical events such as the World 
Wars and their attitudes. People with 
disabilities were represented nearly exclusively 
as 'objects of ridicule' or 'something to be pitied' 
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in ancient literature such as Greek plays. This 
narrow portrayal then evolved, highlighting the 
religious values of charity and begging in the 
Judeo-Christian traditions during the Middle 
Ages. Depictions that present a more realistic or 
authentic portrait of persons with disabilities 
are rare until recent times. These more 
respectful and nuanced portrayals of disability 
often come directly from people with disabilities 
themselves. Disability literature from 
individuals with disabilities began to emerge in 
the late 1960s with the literary works of 
individuals with disabilities [5, 6]. In the visual 
art realm, the portrayal of disability reflects 
societal fears that have been largely dictated by 
historical events. For example, anyone with 
visible deformities would have been cast outside 
the city walls of medieval Europe and left to die 
or rely on charity. In 15th and 16th century 
Jewish culture, depicting physically disabled 
people in art, and the possibility of becoming 
one or caring for a severely disabled child, was a 
common fear surrounding the Biblical period of 
Christian philosophy, which suggested that an 
act of God was responsible for inflicting 
physical and/or intellectual disabilities. During 
the Enlightenment period, people with 

disabilities were viewed as organisms restrained 
by their diseases. This view helped spawn more 
public displays of persons with disabilities 
termed 'freak shows' in the Netherlands, and 
Great Britain, and then traveled to America in 
the mid-1800s as part of various exhibitory 
circuses. Films have reflected and provided a 
mirror to society on the controversial issue of 
disability and the societal response to it, 
beginning with films that focused on the person, 
the disability, and the tragedy, loss, or doom 
that surrounds the high expectation of physical 
cure as the only solution. As our societal views 
and politics have progressively changed and as 
persons with disabilities have taken ownership 
over their own personal, social, and vocational 
identity and development, we are witnessing an 
increase in the portrayal of people with 
disabilities in 'nondisabled' roles in various film 
genres: action, adventure, horror, and reality-
based comedies, effectively showcasing inclusion 
and counter-stereotypical acting roles. It is 
expected that the increase in documentaries that 
explore the disability experience, strongly in 
part shaped by persons with disabilities 
themselves, will continue to increase [7, 8]. 

Challenges and Stereotypes in Disability Portrayal 
The representation of disability in art and media 
is rife with both challenges and opportunities. 
Commonly, disability tropes are rooted in 
stereotypes, such as characters being 
"exclusively maudlin and tragic figures." This 
feeds into the concept of "inspiration porn" – a 
term used to describe media that portrays 
disabled people engaged in ordinary activities as 
extraordinary, eliciting pity or the assumption 
of relative suffering. This portrayal of "super 
crip" further removes disabled characters from 
being multi-faceted and intriguing in their own 
right. Stories, where disability is the "only" 
issue or motivation for a character, limit the 
identification of disabled people outside society 
and reiterate to non-disabled people that 
"normal" is able-bodied and a good life entirely 
independent of disability. There are some 
examples of moving beyond stereotypes, such as 
a horror film where the deafness of the leading 
child is used as the single narrative motivation 
of the film, rather than the disability trope of 
"overcoming." But these are anomalies rather 

than rules [9, 10]. Stereotypical narrative 
representations align with actual misperceptions 
disabled people experience in real life. What 
people portray in fiction, whether grounded in 
reality or not, will cross-react with how they 
perceive disabled lives. A failure to connect with 
complex and accurate portrayals of disabled 
lives can also lead to feelings of social alienation 
and disconnectedness in media. Studies 
examining how disabled people perceive 
themselves in the media found that portrayals of 
disability are overwhelmingly negative, focusing 
on what people cannot do rather than what they 
can achieve. Clear evidence of the harm of social 
narratives not in sync with personal identities 
has been found in media. A lack of inclusive 
media, including disability, can reinforce 
stigmatizing public attitudes and even explicitly 
equate disability with attractiveness, usefulness, 
and general positivity. Inclusive media 
disassociates negative identity from being 
disabled when perceiving attractive and capable 
disabled role models [11, 12]. 

Positive Examples and Impact of Authentic Representation 
Some films and television series - such as films 
and books are part of an emerging trend in 
which disabled characters are represented in 

more diverse and complex duo or ensemble 
configurations. Series both feature complex 
disabled characters whose disabilities are 
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anything but essential to their complexity. 
Additionally, there is a growing collection of 
mainstream and independent films, whose 
crossover success could signal changing cultural 
attitudes about disabilities and deviance has also 
achieved a status some might compare to a 
"breakout" or "a mini-phenom" [13, 14]. Such 
representations are a departure from the 
narratives starring disabled characters who 
were disenfranchised and abandoned by life, 
depression- and anxiety-ridden, and super-crip 
to rid society of all its ills for inspiration porn 
entertainment. Focusing on multiplicity, there 
are several benefits to well-written characters in 

popular media. They challenge stereotypes 
about disabilities, as well as promote 
understanding and empathy. They provide a 
broader variety of disability portrayals available 
to the public and benefit disabled viewers who 
rarely see narratives similar to theirs reflected 
in pop culture. In doing so, they also contribute 
to larger discussions about representation, 
diversity, and inclusion. Artists who are unable 
to find the disability representations they want 
to see do not give up; instead, they form a 
grassroots movement using the internet and 
social media to create their art [15, 16]. 

Intersectionality: Disability, Race, Gender, and Other Identities 
Elevating intersectionality within the discourse 
of disability representation profoundly impacts 
the valid portrayal of many disabled people. The 
most important takeaway from intersectionality 
is the importance of embracing our diversity 
and attempting to understand the many layers 
that go into each of us as an individual. This is 
just as true in representation as it is in person-
to-person interaction. The discussion of Black 
and disabled representation is equally 
informative for this introduction. The research 
focuses on the power of representation; inequity 
of access and opportunities in the workplace; the 
experience of facing microaggressions and 
navigating ableist and racist tokenization and 
fetishization; gender oppression; shared 
grievance; challenging and changing systems 
and society; and the importance of inclusive 

ideologies when it comes to meaningful 
opportunities for people with visible and 
invisible disabilities. Gen Z has recognized the 
need to engage various intersections in the fight 
for all disabled people to be seen and treated 
with equity and respect [17, 18]. The attention 
centers on understanding disability through 
various people's lived experiences of their own 
racial and gender identities. We invite you to 
hear actual cases where their race, gender, and 
disability all intersect. The two Black women 
we have interviewed in this exhibit and in our 
accompanying chapter about intersecting their 
disability, race, and gender and media 
representation also speak about how these, and 
many other parts of their identities, have led to 
discriminatory societal experiences [19, 20]. 

CONCLUSION 
The representation of disability in art and media 
has undergone significant transformations, 
reflecting broader societal shifts in attitudes 
toward disability. While historical portrayals 
often reinforce stereotypes and societal biases, 
contemporary art and media are increasingly 
moving toward inclusive and authentic 
narratives. These representations challenge 
outdated perceptions, promote diversity, and 
provide platforms for disabled voices to be heard 
and valued. However, challenges remain, 
including pervasive stereotypes and a lack of 
intersectional portrayals that address 

overlapping identities. By fostering a more 
accurate and empathetic understanding of 
disabled experiences, art and media hold the 
potential to not only entertain but also educate 
and inspire social change. To achieve this, it is 
crucial to amplify the voices of disabled creators, 
push for broader inclusivity in storytelling, and 
challenge the status quo of representation. 
Through such efforts, art and media can become 
powerful tools in reshaping societal narratives 
and advancing equity and respect for disabled 
individuals across all facets of life. 
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