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Abstract

In this article the authors explore inmages of disability
in Holl ywood novies. Qur analysis draws fromthe

hi stori cal - phi |l osophi cal nmethod of M chel Foucault. W
argue that in Hollywood filnms disability is extricated
fromits concrete manifestation as a physical or nental
condition and treated as a cultural sign. Wen read
across the different novies the signs of disability can
be coal esced into what Foucault calls a discourse.

Di scourses are socially produced ways of tal king about an
obj ect that situate the object within socially produced
rel ati ons of power. We argue that when viewed this way
disability beconmes situated within a discourse of pity.
In Hol Il ywood filnms the discourse of pity articul ates
disability as a problem of social, physical and enoti onal
confinenment. The disabled character's thwarted quest for
freedomultimately | eads to remandi ng the character back
to the confines of a paternalistic relationship of
subor di nati on.

I n the biographical novie My Left Foot staring Daniel Day
Lewis as Christy Brown, an artist with cerebral palsy, the
audi ence is viewing a novie that sone argue marks a turning
point in how people with disabilities are represented in
Hol I ywood film Christy Brown is shown fromhis early
chil dhood as i ndependent and resourceful; the only barriers in
his life are the m sunderstandi ngs, prejudices, and stupidity
of those around him Therefore, this Hollywood depiction
supports disability rights activists who assert that "there is

no pity in disability . . . it is society's nmyths, fears, and
stereotypes that nost make being disabled difficult (Shapiro
1994, 5).

What ever the physically inpaired person may think of
himsel f, he is attributed a negative identity by society, and
much of his social life is a struggle against this inposed
image. It is for this reason that we can say that



stigmatization is | ess a by-product of disability than its
substance. The greatest inpedinment to a person's taking full
part in his society are not his physical flaws, but rather the
ti ssue of nyths, fears, and m sunderstandi ngs that society
attaches to them (Murphy 1987, 113)

However, it is our position that Hollywood fil nms have
been unable to shed the encasing logic of pity. We agree that
films such as My Left Foot signal an inprovenment in how the
di sabl ed are portrayed in these filns, yet they do not operate
out side the nost subtle and insidious workings of pity.

My Left Foot details the trials and tribulations of the
artist as he grows from struggling childhood to acconpli shed
and respected artist. The filmuakers are attenpting to make a
noral statenment that their filmtranscends the degrading and
encasing logic, or illogic of pity that has typically been
articulated with various i mges of people with disabilities.
The novie critic Roger Ebert (1990) echoes this sentinent in
his 1990 review of the film "perhaps concerned that we wll
m stake My Left Foot for one of those pious T.V. docudranas,
the novie begins with one of Christy's typical manipul ati ons”
(P. 2). Ebert understands that the novie is consciously
trying to articulate a sense of disability that noves beyond
typi cal representations. Yet the filnmakers are not trying to
gl oss over the fact that pity and its debilitating features
are still deeply entrenched in the public psyche. Pity is
still seen in the father's wi shes to keep his son hidden from
t he savage stares and insensitive comments of the conmmunity.
Pity is still found in the eyes of his nother who w shes to
make his life as fulfilled as possible, and is fearful that
Christy will be rejected as a |love interest by abl e-bodied
wormen. Pity still exists in the knowi ng glares of the
artist's circle of friends. The noral of the story is that
Christy transcends pity through grit, will, and self-
determ nati on.

Pity still abounds in the world of those with
disabilities, even for one like Christy Brown who found such
success. Pity confines |ife possibilities. Pity oppresses.
Pity inplies providing for, caring for, and protecting
(Shapiro 1994). Pity is an enotionally conditioned soci al
response which marginalizes those with disabilities and better
serves the interests of those who show pity than it does the
obj ect of their pity. The filnmakers in My Left Foot show a
skilled adeptness at critiquing pity and working outside the
confines of its tragic logic. They cast a knowi ng eye toward
the disabling quality of pity that exists in the world while
si mul taneously producing a new vision of people with
disabilities. But does this nmovie truly operate outside the
dictates of pity? Qur position is that it does not.

Met hodol ogi cal notes
Qur anal ysis focuses on a nunber of popul ar well-known

films (13) with disabled characters, where as one web site
(Films Involving Disabilities) provides |links to over 2,500
such filnms. We do not claimthat all filnms involving disabl ed



characters articulate disability within a discourse of pity,
and we discuss at |east one filmthat troubles this discourse,
but we have found a significant nunber of very popular filnms
that situate disability in this way. W have chosen only
popul ar filnms, because they influence perceptions and opinions
of many viewers (Safran 1998). Media inmages nold society's
attitudes, therefore, it is inportant to anal yze whet her

i mges of people with disabilities in the nmedia are nolding
prejudi ces and fear (Nelson 1994), pity and paternalism or
acceptance and enpowernment. Because of the wi de audience in
whi ch Hol | ywood filnms reach, they can al so educate.

In the Hol |l ywood novi es we have chosen to anal yze,
disability is articulated within a network of neanings and
practices that Foucault (1972) calls a discourse. Discourse
has acqui red many neani ngs through its use in recent
schol arship (Harvey 1995) but as Harvey suggests "di scourse
can be roughly defined as the nonment of resort to the vast
panoply of coded ways available to us for tal king about,
writing about, and representing the world" (P. 78). Utimtely
di scourses organi ze material and synbolic fields of power into
whi ch the object of a discourse is situated. W argue that
Hol | ywood filnms situate disability into networks of soci al
power relations that strictly regulate the "truth" of
disability within the discursive structure of pity.

The anal ysis that follows draws from Foucault's (1972)
hi storical work in which he reimgi ned the focus of analysis
and provided the researcher and the reader with a new net hod
for exam ning and understanding the object of study. Rather
t han focus on the object itself (i.e., sexuality) and
explicating the terns of its formand function within a
hi storical context, Foucault sought to show how the object
energes, that is, comes to exist within a field of
hi storically contingent power relations.

The purpose of this type of analysis is two-fold: To
exam ne what the object tells us about a particular set of
power relations and how the object solidifies and codifies
power relations. The focus, then, is not so nmuch on the
object, in this case a person with a disability, but on the
di scourses and the conconitant power relations that surround
the object. These power relations call forth the object into
exi stence, providing it with a life but one that is carefully
circunscribed within these relations of power.

We draw from Foucault's (1972) method of historical
geneal ogy to exam ne how disability energes in Hollywood filns
within a discourse of disability. This is very different from
focusing on the image or the representation of disability
within the character who has the disability. By directing our
attention to the ways in which disability is constructed
t hrough a discourse of pity, disability becomes dislodged from
its mani festation as a physical or nental characteristic of a
particul ar human being. We are after all, exam ning Holl ywood
nmovi es, and with very few exceptions individuals who
t hemsel ves have a di sability do not play the disabled
characters. The actors are performng a version of disability



that is coherent with the plot of the novie.

When viewed fromthis perspective, disability is a set of
signs and synbols that are articul ated through the di scourse
of pity into the context of the film s characters, plot and
setting. It is, in fact, only through the articul ati on of
t hese signs and synbols that people with disabilities are
af f orded an exi stence in Hollywood novies. "ldentification of
t he many di senpowering stereotypes of disabled people
portrayed in filmand television is a necessary exercise, but
it becones a sterile one unless connections to the structures
that give rise to and perpetuate them are nade" (Pointon &
Davi es 1997, 1).

It nmust also be noted that in various places throughout
this docunent, person-first |anguage is purposely not used.

I n nost Hol | ywood characters, the disability or results of the
disability are the focal points, not the person. Therefore,
we believe that the term "disabled character” is indeed a nore
appropriate description in many instances than "character with
a disability.” The creators of the filmare seeing the
disability before the person. The inner workings of

personal ity that nake a person a unique individual are not
central to the thenme. For exanple, it is Rain Man, the
autistic savant, who is the focus of that film not Raynond
Babbitt, the person. If anything, the novie is nore about the
personal growth of Raynond's abl e-bodi ed yuppi e brother

(pl ayed by Tom Cruise) that results fromhis nemy formed
relationship with Raynond (Sutherland 1997). Additionally, in
certain contexts "disabled people . . . prefer the term

di sabl ed, plain and sinple because it underlines the soci al
oppression” (Russell 1998, 14). W believe portrayal of
disability in Hollywood filmqualifies as such a context.

Whence pity
We begin with a basic premse that pity is a relationship
of power that transcends the enotional response established
bet ween i ndividuals. The enotional response is sinply a device
for establishing an asymretrical relationship between
i ndi vi dual s who enbody a differential range of nmental and
physical abilities. The idea of pity and its relationship to
t he di sabl ed nust be understood in an historical context.
Bogdan (1988) makes an interesting observation. Well
into the 20th century freak shows were an accepted part of
Ameri can popul ar culture; people with physical and nental
di fferences were human curiosities. "Pity as a node of
presentati on was absent” (P. 277). Pronoters did not
enphasi ze how difficult |life was for the "freaks," how unhappy
they were, or explain how the adm ssion charge would help
relieve their suffering or lead to a cure for their
affliction. Pity did not fit into this world. "Using pity as
a presentation node for people with physical, nental and
behavi oral differences fits better the nodern conception of
human di fferences, that is, as pathological"(P. 277). Wile
many find the Freak Show repul sive, these inmages were
fabricated to sell the person as an attraction and is quite



different than the nore nodern representations of pity for
t hose who are different.

As pity becanme articulated in the nmedical nodel as the
dom nant node of representing human differences, we saw the
rise of the professional fund-raising, the growth of organized
charities and the poster child to advance their causes. Wile
t he Freak Show may have been degrading, so is the poster child
and the supercrip (Elliott 1994; Longnore 1997; Nel son 1994;
Shapiro 1994). The cute, |oveable poster child in need of a
cure and care froma nore capabl e nondi sabl ed ot her, sends the
message that if benevol ent others contribute noney, we can
make disability go away. Russell (1998) states that the

poster child is good for one thing - "to assuage consci ences
by being the object of charitable pity" (P. 85) and giving the
non- di sabl ed an opportunity to feel altruistic. It gives
Ameri cans an opportunity to "denonstrate to thensel ves that
they still belong to a noral community" (Longnore 1997, 135).
The supercrip - the flip side of the posterchild - is
just as problematic "because it inplies that a disabled person
is presumed deserving pity - instead of respect - until he or

she proves capabl e of overcom ng a physical or nental
l[imtation through extraordinary feats"” (Shapiro 1994, 16).
"Whi | e prodigious achievenent is praiseworthy in anyone,

di sabled or not, it does not reflect the day-to-day reality of
nost di sabl ed peopl e, who struggle constantly with smaller
chal | enges, such as finding a bus with a wheelchair lift to go
downtown or fighting beliefs that people with disabilities
cannot work, be educated, or enjoy life as well as anyone

el se" (P. 17). Shapiro states that it is fear underlying pity
i n conpassion for the poster child and cel ebration for the

supercrip.
I n Hol l ywood filnms a discourse of pity frames the
structure of the narrative into four inter-linked parts: (a)

confinenent, (b) hope for rehabilitation, (c) denial of
rehabilitation, and (d) reconciliation of confinenment.

| ndi vidually and together these elenments situate disability
into a network of paternalistic power relations that confines
those with disabilities and articul ates confinenment as a
soci al obligation.

The Problem Confinenment

The first aspect of a discourse of pity is confinenment.
We argue that in Hollywood novies the problemof disability is
the problem of confinenment. Confinement can take a nunber of
spatial, physical, social and/or psychol ogical forms, but the
key to confinenment is that it disables the character from
realizing his or her will. On the relationship of disability
and confi nement Shapiro (1994) notes "People with disabilities
have been a hi dden, m sunderstood m nority, often routinely
deprived of basic life choices that even the nost
di sadvant aged anong us take for granted” (P. 11).

These filns do not explore the disability itself; the
disability only figures into the plot or the character
devel opnent as a device that allows the narrative to unfold.



I n Hol l ywood filnms the disability 1is used to unfold
confinenent as the key elenment of the plot. In El ephant Man,
for exanple, the main character, John Merrick was born with
Prot eous Syndrone that produced |arge growths over much of his
body. In the novie, the condition is not given a nane and very
little is said about John Merrick's physical condition. The
filmis prem sed on how the disability confined Merrick
physically, socially, and psychol ogically.

Thr oughout the novie Merrick is confined. First, in a
dark, danp cellar except for the brief nonents he is paraded
in a carnival by his owner, M. Bytes, who states "he's ny
livelihood. He's the greatest freak in the world.” 1In a
fasci nati ng book, Robert Bogdan (1988) further el aborates on
t he phenonenon of the Freak Show as a vehicle for parading
people with differences and disabilities for profit. Setting
people with physical differences apart for curious others to
view, unfortunately is part of Anerican culture and is a
met hod of isolation and confinenment. Next, Merrick is placed
in "isolation" at the hospital because he m ght frighten the
ot her patients. Merrick conpletely covers his face and body
whenever he ventures out into the world.

Di sabl ed characters typically begin their celluloid
exi stence confined in sone way and often in the care of
anot her, such as a relative, a paid caretaker or an
institution. In Scent of a Wbman Li eut enant Col onel Frank
Sl ade is spatially and psychol ogically confined. After an
accident left himblind, Slade is spatially confined in a
smal | apartnment behind the hone of his niece. Psychologically
he is confined by his anger and depression at being blinded.
Spatial and tenporal confinement play a critical role in the
pl ot because it is when the disabled character travels outside
t hese confines that they experience trouble. Confinenent,
whet her spatial, social or psychol ogical, introduces the key
feature of the plot structure in novies with disabled
characters, which is the character's struggle for
i ndependence, noving out from under sone form of confinenent.
In fact the problem of confinenent is the problem of
di sability.

We argue that disability in the formof an actual
physi cal or psychol ogical condition is quite secondary in the
construction of the character or in the novie's plot. The
story involves a struggle but not to overconme the disability
per se but to overcone the confinenent that a disability
I nduces.

In Mask the main character, Rocky Dennis, is constantly
struggling to be free of his nother's suffocating (if not
absent) care and the physical confines of his house. He sinply
wants to engage with the world in a way that other boys of his
age mght. The novie's plot focuses on Rocky's struggle
agai nst confinement and his disability figures into the plot
only as a device that induces and nmai ntains various fornms of
confi nement .

Robert Murphy (1987) speaks about social confinenent and
di sability:



Wth the onset of nmy own inpairnment, | becane al npost
norbidly sensitive to the social position and treatnent

of the disabled, and | began to notice nuances of
behavi or that woul d have gone over ny head in tinmes past.
One of ny earliest observations was that soci al

rel ati onshi ps between the di sabled and the abl e-bodi ed

are tense, awkward, and problematic. (P. 86)

One's social circles are foreshortened and shrunken,

"associ ates are dimnished in number and often drawn from a
different social strata" (typically of |ower social standing
t han before the disability (P. 124). Muirphy further

el aborates on the enotional isolation of individuals with
disabilities by stating, "The disabled cannot show fear,
sorrow, depression, sexuality, or anger for this disturbs the
abl e- bodi ed. The unsound of linb are permtted to only | augh.
The rest of the enotions, including anger and expression of
hostility, nmust be bottled repressed, and allowed to sinmmer or
be released in the backstage area of the home" (Mirphy 1987,
107) .

A scene in My Left Foot illustrates this point precisely
when Christy nmakes a scene at a restaurant in reaction to his
femal e doctor friend telling himshe is engaged to be marri ed.
Thr oughout the novie, Christy is included nore than nost,
while still remaining in the periphery. This is illustrated in
scenes where he plays kickball with his friends in the
nei ghbor hood, and | ater when he is drinking in the |ocal pub.
Christy is allowed to | augh, sing, and participate to an
extent in fun activities. However, it is unacceptable for him
to express enotions that seemvolatile, antagonistic or
aggr essi ve.

Even when the disabled character is presented as victim
of prejudice and discrimnation, the filmsends a nmessage that
di sability makes social integration inpossible (Longnore
1987). "While viewers are urged to pity Quasi moto [ Hunchback
of Notre Danme] or Lennie [OF Mce and Men], we are let off the
hook by being shown that disability or bias or both must
forever ostracize severely disabl ed persons from society"
(Longnore 1987, 69).

By articulating disability in terns of confinenent,
Hol | ywood fil nms di sl odge disability fromany form of concrete
mani f estati on and the problematic beconmes nmuch broader than a
disability or a particular character's struggle and touches
upon the larger issues of living in a denocratic society.
Confinenment is the antithesis of life in a free society
because it constrains the ability to make choices and to
realize one's will. The dramatic tension in these filns is
defined as the struggle for rehabilitation, that is, to
overconme the confinement created by the disability and to
being reinserted into the denocratic and neritocratic social
system

Hope for Rehabilitation



Di sabl ed nmovie characters are provided a role in the plot
only because there is possibility for rehabilitation; hope
that the character can sonehow find their own way or be hel ped
by others to overcone the confinenment induced by their bodies
or mnds. This reflects the nmedical nodel's prem se that
disability lies within the person, and the appropriate
response for the nondisabled is to "cure or care"” (Pointon &
Davi es 1997). Disability is nade worse or better by the
character's own attitude towards it.

In Grl Interrupted the character Lisa Rowe is portrayed
at the beginning of the filmas a sonewhat goofy, but Iikable
i ndi vidual. The audience is given hope that she can be
rehabilitated and | eave the confines of the institution,
because she appears so witty and charm ng. O course, we see
that Lisa has trouble negotiating authority, and she seens to
have a nean streak in the way she engages peers and
authorities in the institution. But this is what endears us to
the character: Lisa is rebelling against confinement within
the normalizing logic of the mental institution.

Li sa grabs the viewi ng audience's attention because they
synpat hize with her plight, and hope that they m ght fight the
soul robbing tendencies of the nmental institution in much the
sane way. The key to Lisa's existence in the novie is that it
appears as if she has the potential for dealing with her
mental illness and | eaving the institution.

The idea of rehabilitation offers the viewer a sense of
hope that the character can overcone the confines of his or
her disability to operate in the world in a free,
unconstrai ned manner. Consistent with the medi cal nodel of
disability, the hope for a cure, or a mracul ous event where
the individual overcones their disability, is an underlying
current throughout these films. In Grl Interrupted we want
Lisa to succeed because we see many of the qualities of our
own lives in institutional settings being reflected in her
struggl es.

We al so cheer for Lenny in O Mce and Men, as he dreans
of an independent |ife raising rabbits with his friend George
MIlton. As the disabled character struggles for an independent
life, the view ng audience is being confronted with their own
i ndignation with confinenment and the idea that some can hold
sway over another's life. These feelings emerge from
denocratic and nmeritocratic ideals that shape how the viewer
constructs an understandi ng of confinenment and the possibility
for rehabilitation.

The films are relying on a highly individualistic sense
of what constitutes a person who is fully rehabilitated from
their disability, and it is expected that the disabled
character must achieve a clean break fromtheir caretakers and
their paternalistic gaze. The plot is incessantly focused on
full i ndependence, as opposed to the nore common state of
i nt erdependence experienced by people with and w t hout
di sabilities.

Joon Pearl|l in Benny and Joon attenpts to break free from
her brother's overly protective care to i ndependently



negoti ate sinple and taken for granted experiences such as
| ove and public transportation. Full independence is the
ultimate goal and as such forns the entire structure of
rehabilitation and the life-world of the disabled character.
It may help to understand the force of rehabilitation in
the construction of disabled characters by pointing out that
Hol | ywood fil ms never focus on characters whose disabilities
are so severe that there is little hope for full independence.
| ndi viduals with severe disabilities, those who Hol |l ywood
deens unaccept abl e candi dates for rehabilitation, are sinply
not afforded an exi stence, and that form of disability is
fully erased fromthe social consciousness. There are
virtually no main characters in Hollywood novi es whose
disabilities are so severe that there is little hope of
exi stence in a manner independent of the paternalistic gaze.
It is only the hope for rehabilitation that calls forth
di sabl ed characters and | odges themin the viewer's
consci ousness.
The hope for rehabilitation creates the disabled
character, that is, affords the disabled character an
exi stence as an individual that inhabits the world. The
i nportance of full independence, as opposed to a limted sort
of autonony, is that it is a false goal. The kind of
i ndi vidualistic independence that is upheld as the ultinmate
goal in these films is an inpossibility. Sometinmes the
viewi ng audience is privy to the idea that full independence
is an inpossibility fromthe very beginning of the film such
as in Rain Man, but in other films such as My Left Foot or
Benny and Joon the possibility is presented as real. There is,
however, a third aspect to the discourse of pity that nust be
reconciled within the plot, which is the ultimte denial of
rehabilitation for the character.

| npossibility of rehabilitation

In novies with disabled characters there is always that
defining moment in the plot when the audience is allowed to
see that the disabled character cannot be rehabilitated and
overconme the confinement of disability. In one single nonent
it becones obvious that the disabled character will never be
allowed to live a life of full individual independence. The
cinematic quest for rehabilitation (which is typically the
guest of those around the character, not necessarily the
character hinm herself) is an inpossible quest: It is a holy
grail that exists sinply to define and create the quest rather
than to articulate a reasonably attai nabl e goal
Rehabilitation is pure uninterrupted desire in which
consummation is fromthe outset an inpossibility.

In O Mce and Men, Lenny kills the farm supervisor's
wife. In Benny and Joon, Joon has a violent reaction while
al one on a city bus, in Rain Man Raynond Babbit becones
di sturbingly agitated when a snoke alarmis activated.
Usually, it is a noment in which we see that the disabl ed
character is unable to negotiate a very sinple part of living
productively in society.



Boo Radley in To Kill a Mockingbird saves Scout Finch and
her brother Jem from an attacker. Boo's rescue shows his
trenendous strength, and this conmbined with his ambi guous
cognitive disability, we come to understand that confinenent
is actually good for Boo and good for the larger community. In
this way society is absolved of any responsibility because the
di sabl ed characters condition is represented as being created
by the individuals thensel ves (Darke 1997).

In these nonments the focus of the plot instantaneously
shifts and the struggle for independence is replaced by an
acceptance of benevolent confinement. It becomes clear in this
one nmonent that the disabled character is not yet ready for a
fully independent life in the |arger world. The nessage is
that it is a good thing we have these forns of confinenment
because it is obvious that these individuals cannot |ive
outside of them These critical nmoments are inportant
transitions for both the novie character and the view ng
audi ence and fromthis point on, the plot focuses on the
reconciliation of the terns of confinenent.

The denial of rehabilitation is the aspect of the plot
that elicits the enotional response fromthe viewer that is
typically considered pity. The Webster's third edition
di ctionary assigns a nunber of neanings to the word pity, for

our argunent we will work with one definition, "Synpathetic
heartfelt sorrow for one that is suffering physically,
mentally or is otherwi se distressed.” The key idea that

di stinguishes pity fromrelated terns such as enpathy or
conpassion is sorrow. The subject of pity is defined by an
enotional response that demands sorrow or a sense of sadness.

In these filns sadness or sorrow is created when the disabled
character is denied rehabilitation. Feelings of pity are not
necessarily elicited for those who have suffered because of an
accident, no matter how serious. In an accident the cause of
the disability may be tenporary and the i mmedi ate enoti onal
reaction may be of shock, horror, or disillusionnment, it
beconmes pity when the hope for overcomng the affliction is
renoved.

It hardly needs saying that the disabled, individually
and as a group, contravene all the values of youth,
virility, activity, and physical beauty that Americans
cherish. . . We are subverters of an Anerican ideal, just
as the poor are betrayers of the American Dream The

di sabl ed serve as constant, visible rem nders to the

abl e-bodi ed that the society they live in is shot through
with inequity and suffering, that they live in a
counterfeit paradise, that they too are vul nerable.
(Murphy 1987, 116-117).

Reconciliation of confinenment

Here we return to confinement as a key feature in
rehabilitation. The ultimte inpossibility of full
rehabilitation keeps the disabled confined, but it is no
| onger the sane sense of confinement that initially defined



the di sabl ed character's |ife. The quality and character of
confinenent is transformed. In the beginning of these novies
confinenent seens cruel, debilitating and in sone cases
sinister. By the end of the nmovie there is a sense of relief
that the disabled character has somehow cone to reconcile the
form of confinenment that defines their life. The end point of
the novie typically has the character with a disability, and
nost i nportantly the viewer, accepting the disabled
character's life lived within the paraneters of confinenment.

There is a trenmendous sense of relief when, in the novie
Sybil, it beconmes obvious that Sybil Dorsett cannot |ive an
i ndependent |ife outside the nental institution. At this
noment we cone to see the benevol ent inportance of such
spaces. However, confinenent need not appear so benevol ent and
can take a tragic turn. In One Flew Over the Cuckoo's Nest
Randl e Patrick Murphy is forced to have a | obotony so that,
fromthe perspective of the institution, he may |ive safely in
the normalizing environment of the nmental institution. The
ultimate paternalistic act in these novies is the death or
murder of the disabled character.

In O Mce and Men Lenny is nmurdered, yet the act is
consi dered benevol ent because it frees Lenny fromthe confines
and inevitable repercussions of his disability. In Hollywood
films the plot tension between confinenment and the struggle
for autonony is reconciled so that confinenent is articul ated
as the ethical benevolent act of society. And the
entertai nment value of disability become a nmethod of
self-validation for the non-disabled view ng audi ence (Darke
1997).

Pity, as we have been arguing is nuch nore than an
enotional response, yet it is the enotional response that
pl aces the subject of pity--the viewer--into an asymetri cal
power relationship with the object of pity--the disabled
character. The kind of power relationship that is established
bet ween the viewer and the disabled character is
paternalistic. Paternalism assunmes that an individual or group
does not have the capacity to nake |ife changi ng decisions and
that those decisions nust be made by a caretaker or overseer
(Sartorius 1983). The caretaker or overseer can be an
i ndi vidual (relative, enployee) an institution (medical,
educational) or group (gender, race, class). Wthin
paternalism taking responsibility for these decisions away
fromthe individual and placing themw th an external or third
party is viewed as a benevol ent, even conpassi onate, for those
who are viewed as being unable to make these decisions for
t hensel ves.

Paternalismattenpts to mask rel ationshi ps of dom nation
and subordi nance within a sense of benevol ence that is
best owed on the subordinate by the dom nant. The films
narrative paternalismis enacted at two nutually reinforcing
| evel s: (a) the disabled are remanded back to the care of
anot her, and (b) the viewer is inserted through the enotional
response of sadness or sorrow. In both cases the relationship
of dom nation and subordination is clouded by an illusion of



benevol ence.

Policing regulatory norns: Disability as sliding signifier

The discourse of pity dislodges disability fromits
characteri zation as a particular physical or nmental object. It
is no longer a thing that sinply inhabits a body or mnd in a
specific form it is a synbol inbued with many neanings and is
transportable to different contexts. Once dislodged fromits
mat eri al context, disability can shift and change, nove and be
noved from place to place, context to context. Hence, in
Hol I ywood filnms disability is a sliding signifier that
transgresses many different boundaries, such as confinement
and freedom individuality and dependence, denobcracy and
aut ocracy. Transgressive synbols such as disability conme into
pl ay when there is a social need or desire to nake and
mai ntain a border or boundary between objects (Stallybras &
White 1989). This is the case with disability since ability
and abl eness are considered the normal formand disability is
vi ewed as an aberrant condition.

I n Hol | ywood versions the disabled other is a bit too
close to the we, the us. These filnms only allow for disabl ed
characters for which there is the hope of rehabilitation and
an individualistic autonony. |In this sense they are
transgressive, that is, holding the possibility of crossing
t he boundary between us and them (Stallybras & White 1989). To
function as a sliding signifier, disability must not be
considered in its concrete and observabl e physi cal
mani festation but in how it synbolizes the entire field
constituted by the termdisability. In this sense disability
becomes what Thonmson (1997) refers to as the extraordinary
body, that is, a figuration of the body that disrupts and
di sturbs the norm Disability operates in culture to create
figures of otherness in which the narratives conprise an
excl usi onary di scourse (Thomson 1997).

Since we live in a nodern culture that constantly defines
normalcy, it is inperative to regulate and police the
boundari es between the normand the deviant. Qur culture
glorifies the body beautiful and youthful ness (Mirphy 1987).
"The body nust be nore than clean, it nust have certain shape.

Today' s bodi es nust be | ean and nuscular. . .[even the]

fem nine ideal has shifted fromsoft curves to hard bodies

. the pursuit of the slim well-nuscled body is not only an
aesthetic matter, but also a noral inperative"” (Mirphy 1987,
113-114).

The transgressive synbol polices these boundaries but
policing is difficult, conplex and inperfect because the
transgressi ve symbol noves back and forth across the boundary
that demarcates a particular terrain sinmultaneously disturbing
and inscribing the boundaries. As a consequence, the
boundari es can never create a conpl ete and unanmbi guous
demarcati on between the disabled and the abled. Disability
crosses various other social categories of confinement such as
race, ethnicity, gender and socio-econonic status. Because the
hope for rehabilitation plays such an inportant role in these



films, the disabled are never fully and conpletely confined by
their disability. For the plot to work, the disabled nust
experience a form of confinement but the confinement is
established within the paranmeters set by the hope for
rehabilitation and the disabled nmust exhibit qualities that
di sturb confinement. By being sinultaneously in need of
confinenent but at exactly the same nonment expressing the
fundament al denocratic responsibility for independence, they
become consi derabl e transgressive synmbols. A character such as
Christy Brown in My Left Foot may be confined to a wheel
chair, but he is a well-regarded artist. Disabled characters
even cross their own conceptual boundaries by appearing
di sabled in one sense but not in another, thereby becom ng
undefi nabl e and uncontai nable in many ways.

Moreover, the fragile differences that demarcate the
di sabled fromthe abled are in jeopardy of becom ng based
purely on chance and luck. In an instant, the abled can becone
di sabl ed because of accident or illness, as was the case for
Frank Sl ade in Scent of a Woman. This is a nuch different
scenari o than can be envisioned with other marginalizing
categories such as a race or gender. To our know edge there
are no cases of an individual changing races and to change
gender requires a concerted conscious effort. Consequently,
boundari es between the abled and di sabl ed nust be drawn with a
great deal of care and the paternalistic confinement of pity
carefully and subtly draws those boundaries. The discursive
structure of pity constructs the disabled other at a distance,
as an O her, but the disabled, although confined spatially,
intimately occupy many different aspects of a societies |living
space and trouble and transgress the boundaries of confinenent
that are created for them

The discourse of pity is a weak tool that carefully and
subtly inscribes the boundary between self and other in very
delicate terms. As a weak tool it can not be w elded at wll
with clearly identifiable results, which is why the discourse
of pity is unpredictable; incessantly shifting and changi ng
fromone filmto the next. As a weak tool, however, it is
hi ghly fl exible, noveable and transformable. It inscribes the
boundari es of power by appearing as a benevol ent paternalistic
act that serves those less fortunate, the abled and society in
general, and it offers the possibility that confinenment is
soci ety's benevol ent responsibility to the disabled other. The
di scourse of pity is an act of dom nation that demands the
di sabl ed other remmi ns di sabl ed, confined and on the margin,
but one that constitutes that confinement as society's noral
duty.

| npli cati ons and sone reconmendati ons

I n exam ning the discourse of pity as a tool that creates
and defines disability in Hollywod films, we hope to shed
i ght on the ongoi ng problem of representing and maki ng sense
of individuals with disabilities as nenbers of society and our
i mmedi ate conmmunities. In sone respects this is the job of
Hol | ywood, it creates a series of possible nmeanings for the



objects in which it casts its voyeuristic gaze. These neani ngs
can be inspiring, problematic and in many cases downri ght

di sturbing. These are the contradictions that nake Hol | ywood
filmmking an interesting site of investigation. The

i nportant aspect of these meanings is that they become part of
our cunul ative historical and cultural text (Mtchell & Snyder
1997; Norden 1994). They are an integral part of the franmework
we use to namke sense of the nyriad actions and activities in
whi ch we participate. In the case of individuals with

di sabilities, Hollywood novies interact with a variety of
other life experiences to create a framework for how to think
about interactions between the abled and di sabl ed.

Let's return for a nonent to the novie, My Left Foot. In
many ways this filmis at the forefront of creating
representations of the disabled that transcend pity. Christy
Brown is winning the struggle for independence by being a
successful and accepted artist. Not only does the film
honestly and unflinchingly deal with Christy Brown's |life, as
Roger Ebert points out; it asks the viewer not to be
senti mental about Christy Brown because there is nmuch about
hi m t hat does not deserve a sentinental viewing. This is
uni que for representations of disabled characters. But we
argue that it does not transcend the discourse of pity. As
matter of fact the filmacts as sonething of an exenplary
nodel . Christy Brown begins the filmin confinenment and the
audi ence is given hope that he can exist as a rugged
i ndi vidual, but in the end we see that this is an
i npossibility and his life is remanded to a caregiver (i.e.,
he marries his nurse).

While the story of Christy Brown is certainly an
i nprovenent in how Hol Il ywood filnms portray disabled
characters, it still recreates the discursive franmeworks of
dom nati on and subordination through which the disabled are
viewed in nodern society. As we have attenpted to argue in
this paper, Hollywod continues to articulate the disabled
within a discourse of pity that, in turn, becomes part of our
soci al consciousness of disability and the disabled. The
enoti onal response of sadness or sorrow is not necessary to
conplete this cycle, what is inportant are the asymetri cal
rel ati onshi ps of power that mark the differences between the
di sabl ed and the abled. At this point we nust ask, but what
else is there? Is there a way to represent the disabled so
that they are not confined to the oppressive conditions of
pity?

One interpretation of the representation of disability in
Hol Il ywood filnms is that these representati ons have becone
consi derably better over time. That is disability is no |onger
consi dered sonething to be hidden fromview, to be nocked, or
to be the object of the nobst pernicious pity (Jerry Lew s’
par adi ng of disabled children during his telethon). Moreover,
sone filnms have taken a stance in which these representations
are actively critiqued.

While this may be true, we shall argue that these filns
continue to articulate individuals with disabilities within a



di scourse of pity. Albeit, a discourse that has changed over
time, and maybe a di scourse that has changed to allow for nore
def ensi bl e representations of disability, but a discourse of
pity nonethel ess. These pity-evoking i mages support statenents
by Charlton (1998) regarding the dependency of many peopl e
with disabilities that is born of powerl essness,

mar gi nal i zati on, and degradation. "This dependency, saturated
with paternalism begins with the onset of disability and
continues until death" (P. 3). Charlton further describes

di sability oppression in his Discourse on disability and
states that "hope is useful only when it is not illusory, and
help is useful only when it | eads to enpowernment” (P. 5).

Whi ch | eads us to - how do we cone to ternms with this pity?

Reactions to those in the filnms who interact with
di sabl ed characters provides further insight into the
enotional response of pity. In watching many of these fil ns,
it is not uncommon to become angry with characters who are
cruel to the very "brave" disabled protagonist. This is
simlar to Ayala's (1999) description of "poor little things"
and "brave little souls"” in the depiction of individuals with
disabilities in children's literature. In the viewers
perception, these unenlightened, uninfornmed others becone
villains. On the other hand, benevol ent caregivers becone
exalted to near sainthood. Therefore, not only do these filnms
evoke powerful enotional responses towards the disabl ed
character, but also to others in the disabled character's
life.

Villains and saints surround those with disabilities, but
where are the humans in the disabled character's |ife? \Where
are the friends/famly nmenbers who are sonetinmes supportive
and at other times selfish, comng froma place of
self-interest rather than altruisn? W argue that ascribing
villain or saint status di sempowers, narginalizes and
dehumani zes the object of the pity. So, how do we use these
power ful images and enotional responses to enpower rather than
oppress individuals with disabilities?

In response we would actually like to ask a different,
but rel ated question: How do we represent the conplexity of
human rel ations that include people with disability w thout
succunbing to the confines of pity? This is an entirely
di fferent question than asking how can we represent disabl ed
characters so that they can overcone pity through their heroic
acts. Do we want to continue to work towards a representation
of the supercrip who can overcone insurnmountable odds to |ive
in a hostile society in total individuality? O nust we
recogni ze that people with disabilities require assistance,
and that assistance is conmon to all human experience? Rather
t han engaged in a struggle for conplete independence, |iving
alone with only their own devices to draw upon, why can't we
view rel ati onshi ps with disabled and nondi sabl ed characters
that are ultimately conplex and interwoven into the fabric of
everyday |ife?

We need not continually represent the disabled as only
caught in a struggle to neet a fundanental and essential human



need for an individualistic sense of independence from
confinenment. The disabled exist in the world in many different
ways. Rel ationshi ps between able and di sabl ed i ndividuals are
conpl ex, enotional and problematic, just |ike relationships
bet ween every other person encountered in the course of daily
l'iving.

We would like to see a novie that explores the conplexity
of this relationship without assum ng that the only m ssion of
t he disabl ed character is to move to a full or greater sense
of social and personal autononmy. This is not to ignore the
fact that a major concern of disabled persons is autonony and
i ndependence, as it is for people without disabilities. This
woul d be a difficult undertaking because Hol | ywood does not
wor k outside the confines of socially accepted and propagated
conceptions of the disabled. Yet, as a creative and aesthetic
undertaking it is uniquely positioned to reconstitute new
fornms of relationships.

Al t hough we have been critical of the genre of Hollywood
filmthat constructs disabled characters, we feel that there
does exi st sone exanples of how di sabl ed characters m ght
begin to be portrayed so they at |east trouble the discourse
of pity. In the novie Sinon Birch, the main character, Sinon,
was born with a genetic condition related to dwarfism The
novi e centers upon the relationship between Sinon and his
life-long best friend Joe Mazzello. The relationship is
articul ated as conpl ex and emotionally charged. Sinon's
disability is not ignored and the issues presented by his
disability are explored as the problem of mintaining good
rel ati onshi ps, not as a nmovenent from confinenment to freedom
Rat her than Joe accommpdati ng Sinon, there are sone
accommodations made in both directions of the rel ationship.

Si non requires physical assistance fromothers - he is often
transported in a contraption rigged to Joe's bicycle - but
Sinon is the nore enotionally grounded character who hel ps Joe
t hrough some difficult famly issues. These accommodati ons are
constituted as part of a conplex human rel ati onship rather
than as a burden that is resented by either character. The
character Joe is not constructed as a caregiver to Sinon.

They are friends struggling to nake sense of their

rel ati onship and of the world around them

Hol | ywood novi es draw on existing stereotypes which are
in the culture (Sutherland 1997) to create representations of
t he di sabl ed that become part of society's commpn sense
under st andi ng of disability. Wile sonme have argued these
representations have inproved over time (Longnore 1987; Nel son
1994; Norden 1994), we suggest that pity continues to be an
organi zing principle for how di sabled characters are
represented in Hollywod film even in cases where the
di sabl ed character is represented in a nore positive light. It
is inmportant to exam ne and understand the full range of
meani ngs that are constructed for disability. And we believe
rel ati onshi ps of power and how they are figured into
representations of disability. Filmand the visual
representation of people with disabilities will continue to be



i nportant venues for constructing know edge of disability and
the relationship of disability to society.
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