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Abstract

Political in aesthetic, using the social nodel of
disability, artists have reflected on the portrayal of
"positive' images of disability debating society's

depi ction of stereotypical imges. Whilst sonme disability
artists now reconsider the need for theoretical

di stinctions between 'positive' and 'negative' imges of
di sability which has been argued to confirm good and bad
norms of disabled people, many have recl ai med
stereotypical imges in their work in order to confront
prejudicial social attitudes. This reclamtion of
stereotypical representati ons has never been nore
confrontational or controversial than in the visual

i mgery of sexuality in disability art. Anal ysing sel ect
works fromdisability artists such as Ann Whitehurst's

" Wheel chai rbound’ (1993), Jo Pearson's semnal film

' Freak Fucking Basics' (1995), as well as Ju Gosling's
mul ti nedia piece 'My Not-So-Secret Life as a Cyborg
(circa 2001), this paper critiques their representations
of these adverse stereotypes. Viewed as 'asexual ',

devi ant 'freaks', objects of 'fetish' and voyeurism
within private and political spheres, disability artists
seek to redress the governance of disabled people's
sexual ity redefining dom nant nyths that perpetuate
preconcei ved notions of 'acceptable' desirability.

| nt roducti on

Born out of the highly political Disability Movenent in
the md 1980s, disability art provided a new way in which
di sabl ed peopl e could beconme actively involved in cultural
producti on, chall enge hegenobni c stereotypes and pronote a
disability identity. Contextualised within the Movenents core
t heoretical concept through the work of disability academ cs
t he fundamental Social Mddel dism sses nedicalised views of
disability and argues that: "...Disability is not a condition
of the individual. The experiences of disabled peoPIe are of
the social restrictions in the world around them"



Political in aesthetic, disability art has sought to
redress the inbal ance of dom nant 'negative' and therefore
"di sabling’" inmges which represent disabled people as the
mythical, tragic 'Other'. Mire recently, since the 1990s, sone
disability artists reconsidered the need for counteracting
'negative' inmages with the 'positive' whereby they have been
argued to nerely confirm'good and 'bad' norns of disability.
I n doing so, artists such as Ann Witehurst, Jo Pearson and Ju
Gosling, reclaimstereotypical imges in their work
confronting (often controversially), prejudiced soci al
attitudes.

More significantly for Wiitehurst and Pearson, whose work
was produced in the early to md 1990s at a tinme when the
Soci al Model becanme a universally recogni sed concept thus
i nfluencing policy for the 1995 Disability Discrimnation Act,
their contributions highlighted a need for disabled people to
be recogni sed as strong, independent individuals with
authoritative opinions. Exploring the predom nantly taboo
subj ect of sexuality and disability, which because of adverse
private 'fears' and continued political governance, has becone
an i ssue of human rights, disabled people are represented as
"asexual ', deviant 'freaks', objects of 'fetish' and
voyeurism Redefining preconceived notions of 'acceptable’
desirability in the non-di sabl ed consci ousness, these sel ected
disability artists exam ne perpetual prom nent attitudes that
are imrersed in the mai nstream obsession with physical
attractiveness.

Bef ore anal ysi ng desi gnated works from Whitehurst,

Pearson and Gosling, the Social Moddel concept must again be
revisited. Whilst acknow edgi ng the pivotal significance of
this theory and the profound inpact it has made globally for
the Disability Movenent and subsequently, disability art, it
is inmportant to consider the underlying problemit exposes.
Derived fromfem nist discourse, Jenny Mrris in the sem na
text 'Pride Against Prejudice' poignantly critiques:
“...there is a tendency within the Social Mdel of disability
to deny the experience of our own bodies, insisting that our
physi cal differences and restrictions are entirely socially
created...to suggest that this is all there is to it is to
deny the personal experience of physical or intellectual
restrictions."? In this respect, taking into account both
approaches to the concept of disability, the personal
experience of sexuality can be rum nated through the work of
each disability artist including collective experiences of
stereotypical attitudes that disabled people encounter about
their sexuality.

Sexual Subjugation

Ann Whi tehurst's 1993 pi ece 'Wheel chai rbound’ draws upon
paral l el images which correl ate between stereotypical synbols
of disability - the 'wheelchair' and 'deviance' related
notions of disabled people as objects of 'fetish' - identified
by the corseted seat associated with sado-msochism (S&) . As



a wheel chair user, Wiitehurst represents its limtations or

constraints and the social sexual constraints enforced upon

di sabl ed people via |legislation, health care professions and
their related institutions. Synbolising restrictions in

privacy and access to a confidential sexual life, often
breached by everyday requirenents of personal assistants,
Whi tehurst illustrates how a persons physical disability

restricts their basic rights to physical contact and intimcy.
Stating that she constantly seeks to "...devel op her ideas and
di srupt a patterning, society's and her own,"?® Whitehurst
instantly confronts the viewer with a stereotypical imge of
sexuality and disability whilst reinforcing the collective
sexual desires of disabled people.

Most interestingly in this work there is no depiction of
t he body, often used to reinforce society's views of
disability within the Medical Mdel placing an enphasis on
inpairnent itself and with it notions of dependent 'childlike'
"asexuality'. Reaffirm ng dom nation and control from S&V
practice, the stereotype situates phrases in the piece |ike
‘power and the powered' chair resolutely as a tool for
identification and enpowerment. Executed before the 1995
Disability Discrimnation Act', but during the precedent
intermediary period of the Direct Action Network's first
canpaign for civil rights, Whitehurst reclainms 'fetishistic’
disability stereotypes in order to destabilise hegenonic
prejudicial control. Substituting the visually prom nent
corseted wheel chair as a focus for 'untold sexual desire,
di savowal is rendered whereby, as Stuart Hall notes, "...a
power ful fascination or desire is both indulged and at th
same time denied. It is where what has been tabooed
nevert hel ess manages to find a displaced form of
representation."?

Freaks and Feti shists

Jo Pearson is an award wi nning nultinmedia artist and
producer for the BBC disability magazi ne programre, 'Fromthe
Edge', as well as the highly acclainmed yet controversial 1995
film'Freak Fucking Basics'. It is a provocative docunentary,
exam ni ng the personal experience of disability, sexuality and
prejudi ce. Featuring actor, nusician and renowned disability
performance artist Mat Fraser, this thirteen mnute film shot
in black and white and col our, relays between Mat's own
account of sexual stereotypes which connects to performance of
hi s acconpanyi ng soundtrack 'Qutsiders': "This songs about nme
you sex and the practice. OF having the |ibido of a nornmal
sexuality. And with it confronting the straight worlds
reality."?

Confronting the "straight worlds reality' indeed with his
reclamati on of stereotypical |anguage, Mat tells us of
previ ous involvenment with Sadeo Masochistic (S&\V ' Qutsider’
cl ubs highlighting dom nant stereotypical prejudices of
di sabl ed people as objects of 'fetish' belonging to the real ns
of what he calls sexual 'low lives'. Not denying a persona



interest and gratification through S&M he acknow edges t he
fact which Shakespeare has noted in his research that:

"Di sabl ed people very commonly find thensel ves the focus of
sexual interest from people who find their inpairnment
titillating."®

As Mat articul ates, however, instead of viewing this
sexual situation as oppressive, he enphasises feeling an
affinity with other 'Qutsiders'. Reiterating the words of his
musi c, Mat casually makes anecdotes relating to his past sex
life. Using the phrase 'freak fucking' Mat expl ains how sone
of his previous non-di sabl ed sexual partners have dubiously
slept with himfor "...snmug point scoring of having fucked an
outsider".’ Alternatively and controversially fromthe
subsequent conpl aints of many di sabl ed wonen, Mat al so
confesses in the filmhow he hinmself has slept with wonmen who
have various inpairments in order to satisfy an inherent
curiosity. Addressing his own sexual voyeurism WMt chall enges
the viewer to consider their voyeuristic treatnment of his body
and sexuality.

The nost intriguing aspect about this filmnmust be Jo
Pearson's decision to represent the personal account of a
di sabl ed man's sexual experience and not her own or anot her
woman's. In many respects this could relate to notions of the
sim|lar sexual i1nequality and voyeurism pl aced upon non-

di sabl ed wonmen with mai nstream soci ety and di sabl ed nen,
stereotypically equivalent to passivity and dependence.
Docunenting the reflections of a disabled man who di splays an
athl etic prowess through martial arts, redefines society's

st andards of masculinity and thus desirability primarily
val i dated by athletics and sexuality.?

Simlarly, mutlinmedia artist Ju Gosling continues this
reference with 'fetishism and disability. Reinventing herself
as a virtual work of art known as 'Ju90' in cyberspace,
Gosling's "My Not-So-Secret-Life as a Cyborg' (circa 2001)
expl ores the social construction of disability through
performance art. Illustrated with various self portraits
deeply rem ni scent of the paintings by Frida Kahlo, she
di scusses issues surrounding identity, disability and
sexuality. Focusing on 'Borg/Brace', alter-ego Ju90 turns her
back to the viewer, presenting the custom made orthopaedic
brace. Made of plastic (which Ju | ater had sprayed silver)
covering the length of her spine fastened with nylon straps,
Gosling presents herself as an object of fetish and voyeurism
Reasserting an ownership of the corset, she traps al
personality in the brace so that she beconmes assimnm | ated
within it. The fundanental feature throughout Gosling's
mul ti media work is the significance placed on androgyny. Wth
a reinvented virtual name, 'Ju90', Gosling disregards her rea
name Juliet, typically associated with tragedy and femninity,
and replaces it for a condensed version referring the '90" to
| ate 1960s ani mted character Jo 90.

Li kewi se, this URL nane gives no primary evi dence of
gender, identity, or sexuality, reinforcing an ambiguity.
Comrenti ng that her previous "...androgynous inage had



vani shed"® as soon as she began wearing the borg/brace, she

al so reiterates however "...Iit exaggerated ny femninity and
i mpai rment whilst conflating the two".'® Intentionally custom
desi gning the borg/brace with a ying/yang synbol and dol phin
i mge marking the exact |ocation where the spinal injury
began, Ju depicts the point of '"deformty' from persona
signification.

Exam ning the triptych photographic piece: 'Dancing with
Dar kness' we becone aware of her past as a classically trained
bal | et dancer. Wth short hair and enmpowering poses, Ju
presents two main stereotypes of disabled people's sexuality.
Rel ati ng 'androgyny' to 'asexuality' she identifies herself as
a "...queer woman who |likes to dress up as a boy".* Depicting
fitness related fem ninity holding ballet shoes, the
ort hopaedi c corset defines her body into a curved traditional
hour gl ass sil houette. Acknow edgi ng the voyeuristic
fascination she attracts from orthopaedic fetishists, in the
third photograph, Ju prom nently displays her brace
confidently, whilst holding up a physical aid, thus reclaimng
herself as a strong, desirable and sexual disabl ed person.

Rever si ng Hegenoni ¢ Control ?

As Craig Onen suggests, in 'Beyond Recognition,
Representati on, Power and Culture', that if the main intention
of the stereotype is "...with the express purpose of
intimdating the enemy into subm ssion"'® then Ju90 succeeds
with her authoritative representation. Reversing hegenonic
power through the reclamati on of sexual stereotypes, all of
the artists exam ned seek to shift the inbal ance of society's
prejudi ce. Nevertheless, a fundanmental question has to be
asked: do re-represented mai nstream stereotypes really make
the 'non-disabled rethink their prejudiced attitudes
particularly at the cost of other disabled people who may find
t hese confrontational imges offensive? Although this question
pr ovokes ongoi ng debates about representation in disability
studies often dividing opinions in research and the Mvenent

itself, | nmust make anot her point derived from Onmens: "Wile
the stereotype enjoys an unlimted social nobility - it nust
circulate freely if it is to performits work - it nust

neverthel ess remain fixed, in order to procure t he generali sed
social inmmbility which is its dream"*

In terms of reclaimng hegenonic control of the
stereotype, it is arguable whether such deep-rooted
sinplifications can ever really be reversed particularly when
there are continued overwhel mng inequalities in power and
access. For disability artists, therefore, who endeavour to
reclaimthese stereotypes and re-present them back to the
mai nstream culture, it can only be nore successful perhaps if
it is given an opportunity to indeed 'circulate freely’
assi sted by greater financial independence and creative
control .

Summary



Pronmoti ng further research/publications on disability
art/culture, nore support could possibly be obtained from
governnment arts bodies and arts institutions heightening an
awar eness about di sabl ed people's sexual rights and overal
stereotypical representations in society. Despite the
possibilities in nobilising cultural control of stereotypes,
whil st the majority 'non-disabled society chooses to dilute
di stinctions between disability art and disability and the
arts,! a necessary conbination of 'positive' and 'reclained
stereotypical can never be given total recognition in order to
make a profound inpact for the future.
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