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Hello and welcome to our session on Disability Objectification in Media. My name
is Miles Wilcox and I am presenting today on the phenomenon known as inspiration
p*rn. First thing, I want to assure you that there is nothing lewd or graphic or ‘adult in
nature’ about our subject matter today. If the term is not already understood I will clarify
this choice of words, it will be clear in just a few minutes. ☛
Before I get started a little bit about me. I attended the Boston Conservatory of
Berklee Masters of Music in Music Education program. I am currently teaching in the
Newton Public Schools full-time K through 5 general music, band, and orchestra, and I
also teach private lessons, ensembles and group classes at the Berklee Institute for
Arts Education and Special Needs. In my non-teaching time I am principal violist of the
Me2/ Orchestra Boston, the world’s only classical music organization for people with
mental illness, under the direction of conductor Ronald Braunstein. ☛
Today we're going to be talking about the phenomenon known as inspiration p*rn.
First we'll talk about what it is because even if you have not heard the term before, I
almost guarantee that you have seen the content before. Then we will discuss how to
identify this content when you come across it in the social media wild. At the end we will
talk about how to combat it or how to interrupt these problematic narratives, and all of
the problems that come with them. ☛
What is “inspiration p*rn”? The term ‘inspiration p*rn’ comes from a TED Talk by
disability rights activist Stella Young. ☛ Young says, “I use the term p*rn deliberately,
because they objectify one group of people for the benefit of another group of people.
So in this case, we're objectifying disabled people for the benefit of nondisabled people.
The purpose of these images is to inspire you, to motivate you, so that we can look at
them and think, ‘Well, however bad my life is, it could be worse. I could be that person.’"
☛
Take a look at these pictures. Do any of these catchy phrases sound familiar:
“The only disability in life is a bad attitude” or “Your excuse is invalid”? How about these
phrases coupled with a photo of someone accomplishing a task in their life, for example
playing basketball or playing the violin? Here we see two men doing pull-ups, one of
whom is in a wheelchair, along with the factually inaccurate statement that, “the only
disability in life is a bad attitude.” No, actually disabilities exist, and they can be just
that-- disabling. What about “Your excuse is invalid” paired with a boy in a wheelchair

playing basketball. Did you know that disabled people can play sports, too? In fact,
some people do it quite well and even compete with each other! And sometimes it’s
done so often, that it’s no more noteworthy than an able-bodied person playing the
same sport. The video that is thumbnailed shows a woman trying several times before
getting her prosthetic arm into place to use her bow on the strings, in preparation to play
a piece on the violin. The caption reads, “You think your life is hard? Watch this” with a
little ‘praying’ emoji next to it.
These are all examples of inspiration p*rn or the objectification of disabled voices
and experiences for the benefit of the non-disabled. However, the real messages behind
these images can be found between the lines. ☛ From the implications that being
disabled is inherently bad or somehow undesirable or to be pitied, to the message that
disabled people exist to help make others feel better about their lives. Sometimes the
post is just highlighting the fact that a disabled person was able to navigate systems
that are not built for people with all different abilities. Sometimes, the media
decentralizes the disabled viewpoint so much that the story is actually centered around
a nondisabled person “helping” a diabled person navigate these systems, when what
they are doing is offering little more than the bare minimum of basic human decency.
At their most basic, many of these images can be boiled down as really just
highlighting that ☛ a disabled person has accomplished a task. As if we expect so little
from people with disabilities that this is front page news! ☛
Take a look at a few more examples of this media phenomenon. “Excuses; let’s
hear yours again” captions before and after photos of a man who has obviously put a lot
of work in at the gym. The man happens to have a limb difference, in that he has one
leg. But the caption implies that because THIS man could do it, anyone can. The
implication being, “This man’s life is objectively harder than yours, and therefore you
have no excuses to not perform at least up to his abilities.”
We also see an image of a young girl writing with a pencil, with the caption,
“Before you quit, try…” Now, I have taught kindergarten and I know how difficult it is to
learn to hold a pencil. But a child learning how to navigate the world they live in with the
body they were given is a process that can happen regardless of perceived ability or
disability. On the other hand, this feat could have taken quite a lot of perseverance, hard
work, and heartache, and who are we to trivialize that experience and minimize it into a
feel-good meme?
“Never ignore someone with a disability, you don’t realize how much they can
inspire you!!” says the caption above a picture of a woman in a wheelchair at the beach,

with her arms flung out as she stares at the ocean. Is this woman inspiring? Why,
because she got out of bed and put on clothes and left her house? Even if the answer
is, “Because the beach is so inaccessible this woman should be commended for how
hard she had to work to get there,” should we just be celebrating her, or should we be
working to eliminate the hurdles that were in her way in the first place? ☛
Regardless of their intent, these images reinforce ableist ideas. ☛ Ablesism is
the discrimination of and social prejudice against people with disabilities based on the
belief that typical abilities are superior. At its heart, ableism is rooted in the assumption
that disabled people require 'fixing' and defines people by their disability.” ☛
Speaker and personal coach Carson Tueller says, “Ableism looks like calling
disabled people ‘inspiring’ for navigating a system that is designed for their exclusion,
while doing nothing to hold the system accountable.” For example, if we are praising the
woman in the wheelchair for the physical feat of getting herself to the beach, should we
not really be examining why the beach has not yet been turned into an accessible area?
Often the “challenges” of having a disability are not inherent to the disability itself, but
rather how the world has not been designed universally, for example stairs being built
(which only some of the population can use) instead of a ramp, which can be used by
everyone. No amount of “no excuses” or “the only disability in life is a bad attitude” is
actually helpful in making these spaces more accessible for all. As Stella Young says,
“No amount of smiling at a staircase has ever turned it into a ramp.” ☛
How to spot it. Now that we know what inspiration p*rn is, how do we spot it
when we see it on social media? ☛ When you see a post that has the potential to be
qualified as disability objectification, there are a few questions that you can ask yourself.
First if a non-disabled person did the same thing would you still find it inspirational? So
often these posts just show pictures of disabled people living their daily lives. Nobody
wants to be infantilized, applauded for leaving the house or getting dressed in the
morning. A disabled person getting groceries for themselves is not in and of itself
inspirational.
Second, you can ask, Is the disabled person given a voice in the story, or is it told
from the non-disabled perspective? Sometimes the perspective of the disabled person
is so erased, like when you see stories about a popular boy who befriends a classmate
with a disability and “learns a valuable lesson” and in the entire process of telling this
story, the disabled child is never spoken to or interviewed once! Disabled voices are
silenced, as if it's not even considered that they may have a perspective or opinions to
offer.

And finally you can ask yourself, who is the intended audience of the content?
This may not be as easy to determine, and may be found in subtext or through context,
like who is sharing the media. It may be found in the language of the post; does it
reference a “they”, referring to members of the disabled community? That implies that
the post is not intending that those with disabilities will read it. ☛
If for these questions you answered that no if a disabled person did the same
thing it would not be inspirational, for example the video of a woman playing the violin.
With the caption “You think your life is hard? Watch this”, it’s presuming that this
woman’s life is hard. If that IS the case, then we would want to hear that from the
woman herself, and not third-party text and emojis stuck on by an anonymous source. If
the person in the image is portrayed as one-dimensional, if presumptions are being
made as to how easy or hard tasks are for the individual, then you would answer no, the
disabled person's perspective is not given a voice in the story.
Finally, assess who the intended audience of the post is. Again, if the language in
the post is presuming their readers do not have a disability, that tells you right there. ☛
Let's test this out on a post I came across online. You may actually recognize the
quote from an earlier post! This image shows a boy wearing glasses sitting in an
accessible swing next to a mobility aide. The quote reads, “Never ignore somebody with
a disability. You don’t realize how much they can inspire you.” So let’s ask ourselves the
three questions. If a nondisabled person was sitting in a swing, would you find that
inspirational? I think not. And what about this boy’s voice or perspective in this image?
Unfortunately, I have to refer to him as a boy because his name is not found on the
image, nor was it on the website I took the image from. And he is reduced to a
one-dimensional ‘source of inspiration’ instead of an individual with independent
thoughts and agency. Finally, the audience of the image is made clear in its use of “they
can inspire you”; assuming that you, the audience, could not possibly be a they,
someone with a disability.
If you answer that the boys smile or his joy is what’s inspirational, I ask you
again, why? Because it must be so difficult to live with a mobility aide that it’s a miracle
he can bring himself to be happy? That sure is making a lot of assumptions about this
child’s life. That says to me, you are making assumptions about his quality of life, and
any number of other factors, based on a perceived disability; that is ableist. ☛
Riva Lehrer, American visual artist whose work explores cultural depictions of
disability, has this to say about the effects of these problematic narratives of disability.
“The story I sometimes get applied is, ‘Oh, look at this person who all of these things

happened to, yet she makes paintings despite it all.’ There is no despite. We all make
meaning out of our experiences… When you talk about a disabled person as just
inspiration, a wall goes up.” What Lehrer is saying is that it reduces people, it reduces
the voice of the disabled community. It dehumanizes the disabled person, and turns
them into a one-dimensional object that exists simply to be our inspiration. ☛
Part three, how to combat it. Now that we have learned what it is and how to
identify it, let’s talk about what to do when you encounter this disability objectification in
social media. ☛ First things first, don’t repost or share the content. That’s probably the
easiest way for us to reduce the amount of this we see online, if we all would just stop
sharing it.
Depending on the circumstances, such as who shared the post, or what the
platform is, you may be able to go a step further and call the person who posted it in (as
opposed to calling them ‘out’) by asking a question or starting a dialogue. Without
seeming combative or like you're trying to start an internet fight, you could simply ask a
question such as, "I just see a woman living her life, what made you want to share an
image like this?" In a perfect world, that would make the person who posted the image
think critically about why they chose to share that piece of media. Try your best to share
what you know, and point out you don’t think the disability community would be behind
the post or it’s content.
To go a step further and help cultivate a positive media landscape for disabled
individuals, you can share posts that do center disabled voices, that tell real stories by
disabled voices. You can share content that includes quotes from disabled people, that
tells narratives from their point of view, and that celebrates true achievements from
disabled individuals.
In recent times, the autism community in particular has adopted the phrase,
‘nothing about us without us’, and this can be broadened to include the whole disability
community. You can take this to heart, and notice when disabled voice is missing from
the discussion. ☛
I will close how I began, with a quote from Stella Young. "I want to live in a world
where we don't have such low expectations of disabled people that we are
congratulated for getting out of bed and remembering our own names in the morning. I
want to live in a world where we value genuine achievement for disabled people."
Young is not saying that we should not celebrate disabled people for their genuine
accomplishments, she is simply saying that we should not necessarily celebrate
disabled people for things that we do not celebrate our able-bodied peers for.

I hope that you are able to celebrate and honor all of the amazing disabled
people that you know and love, but as Stella Young says don't celebrate them for
getting out of bed in the morning. Also please remember that the media we consume
can determine our thoughts and therefore actions. Choose the media you engage with
wisely.
I would highly recommend watching Stella Young’s TED Talk after this session to
hear directly from the source and gain even more understanding about the subject. I
have included links for more information by disabled writers on the subject, and a link to
the Me2/ Orchestra site for folks who are interested in learning about the orchestra I
play with. ☛
Thank you for listening! Please feel free to get in touch, my email is
mwilcox2@berklee.edu.
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