
01

The Eugenics movement set the precedence for the
continuation of negative perceptions toward disabled

bodies. To visualize the construction of normalcy or
deviancy, a bell curve of the normal distribution is
consistently used. With every bell curve, there are

extremes. Historically, those with disabilities have been
villainized and placed outside the parameters of a

normal distribution thus labeling them as deviant (Davis,
2013). It may seem as though the foundational ideas of

the Eugenics movement are a relic of the past.
Contrarily, these fundamental tenets of Eugenics live on. 
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“Idiots, imbeciles, and degenerate criminals
are prolific and their defects are

transmissible. Each person is a unit of the
nation, and the nation is strong and pure, and
sane, or weak and corrupt and insane, in the
proportion that the mentally and physically

healthy exceed the diseased“ - Laughlin, 1914

The Eugenics movement is responsible for shaping
the societally perpetuated devaluation of disabled

bodies. This construction of normalcy and deviancy
was born from the eugenist desire to create a

"perfect" society through biological intervention
(Snyder & Mitchell, 2006). Thus, individuals with

cognitive or physical disabilities became a threat to
this vision of a perfect society, as they were

perceived to be weak and inferior (Snyder & Mitchell,
2006). 

Currently, the disabled community is marginalized in
part by pervasive harmful stereotypes (Balter,

1999). These disadvantageous stereotypes are
mobilized in the media we consume. Media is one of

the quintessential forms of socialization in the
United States (Balter, 1999). Unfortunately, we see
disabled individuals consistently being portrayed as

single-dimensional characters. 

“Socialization is the process through which
people are taught to be proficient members of

a society. It describes the ways that people
come to understand societal norms and

expectations, to accept society’s beliefs, and to
be aware of societal values”

 - Conerly et al., 2021
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Pervasive Stereotypes: The Ableist
Focus of Popular FIlms and Media 

"...Six major stereotypes in film and television.
The disabled person as a victim, as a hero, as a
threat, as unable to adjust, as one to be cared
for, and as one who should not have survived" -

Jack Nelson, 1999

 The pervasive nature of stereotypes
concerning disabled bodies creates an

erroneous image of disability for non-disabled
individuals. The societal focus on physical

ability creates an environment where
differences in the form of the body are
perceived as less favorable (Ellcessor &

Kirkpatric,2017). The adherence to normality
as a non-disabled physical form is highlighted

through the media we consume. The disabled
individuals viewed by audiences of film and

media are responsible for shaping their
thoughts and opinions concerning disabled

bodies (Psalia, 2016).

In the film "Me Before You," William
Traynor, a paraplegic man, is played by

non-disabled actor Sam Claflin.
Throughout the film, William's character
is a long-suffering victim who is unable to

come to terms with his disability. This
single-dimensional look at disability is

damaging as it depicts the lives of
disabled individuals as not worth living.

The audience is primed through William's
suffering throughout the film to

perceive his death as merciful versus
tragic. The audience does not mourn for
the loss of William's life. Conversely, they
mourn the loss of his physical prowess

(Snyder & Mitchell, 2010). 

“... I need it to end here, no
more pain and exhaustion and

waking up every morning
already wishing it was over. It’s

not going to get better than
this”  -William Traynor

In the film, "The Green Mile," the main
character, John Coffey, is valued
solely based on his supernatural

abilities and childlike demeanor. The
film centers on Coffey using his

extraordinary gifts to serve white
interests. Coffey's eventual death is
only justified after he cures Melinda
Moores' ailments, thus serving his

purpose. This "super-crip" stereotype
devalues the disabled person to the
point where their only function is to

aid the non-disabled characters.  
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THE MEDICAL MODEL

THE SOCIAL MODEL 

'...the "problem" is not the person
with disabilities; the problem is

the way that normalcy is
constructed to create the

"problem" of the disabled person' -
Lennard Davis, 2013

The Medical Model vs
The Social Model of

Disability

THE SOCIAL MODEL 

04

The Social Model of Disability
understands that the social

construction of disability derives its
strength through negative perceptions

of difference. The "problems" of
disability are cultivated through
inequitable circumstances, and

combatting this "problem" stems from
changing the societally upheld

perceptions of disability (McCain, 2017).
It is counterproductive to expect those
with disabilities to change themselves

to gain acceptance. The necessary "fix"
is not on behalf of the disabled

community. On the contrary, there
needs to be a reassessment of the
societally accepted devaluation of
disabled individuals (McCain, 2017). 

The Medical Model of Disability considers
the disabled form as one in need of fixing

through medical interventions that seek to
return the body to an operative state or
closer to normalcy (McCain, 2017). This

model of disability does not perceive the
disadvantageous stereotypes surrounding

disability as inherently problematic.
Furthermore, it does not look to make

society more accessible for disabled
individuals. 
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THE MEDICAL MODEL
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