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What is 
disability? 
• Is obesity a disability? 

• Is cancer a disability? 

• Is grief a disability?

• Have we all become “disabled” 
during pandemic – needing 
accommodations, living through 
trauma? 

• Are the conditions of climate 
change causing a mass disabling 
event? 



Disability is part of being human. Almost everyone will 
temporarily or permanently experience disability at 
some point in their life. Over 1 billion people – about 
15% of the global population – currently experience 
disability, and this number is increasing due in part to 
population ageing and an increase in the prevalence of 
noncommunicable diseases. 

Disability results from the interaction between 
individuals with a health condition, such as cerebral 
palsy, Down syndrome and depression, with personal 
and environmental factors including negative 
attitudes, inaccessible transportation and public 
buildings, and limited social support.

World Health Organization, “Disability”



What is 
disability? It’s 
complicated.

• Can be historically created 
• Can be socially created (the social model)
• An experience of bodyminds that is material 

(in other words: pain and impairment are real 
things)

• Variable (and the boundaries can be porous)

• A way in which the typically-bodied define 
themselves against Others

• Our natural state 

• An identity that we all could enter and will 
enter

• A generative source of knowledge

• A mark of human variation
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Raisa Kabir, House Made of Tin (A Socially Distanced Weaving Performance) 
(2021)



Alex Dolores Salerno, At Work (Rest) no. 3 (2019)
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Why do disability studies? Why engage 
disability studies through literary criticism? 

• Shows us that “normalcy” and “able-bodiedness” are cultural 
creations

• Helps us understand how power and privilege are related to 
body/health status

• Helps us see that historically, disability is intimately 
intertwined in the construction of other identities (race, 
gender, sexuality, class, nationality, ethnicity)

• Helps us understand that disability is a social issue, not an 
individual problem or tragedy

• Fights stigma; fights the tyranny of normalcy

• Helps us embrace the creativity of bodily variance

• Creates pride and teaches us our disability inheritance
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It matters that we 
work to recognize 

cultural ideas 
about illness, 
disability, and 
disease. The 

combination of 
visuals and text 

graphic medicine 
offers can be a 

powerful way to do 
that.



Ian Williams:

The mental frameworks of visual knowledge that 
healthcare professionals assemble during their 
training and work might admit more than pathology 
into their structure: no one is immune to media 
portrayals of their chosen vocation or immune to 
prevailing cultural attitudes toward such issues as 
gender roles, disability, or sexuality.



Misrepresentations 
are largely based in 
ableism



G. Thomas Couser:

The first flowering of disability autobiography is 
also part of a disability renaissance involving 
other arts and media. Disability autobiography 
should be seen, then, not as spontaneous "self-
expression" but as a response--indeed, a retort--
to the traditional misrepresentation of disability 
in Western culture.



Comics can reveal our ableist bias (Sharon Rosenzweig, “Judgement Call”)



Comics can also create a retort to ableism



Graphic medicine 
portrays 
embodied 
experience in 
innovative ways 





Graphic medicine 
recounts disability 
history and helps 
us understand our 
own historical 
moment



Graphic medicine 
shows disability 
as intersectional 



Graphic medicine 
can emphasize 
disability as an 
identity at once 
whole and fluid



Graphic medicine 
shows disability as 
a source of 
creativity and 
generative 
knowledge



Graphic medicine 
can center key ideas 
of disability activism 
from the importance 
of mutual aid to crip 
futurity



So: what does The Body Factory 
do for disability representation? 



Carrie Sandahl

To complicate the tendency toward binary and 
prescriptive thinking, I ask students to 
consider “representational conundrums,” a 
term I coined to describe challenging, 
puzzling, or paradoxical issues that are unique 
to or complicated by disability’s presence. 






