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Why don’t you introduce yourself to the listeners and explain yourself what exactly it is?
I’m an associate professor here in the Department of Disability and Human Development at UIC. I run an arts program as well called Bodies of Network – a network of disability art and culture and we’re a consortium of about 50 arts organizations and individuals in Chicago who are working to advance disability arts and cultures through events and festivals. I’m also a theater artists; my background is in theater and before I moved here to Chicago a couple years ago I taught in the School of Theater at Florida State University for 11 years. 
You’re quite versatile, aren’t you?

Having been a student from undergraduate to graduate school in theater, I became aware of how drama was using characters with disabilities to make meaning. I have a disability and as I was getting actor training and reading dramatic literature and performing on stage, it became really clear to me that disability was in tons of plays. It wasn’t just incidental that the disability was there; the disability was there to have some sort of meaning that was relevant to the plot. I became really interested in this and also experienced as an actor having difficulty getting cast because my disability had to have some sort of meaning in the play so that also was very interesting. I was doing a lot of studying in feminists studies and critical race theory and I started to apply some of those concepts I was learning to thinking about disability. At that time, there weren’t disability studies in the humanities. There were some social scientists looking at stereotypes in film, but really not much about how disability functioned as a metaphor in literature, in television, in film, in drama. That was my first stirrings that was something going on here with disability imagery. When I got into graduate school, I started to explore this more and started to develop some ideas and started thinking a lot about film. Drama has a smaller audience but Hollywood film is really ubiquitous, it’s just everywhere and everyone can relate somehow to Hollywood film. When I was a graduate student at the University of Wisconsin-Madison in the theater department there, I started working with a representative from the disability center there and also with a physician who was at the Waisman Center. They were putting together a film series on disability and we found each other interested in the topic. That was in the early 90s and I just started learning about how disability and disabled characters cropped up in film over and over and started to think about how they worked. Fast forward till now, when I moved to Chicago, I was able to really just indulge in disability arts and culture – there’s a thriving community up here. I became friends with Susan Nussbaum who is a longtime disability activist and playwright. She told me about the film project that we’re working on now that she was developing with Salome Chasnoff who is the founder and artistic director at Beyond Media Education and Laurie Little who is of Luminist Films. This is an idea in its formation and they invited me to participate. I teach a large lecture course here on disability and American film. That’s how it started and we’re having a great time putting it together. It’s sort of like the long list of films you love to hate.
So the final product when you’re all done with this is going to be a film, is it not?
Right, we’re creating a 90 minute documentary feature film. It is a film that looks at representations of disability in film from the earliest days of film up to the present day. We explore the various ways that disability has been represented so we’ve been doing research in different thematic areas we’ve identified. The way we’re putting the film together is that, along the lines of our disability rights movement cry, “nothing about us without us,” we’re really reaching out to the disability community here in Chicago and the diversity of our community in terms of race, social position, geographic location, gender… lots of different people, as many people as we can find. What we don’t want this film to be is really just showing a bunch of oppressive stereotypes. Most of those stereotypes are played by nondisabled people. There are very few actual disabled actors in these films written by nondisabled people. To really focus on those would really be to show this overwhelming history of oppressive stereotypes. We wanted to show the vibrancy of the disability community and how we respond to these images. We’re peopling this film with experts with disabilities, with representation in films, and with a lot of everyday people with disabilities. The way we’ve been gathering their feedback is by holding what we call salons. We gather a bunch of film clips on a certain topic and then we show them publicly and we ask a bunch of questions and get the audience to talk about what it is they see. We’re not trying to represent that there is just one way to view these films or what the politically correct disability view is, but we’re trying to get as many responses as possible. We link the various trends we identify to historical events and reasons why certain representations of disability are popular and pervasive. We have expert interviews and then we have audience response in these salons. It’s our hope that we stimulate a lot of questions in the general audience we are anticipating will see this film in thinking about how their ideas about disability may have been formed through media imagery, but also to see lots of alternative and lively discussion about what these images mean for us and how we respond to them and how they affect us in our everyday lives. 
How do you select the participants in the salons?

They are self selected. We put out publicity into different groups that we’re inviting and we try to hit different areas of Chicago so they’re not always having to come to us. We’re trying to visit different places and we just invite anybody who wants to come and we film it. We have some short versions of the film to gain interest of funders since we have to raise money along the way to put this together. Mostly it’s just whoever shows up.
You’re obviously filming peoples’ reactions?

Right, and the public conversations. We then select some representative comments to go in the film.
What do they see in the films you put together? What kind of clips do you have?

Let me give you some examples. So far we have done salons on films featuring people with intellectual disabilities, we have done portrayals of gender in films with blind characters.
Are these mainstream films that people would have heard of?
Yes, though some of the historical films people may not have heard of it, but it’s really interesting how you can trace these trends through history. We had a salon on films in which the solution to the problem of disability in the film is to cure the character or kill the character. The most recent one we’re working on is portrayals of African American men with disabilities. We’re not sure exactly how we’re going to structure the film; we don’t know if it will be by impairment type or by larger themes. For instance, in the film clips we showed with blind characters when we looked at gender, we noticed that going back to the early days of film, films featuring women who were blind, often the women became victims of stalking, rape, abuse… they are mostly horror films. The women’s vulnerability is exacerbated by her blindness so she’s always being looked at and there’s always a threat of violence and acts of violence. Usually she’s victorious in the end and rises up through some compensatory superpower of hearing or something and defends herself against her attackers, but that’s only after you watch two hours of her being stalked. That’s what these women films tend to be and they come up with surprising regulatory. Then we contrasted it with the images of men and it was interesting that the men are portrayed as almost superheroes. We have blind men who become swordfighters or who have superhuman capabilities. They are either literal superheroes or they gain some sort of charisma or sexual attractiveness that’s not based on vulnerability, but it enhances their sexiness. The other thing we noticed was that there was a repeated storyline in these films of blind men driving cars… from Mr. Magoo and over and over again, there was this slapstick scene of blind men driving cars. They still seem to have these powers that the blind women in film lack. Audiences picked up on this very quickly and they had a lot of interesting things to say. There were blind people in the audience who talked about the actual experiences in their lives and how they compare it to what they see in the films; how some of the stereotypes that these films circulate affect them in everyday life. 
What about the films about intellectual disability? What observations have you made about those?

In those films we tend to see characters who are represented as child like… they are represented often as asexual… they are represented as always needing to be in the care of others and having decision made for them. Adults are portrayed that their disabilities are somehow cute or sentimental; that they exist to teach nondisabled people valuable lessons about how to be good. They serve what we call a moral barometer so depending on how other characters in the film treat them, you learn if they are good or bad people. They aren’t really about people with intellectual disabilities, but what valuable lessons about life and love can be learned from how people treat the character. We also found though, on the flipside, there are also films that play on this fear of people with intellectual disabilities. People are either represented as asexual or as dangerous sexually or unaware of their own powers. In Mice of Men, when he pets the rabbit too hard and accidentally kills the woman so he has to be euthanized so he doesn’t accidentally kill anybody else… or else they are mass murderers or aggressive and to be feared. It’s weird how there are these two competing stereotypes that tend to get played over and over again. Some of those characters also you could say might be diagnosed with psychiatric illnesses or disabilities and they are almost always portrayed as to be feared in that dangerous homicidal way.
Are there any films out there that give an honest and realistic portrayal of people with disabilities?
I get this question a lot from my students and people keep trying to come up with examples. For me, I won’t speak for all my collaborators, I think the problem is that for almost any Hollywood film you can think of, the characters are going to fall into very formulaic storylines and very limiting storylines. Even in films that you would think of that are based on true stories or biographical, the person’s life is edited in such a way to show what we might call an overcoming narrative or that these people were spectacular despite their disability or that they spend their lives dealing with their disability and that disability is so central that it’s the primary issue and defining quality of that person. I think that whether we talk about stereotypes we can consider positive like the overcoming narrative or a negative stereotype like a villain or homicidal monster, whatever it is, the disability is used to create some sort of meaning other than just the fact of having a disability. I would argue, that Hollywood uses disability to really talk about other things. You can look at the disabilities as metaphors for larger social issues. They’re not about the rich, varied experiences that we all have as people with disabilities and the disability has to become the central and defining and limiting feature. 
Absolutely, I’ll really be looking forward to seeing the final product. Where can people get more information? Do you have a website?

We have a blog and you can find it by Googling “Code of the Freaks blog” and Code of the Freaks comes from the 1930s film by Todd Browning called Freaks and that’s where the title comes from. You can Google it and we have some of our salons online where people can comment about them online and learn more about the project. 
