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Abstract

This thesis critically investigates three contemporary European disability films to
examine how representation and metaphor are used to present physical disability as
deficient in comparison with the able-bodied ideal. The notion of the normal and nondisabled has dominated discourse about the depictions of physical disability in
mainstream film and, in the texts examined, this thesis seeks to identify how this is
realised and, on occasion, challenged by the disability film.
The influence of such a cultural script as normalcy often results in the creation
of one-dimensional narratives that enforce the preference for non-disabledness and
thus the insufficiency of the disabled predicament when compared with this myth.
Although able-bodiedness and normalcy are not true reflections of the human
condition they persist as the metanarrative that influences the majority of disability
representations.
The six chapters that follow will identify and trace this prevailing ideological
trend by means of close textual analysis of the films in question, in the light of
cultural disability and film scholarship and methodologies.
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Chapter One: Introduction.
The analysis of physical disability in contemporary cinema offers us the opportunity
to expose and consider metanarratives about the disabled body and the disability
experience that contradict our society’s apparent openness to diversity. These
metanarratives are, for the most part, culturally scripted and suggest that the disabled
body is somehow less than the non-disabled ideal. Rather than being active
participants within these stories disabled characters are utilised as a metaphorical and
representational device to augment the superiority of, and preference for, the elusive
ideal of the whole, normal body. Chivers and Markotic note that in film ‘disabled
bodies appear in order to shore up a sense of normalcy and strength in a presumed to
be able-bodied audience.’1 Both writers also acknowledge the foundational work of
such scholars as Rosemarie Garland-Thomson and Lennard J. Davis in exposing how
cultural products construct disability in this manner.
This thesis critically examines three contemporary disability films to illustrate
how representation and metaphor are used to frame disability as deficient in
comparison with the non-disabled ideal. It achieves this with close textual analysis of
the films underpinned by current and existing cultural disability and film scholarship
methodologies. While the evidence suggests that this is a concurrent theme in
contemporary, mainstream cinema, it also implies that there are inherent
contradictions. As I shall endeavour to illustrate, some examples present a more
complex representation of disability, such as in the film The Diving Bell and The
Butterfly (Julian Schnabel, 2007). In this example, disability, on the whole, is not
controlled by metanarrative; rather it is a multifarious and nuanced representation that
places character exposition before ideology. The title of my thesis, as the evidence
will suggest, reflects the tendency to represent disability as excessively deficient to
the non-disabled ideal.
The preference for non-disability can be seen in the many forms of
contemporary visual media, from television and on-line media to contemporary
cinema. Yet it operates at such a subtle level that it often fails to attract widespread
cultural criticism from outside cultural disability studies. As Ria Cheyne writes, ‘the
narratives circulating in popular culture play a significant role in shaping wider
1

Sally Chivers and Nicole Markotic, The Problem Body: Projecting Disability on Film, (Columbus, Ohio: Ohio State University
Press), 1.
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understandings of disability and impairment.’2 Writing in a special issue of the
Journal of Literary and Cultural Disability Studies, Cheyne, and other contributors to
that issue, identify the important influence that disability representation in popular
genres has upon societal attitudes towards disability. Moreover, as Davidson aptly
writes: ‘disabled people do not see themselves as “variants” from some norm, yet they
live surrounded by triumphalist narratives’ and these cultural scripts persist in film. 3
Furthermore, as Couser notes: ‘cultural representation mirrors daily life. Thus, people
with disabilities are also vulnerable to involuntary and prejudicial representation in
diverse media.’4
Throughout this thesis I employ various analytical frameworks in the
examination of the core films. Most notably, when analysing the narrative of a film
the thesis deploys Snyder and Mitchell’s theory of Narrative Prosthesis. 5 Additionally,
in the examination of the aesthetic Mulvey’s theory of the Gaze is aligned with
Garland-Thomson’s recent theories on staring in order to understand the visual
dynamics of disabled bodies present on screen. 6 Underpinning this thesis is both
recent and established scholarship on the role of Normalcy in the societal and cultural
production of disability. The methodological framework of this thesis will be
discussed in further detail in the next chapter.

1.2 The Core Films of the Thesis
The films examined in this thesis are Inside I’m Dancing (Damien O’Donnell,
2004), The Sea Inside (Alejandro Amenábar, 2004) and The Diving Bell and The
Butterfly. The films are all contemporary productions. Furthermore, they came from
outside of the Hollywood system, yet are all films that went on relatively widespread
general release in cinemas across Europe and North America. This last consideration
was especially germane to my selection of these particular four films as the
representations of physical disability they contain are those to which most of the

Ria Cheyne ‘Introduction: Popular Genres and Disability Representation’, Journal of Literary and Cultural Disability Studies,
6.2 (2012), 117.
3
Michael Davidson, Concerto for The Left-Handed: Disability and The Defamiliar Body, (Ann Arbor, Michigan: University of
Michigan, 2008), 223.
4
G Thomas Couser, Signifying Bodies: Disability in Contemporary Life Writing, (Ann Arbor, Michigan: University of Michigan,
2009.), 17.
5
David T., Mitchell and Sharon L., Snyder, Narrative Prosthesis: Disability and The Dependencies of Discourse, (Ann Arbor:
University of Michigan Press, 2000).
6
Rosemarie Garland-Thomson, Staring: How We Look (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009) and Laura Mulvey, ‘Visual
Pleasure and Narrative Cinema’ contained in Film Theory and Criticism ed. Leo Braudy & Marshall Cohen (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2004), 837. Originally Published in the journal Screen 16.3 (Autumn 1975).
2
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public are most commonly exposed, whether in cinema theatres or on television. This
offered the opportunity to discuss filmic representations of disability that most people
are familiar with when one talks about the disability film and how metanarratives
about disability are suggested to the viewer.
On a separate note, I consciously use the term ‘non-disabled’ as opposed to
‘able-bodied’, when the later term is used it is only in relation to the scholarly
material that have employed the term. As we shall discuss in chapter two, such a thing
as ‘able-bodiedness’ is, in reality, a ideal rather than a actuality, however it has such a
grasp on popular imagination amongst non-disabled people. I endeavour to be
consistent with the specific terminology used in this thesis, however, my work is
based in the humanities rather than the social or political sciences and I acknowledge
that definitions and language play an important role in the analysis of disability
representation.
Additionally, the differences between the terms ‘disabled people’ and ‘people
with disabilities’ has created, according to Barnes and Mercer, an ‘endless debate’ and
it is a debate I wish to avoid. 7 Moreover, the level and type of impairment in the
disability predicament is also a source of discussion. All the same, experiences of
impairment are important and of value as we shall see in Snyder and Mitchell’s
Cultural Model of Disability in the next chapter.8
Disability, as in the Social Model, is socially constructed and has nothing to
do with a person’s impairment, but is instead an interaction of their impairments with
a disabling society. In this context, impairments are created by society. For example,
although a wheelchair-user may have difficulty walking (their impairment) they are
only disabled when there is a lack of physical access to a building. Fixing a person’s
disadvantage solely in terms of their impairment is no longer acceptable. Nevertheless
it is perpetuated to this day in many aspects of science, medicine and society.
However, we cannot dismiss impairment as solely social constructed. To do so would
be the negation of individual perspectives of disability and more importantly, as
Shakespeare notes, ‘it is necessary to have an impairment to experience disabling
barriers. Impairments may not be a sufficient cause of the difficulties which disabled
people face, but they are a necessary one.’ 9 All the same, while acknowledging the
importance of such a debate as per the theoretical implications of the social model, the
7

Colin Barnes and Geoff Mercer, Disability, (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2007), 17.
See David T., Mitchell, & Sharon l., Snyder, Cultural Locations of Disability, (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2006), 9.
9
Tom Shakespeare, Disability Rights and Wrongs, (London: Routledge, 2006), 35.
8
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proper terminology and the place of impairment, I hope to stay impartial rather than
enter into the discourse and instead focus on the analysis of the core films.
This thesis’ structure comprises six chapters including this Introduction. In
this current chapter, we look at the rationale for my work and also the existing
publications and doctoral theses that have been completed solely on the topic of
disability in film. This will help to frame the thesis within the wider context of the
existing literature.
In Chapter Two, we turn to the methodological structure of the thesis and a
detailed discussion of several of the major works in Cultural Disability Studies that
have advanced the study of disability within the Humanities and are used as the
theoretical and methodological basis for my readings of the core films. Centring on
the works of such scholars as Lennard J. Davis, Rosemarie Garland-Thomson and
Tobin Siebers the focus is on the notions of normalcy and how it came to be a
dominant determinant of human value. Moreover, in Chapter Two, the case is put
forth that film is a Cultural Location of Disability as defined by Mitchell and Snyder.
In Chapter Three, we examine the Irish film Inside I’m Dancing and the
original screenplay that was its basis. Here, the evidence suggests that in the
adaptation process a narrative that marked an important moment in the Disability
Rights movement was abrogated in favour of a sentimentalised melodrama by the
filmmakers. In the film, the disabled characters are never fully active participants in
the narrative; rather their existences (and choices) are contingent upon the approval of
a non-disabled character. If the disabled characters are unable (or unwilling) to give
obeisance to the rule of the dominant non-disabled figure then they must be removed
from the narrative altogether.
Alejandro Amenábar’s Academy Award-winning film The Sea Inside is
discussed in Chapter Four. The film charts the last few months in the life of Ramón
Sampedro. The film delicately uses suggestive imagery, such as the pathetic fallacy in
the Galician landscape, to frame Ramón’s inner turmoil while living with his
quadriplegia. Furthermore, the addition and narrative trajectory of the fictitious
character of Julia is used, with great subtlety, to augment the viewer’s perception of
the undesirability of living with a disability thus reinforcing Ramón’s decision to die.
In Chapter Five, the French film The Diving Bell and The Butterfly is
examined and read as a representation of disability that is both complex and
multifaceted. In The Diving Bell and The Butterfly, the unique point of view of the
9
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disabled protagonist enables the viewer to experience a ‘defamiliarization’ with
disability. Instead of being wholly defined by his impairment, the chief protagonist,
Jean-Dominique Bauby, becomes not a site of pity but of understanding and
exposition. Finally, Chapter Six summarises the evidence presented in the previous
chapters and explores what my analyses of these films have taught us about the
construction of disability in cinematic texts.

1.2 Rationale.

This thesis, as is the case for so many research initiatives, was motivated by curiosity.
This curiosity was not only propelled by a desire to reassess my relationship with
disability, but also to try and understand how others perceived me and their reactions
to me as a disabled person. What bothered me is the prevalence of the metanarratives
surrounding disability. Scholars have highlighted how disability is still defined as
being outside the ‘normal’ spectrum’ of humanness (as we shall discuss in detail in
the next chapter) and one wished to understand how culture, particularly
contemporary cinema, suggested these paradigms. Nevertheless, simultaneously, it
was been my hope that in doing so I offer a reading of texts that are a nuanced
consideration of the subtle ways in which a film can frame disability as deficient with
that of the non-disabled ideal.
In July 2012 disabled athletes were the centre of media attention in London at
the Paralympic Games for performing physical acts of competitiveness. At the same
time disabled rights’ groups were protesting against cuts to disability services and a
curtailment of their rights as citizens was, for the most part, ignored by a media too
enamoured of the physical skills of the disabled athletes ‘overcoming’ their disability.
The exclusion of any coverage of disabled people’s rights in this instance suggests the
cultural dominance of the metanarrative of ability and the ‘normal’ in the wider
context of the mass media. One was, perhaps, primed to notice this contradiction by
my personal and academic positioning, but all the same it again gave me the impetus
to finalise my research. As we shall discuss, scholars in Cultural Disability Studies
and Disability Studies have identified why cultural scripts of the norm are so prevalent
in society. This led me to examine how this metanarrative is represented in
contemporary film and the political and social implications are of such
representations.
10
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This academic curiosity in itself was initiated by a serendipitous event some
years ago in which I had the fortune to be provided with the original screenplay that
was the basis for the film Inside I’m Dancing. The screenplay’s author, Christian
O’Reilly, based the narrative and characters on his own experience of working with
the Independent Living movement in Dublin in the early 1990s and after reading and
considering O’Reilly’s text, it became apparent that this screenplay bared very little
resemblance to the finished film. The film, as we shall discuss in chapter three,
became a sentimentalised version of O’Reilly’s text, devoid of political anger and
social critique. Instead, the disabled protagonists in the film became stereotypical
disabled characters that require treatment, cure and emotional education by the nondisabled characters in the diegesis.
As Paul Darke has noted ‘many films represent the problem of disability as
caused by impairment rather than as socially orientated or constructed.’10 Here, Darke
criticises cinema for its lack of political awareness of the concerns surrounding
disabled people and their lives and experiences. Issues of prejudice and discrimination
are rarely, if ever, the central theme of disability representations in mainstream film.
Rather narratives of overcoming, adjustment and heroism abound. Disabled characters
are, more often than not, in constant need of ‘fixing’ in order for them to fully adapt
in the diegesis, this usually occurs when a non-disabled character instigates and
controls change in the disabled characters. Disabled characters are never active
participants in a text, never fully in control of their trajectories, but rather become a
site of meaning-making that props up the notion of normalcy of the non-disabled
protagonists and the undesirability of disability. This specifically can be seen when
we compare O’Reilly’s screenplay with the finished film.
Furthermore, the title of this thesis is reflective not only in terms of the content
but also it represents, somewhat, the rationale for such a work. Existing scholarship in
the analyses of disability representation in contemporary film tends to be deficient in
that it fails to engage directly with disability. Rather, disability is analysed, as we
shall see, in terms of its relation to other minorities, national identities and audience
response studies. Disability becomes not the central focus of analyses but instead is
diluted and this in itself was a motivating factor in undertaking this thesis. Moreover,
some scholarship has leaned towards an excessive analysis of disability with

Paul Dark, ‘No Life Anyway: Pathologizing Disability on Film’, in The Problem Body: Projecting Disability on Film, ed.
Sally Chivers and Nicole Markotic, (Columbia: Ohio State University Press, 2010), 97.
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deterministic conclusions. This can be unduly restrictive as it may not examine the
full effects of a film and disability representation. In that type of analyses, film is seen
as an oppressive apparatus of an ableist society without substantial discussions as to
how this oppression may occur in the text. This leads to a closing down of theoretical
debate about the disability film and does not take into consideration the myriad of
meanings and subtleties of cinema.
These previous, substantial studies (as we shall discuss when we look at the
existing PhD theses) predominately use social science methodologies. While these
studies are of huge importance for they further our understanding of disability
representation, they do so with an absence of specific humanities based
methodologies that can be of significance when examining and discussing cultural
texts such as film. Furthermore, there has been a tendency by these scholars to discuss
contemporary paradigms of disability in relation to films that are of some age, notably
the early years of cinema using examples of noticeably dubious imagery of the
disabled body. While it is important to understand and discuss the socio-historical
representation of disability in cinema, it is also important, if not more so, to consider
contemporary examples of disability films with contemporary methodologies. This
can, I hope, lead to my voice, my readings of the core films of this thesis, being one of
a myriad of different readings of the texts. I acknowledge that my readings of the core
films in this thesis are not the regnant interpretations of these texts, but rather what I
hope to have achieved is illustrate how a film can construct disability and that in those
representations there can be complexities of meaning that is not reliant on a
deterministic analysis of positive or negative imagery.
The rationale for choosing the core films that are examined in this thesis is
also my response to the previous studies on disability and film. The films examined in
this thesis are Inside I’m Dancing (Damien O’Donnell, 2004), The Sea Inside
(Alejandro Amenábar, 2004) and The Diving Bell and The Butterfly (Julian Schnabel,
2007). The films are all contemporary productions. As we shall discuss in the next
chapter, there is dynamism is the scholarship in disability representation and disability
itself. Therefore, with the dynamism in the scholarship, there exists a space in which
there is a need for a re-examination of modern films using contemporary theoretical
approaches. Also, unexpectedly, there exists no major scholarship on Inside I’m
Dancing or The Diving Bell and The Butterfly.
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In examining Inside I’m Dancing and comparing it with the original source
text, we can clearly see how there occurs a significant shift in the disability paradigm
through alterations to the narrative of the original screenplay. This type of
comparative analysis has not been completed previous in relation to disability
representation in film.
Similarly, there exists no major scholarship that applies a close textual
analysis to understand how disability is constructed in The Sea Inside. The film,
released the same year as Inside I’m Dancing, was a critical and box office success,
yet few critics, or indeed scholars, questioned the metanarritves of disability and how
the film represented the disability predicament. Rather, scholars and critics
admonished the film’s use of euthanasia as a ‘cure’ for disability without any
meaningful discussion as to how this occurs at a subtle level of plot, narrative and
mise en scene.
In the French film The Diving Bell and The Butterfly the narrative is less to do
with returning the disabled body to some sense of wholeness or illustrating the
undesirability of impairment, instead it is a subtle commentary on a subjective
perspective of disability. In the previous two films disability is the defining aspect of
the protagonists (and with it the regnant ideology for non-disability), it drives the
plots, controls the character trajectories and rarely allows any opportunity for viewer
identification with the disabled characters. However, in The Diving Bell and The
Butterfly there existed a unique opportunity to understand a paradigm of disability
from a very specific point of view. Inside I’m Dancing and The Sea Inside are both
blunt in their ideological stance, while there is more complexities to the Spanish film
neither text diverts from their particular metanarritves stance. However, The Diving
Bell and The Butterfly is less concerned with ideological position and more a subtle
portrayal of the human experience of disability.
This appealed to me, not only on a professional, but also personal level. Not
all narratives about disability should be considered the sole representation of such a
varied and multifaceted predicament. This is true, not only of the highly
sentimentalised adaptation we will see in Inside I’m Dancing, but also in the
politicised version we will discuss in its original screenplay. Just as there may be
multiple readings of the films examined in this thesis, there are multiple perspectives
on disability and numerous disabled voices that often go unheard. Disabled people do
not see themselves as objects of pity or needing to ‘overcome’ their perceived
13
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misfortune, but not all disabled people see themselves as victims of a disabling
society either.
As Tom Shakespeare notes: ‘Many disabled people will prefer to seek out
what they have in common with non-disabled people, promoting inclusion and equal
status, not separatism.’11 In this context, Shakespeare acknowledges that the various
disability rights movements may not be the only paradigm of disability (although such
a social constructionist perspective is essential to ensuing issues of human rights and
equality), but rather that sometimes disability is not the defining characteristic of an
individual with an impairment. Instead it is more subtle, more complex. It is a
predicament one finds oneself in where one may regards themselves as neither
hostages to fortune nor victims of overwhelming disabling society. The Diving Bell
and The Butterfly offers such a perspective.
My final consideration in choosing these core films is they came from outside
of the Hollywood system, yet are all films that went on relatively widespread general
release in cinemas across Europe and North America. This last consideration was
especially germane to my selection of these particular three films as the
representations of physical disability they contain are those to which most of the
public are most commonly exposed, whether in cinema theatres or on television. This
offered the opportunity to discuss filmic representations of disability that most people
are familiar with when one talks about the disability film and how metanarratives
about disability are suggested to the viewer.
More often than not, contemporary scholarly literature that examines direct
disability representation in film uses examples that, while being of a high academic
rigour and interest, are frequently difficult to obtain and certainly not what we can
consider to be mainstream films. For instance, Terri Thrower discusses the dominant
filmic theme of ‘overcoming’ in the disability film. She uses the example of The
Miracle (Jeffery Jon Smith, 2007) an American short film in which the disabled
protagonists refutes the impetus to ‘overcoming’ her impairment by the non-disabled
characters and instead ‘long accepted herself for who she is.’ 12 Furthermore she states,
‘films like The Miracle, which presents new potential for representing and
constructing disability narratives, creates hopeful possibilities for all of us.’ 13 It is
11

Tom Shakespeare, Disability Rights and Wrongs, (London: Routledge, 2006), 82.
Terri Thrower, ‘Overcoming the Need To Overcome: Changing Disability Narratives in The Miracle, in Different Bodies:
Essays on Disability in Film and Television, Marja Evelyn Mogk (Editor), (Jefferson, North Carolina: McFarland and Company,
2013), 216.
13
Ibid., 217.
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difficult to consider Thrower’s claim since the film that she basis her hypothesis is
impossible to obtain or even view even after significant amounts of time searching for
the film by all manner of electronic and traditional communication. Therefore we may
ask-why laud a text as offering ‘hopeful possibilities for us all’ if we cannot even
access to the film. I do not doubt Thrower’s scholarship or hypothesis, but it is
difficult (and indeed unfair) to use an example such as The Miracle that is almost grey
literature and unattainable. Therefore any ‘new potential’ that The Miracle has in
refuting traditional narratives of disability is rendered moot by its sheer illusiveness.
For my part, small as it is, I wished to examine the nuanced ways in which a
film can construct disability and how through the camera’s gaze metanarritves about
the disability experience are conveyed to the viewer. And in doing so, I have chosen
films that are easily obtainable in a range of formats that I hope, makes the analysis
more transparent. In the next section we shall the methodology of how this is
achieved and indeed what are the dominant paradigms of disability (and impairment)
that exits in contemporary society.

1.3 Current Literature and PhD Theses on Disability in Film.

There is a small but vibrant body of published work that focuses on disability
in film. The earliest monograph which documents and analyses examples of disability
in television and film is a pioneering study by Lauri E. Klobas in 1988. Klobas’s
book, Disability Drama in Film and Television, was one of the first forays made by a
scholar into the critical analysis of disability representation. 14 Klobas’s work is
impressive as a index of television dramas that featured on mainstream American
television during the 1970s and early 1980s centring primarily on television series and
‘made for television’ programmes. Klobas’s endeavour is remarkable when we
consider two factors. First, she illustrates a deep knowledge of the social prejudices
affecting disabled people and indeed many of her entries have a heightened sense of
political awareness. Second, the sheer scope of her project is admirable. Klobas
divides the book into eight chapters – each chapter is focussed on a type of
impairment that occurs in certain films and television shows. For example, in the
second chapter, entitled ‘Wheelchair-Users’, the writer lists approximately sixty

14

Lauri E. Klobas, Disability Drama in Television and Film, (McFarland & Company Incorporated; Jefferson: North Carolina,
1988).
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examples of a television or film drama that has a wheelchair user as a character in
their diegesis. The majority of these examples are American television shows and
were made in the late 1970s. Klobas starts each entry with some impressive
filmographic information. 15
Following on from Klobas’s work, Martin F. Norden’s The Cinema of
Isolation: A History of Physical Disability in the Movies, was the first book ever to be
published specifically on the subject of physical disability and cinema. 16 Norden’s
underlying thesis is that cinema has consistently isolated the disabled individual from
the rest of society and it has done this since the earliest days of film. Norden believes
that mainstream cinema’s recurring stereotypes have actually influenced society’s
perception of disability. The individual with a disability is the Other in cinema and
Norden reiterates this throughout the work.
Norden labels the different historical and contemporary stereotypes as the
‘Obsessive Avenger’, ‘the Noble Warrior’, the ‘Techno Marvel’, the ‘Comic
Misadventurer’, ‘the High Tech guru’, the ‘Civilian Superstar’, the ‘Sweet Innocent’,
the ‘Saintly Sage’, the ‘Tragic Victim’ and the ‘Elderly Dupe.’ 17 For each of these
categories Norden gives a definition that describes the characteristics of the specific
group. For example, Norden refers to the stereotype of the ‘Obsessive Avenger’ as an
‘egomaniacal, almost always an adult male, who does not rest until he has had his
revenge on those he holds responsible for his disablement.’18 This stereotype was
prevalent in the 1920s and 1930s with such films as The Hunchback of Notre Dame
(1923) and The Phantom of the Opera (1925). Norden’s work is a fine piece of
scholarship in a field of study that severely lacked such an examination.
As a detailed account of physical disability in film history, Norden’s book has
not been surpassed. He writes:

This is a huge agenda, and of necessity I have opted for breadth over
depth in the belief that a wide-ranging study would provide a muchneeded contextual backdrop for future, more narrowly focussed studies
15

When one considers the lack of such invaluable referencing resources as imdb.com, worldcat.org, DVDs, personal computers,
the internet or any other of the tools the modern contemporary researcher utilises, Klobas’s study is an impressively detailed
catalogue. The logistical difficulties faced by Klobas in actually viewing these programmes during an era when VCRs were in
their infancy cannot be underestimated. She acknowledges that this was a difficult task when she writes ‘any personal names that
are mistakenly spelled, noted in the wrong technical position, or omitted are my own mistake due to faulty notes in the pre-VCR
days!’ Klobas, Disability Drama, xvii.
16
Martin F., Norden, The Cinema of Isolation: A History of Physical Disability in the Movies (New Brunswick New Jersey:
Rutgers University Press, 1994)
17
Norden, The Cinema of Isolation, 52, 29-30, 56, 292-293, 20, 298-299, 31, 33, 131-132, 26, 41, 52.
18
Ibid., 52.
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of the individual films, the conditions that allowed for their construction,
and the spectator positions they invite. I do hope, immodestly so, that
this historical overview will serve as a major frame of reference against
which other researchers could confirm or dispute the findings and
interpretations I have offered here. 19
Norden’s work is an excellent source for referencing certain periods in the history of
disability in cinema. Contextually, Norden was not in isolation when he divided
disability representation into polarising categories of good imagery or bad imagery.
Nonetheless, when we consider the socio-historical period in which Norden was
writing his monograph, this slight criticism is rescinded. When the scholar wrote his
book, in the late 1980s and early 1990s, it was an era of change in Disability
Awareness on both sides of the Atlantic. This was instigated in no small part by
Hollywood’s address to disability and a string of films such as Mask (1985) and the
Academy Award-winning films Rain Man (1988), and Forrest Gump (1994) and the
Granada Television/RTÉ production My Left Foot (1990). The last three films also
had a profound effect upon societal perceptions of disability and impairment.20
In Britain, the analysis of disability in film and television reached a milestone
with the publication of Framed: Interrogating Disability in the Media published by
the British Film Institute in 1996 and edited by Ann Pointon and Chris Davies. This
volume was the first work in which disability advocates, media professionals and
academics contributed to a wide-ranging study of disability and the various aspects of
its representation and production. The work itself is divided into five ‘parts’. Part one
is entitled ‘Cinema Portrayal’ while part two is entitled ‘Television – Fact and
Fiction’. Part three is called ‘Opening Doors: Performance Production and Training’.
Part four is labelled ‘Culture and Identity’ while the concluding section is called
‘Product and Control’.
While the publication proves interesting especially on the challenging issues
that disabled artists face, some of the analysis is restrictive, notably Paul Darke’s
essay ‘Everywhere: Disability on Film’. He writes ‘disabled people are as equally
socialised into seeing disability as negative as those who are non-disabled, and their
19
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own images of themselves can tend to concentrate on their own personal triumphs or
tragedies, images for which there is a ready market.’21. While agreeing with Darke on
the role that the visual media has played in the Othering of disabled people (and
focusing on disability as impairment-centred rather than an effect of societal
prejudice), we may disagree with his statement that disabled filmmakers are unable to
break away from personal narratives of their impairments that pander to popular
cultural scripts of disability. For instance, in the documentary film Vital Signs: Crip
Culture Talks Back (1997), the directors effectively combine personal narratives,
performances and advocates of disability with acute political insights from an array of
disabled contributors.22 Darke’s negativity towards the role of the disabled filmmaker
is quite strong, but he does make valid points about the media’s pervasive focus on
personal narratives of overcoming and excelling rather than paying heed to the social
structures that may cause discrimination. This criticism aside, the book is a
noteworthy contribution to the small field of disability representations in film and
television.
Four years after Framed: Interrogating Disability the analysis of disability in
film reached another turning point. In Screening Disability: Essays on Cinema and
Disability Enns and Hoeksema proposed a more nuanced approach to the filmic
analysis of disability (both physical and intellectual) than that of previous scholarship.
The scholars state that the ‘main emphasis in many of these [past] analyses has been
the political and social effects of disability portrayals. The questions being asked, and
the theories being written, reflect a posture of ‘disability activism.’’ 23 Furthermore,
they write: ‘What a film says is not as important as what a film makes the viewer
think about. To dismiss some films because of alleged inaccuracies denies the
possibilities of varied receptions.’24 One can understand the sentiments, but it is too
restrictive to look at representations of disability and impairment without due
consideration of the real effects of these images. To do so would be to risk the
trivialization of disabled people’s predicament and experience.
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As Davis writes; ‘the exciting thing about disability studies is that it is both an
academic field of inquiry and an area of political inquiry.’ 25 The editors of Screening
Stereotypes, Anthony Enns and Christopher R. Smit, do acknowledge Davis’s
sentiment; however they consider it is important to look at cinematic images of
disabled people objectively in order to achieve a comprehensive analysis of film. 26
They write further that a new theoretical framework is required to respond to the
‘activist agenda of earlier film and disability scholarship […] in order for the
discipline to productively engage with contemporary scholarship in the humanities.’ 27
The focus on the aesthetic is laudable, but is undermined by the politically obtuse
remarks elsewhere. Nevertheless, one must acknowledge the pioneering collection of
essays from the contributors in addition to the progressive (if somewhat flawed)
analytical rethink called for by the editors. While scholarship within Cultural
Disability Studies developed and progressed at pace from 2001 onwards, it was nearly
a decade before another publication on disability and film was released.
In late 2010, a collection of essays was published that reflected the scholarly
work on cultural products of disability in a film context. In The Problem Body,
Chivers and Markotic write ‘filmic narrative often align the bodies it represents with
an elusive and ideal of the human body.’ 28 The essays contained in this work build on
the cultural disability scholarship that was undertaken in the intervening years since
the 2001 publication of Enns and Smit’s Screening Disability. Chivers and Markotic
move beyond Enns and Smit when they write ‘we look to disability studies to provide
a rich methodology for critics to re-enter and re-evaluate complicated filmic
narratives that do not simply exploit or resist repeated stereotypes of disability.’ 29
They propose that scholars need to incorporate disability theory (the major
scholarship in Cultural Disability Studies) in order to augment film analysis of
disability and take into account narrative debates surrounding the position of the
viewer. 30 This is an important paradigm move from the approach Enns and Smit had
proposed previously.
Chivers and Markotic acknowledge the importance of disability theory and the
essays that are contained in the collection reflect the diverse and advanced theoretical
Lennard J. Davis ‘The Need for Disability Studies’ contained in The Disability Studies Reader (Lennard Davis Ed., New York:
Routledge, 1997), 4.
26
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analysis that Cultural Disability Studies offers the reader. For instance, they draw
attention to the ableist gaze, and to the stare and raise the question of how the privacy
of film viewing allows such a complex interaction to take place. 31 This aesthetic
framework facilitates a more nuanced reading of the complexities of disabled bodies
and disability narratives. This is reflected in the essays of the book with contributions
from disability scholars such as Michael Davidson, Robert McRuer, Sharon L. Snyder
and David T. Mitchell. 32 Chivers and Markotic label the disabled body (aligned to
other different bodies) as the ‘problem body’. In this context, the scholars present the
term as not wholly related to physical disability, but as a description of all bodies
(aged, sick, obese bodies) that prove problematic to the normative ideal. They
endeavour to place ‘emphasis on the transformation of physical difference into
cultural patterns of spectacle, patterns that replicate a range of pathologizing practices
that oppress people.’33 Chivers and Markotic describe a methodological approach to
the analysis of ‘problem bodies’ and the essays that follow in their book build on their
premise and the tone and methodological approach of the various essays is particular
germane to my work.
Recently, Different Bodies: Essays on Disability in Film and Television was
published in September 2013.34 The collection of nineteen contemporary essays is
edited by Marja Evelyn Mogk and is divided into two sections: ‘Disability on the
Screen’ and ‘Disability in Production and Reception’. Mogk writes that ‘there is
comparatively little criticism on disability in film even when protagonists appear […]
in Academy-lauded productions.’35 While there is truth in Mogk’s contribution, many
scholars have, however, examined award-winning disability films over the past
decade. Nonetheless, the book is a welcome addition to the small field of studies and
of particular interest are the various essays that focus on examples taken from
contemporary television which has currently a vast array of disability representation
and characters across a wide range of formats.
In one such essay, Johnson Cheu examines the critically acclaimed but shortlived HBO show Carnivàle and its chief protagonist Ben Hawkins (Nick Stahl), a
character with the ‘gift’ of healing. Cheu argues that the series offers us the
opportunity to perceive ‘socially constructed bodies beyond just a “less than state” [of
Ibid., 5. Both the ‘stare; and the ‘gaze’ are discussed in detail further in this chapter.
These scholars’ work is discussed further in the next chapter.
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able-bodiedness] but also […] to think about the power that one has over one’s own
life’. 36 Cheu’s argument is thought provoking and is an interesting perspective on the
issue of impairment versus disability through examining a contemporary, mainstream
television series.
Similarly, McKeown and Darke’s essay on the adult cartoon series Family
Guy is interesting, but raises more questions than it answers. For instance, one may
not wholly agree with the two writers’ hypothesis that: ‘Clearly [the creators of
Family Guy] demonstrate they know the issues surrounding disability, they know the
models of disability’. 37 Unfortunately, there is a litany of dubious disability imagery
in the series’ 220 episodes that cannot be erased by McKeown and Darke’s ‘positive’
examples. The previous representations of disability in the show 38 oppose McKeown
and Darke’s belief that ‘the creators of Family Guy are not simply exploiting
disability for regressive and divisive comedy’. 39 Nonetheless, the specific examples
used by the writers do support their argument for those specific episodes (4 out of 220
episodes) and it is convincingly presented, for example in the episode entitled “Meals
On Wheels” where the main character of Peter Griffin opens a restaurant, but
becomes dismayed when it is frequented by numerous wheelchair users. The character
reacts negatively towards his disabled patrons until he becomes a wheelchair user
himself and realises the level of discrimination and inaccessibility that many disabled
people encounter in society. Criticisms aside, Different Bodies advances the argument
that representations of disability in film and television have an integral place in the
wider scholarship of the humanities and are not solely the domain of social science
based Disability Studies.
In terms of doctoral theses, there are four scholars who have completed
research projects dealing either wholly or substantially with disability in film. Darke’s
thesis of 1999 uses a Social Model framework to analyse cinematic representations of
disability in four films from the 1970s and 1980s. 40 In Australia, Kathleen Ellis takes
a similar social constructionist approach to her thesis of 2004, but focuses also on
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how Australian national cinema has dealt with representations of disability in the
1990s.41 In the US, Julie Minich proposed that disability representations can be read
as a commentary on how disability intersects with national identities in Central
American and Spanish culture.42 An audience response study is undertaken by
Fernando Arenas Velez in his doctoral thesis of 2008 where small focus groups
involving physically disabled people are used to gauge an audience’s reception of two
disability films and two disability television dramas. 43
Darke and Ellis adopt a Social Model methodological approach in their work
and use this framework to illustrate cinema’s representation of disability that ignores
the theory that disability is a social construction. Minich’s thesis is interesting
although restricted to the intersection of disability representation and national identity,
while Velez’s thesis is of value for its social realism analysis and the uses of disabled
people as a focus group. The latter two scholars also use one of the key films
examined in this study, The Sea Inside (2004), in their theses, but they do so in
relation to the specificities of their analysis. Nonetheless, all four scholars produced
doctoral theses on the subject of disability in film and television and again illustrate
how an analysis of disability representation and metaphor is of importance to various
disciplines within the humanities.
This thesis differs from the above mentioned doctoral theses as, primarily, the
focus of this work is to examine how cinema constructs and frames the various strata
of able-bodiedness and normalcy in the disability films. These assorted notions of
normalcy (which are discussed in the next chapter) combine to become the dominant
cultural metanarrative, especially when it comes to representations of physical
disability in the mainstream media. This is achieved by a close-textual analysis using
current scholarship in Cultural Disability Studies and Film Studies.
To frame this thesis within the wider context of the literature that has been
discussed in this section I hope to build on the various approaches taken by the
scholars in Chivers and Markotic’s The Problem Body. Many scholars, as we shall see
in the next chapter, have dealt with the construction and enforcement of the normal
ideal in much detail, but no extensive work exists that examines how contemporary,
mainstream film uses disability representation as a metaphor for a deficient
Kathleen Ellis “You Look Normal To Me? The Social Construction of Disability in Australian National Cinema in The
1990s.” (PhD. Thesis, Murdoch University, Perth, 2004).
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predicament when judged against the able-bodied hegemony, especially when
compared to their original source text such as the case in Inside I’m Dancing. In the
next chapter, the major scholarship in Cultural Disability Studies is discussed and I
will frame this current thesis within the wider context of that scholarship in addition
to discussing how this that major scholarship is central to the methodological of my
readings of the films.
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Chapter Two: Methodology.
As we have discussed in the previous chapter, there is a small but dynamic, body of
work that focuses exclusively on physical disability in film. In undertaking this work I
acknowledge my own position as not only a researcher, but also as a disabled person.
As previously mentioned in the rationale for this thesis, my readings of the core films
are informed not only by the current scholarly literature in the area, but also of my
own experience of disability. In this chapter we will focus on the major scholarship
that is used as the methodological and theoretical basis for my analyses and also on
my position as a researcher undertaking such a work. By utilising the various
theoretical frameworks offered by these scholars combined with a close textual
analysis of the core films I hope to build upon recent disability and film research
while furthering our understanding of how these films construct disability.
This thesis’ focus is solely on the representations of physical disability. In the
three films analysed (Inside I’m Dancing, The Sea Inside and The Diving Bell and The
Butterfly) the main protagonists all have physical impairments, ranging from
neurological disorders to quadriplegia. Furthermore, each of these characters has
obvious impairments and this is augmented in the films by the metaphorical use of
wheelchairs and other daily living aids which emphasise the characters’ physical
difference. There exists an important body of monographs and essay collections by
accomplished scholars on cultural products that examine intellectual, sensory and
educational impairments and their representational impact.44
As with the writer of this thesis some of these scholars have direct, empirical
experience of the impairments which they are studying, while others have indirect
experience. Paul Darke, a scholar who has written on film and disability for some
years, notes ‘I write from a position of situated knowledge, a particular standpoint that
is intrinsically linked to my socio-cultural position in society as a disabled person in a
disabling society. [...]I do have a ‘disabled standpoint’ and do, indeed, use ‘disabled
empiricism’’. 45 I align my own position with that of Darke’s in that I too use
44
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empiricism in my reading of the texts. Nonetheless, this, I hope, does not weaken my
study, but rather, augments it.
Moreover, as Carol Thomas notes in the introduction to her work on women’s
lived experience of disability; ‘like any other researcher, I have inevitably selected
narratives which best support my own interpretation of the analysis of the issue in
question (having given due attention to all the evidence.)’46 I too have selected texts
that support my interpretation of how films construct and represent disability.
Nonetheless, as Thomas has noted, I endeavour to give due consideration to all the
evidence that the core films suggest and in doing so I will illustrate that the
mainstream disability film predominantly measures, at a very precise level, disability
as deficient to that of the non-disabled ideal and the myth of normalcy.
Over the last twenty-five years Cultural Disability Studies has become one of
the most exciting and diverse strands of the humanities. Cultural Disability Studies (or
Disability Humanities as it is occasionally referred to) encompasses many tiers of the
humanities: film, literature, drama and many other artistic forms that represent
disability in one way or another as well as examining how, what and why these
cultural media represent disability. It was established when scholars with a wealth of
experience in the humanities began to look at disability in terms of its cultural value
and engagement – examining disability metaphors and representation. Prior to the
emergence of Cultural Disability Studies, disability research emanated, more often
than not, wholly from the Social Sciences. Scholars such as Tom Shakespeare and
Paul Darke must be credited with pioneering the study in the social sciences of the
importance of cultural products in relation to disability representation. Furthermore,
the foundational work and research of such scholars as Rosemarie Garland-Thomson,
Sharon L. Snyder, David T. Mitchell, Paul K. Longmore, Leonard J. Davis and Tobin
Siebers, to name but a few, began a much needed discourse within the humanities
about the relationship between disability imagery and cultural productions. We shall
examine some of the key works in the area of Cultural Disability Studies and the
critical points raised by the scholarship and how it is used as the theoretical and
methodological framework for my thesis. Specifically, the focus is on how the idea of
‘normalcy’ has become a dominant cultural benchmark of value. In the following
pages the methodology of this thesis is interpolated with the major literature in the
area of cultural representations of disability.
46
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2.1 Film as a Cultural Location of Disability

This thesis takes inspiration from Snyder and Mitchell as it considers the majority of
mainstream disability films as a ‘cultural location of disability.’ 47 The two scholars
classify these sites as ‘cultural spaces that have been set out exclusively on behalf of
disabled citizens’.48 They class various charities established during the 19 th century,
organisations for the ‘feebleminded’ during the eugenics era, sheltered workshops and
documentary and medical films. 49 Furthermore, they categorise ‘current academic
research trends on disability’ as also being a cultural location of disability. 50
Moreover, they note that an appraisal of these institutions has only become possible
due to the politicisation of disability movements. The two scholars, in Cultural
Locations, do not claim to be searching for more ‘positive’ paradigms and
experiences of disability for ‘that would simply replace one form of historical
simplification with another’.51 Rather, Snyder and Mitchell propose to ‘destabilize’
hegemonic paradigms of disability. They state that different methods of understanding
disabled bodies are better achieved within ‘experimental forms, such as personal
narratives, performance art and films, rather than in the objectifying realms of
“research” about disabled people.’52
They go on to argue that these locations ‘form a link in the chain of complicity
that colludes (knowingly or unknowingly), to limit the freedom and mobility’ of
disabled people.53 The key terms here are, first, the phrase ‘knowingly or
unknowingly’ and second, the restriction in the ‘freedom and mobility’ of disabled
people. By expressing this perspective the two scholars acknowledge that any
perceived discriminatory action by non-disabled professionals may not be a conscious
enterprise. Instead, the cultural and social institutions that have the effect of limiting
the freedom of disabled people may feel that they are conducting their practice with
an altruistic goal. Specifically, in relation to this thesis and the subject matter
47
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examined, the assignment of ‘blame’ for questionable representations of disability is
not sought, and neither is it assigned to any one filmmaker, screenwriter or any other
individual within the filmmaking processes. However, it is the construction of a film,
how the images and scenes are represented that is questionable. Thus the
characterisation, trajectory and dialogue of disabled characters frequently become a
site of clichés and stereotypes.
Snyder and Mitchell further write: ‘we primarily come to know disabled
people […] through representations of their lives, experiences and bodies
manufactured by those outside of the immediate disability experience.’ 54 The analysis
of contemporary cinema allows us to see how the disability film can ‘produce
influential social beliefs about disability.’ 55 Furthermore, these societal beliefs that
come with ‘cultural perspectives on disability’ are often sanitized, indirect accounts of
disability and the disability experience. 56 The contemporary disability films examined
in this thesis therefore become ‘second-hand’ accounts of the myriad disability
experiences.
While acknowledging Snyder and Mitchell’s identification of film as a cultural
location of disability, this thesis differs, however, in that it does not enter into the
identity debate surrounding disabled people and the question of whether such a
specific minority group as a disability community exists. Much work has been
completed on these discourses (Davis’s Dismodernism, for example) and we shall
discuss this further in this chapter. This discourse revolving around identity politics
and distinct disability culture is outside the remit of this thesis. Nonetheless, this is not
a negation of the significance of these debates; rather it is a respectful
acknowledgment of their importance within Disability Studies and Cultural Disability
Studies, and indeed within the humanities, of creating a strong sense of disabled
identity that will be recognised not only by academia but by the wider social strata.
Returning to the issue of film as a cultural location of disability, (and this
thesis’ identification of modern disability films as being such a site), the thesis again
starts, and attempts to build upon, Snyder and Mitchell’s tangible concept of the
impairment/disability distinction within the theoretical framework of a ‘cultural
model of disability.’57 They write that this new paradigm of disability realises and
acknowledges that disability is not solely constructed by social barriers (as in the
54
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purest form of the Social Model), but that disability can also occur when disabled
people who have access requirements encounter environmental obstacles. 58 The
scholars also note that this theory, wherein disability is not perceived as a wholly
social construct or as an embodied deficit, enables a ‘more complex understanding of
disability experience, without the ready depth or easy sentimentality offered by
charity and popular film.’59
Using the example of their documentary film Vital Signs: Crip Culture Talks
Back (1995), Snyder and Mitchell illustrate how ‘new documentary cinema’ can
‘recognise a more multiple and variegated existence’ of disability representation. 60
The film takes an interview approach to a varied group of disabled academics, artists
and writers all of whom describe their perspectives and opinions on disability. Their
personal narratives of social exclusion are interspersed with reflections on their own
feelings towards their impairments. Moreover, the film is also strongly associated
with the hypothesis of a distinct disability culture. Nonetheless if we situate the film
in its specific socio-historic period of 1995 we can understand this sentiment of the
participants involved in the project. This was just five years after the Americans with
Disabilities Act (ADA 1990) and many of the contributors to the film had empirical
experience of discrimination and Ableism that was widespread before the passing of
this landmark law. 61
The disability movement has progressed since that period in terms of
discourse and ‘identity’, yet one issue remains constant – that discrimination and
questionable societal myths, whether direct or indirect, are very real for many
disabled people and we can see how film as a cultural location of disability can
contribute to these societal myths.
In the chapter “Body Genres and Disability Sensations” Snyder and Mitchell
refer to the critical theory essay ‘Film Bodies: Gender, Genre and Excess’ by film
scholar Linda Williams. In William’s essay she puts forward the theory that certain
genre films elicit a complex spectrum of ‘sensations’ in the viewer, and she seeks to
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identify how these sensations function within the viewing process. 62 Using the
examples of the horror, pornography and melodrama genres she states ‘in each of
these genres the bodies of women […] have functioned traditionally as the primary
embodiments of pleasure, fear and pain.’63 Williams goes on to note that the success
of these films is calculated by their capacity to evoke sensations, such as fear and
pain, in the viewer. 64
Snyder and Mitchell, building on William’s essay, write ‘because body genres
rely on extreme sensation, we argue that disability is as crucial as gender in the primal
structuring fantasies of these formulas’. 65 However, the two disability scholars
substitute pornography for comedy in the list of film genres that are contiguous on the
representation of disability to ‘produce the desired sensational extremes.’ 66
Furthermore, in certain types of melodrama, (on the whole), the intense feelings
produced often centre upon the cultivation of fear of disability that commonly
surrounds viewers’ ideas of embodiment. 67 These types of melodramatic films appeal
to the audience’s concerns about the maintenance of the whole able-body. By
emphasising the suffering, dysfunction and loss of the able-body by the disabled
protagonist, ‘viewer vulnerability is inaugurated.’68 We see an example of this in The
Sea Inside with the many flashback scenes to the disabled protagonist’s life before he
became disabled.
Moreover, the disabled body prompts a limited number of ‘interpretative
possibilities’ in audiences that have grown accustomed to the ‘grammar of visual
media.’69 In their chapter ‘Body Genres: An Anatomy of Disability in Film’, the two
authors’ once more enhance the identification of disability film as a cultural location
of disability. 70 Furthermore, film has a central position in these cultural locations due
to its far reaching grasp. Augmenting this claim, Snyder and Mitchell note ‘film’s
seduction hinges on securing audience interest […] of that which is constructed as
“outside” a common visual parlance.’71 Therefore, the appeal to the viewer in
witnessing a body that is not regularly seen becomes one of the key facets of the gaze
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of the audience members. They are encouraged to look, or rather to gaze, at that
which is not ordinarily witnessed in real life (or that which they wish not to see in real
life). For instance, in Chapter Three of this thesis, the evidence suggests that the
disabled body, the body which is not ordinarily seen, is used as a metaphor for
emotional and psychological disruption in the film Inside I’m Dancing. What is more,
the disabled body becomes a site of projected fear and dominance by the able-bodied
gaze. Again, with the theory of the gaze scholars of cultural disability have both been
inspired by and have elaborated upon theories by feminist scholars as is the case with
the theory of the gaze. Michael Davidson skilfully demonstrates how the gaze can be
used as a useful analytical framework when examining disabled characters as we shall
discuss.
In the chapter ‘Phantom Limbs: Film Noir’s Volatile Bodies’ from his book
Concerto for The Left-Handed: Disability and The Defamiliar Body, Davidson adapts
existing feminist psychoanalytical theory to a disability-orientated methodology.72
Using Mulvey’s theory of the gaze, 73 Davidson builds on the feminist scholar’s
‘important idea that cinema constructs its viewers through the gaze but add[s] that the
viewer is neither unitary nor necessarily a heterosexual male.’ 74 Davidson critically
analyses examples from film noir of the 1940s, 1950s and early 1960s with the
intention of illustrating that disability is central to the genre. Davidson notes that,
while the disabled characters never given star billing, they are ‘necessary for assisting
the narrative of sexual containment embodied in the noir hero.’75 This thesis builds on
Davidson’s idea that the gaze is ‘neither unitary’ nor wholly a male gaze. But rather
this type of gaze between characters in the films – the intra-diegetic gaze, and the
viewer’s gaze – the extra-diegetic gaze, are active practices of non-disabled
dominance. This non-disabled gaze is not rooted in gender politics but instead in
metanarratives about the desirability of physical wholeness and the undesirability of
the disabled body.
Additionally, as in this thesis, a disability-orientated approach to the act of
gazing is constructive when examining the representations and metaphors attached to
the disabled body on screen. For instance, as the gaze presupposes the viewer is in the
position of the male, the able-bodied gaze proposes that the viewer is in the position
Davidson, Concerto for The Left-Handed. Further in this current chapter in this thesis we shall discuss Davidson’s theory of
defamiliarization.
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of the non-disabled person. As the male gaze is a site of discord for the male fear of
castration, the disabled body is a site for the fear of physical loss for the viewer and
able-bodied characters. It is also a gaze of relief – for the otherness we see in the
frame is one that the viewer does not have to suffer. The disability film is a cultural
location where the viewer and characters within these filmic narratives engages in this
dominant, ableist gaze. However, the gaze is not the only ocular interaction that takes
place. Indeed, perhaps more centrally posited is the act of staring which gives rise to
many of our metaphorical meaning-making processes.

2.2 Gazing and Staring: Dominance and Disturbance

Rosemarie Garland-Thomson notes that staring is first and foremost a physiological
response, both ‘natural and cultural’. Second, she states that the act of staring has
been rigidly controlled by specific cultural norms dependent upon the specific society.
Third, the act of staring creates a ‘social relationship’ between starer and ‘staree’ and
finally, Garland-Thomson states that the process of staring is a ‘conduit to
knowledge’ on behalf of both the starer and the staree. 76 In her monograph on staring,
the scholar creates ‘an anatomy of staring’. 77 Here she focuses on various areas in
which the staring encounter can occur and argues that it may not be as negative an
encounter as we may perceive it to be. For instance, in creating a balanced description
of the contact that takes place between starer and staree this changes the presumption
that staring is a one-way activity, and by doing so reveals starees as ‘subjects not
objects’ thus revealing new perspectives. 78 Davidson notes Garland-Thomson’s work
on staring when he writes that, unlike glancing, scanning or glimpsing, staring at a
disabled person ‘registers the perception of strangeness and endows it with
meaning.’79
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Garland-Thomson’s monograph focuses primarily on physical disability and
non-regular bodies as the object of inquisitive stares and Garland-Thomson proposes
that, at times, the staree often utilises the operation of staring as an act of
empowerment. It is in interactions like these, Garland-Thomson writes, that there is
much more to the process of staring than straightforward inquisitiveness and she
states: ‘we stare not just to know ourselves but to know what we will become.’ 80
Additionally, the scholar notes that ‘staring is a high-stakes social interaction for
everybody involved.’ It breaches the social etiquette of polite looking that exposes the
‘peculiarities of the staree’ to onlookers while simultaneously revealing the obdurate
curiosity of the starer.81 Therefore, the privacy inherent in watching a film removes
the starer from the awkward social and cultural restriction of actually engaging in the
visual activity. Garland-Thomson writes ‘the visibly disabled body intrudes on our
routine visual landscape and compels our attention’. 82
Moreover, Garland-Thomson believes that the stare is different from the gaze
in that the latter is an ‘an oppressive act that […] subordinates its victim.’ 83
Nonetheless, there still exists space for a possible combination of both the gaze and
the stare when critically examining the disability film. As already mentioned, if we
consider the gaze (on behalf of the characters on screen and the viewer) as a
predominately ableist phenomena then something must lead to this meaning-making
and ocular conclusion by the spectator/diegetic character. The stare becomes the
impetus, both in terms of the viewer and the characters, in many instances, for the
initiation of this ableist gaze. However, this ableist gaze is not limited to the
presumption that it is originating from an able-bodied spectator. We see how the
dominant gaze can occur between disabled characters when we look at the
relationship between the two disabled protagonists in Inside I’m Dancing.
Additionally, the usefulness of identifying implied meanings in the gaze/stare can be
seen in Chapter Five of this thesis. Here, the film The Diving Bell and The Butterfly
offers the viewer a unique opportunity to experience, to some extent, the stare/gaze as
the camera is positioned throughout from the first person perspective of the disabled
protagonist. This first person point of view (POV) is an opportune space in which the
position of the staree can be experienced, albeit in a filmic world. The stare

80

Garland-Thompson, Staring: How We Look, 53.
Ibid. Paraphrased. 53.
82
Ibid., 21.
83
Ibid., 8.
81

32

33
compliments the gaze, and when both are allied we are given a useful tool when we
critically examine paradigms of disability.
These paradigms of disability are central to a discussion of disability
representation and metaphor. What the disabled body may signify on film is a
disruption to the normal, the ordinary and the able-bodied ideology of ability. Many
scholars have identified the supremacy of normalcy within social and cultural sites
and, according to McRuer, ‘a critique of normalcy has […] been central to the
disability rights movement and disability studies’. 84 The evaluation of the illusive
concept of ‘Normalcy’ has become, justifiably, a core component of Disability
Studies and Cultural Disability Studies for what is normal is often the benchmark that
disability is measured against. As Davis writes in his work of 1995; ‘to understand the
disabled body, one must return to the concept of the norm, the normal body.’ 85

2.3 The Construction of Normalcy
The ‘normal’ body has been the foundation on which western society has rested its
representational assumptions about disability for nearly two centuries. The body in
which no limb is missing, in which the motor function works efficiently and the
sensory organs are astute is that which other bodies are judged against. Through the
visual mainstream media we are bombarded with images of this idealised body and
the prowess of its physical ability. However, the concept of the normal, according to
Davis, has not always existed, but is a relatively new (in the context of the history of
western culture) addition to the English language. He writes that the words used to
describe: ‘this concept ‘normal’, ‘normalcy’, ‘normality’, ‘norm’, ‘average’,
‘abnormal’ – all entered the European languages rather late in human history.’ 86
Ancient representations of the ideal body in classical art and religion can be
seen as a marker of the divine and the gods, which is impossible for humans to attain,
therefore these societies may have been ones in ‘which the hegemony of normalcy
does not exist.’87 Also, according to Davis, by definition then all bodies under the
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perfect gaze of the divine are below the ideal.88 Moreover, the concept of the
grotesque as a visual structure was more representative of the common person.
Consequently, in some sense, all ‘bodies are disabled.’ 89 The scholar uses the
examples of the numerous gargoyles that adorn many of the cathedrals that are dotted
across Europe, and states: ‘the grotesque permeated culture and signified the norm,
whereas the disabled body, a later concept, was formulated as by definition excluded
from culture, society, the norm.’90
Davis notes that in the case of the English language, the word normal, in terms
of describing something that is regular, usual or standard becomes part of the lexicon
in the 1840s, the term ‘norm’ enters first use in 1855, ‘normality’ appears in 1849 and
‘normalcy’; in 1857. He also notes that these words, when they first appeared and
were used in the English language, coincided with the idea of normalcy in the modern
sense. 91 This period of 1840-1860 was, of course, an era of huge societal and cultural
change in the form of the industrial revolution and also in the advancement of
statistics, that discipline which is utilised to measure the average and by default that
which falls outside the ‘norm’. Davis identifies the French statistician and early
contributor to the social sciences, Aldophe Quetelet (1796-1874), as being one of the
first individuals to remark on the concept of the ‘average man’ when in 1835 he wrote
of the l’homme moyen physique (the physically average man) and l’homme moyen
morale (moral average man). Davis writes that with the combination of both the
physically and morally average human ‘the social implications of this idea are central
[…because] it becomes the exemplar for the middle way of life.’ 92 It is the neat
bracket that the majority believe they slot comfortably into as a category. Therefore,
as Davis observes, it is this concept of the average human to which the preponderance
of people ought to or must attempt to aspire in order to be part of the norm. 93 Davis
makes a key point in his study when he notes that almost all the early important
figures in the science of statistics (a discipline that began to measure the ‘average’ and
its opposite, the ‘abnormal’) ‘had one thing in common: they were eugenicists.’ 94

Davis, Enforcing Normalcy, 25. Fleshing out this statement, Davis observes that when images and references to the ‘ideal
human’ body do occur, they do so in mythology, for instance he uses the example of Helen of Troy as an embodiment of female
beauty. (Ibid) Another later example perhaps, would be the idealised mythological figure of Beowulf whose physicality is
juxtaposed against that of Grendel’s physical difference.
89
Ibid.
90
Ibid.
91
Ibid., 24. Paraphrased.
92
Davis, Enforcing Normalcy, 26. Here Davis quotes from and refers to Theodore M. Porter’s The Rise of Statistical Thinking
1820 – 1890 (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1986).
93
Davis, Enforcing Normalcy, 29, paraphrased.
94
Ibid., 30.
88

34

35
The eugenics episode is an often forgotten practice in the histories of Europe
and the North Americas. From the 1830s until the mid-1960s a perception of disabled
people as suffering conditions that require treatment, or rather eradication was
perpetrated both systemically by various governments and in various cultural
locations. 95 Charles Darwin dubiously noted in his second published work after the
1859 Origin of The Species ‘the weak members of society propagate their kind. Noone who has attended to the breeding of domestic animals will doubt that this must be
highly injurious to the race of man.’96 Darwin’s theories of natural selection gave rise
to new, unsavoury, approaches towards persons with different bodies and the
construction of the notion of normalcy. His ‘ideas serve to place disabled people
along the wayside as evolutionary defectives to be surpassed by natural selection’. 97
Inspired by Darwin’s early theories, his cousin Sir Francis Galton coined the
term ‘eugenics’ in 1883. He saw the practice as breeding out the undesirable traits in
humanity, and much the same as Darwin saw the process in agriculture. 98 Davis
describes how Galton also made a significant contribution to the concept of the norm
with the Victorian statistician’s notion of the ‘normal distribution curve’ which
illustrated the ‘extremes’ in human diversity, although as Davis notes some of these
extremes such as above average strength or intelligence were seen as positive, while
others such as physical impairments were seen as ‘errors’. 99 The eugenics movement
encompassed many spectrums of society; writers, statesmen and scientists, all of
whom actively colluded in seeking the erasure of the imperfect body from the
spectrum of humanity.
Disability began to be linked with deviance, both socially and culturally,
where that which is outside the norm is a disruption of nature. The violence that
disabled people were (and in some developing countries continue to be) subjected to
was horrific, socially acceptable and perceived as a necessary act of maintaining, and
advancing, biological equilibrium. Furthermore, the industrialisation of western
countries in the past two hundred years has significantly contributed to the
identification of disability as a category of dysfunctionality. Snyder and Mitchell
believe, however, that this may not always have been the case in agricultural-based
societies; rather disabled people began to be defined as such when people began to be
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valued by their ability to engage in industrialised work practices. Additionally, the
two scholars argue that the creation of a disability as a devalued category was due in
no small part to the desire of a homogeneity of corporal embodiment that the pseudosciences wished to achieve. 100
The largest cumulative effort (over a relatively short period of time) towards
achieving the ‘normal’ was Nazi Germany’s Action T4, an official program of
euthanasia that ran from 1939 to late 1941 and an activity that was met with a rare
display of opposition by the German people. Moreover, the insanity of the Fascist
regime in Germany illustrated on an extreme and murderous scale the social and
cultural undesirability of the disabled body. Eugenics and other pseudoscience
practices such as physiognomy and phrenology have been discredited today, yet the
vestiges of these still continue to linger in the societal and cultural representation and
perception of disability.
Garland-Thomson, in Extraordinary Bodies: Figuring Physical Disability in
American Culture and Literature, socially contextualised the disabled body when she
noted that the meanings attached to disabled bodies ‘reside not in inherent physical
flaws, but in social relationships in which one group is legitimised by possessing
valued characteristics’. 101 This group that is ‘legitimised’ maintains its superiority by
imposing the ‘role of cultural or corporeal inferiority upon others.’ 102 Additionally,
she notes that any physical difference if judged to be outside this biological elite’s
level of acceptance is punished. She notes: ‘the narrative of deviance surrounding
[disabled] bodies is paralleled by a narrative of universality surrounding bodies [that
are deemed normal].’103
These ‘narratives’, as we shall endeavour to examine (in this thesis), place a
constant demand on returning the disabled body to an acceptable level of difference,
not just in terms of physicality, but also in terms of psychological and emotional
bearing, and in doing so we see how disability is in opposition to metanarratives of
100
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normalcy. Garland-Thomson creates a term for the members of this metanarrative of
normalcy that she calls the ‘normate’. She describes the normate as ‘the social figure
through which people can represent themselves as definitive human beings.’ 104 Due to
their elevated status, the normate can assume a position of authority because of their
perceived cultural and bodily dominance. Nonetheless, as Garland-Thomson
accurately remarks, once we begin to strip away the layers by which the normate are
defined within the social order then what remains is an extremely constricted profile
that describes a minute amount of the population. 105 This paradox is also noticed by
McRuer, who writes that cultural institutions produce and secure an able-bodied
identity as ‘structured in ways that limit access for people with disabilities.
Additionally, ‘such institutions perpetrate able-bodied hegemony […by] constructing
a world that always and everywhere privileges very narrow (and ever narrowing)
conceptions of ability.’106 Therefore, both the normate and the able-bodied hegemony
are in contrast to the otherness they impose on those they identify as different, yet the
core concepts of this able-bodied ideology encompass an ideal that can never truly be
attained. Building on the early scholarly work of Garland-Thomson and Davis on
identifying normalcy and the normate, humanities-based scholars have offered new
and novel ways of approaching our conception of the disabled body and how it is
represented and devalued by society.

2.4 Dismodernism and The Ideology of Ability
In Davis’s 2002 Bending Over Backwards: Disability, Dismodernism and
Other Difficult Positions the scholar suggests that we should reassess the association
between disability and normalcy. In an innovative line of thought, Davis proposes that
disability can be the one identity that we all have in common and he writes ‘that
“them” is actually “us”’. 107 Davis argues that ‘what we are discussing is the instability
of the category of disability as a subset of the instability of identity itself in a
postmodern era’. 108 However, this is not a wholly pessimistic statement by the
disability studies scholar, rather recognition of the fluidity of identities and the
promise that disability holds as a unifying force between all minority groups.
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Nonetheless Davis also states ‘disability is routinely ignored, marginalized or
patronized by the very people most active in identity politics.’ 109 Davis’s work in
Bending Over Backwards first and foremost builds on his earlier efforts to illustrate
clearly how disability was socially constructed to bolster the notion of the ideal
position of normalcy however he adds a complex and thought provoking level of
insight into the discourse that exists on identity studies.
Davis writes that ‘the dismodern era ushers in the concept that difference is
what all of us have in common. That identity is not fixed but malleable’.110 He
elaborates on his theory of dismodernism when he states; ‘the watchword of
dismodernism could be: Form follows dysfunction. What dismodernism signals is a
new kind of universalism and cosmopolitanism that is reacting to the localization of
identity. It reflects a global view of the world.’ 111 He writes ‘there is no single
clockmaker who made the uniform clock of the human body’. 112 This dismodernist
era, Davis writes, calls for us to consider a fresh ethics of the body. This is where he
again illustrates how the preference for normality can be witnessed.
The ‘new ethics of the body’ that the scholar proposes comprises three tenets.
Firstly, that care of our bodies is an obligation for ‘our existence in a consumer
society’. 113 The ‘care of’ our bodies consists of the utilisation of a vast array of
grooming and hygiene products (toothpaste, deodorants, hair products etc…) and also
the increasing number of technological additions that can be added to our
contemporary bodies such as pacemakers, breast implants, contraceptive implants
and, more recently, laser eye surgery to correct vision. 114 The goal of all these
products and accoutrements is to make the ‘consumer-designed body appear
“normal.” And even people with disabilities have to subscribe to this model’. 115 This
is a biological consumerist agenda; our bodies have become advertisements for a vast
array of additions and aids that we need to be part of contemporary society primarily
driven by the media. The key here, according to Davis, is that society encourages us,
indeed almost begs us, to purchase these products in the care of the body by media
saturation of the homogenised figure.
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Following on from these additions is the notion of caring for the body. This
consists of the healthcare industry, an industry which, as Davis points out, is ‘an area
that also links the economy with the body.’ 116 There are a huge amount of vested
interests in this industry, one that creates profits by trying to return the abnormal body
to an acceptable level of normalcy. In a localised example, the Health Service
Executive and the ancillary services that are reliant on it, is one of the biggest
employers in Ireland. Medical device companies, home care providers, mobility aids
and appliances, are a few of these industries and the list is significant. Furthermore,
all of these vested interests in the business of caring for the body charge a premium
for doing so and therefore it is in their interest to maintain a disability (or more aptly
labelled by companies homecare) market. Moreover, Davis adds that the vast majority
of these companies and businesses are operated by able-bodied people.
Lastly, the new ethical reflection on the body is to consider caring about the
body. Here, Davis hopes we can engage in a discourse about the dismodernist body.
In this last category, caring about the body, an emphasis on human and civil rights
that affect disabled people will bring disabled people to the notice of other groups. He
believes that we must discuss the oppression many disabled people have endured and
the linkage with economic class. As oppression is often a result of disadvantage and
poverty Davis notes that this in itself is a unifying element with other groups. 117
Furthermore, the lack of access and mobility aids in a built environment, for
example, constitutes a lack of caring about the body as it contributes significantly to
the oppression of people with access requirements. Davis actually states that ‘by all
estimates, the majority of people with disabilities are poor, unemployed and
undereducated. In the United States only one-third of disabled people are employed’.
While Davis is familiar with American statistics, his statement is, I believe, universal.
In Ireland, the most recent census figures from the Central Statistics Office show
approximately 112,502 disabled people aged 15 and over are in the Irish workforce.
This is out of a total disabled population of 595, 335. That equates to roughly only
20% of disabled people in employment. This is in contrast to the non-disabled
population where the employment rate is 61%. Additionally, only 16.5% of disabled
people did not complete primary education and 22.3% did not attain a secondary
education. 118 These figures are shocking, and more disconcerting is that this census
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was undertaken three years ago, since then the domestic Irish economy has continued
to contract and disabled people have borne the brunt of governmental cuts, insofar as
disability allowances and services have been cut by 20% across the board. Indications
are, from colleagues working within the Disability Rights movement that the figures
relating to disabled people in employment, education and risk of serious poverty have
increased and will continue to do so
Davis notes that when we consider the body from the perspective of a
dismodernist ethic we can see that caring about the body absorbs and scrutinizes care
of the body and care for the body. 119 The key point that Davis subsequently makes is
that caring about the body (in terms of human rights and civil rights) ‘always involves
the use of culture and symbolic production in either furthering the liberation or
oppression of [disabled people]’.120 In the context of this thesis, the disability film, as
the evidence suggests, does not usually offer representations that care about the body.
Rarely, as we shall subsequently discuss, does cinema highlight human or civil rights
issues, or if it does (as we shall see when examining The Sea Inside), these issues are
rendered moot by the subtle use of metaphor and representation to posit disability as
an undesirable predicament with no real choice but death or adjustment.
Davis comments that sexism and racism have been highlighted and discussed
openly in the public arena. Society is more attuned to attitudes that are racist,
homophobic or sexist. Examples and representations of such discriminatory attitudes
are quickly highlighted and more often than not, the media storm surrounding such
incidents and representations is swift to rebuff, on behalf of the perpetrator, any
accusations of racial discrimination or bigotry. Yet, as Davis writes, ‘ableism on the
other hand is alive and well, and playing in your local theatre [cinema], if you judge
by the never ending roster of movies filled with stereotypical disabled people
triumphing over their afflictions.’121 Returning once more to the hegemony of
normalcy, Davis states that under its ever watching eye, and the fact that it holds a
narrow and restrictive set of criteria, we must all work hard to appear to conform. 122
Therefore, the disabled body, the body that cannot conform, is ‘singled out as a
dramatic case of not belonging.’123 Moreover, the media, or more specifically cinema,
produces films that reinforce the concept that the disabled body is resistant to the rule
119
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of normalcy and thus reinforces the dominant position of the able-bodied viewer who
subscribes to the notion that conformity to the normal body is always preferable. 124 A
useful framework for examining this dominant position that views physically different
bodies as undesirable is Tobin Siebers’ ‘ideology of ability’. Siebers describes the
ideology of ability in its simplest form as ‘the preference for able-bodiedness’. 125
Siebers’ Disability Theory is an accomplished piece of scholarship that builds
on Davis’ work on dismodernism. One of the central threads in this book of Siebers is
his theory of ‘complex embodiment’. The scholar defines complex embodiment as
viewing ‘the economy between social representations and the body not as
unidirectional as in the social model, or nonexistent as in the medical model, but as
reciprocal’. 126 Furthermore, he writes that ‘the theory of complex embodiment raises
awareness of the effects of disabling environments on people’s lived experience of the
body, but it emphasizes as well that some factors affecting disability […] arise from
the body’.127 He hopes to achieve a ‘socially constructed complexly embodied’ theory
of disability identity. He writes: ‘rather than viewing representation as a pale shadow
of the world, or the world as a shadow world of representation, my claim is that both
sides push back the construction of reality’. 128 Siebers writes that ‘the hope is to
advance discourse theory to the next stage by defining construction in a radical way,
one that reveals constructions as possessing both social and physical form’. 129 Siebers
makes significant strides in disability studies and one aspect of his work, amongst
others, that is particular useful within this thesis is the ideology of ability.
Siebers writes that ‘disability defines the invisible center around which our
contradictory ideology about human ability revolves’. 130 The Ideology of Ability has
the effect of making us view disability with alarm and dread and under its dubious
auspices, disability is judged ‘as what we flee in the past and hope to defeat in the
future’.131 This is the reinforcement of the able-bodied desire for normalcy, and
Siebers aspires to ‘define the ideology of ability and to make its workings legible and
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familiar’ regardless of how universally established it is, the dominant position it
assumes, the flaws it contains, or how little we appear to take heed of it. 132
Initially using a list format to illustrate fifteen different ‘myths, ideas,
narratives and stereotypes’ Siebers hopes to build further discussion of ability as an
ideology their own feelings about ability and disability. These examples of the
Ideology of Ability that Siebers uses include such myths and stereotypes as: ‘Better to
be dead than disabled’, ‘Disability can be overcome by will power’, ‘Disabilities are
gateways to special abilities’ and ‘Ability is the ideological baseline by which
humanness is determined’, ‘The lesser the ability, the lesser the human being.’ 133 The
disability film appears to offer ample examples of the Ideology of Ability, through
stereotypical characterisation, narrative structure and metaphorical suggestion.
One aspect of how this is achieved is in films’ representational masquerading
of disability. Siebers writes that ‘disability passing [or masquerading] involves
playing roles’. 134 While these roles, or masquerades, can be very different in reality,
film has a special ability to construct disability masquerades. He writes: ‘many
representations of disability […] use narrative structures to benefit the able-bodied
public and reinforce the ideology of ability.’135 This filmic masquerading of disability
often entails the disabled protagonist ‘overcoming’ their impairment, adjusting to
their circumstances, or being some other representational device that fixes their
predicament within a diegesis. What is important in this facet of masquerading is that
it ‘represses disability by representing the able body as normative’ and because these
representations are usually following the protagonists’ journey to become ‘normal’ (or
reach an acceptable level of normalcy). These films insist upon the representation of
‘their protagonist’s metamorphosis from nonhuman to human being.’ 136 A second
category of masquerading that is specific to films with ‘human interest stories’ is
described by Siebers as that of ‘disability drag’.137
Non-disabled actors’ ‘drag’ performances of disability are more often than not
grandiloquent (as we shall see in the performances of the disabled characters in Inside
I’m Dancing) which emphasises their true non-disabledness rather than their
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performance of disability. 138 Once the film ends, the audience recognises that the
able-bodied actor will walk without a crutch or wheelchair, will not be encumbered by
a speech impediment, or illustrate voyeurism, (and exaggerated) displays of
‘abnormal’ behaviour in their attempt to portray people with intellectual disabilities their temporal performance complete they return to a position of normalcy. This has
the effect of releasing the able-bodied viewer from the uncomfortable spectacle of
disability. As Siebers properly describes it, ‘it reassures them that the threat of
disability is not real, that everything was only pretend’.
Following on from Siebers’ work in Disability Theory, Davidson and McRuer
offer alternative ways of conceiving how disability is represented through cultural
productions, or rather how culture is represented through disability. Davidson
investigates how the disabled body has impacted on literature and visual culture in
Concerto for The Left Hand where he illustrates that ‘matters of aesthetics are deeply
implicated in social attitudes toward disabled persons.’ 139 Davidson acknowledges
Davis’ proposal that disability is the one identity that can link all other groups.
Central to the scholars’ book is the notion of the Defamiliar Body where Davidson
adapts the concept of defamiliarization. The scholar writes that if we adjust the
concept of defamiliarization in regard to the body ‘we might say that disability
becomes the ethos of the social insofar as it exposes cultural assumptions about the
corporeality of the social body.’140 What is being illuminated here is the concept that
artists think through the body, that disability becomes the canvas on which tales are
told and ideologies unfold.
He uses the example of a television advertisement by the French energy
company EDF to illustrate how the concept of the Defamiliar Body can be seen in the
media. The advert from 2005 follows a selection of able-bodied people as they
navigate a world that poses structural and attitudinal barriers to them. 141 A young man
attempts to read a book in a library only to find the books are all written in Braille,
another able-bodied individual is perturbed when a receptionist at a desk will only
communicate in sign language and further we see a man having to crouch awkwardly
to use a public telephone that is at a suitable height for the majority disabled
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population. The non-disabled figures are perplexed and confused by this disabled
world they are now the minority and thus the defamiliar bodies.
Davidson rightly notes that this advertisement from EDF is a fresh approach to
inclusion which usually only features perhaps a token wheelchair user in the
background. An example of this can be seen in a recent Diageo commercial (June,
2013) for Guinness. 142 In this example, a group of men are playing an aggressive
game of wheelchair basketball; they tussle and shove in their physical activity. As the
game ends, all but one of the men stand up and the shot cuts to them in a bar drinking,
accompanying this is the bombastic voiceover that states “Dedication. Loyalty.
Friendship. The choices we make reveal the true nature of our character.” With this
advertisement the inclusion is temporary and exists only in the space of the basketball
court – as soon as the game ends so too does the inclusion. This temporally limited
inclusion combined with the rhetoric of the non-diegetic dialogue of ‘dedication,
loyalty and friendship’ places emphasis on the able-bodied characters as displaying
real humanity in their inclusion of their disabled counterpart, their use of wheelchairs
an illustration of their ‘true nature of character.’ There is no real change, no tangible
inclusion; the disabled character is only equal as long as his ‘loyal’ friends allow him
to be and apparently this is just once a week.
While the latter example illustrates how the Defamiliar Body is not
represented in visual culture, this thesis attempts to build on Davidson’s theory and
acknowledges the efforts of the scholar. In Chapter Five where we analyse the film
The Diving Bell and The Butterfly, the evidence suggests that the Defamiliar Body
takes a central position in the framing of disability. In The Diving Bell and The
Butterfly, the point of view of the disabled protagonist becomes the first person point
of view (POV) of the viewers for large sections of the film and this then gives the
spectator a defamiliarised view of the disability experience. However, this
defamiliarised perspective of which we can see glimpses in The Diving Bell is more
often than not a rare occurrence in the disability drama. Instead we can see evidence
that the disabled body must be returned to an acceptable level of difference in order to
exist within a diegesis and, nearly always, a preference for able-bodiedness.
The preference for non-disability, for the rule of normalcy, operates very
subtly by means of metaphor and representation. McRuer has deftly noticed this and
describes it as ‘compulsory able-bodiedness’. He argues that ‘compulsory able142
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bodiedness’ is aligned with compulsory heterosexuality. The inclination for the ablebodied (non-disabled) heterosexual is achieved through ‘repetitive performances’.
Here the able-bodied culture assumes that those who do not conform to their narrow
traits of identity, will choose in the affirmative, if they had the option, when asked the
question ‘wouldn’t you rather be more like me?’ 143 According to McRuer, ‘the ideal
able-bodied identity can never, once and for all, be achieved.’ 144
McRuer offers a new insight into the discourse on normalcy, illustrating the
intersectional space that Crip Theory and Queer Theory share. For instance, both may
offer resistance to the hegemonic rule of normalcy, yet both are never truly allowed to
exist within a text. Instead compulsory heterosexuality/able-bodiedness dominates
both identities. He uses the example of the film As Good As It Gets (1997) to
demonstrate what he defines as ‘compulsory able-bodiedness’. McRuer writes:
‘compulsory able-bodiedness functions by covering over, with the appearance of
choice, a system in which there actually is no choice.’145 He illustrates how this is
achieved at a subtle, subtext level. In the context of this thesis, we shall discuss
examples of McRuer’s theory of compulsory able-bodiedness. McRuer offers helpful
and relevant examples of how one can approach an analysis of disability dramas to
see the nuanced way in which subtext can construct disability as inferior to the nondisabled ideal and, indeed, how different bodies can challenge this hegemony of the
normate. Moreover, a critical methodological analysis of narrative theory is central to
identifying the dominant position of non-disabledness in cinema. One of the most
important of these narrative theories is that of Narrative Prosthesis.146

2.5 Narrative Theory

One of the most significant texts in the representational study of disability is Snyder
and Mitchell’s pioneering work Narrative Prosthesis: Disability and The
Dependencies of Discourse. To acknowledge that this text offers a robust and nuanced
narrative theory for the analysis of the meanings, metaphors and representations of
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disability is somewhat understating the significant impact that the two scholars’ work
has had upon Cultural Disability Studies and it is a crucial methodological component
in this thesis.
Snyder and Mitchell describe their narrative theory of prosthesis when they
write that it ‘situates the experience and representational life of disability upon the
ironic grounding of an unsteady rhetorical stance.’147 In this sentence the scholars
have concisely described what narrative prosthesis is utilised to do within a text. It
uses disability, as a narrative device, to buttress the able-bodied characters’ normality.
The two scholars believe that bodies that are considered to be outside of the
norm need to be controlled via a prosthetic. In this regard Snyder and Mitchell write:
‘‘to prostheticize’, in this sense, is to institute a notion of the body within a regime of
tolerable deviance.’148 When a disabled character becomes too distant from this
acceptable level of ‘deviance’, a ‘prosthetic intervention’ is called for; this prosthetic
intervention has the effect of regaining control of the disabled body or obliterating it
overall. 149 The scholars acknowledge, as Davis has previously identified, that the
‘normal body’ is one by which all bodies are measured and, simultaneously, all bodies
are deficient when they fall short of this ideal of embodied equilibrium. As many
scholars, including Snyder and Mitchell, have demonstrated the normal body is ‘a
body divorced of time and space – a thoroughly artificial affair.’150
This preference for normalcy has, however, become so omnipresent in cultural
narratives (or metanarritves) that we often fail to notice it. It exists in culture;
literature, film and television, examples that are filled with a myriad disabled
characters and yet we rarely notice their crucial purpose, even in our contemporary
culture. Nevertheless, as Snyder and Mitchell demonstrated, the ‘narrative approaches
disability as a wound in need of dressing’. 151 Narrative prosthesis is, for these
scholars, used as a term to signify that disability has been employed throughout
history as a prop upon which literary narratives lean for their representational
147
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authority, disorderly potentiality, and analytical insight. 152 Furthermore, the scholars
note that the motives for a reliance on using disability as a device of characterisation
are varied. Nonetheless, a common trend exists, which is; ‘the paradoxical impetus
that makes disability a destabilising sign of cultural perceptions about the body and a
deterministic vehicle of characterisation for characters constructed as disabled.’ 153
This thesis utilises and builds upon the two scholars’ theory of narrative
prosthesis. In Chapter Three, we see how the film Inside I’m Dancing can be read as a
product of the able-bodied hegemony when we apply a narrative theory of prostheses.
Likewise, the stock characterisations of the protagonists in that film are defined solely
in terms of their disability, which serves as a support to shore up the dominance of the
able-bodied characters. However, it is precisely by employing Snyder and Mitchell’s
schema that we can also acknowledge when contradictions arise, for example as we
shall see when we discuss the respective disabled protagonist in Chapter Five.
Nonetheless, it is clear that the use of narrative prosthesis as a filmic device is
widespread in the disability drama film. Conversely, while the examples used in this
thesis are all relatively modern, the structure of the disability melodrama appears to
have changed little over time.
In one of the first pieces of scholarship to frame the disability film
theoretically Paul K. Longmore demonstrates what he calls a stock thematic trajectory
in disability melodramas. He calls these dramas the ‘Portrayals of Adjustment’.154
Writing in 1985 Longmore notes that one of the most frequent representations of
disabled people in film is one in which the disabled character is in denial or, as
Longmore describes it, ‘maladjusted’. 155 These films follow a similar pattern in which
‘the disabled central characters are bitter and self-pitying, because, however long they
have been disabled, they have never adjusted to their handicaps, and have never
accepted themselves as they are.’156 They are often ‘bitter’ and ‘self-pitying’ and to
some extent ‘manipulative’.
These dramas culminate in a ‘confrontation scene’ in which the able-bodied
character ‘gets tough’ and gives the disabled person an ‘emotional slap in the face.’ 157
The disabled characters accept this rebuke and consequently ‘quit complaining and
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become well-adjusted adults.’158 Longmore observes that these ‘Portrayals of
Adjustment’ often have the theme of ‘compensation’ in their narratives. This is a
recurring thematic feature in these dramas about physical disability. Many of these
disabled characters display a specific talent in certain ways: ‘god or nature or life
compensates handicapped people for their loss, and the compensation is spiritual,
moral, mental, and emotional.’159 This may seem to contradict the idea of the
‘maladjusted’ disabled person but is actually an extension of it. Again, to quote
Longmore, the portrayal of physically disabled people as possessing extraordinary
talents ‘reiterates it in another way.’ He writes; ‘compensation comes to those who
cope. It is a ‘gift’ to handicapped individuals who responsibly deal with their
afflictions.’160 This ‘gift’ though may not be the disabled character simply acquiring a
new skill (for instance, in Inside I’m Dancing one of the disabled protagonists shows
an increasingly knowledgeable aptitude for legal issues), but rather they are rewarded
for their compliance by being allowed to survive until the end of the narrative while
an unruly protagonist must be taken out of a text altogether.
Although Longmore’s essay is now over 28 years old, his work is, this thesis
believes, still relevant to the overall analysis of the disability film. Cultural Disability
Scholarship has grown exponentially since Longmore’s foundational Screening
Stereotypes, yet the echoes of his theory of the Portrayals of Adjustment can still be
seen in the modern disability drama. What is disconcerting is that this type of
representation occurs even when the filmmaker is presented with a diegesis that may
offer a different perspective on the disability experience, offering different
representations and different metaphors, as we shall consider in the Irish film Inside
I’m Dancing.
The Cultural Disability Studies scholarship enables and facilitates this thesis in
a detailed reading and understanding of the texts that follow. Indeed, this undertaking
would be impossible without the work of these scholars, and many others. In the
following chapters this thesis hopes to effectively make use of, and build upon, the
theoretical frameworks and methodologies that has discussed in the previous pages. I
have aligned several of the methodologies throughout the thesis. For instance, the
narrative theory of prosthesis is intertwined with that of Longmore’s dramas of
adjustment to give a clear and nuanced understanding of how films can construct
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physical disability. Likewise the gaze and the stare are combined to analyses several
mise en scene in the core films of this thesis. The stare and the gaze may at appear to
be mutually exclusive. However it is my contention that when both when are aligned
(and considered equally), as ocular actions of dominance and curiosity, we may
garner a more complex understanding of the subtleties of disabled imagery and how it
is used, suggestively, to its full effect by the filmmaker.
Again, my readings of the core films reflect the purpose of this thesis and I
acknowledge, like with any text, there may be multiple readings of the films outside
of this thesis. Nonetheless, in the next two chapters, Chapters Three and Four, as the
films reveal and the evidence suggests, the contemporary disabled drama is, on the
whole, concerned with returning the disabled body to the hegemonic rule of the
normate. However, for every rule there is an exception and the subtle nuances of film
also offer contradictory examples, as we shall also discuss later when we examine the
French film The Diving Bell and The Butterfly in Chapter Five. While the latter film
offers a more elastic representation of disability, the films in the next two chapters,
Inside I’m Dancing and The Sea Inside, subscribe to a metanarrative of disability as
being deficient in relation to the ideal of normalcy and the preference for the nondisabled body.
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Chapter Three: The Illusion of Independence in Inside I’m Dancing.
The film Inside I’m Dancing (2004) contains certain narrative traits that suggest to the
viewer the use of euthanasia or assisted suicide as a ‘cure’, ‘rescue’ or ‘quick fix’ for
the disabled individual. The film uses disability, by means of metaphor and certain
visual cues, to imply that the disabled body is deficient compared with the ‘normate’
ideal and the superiority of the non-disabled hegemony. 1 In the film the disabled
protagonists never attain a tangible level of independence; rather, the illusionary
‘independence’ that they are allowed to hold is contingent upon their willingness to
submit to the normate characters’ authority and the non-disabled hegemony.
The disabled characters to be examined in this film and the subsequent film
are, on the whole, represented as requiring treatment and this is achieved by the
narrative ‘fixing’ of their impairment or the obliteration of it altogether. This
treatment takes various forms in the film such as rehabilitative care, ethical
counselling, emotional guidance, and lessons and management in social etiquette. At
times, these treatments are rather blunt. As we shall discuss in this chapter, for
example, the two disabled characters, as portrayed in Inside I’m Dancing, follow
different paths as the storyline progresses. Michael (Stephen Robertson) opts to
relinquish rebellion and surrender to the guidance of his Personal Assistant Siobhán,
played by Romola Garai, (who functions as the non-disabled4 educator), therefore
earning narrative acceptance. However, Rory (James McAvoy) is less willing to
accept censure for his inability or unwillingness to integrate and is removed from the
narrative. Removing Rory from the narrative alleviates his awkward inclusion in the
film.
According to Paul K. Longmore, ‘…we harbour unspoken anxieties about the
possibility of disablement’.2 In Inside I’m Dancing, these ‘anxieties’ are amplified by
the plot, character trajectory, and implied visual cues to ensure that the disabled
protagonists can never be characters fully identifiable to an audience; rather their
otherness is repeatedly enforced throughout the storyline. As Mitchell and Snyder
observe in their analysis of literary disability narratives, ‘disability is either left behind
or punished for its lack of conformity.’3 In Inside I’m Dancing the ‘good’ disabled
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character is acceptable to the storyline; the ‘bad’ disabled character is eliminated from
it. In the diegesis of the original screenplay, No Magic Pill, the disabled characters
undergo a political awakening instead of them conforming to the rule of the normate.4
In the next chapter, in The Sea Inside (2004) the viewer is shown the
consequences of Julia’s (Belén Rueda) refusal to follow Ramón (Javier Bardem) in
his decision to commit self-assisted suicide. The inclusion of the secondary disabled
character of Julia, who is ‘suffering’ from an unnamed degenerative neurological
condition, presents to the viewer the perceived consequences of choosing life over
death. In this narrative modification, disability is represented as a condition which is
unbearable and less than that of the normate ideal, and with this representation
euthanasia is offered as a ‘cure’ for the disabled characters and is perhaps a little too
enthusiastically advocated by the filmmaker. 5
The ethical questions involved in the euthanasia debate fall outside the remit
of this thesis. The focus is less on plot and more on the semantic load carried by the
cinematic images. Nevertheless, this thesis cannot dismiss the narrative threads that
occur within a specific text for in doing so we may miss an invaluable opportunity to
assess the continuance of certain thematic events that are unique to the disability film.
One of these unique attributes is, as Davidson notes, where ‘the disabled figure is
terminated [at] the end…providing the able-bodied viewer a measure of compassion
for the victim while permitting a measure of identification with the able-bodied hero
who survives’. 6 Moreover, the ‘euthanasia’ film has been the focus of much media
attention over the past decade with some disabled activists taking umbrage with these
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films’ narrative ‘cure’ of euthanasia for the broken body. 7 Davidson recognises that
many disability films utilise the death of the disabled protagonist to create a sense of
viewer fulfilment and with this fulfilment a neat conclusion that removes the awkward
disabled body from the screen without causing problems for the viewer or the
narrative flow. Furthermore, it is how we, as viewers, look upon the impaired bodies
we see on screen that gives us indications as to certain possible meanings, metaphors
as well as the implications of what it is to be cinematically constructed as a disabled
character.
Inside I’m Dancing is the third feature length film directed by Damien
O’Donnell. The film’s narrative is based upon a ‘story’ by the writer Christian
O’Reilly and the screenplay treatment for the completed film was written by the
seasoned screenwriter Jeffery Caine. 8 The narrative of the finished film follows the
well-worn story arc that is prevalent in many melodramas concerning disability. The
chief disabled protagonists must adjust their attitude and their emotional expectations
to the ‘reality’ of their predicaments. A non-disabled character more often than not,
facilitates this ‘adjustment’.9 Mitchell and Snyder refer to this narrative device as ‘a
textual prosthesis [that] alleviates discomfort by removing the unsightly from view’. 10
The disabled protagonists in Inside I’m Dancing are initially presented as requiring
not only attitudinal and emotional adjustment but they must also accept that they have
deficient bodies. The deficient body, as constructed in the film, is unable in many
instances to be utilised as a corporeal agent of free will. Moreover, the film reinforces
Siebers’s ‘ideology of ability’ in which ‘many representations of disability […] use
narrative structures to masquerade disability to benefit the able-bodied public and to
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reinforce the ideology of ability.’11 In this regard, the disabled characters' impairment
is exaggerated and they are bestowed with certain gifts. At the same time, they are
paradoxically represented as ‘cripple and supercripple’. 12 We can illustrate this
category of the ‘masquerading’ of disability if we employ a disability-inflected fusion
of the gaze/stare analysis.
This methodological analysis draws inspiration from Garland-Thomson’s
monograph on staring and Mulvey’s critical essay on the gaze from 1975. Cinematic
representations of disability offer the scholar an opportunity to combine both practices
– the analyses of the dynamics of the gaze and the stare and consider what each action
may imply about the physical disability experience to an audience. 13 Disability is
often a complex condition and as Davis notes; ‘…the fact is that disability disturbs
people who think of themselves as non-disabled.’14 While the scholar’s observation is
valid, we must also look at how we, the viewers, are shown certain disturbing images
on screen and, indeed, what these images are possibly telling us about disabled people
and their lives. Occasionally, these filmic representations do not offer the viewer
anything similar to a disabled subject who is not wholly defined by their impairment.
This occurs even when the filmmaker is presented with a challenging source text that
is structured around political and civil rights rather than a sentimentalised melodrama.
Further into this chapter, a comparative analysis of the original source text, No Magic
Pill, O’Reilly’s ‘story’ on which the finished film is based, allows us to witness the
significant narrative modifications made by the filmmakers. Also, the character
trajectories, narrative flow and thematic structure of the source text, when modified or
omitted, have suggestive theoretical implications.
The camera often focuses on the peculiarity of the disabled body inviting our
attention as viewers to ‘stare at what astonishes us’. 15 Furthermore, as we stare at the
uncomfortable fit of the disabled body we have a craving ‘to give meaning and to give
order to the world.’16 In Inside I’m Dancing, the disabled characters of Rory and
Michael present the viewer with two stereotypical characterisations of a disabled
11

Siebers, Disability Theory, 111. Siebers notes that this type of masquerading disability differs from other instances of
masquerading disability in that it is predominately for the benefit of the non-disabled viewer rather than the disabled person
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Gaze: Expressions of Desire and Emotion in Rory O'Shea Was Here” Disability Studies Quarterly, Vol. 26, No. 4., (2006)
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individual that the diegesis establishes early in the film. Rory is presented as
rebellious and maladjusted while Michael is naïve and in need of, and to some extent
seeking, guidance and mentoring. Rory, a wheelchair user with Duchene Muscular
Dystrophy, is a newly arrived resident of the Carrickmore home for the disabled in
Dublin, presumably in the early 2000s. Michael, another wheelchair user with
cerebral palsy, has a significant vocal impairment. He is a long-time resident at
Carrickmore and he endures a quiet and uneventful life, somewhat unwilling to
venture to the new horizons that exist beyond the walls of the institution. With the
arrival of Rory, Michael is exposed to a new, combative, attitude towards impairment
and others’ reaction to that. Rory’s character brings to the plot a seemingly disruptive
presence that evokes certain feelings of rebellion in the otherwise demure Michael.
In the opening stages of the film, Rory is often in conflict with the
authoritative figure of the manager of Carrickmore, Eileen (Brenda Fricker). Eileen
may well be the corporeal embodiment of the socio-historical attitude to the care of
the disabled. Her character contains the human traits that appear to be lacking
(initially) in either of the disabled protagonists; forgiveness, self-sacrifice, humility
and maturity. She accepts Michael’s decision to leave Carrickmore and live
independently with Rory. She assumes the maternal role that Michael and Rory lack,
as both characters’ mothers have passed away. Furthermore, Eileen offers Michael the
choice of returning to Carrickmore in the event his decision to live independently
proves to be a mistake; her humanity is in opposition to that of Rory – a character who
is the embodiment of disruptive behaviour.
Rory nudges Michael towards independent living as Rory has been refused
Personal Assistance funding on several occasions due to his lack of ‘self-regulation’. 17
Rory lashes out angrily when he hears of the most recent decision. His reactions to
outcomes that are in opposition to his wishes throughout the majority of the narrative
are irrational and immature. Rory’s characterisation invites us as viewers to perform a
meaning-making exercise in relation to the disabled character and the sometimes
unreasonable attitude of these impaired individuals within a narrative. According to
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This narrative modification, the denial of funding to Rory due to his unacceptable attitude, is not contained in the original
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cynical, pessimistic attitude. However, towards the conclusion of the screenplay it is implied that Rory, inspired in no small part
by Michael’s example, is becoming more aware of the concept of Independent Living.
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Mitchell and Snyder, film constitutes a ‘new physiognomy’. 18 Physiognomics has for
many years been discredited, however, the disability film has often presented the
physically different body as a source of meaning for internal motivation. Both lead
disabled characters in Inside I’m Dancing are marred surfaces where ‘the audience is
invited to look and look and look.’19 Furthermore, ‘film narratives rely upon an
audience’s making connections between external “flaws” and character motivations in
a way that insists upon corporeal differences as laden with psychological and social
implications.’20 The two disabled bodies that are the focal point of the attention of the
camera in Inside I’m Dancing imply that their deficient bodies give impetus to their
character motivations in the plot. This correlation between external flaws and
psychological imbalance becomes apparent from the very start of the film. Here, the
viewer is offered more than ample references to the motivational impetuses behind
both characters’ desires.

3.1 Staring Not Seeing: Disability and Disruption

During the opening credits of the film the non-diegetic voice of a narrator
from the children’s television programme Bagpuss, presumably emanating from a
television set, informs us that ‘a prima ballerina is a ballet dancer, the chief ballet
dancer, the most important ballet dancer of all, who dances all by herself.’ This is met
with a declaration from the high-pitched mice in the show who proclaim: ‘The
marvellous, mechanical ballerina!". This seemingly innocuous piece of dialogue
establishes one of the contradictory elements of the narrative. It may inform the
viewer that self-reliance is key to living a worthwhile life – one can create a
worthwhile standard of living even if one is ‘mechanical’, similar to the ballerina,
however one must ‘dance all by herself’ to achieve a level of independence. This is in
contradiction to the remainder of the narrative where independence is not a case of
self-achievement, but rather it is something that is ‘rewarded’ to the disabled
characters if they are willing to accept the rule of the normate.
Mitchell and Snyder, Narrative Prosthesis, 95. The two scholars note that ‘film adaptations, by necessity, seek to realise a
narrative’s textual explanations with visual cues. Physical anomalies […] provide photographic opportunities for filmmakers to
display the titillating subject matter of disability […] “misshapen” bodies encourage audience fascination with overt displays of
physical differences.’ (Ibid). Mitchell and Snyder believe that by film audiences making connections between the exterior
anomalies of different bodies and the internal motivations of the character that is ‘laden with psychological and social
implications’, they then enter into a form of ‘new physiognomy’ (Ibid). Both scholars note that while the ‘science’ of
physiognomics has long since been dismissed, the practices that it used are still of relevance in the artistic codes used by
filmmakers. (Ibid).
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In the opening shots, we see Michael sitting in his wheelchair (Figure 1, next
page). He is pensively gazing out a window while the rest of the wheelchair users at
Carrickmore are watching a television that is showing the children’s programme. A
cleaning woman weaves in and out of the various wheelchairs pushing along an
industrial floor buffer; as she does this the camera pans from face to face of the
disabled individuals seemingly engrossed in the television show. Michael is not
watching the television programme with the rest of the group. His facial expression is
one of emphatic surrender. The seemingly contemplative nature of this scene is
disturbed when Eileen (Brenda Fricker), the care home manager, enters the room. She
says to the group, in a declarative tone: “Morning. Anybody for Mass this morning?”
This draws Michael’s attention away from his thoughts and as he directs his eyes
towards Eileen, he notices the cable of the custodian’s floor buffer has become
entangled in the various parts of the residents’ wheelchairs. He attempts to alert
Eileen to the possibility of an impending accident. However, his speech is severely
affected by his cerebral palsy. She responds to his verbal communication by
responding in a hushed tone “Toilet?” Eileen clearly cannot understand that the
disabled character is attempting to say ‘the cable!’ She stops trying to understand
what he is saying and opens his wordbook, Figure 2 next page, that he uses as a
communication aid. The book has seen better days; it contains the alphabet on one
page and a selection of words on the other (‘Help’, ‘let me by’, and ‘Wet’ to name a
few). Michael begins to use his curled hand to spell out the words ‘cable’. Eileen
finally recognises what Michael is trying to spell, “Cable? What Cable?” It is too late.
Another worker at the Home, Annie (Ruth McCabe) enters the television room and
trips dramatically upon the extended cable. Eileen rushes to her assistance as
Michael’s facial expression shifts from that of concern to that of frustration as we can
see in Figure 3 on page 58.
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Image removed for copyright reasons

Figure 1, ‘Rory’s Arrival’ Jeffery Caine, screenplay, Christian O’Reilly, original story. Inside I’m
Dancing DVD. Directed by Damien O’Donnell. UK/Ireland. Working Title Pictures, 2004.

Image removed for copyright reasons

Figure 2, ‘Rory’s Arrival’.
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Figure 3, ‘Rory’s Arrival’.

This opening scene is significant as it presents the viewer with an opportunity to
establish expectations they may have as to the character trajectory of the lead
protagonist, Michael, in addition to solidifying the expectations of visual difference
that one may have in relation to those with physical impairments also suggests
background information to the viewer about the disabled protagonist. McRuer notes
that ‘opening credits often provide filmmakers with a space in which to present
“background information” efficiently’. 21 In the opening credits and initial scenes of
this film, the filmmakers subtly present to us certain ‘information’ about Michael.
Firstly, Michael’s position away from the group of residents implies that he is
different – he desires more than to sit idly in front of a television set. To augment his
difference is his initial facial expression as he looks towards the window with the light
illuminating his face. His expression is one of contemplation with a slight hint of
hopelessness. The other residents appear to be content to watch the children’s
programme apparently oblivious to the world around them or outside the environs of
Carrickmore. Michael also displays frustration at being unable to communicate in an
effective manner. Is it, however, his ‘ineffective’ communication problems that are
the cause of his ire or is it, rather, the inability of others to listen? Significantly, the
disabled characters in the opening scenes all have identifiable impairments; insofar as
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they are all wheelchair users.22 Furthermore, it is ‘the representation attached to
difference that makes the difference identifiable.’23 We as viewers can see the
wheelchairs clearly, we understand that they are mobility aids for individuals that
cannot walk or have difficulty walking in a regular fashion. This use of a visual cue
such as a wheelchair therefore makes the ‘difference identifiable’. Consequently, the
wheelchair, in this instance, is utilised as a suggestively recognisable marker of
impairment and bodily disruption which, according to Snyder and Mitchell: ‘lends a
distinctive idiosyncrasy to any character that differentiates the character from the
anonymous background of the “norm”.’24 Here the ‘idiosyncrasy’ of the disabled
characters, both protagonists and extras, represents the residents as slightly childlike,
content to while away a morning watching television or stare blankly at the outside
world. Moreover, the static positioning of the disabled characters in the opening scene
is in contrast to the physical movement and activity of the non-disabled characters.
We can gain a more nuanced understanding of how Inside I’m Dancing frames
disability if we examine the filmic representational quality of disability that is unique
to cinema. As the camera pans from each disabled person’s face to another, we as
viewers are aware that some of these faces are different, outside the ideal of the
‘normate’. Some of these faces are slightly askew, some faces we see twitching, while
in other faces, and we may notice a drooping mouth or eyelid. The film gives the
opportunity to look without censure – to stare at that which ‘astonishes us’. 25
Moreover, the act of staring, according to Garland-Thomson, is a ‘conduit to
knowledge’,26 a process in which we attempt to make sense of that which ‘astonishes’
us and ‘disability in the public sphere [makes] for a stareable sight.’ 27 Conversely, in
everyday encounters we must be careful how we stare at that which ‘excites but
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It must be noted that all the disabled extras are also disabled people from various organisations in Dublin, The Centres for
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alarms us’.28 However, film art does not judge us for our curiosity. The world
presented on the screen offers us as spectators the opportunity to stare without any
reprimand from social etiquette. The various faces of the disabled individuals we see
during the opening scene of Inside I’m Dancing demand our attention. Not perhaps
because they, the starees, want us to stare – we cannot judge what the intentions of the
real-life disabled extras are, but because their faces dominate the mise en scène of
which they have been made the central focus. These faces may mean more to the
viewer than simply that of including real people with disabilities in the film and
conceivably the reading of these faces is one in which a dynamic process occurs that
‘confounds us, presses us – and thus makes us stare.’29
As previously mentioned, when we first see Michael, the shot places his face
in profile. We may recognise his as a ‘normal’ face, even handsome. However,
Michael’s face, in this scene, gives the viewer little visual evidence to suggest the
effects of his impairment – his difference is not wholly exposed. Therefore, we cannot
yet begin to distinguish him as somewhat apart from ourselves; this may cause a
‘crisis of interpretation’, as we are watching a film about disabled people and yet
Michael has become, for a brief moment, physically relatable to an audience. 30 This
short-lived crisis of interpretation becomes more pronounced as the camera pans to
the other disabled people in the room with the majority of these faces having visual
indicators of impairment. We see one woman’s twitching mouth and nose and another
man’s drooping expression that reminds us they are unlike us, presuming the viewer is
a non-disabled person. The exposure of difference, as we can see in the example of
Figure 4 on the next page, albeit for a brief moment and focussed solely on facial
differences, is important in the disability film. It foregrounds our identification of the
Other within the diegesis and their role within the narrative.
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Figure 4, ‘Rory’s Arrival’.

During the process of staring at faces the viewer may be engaged in an
‘intense visual work’ that is ‘both a cognitive and epistemological undertaking.’ 31 We
expected the impaired individual to have a visual signifier that we can recognise and
thus affirm their difference from us the viewers. Nonetheless, the crisis in regards to
our mapping of Michael’s face still exists. However, this crisis dissipates when
Michael begins to communicate. His exaggerated, slightly uncontrollable facial
expressions and his seemingly incomprehensible speech return him to the status of the
Other. Garland-Thomson notes that ‘unorthodox faces […] throw easy recognition
rituals into chaos.’32 Paradoxically, Michael’s ‘unorthodox face’ may instigate a
‘recognition ritual’ and, in doing so, reduce the viewer’s sense of confusion. As his
impairment becomes apparent then we can identify him as a disabled character.
Moreover, when Michael’s ‘unorthodoxy’ is established, the process of staring is
briefly surpassed by the act of gazing.
The gaze, when adapted to the analysis of disability representation, replaces
the female Other with that of the disabled individual, the dominant gaze of the male
with that of the non-disabled normate and the ‘image of the castrated woman’ with
that of the physically impaired individual. 33 Michael, as the disabled protagonist, is a
carrier of meaning. Eileen’s impatience with his difficulty in trying to verbalise his
words quickly enough for her to understand establishes her as the dominant figure in
the scene. Michael’s obedience to Eileen’s authorial instructions to use his wordbook
31
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further establishes him as a passive character within the narrative. Although the scene
is of a humorous nature, it brings to the foreground the suggestion that impairment
equates to a lack of ability. The evidence reveals that with the representation of
Michael as passive/impaired and Eileen as active/non-disabled then the viewer is
provided with the visual cues to identify affectively with Eileen rather than the
passive Michael. Furthermore, this dominant position of the non-disabled character is
not unique to Eileen nor is the passivity of the disabled character unique to Michael.
The introduction of the non-disabled character of Siobhán and the disabled
character of Rory further augments a continuation of the disruptive quality of an
impaired body in a text and the ‘wholeness’ and dominance of the non-disabled ideal
within the mainstream filmic narrative. Rory’s characterisation is in stark contrast to
that of the demurely represented Michael. Rory has little of the innocence and
childlike attributes of Michael. He has gained experience beyond the walls of the
institution and, as is suggested initially, his empirical experience has added impetus to
his desire to escape from the restrictive atmosphere of Carrickmore. Rory’s
personality is one of belligerent defiance and obnoxiousness; it is clear his arrival at
Carrickmore is going to cause trouble but this is his primary function – to be the
instigator of transition in the outwardly passive Michael, thus advancing the storyline
to some degree.
3.2 Rory’s Temporary Dominance

When Michael secures funding from the Independent Living Committee Rory
seizes the chance to live his dream of a life of independence. Nevertheless, neither of
the disabled protagonists ever really achieves any meaningful independence. On a
superficial level, Michael’s interest in the idea of autonomy is due to the liberation of
his consciousness instigated by the free-willed Rory; however, it is more likely a
passive act of tribute rather than a wholly subjective choice. Michael’s passivity is
reinforced by his actions; he seeks independent living to please Rory – an indicator of
his submissive demeanour perhaps, but also a telling sign of the wider function of the
disabled characters within the narrative.
Michael is often the focus of a specific type of gaze from his new companion
Rory. I refer to this as a ‘specific’ type of gaze as it is, like the previous example, a
modified version of Mulvey’s gender specific theory. Unlike the example of Eileen as
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the dominant, non-disabled voyeur, it is Rory as the disabled voyeur that exerts his
dominant gaze upon Michael. The rationale for Rory’s gaze presumably originates
from a point of conscious affection; he assumes the role of mentor towards Michael.
Nonetheless, Rory’s ocular actions betray a sense of unconscious relief: Michael has
spent his life in Carrickmore and there are no visitors to see him on an ‘open’ day. His
childlike innocence and social immaturity are a result of his arrested development
within the institutional surroundings of Carrickmore. Conversely, Rory has lived in
the outside world, albeit a life of dubious virtue. As already mentioned, his experience
is in stark contrast to the other residents of Carrickmore, and Rory is conceivably
aware that he does not belong to their world. He gazes at Michael in an affirmation
that his experiences in the ‘real world’ have been valuable to him. Rory knows that
Carrickmore is not a home but an institution and that its walls are more than just
physical but mental.
As Mulvey notes, the female figure, at the behest of the male gaze, is a ‘bearer
of meaning, not a maker of meaning.’34 Similarly, in this context, Michael is the
‘bearer of meaning’ for Rory. Michael is the corporeal embodiment of a fate that Rory
has avoided. Therefore, Rory’s gaze is pleasurable insofar as it gives the disabled
character a sense of being in a position of superior knowledge (about the outside
world and experiences in that world), and relief in that he has avoided the
institutionalisation that appears to have affected Michael. Furthermore, as Mulvey
notes, a woman uses her child as a ‘signifier for her own desire’, similarly Rory uses
Michael as a signifier for his yearning to live independently. 35 Indeed, he goes further
and actually exploits Michael to gain independence. Michael has all the opportunities
(access to financial assistance, peer acknowledgement and approval from the nondisabled superiors) denied to Rory and so Rory sees in Michael the prospect for
advancement, a hope to realise his desire for freedom. Additionally, as a woman must
either give way to the ‘Law’ or ‘struggle to keep her child in the half-light of the
imaginary’ thus Rory must also do so.36 He projects onto Michael his sense of
rebellion and his influence on Michael is apparent from the beginning. Rory entices
Michael into acts of defiance against the hegemony of the non-disabled normate
characters. For example, the scene where the residents from Carrickmore are
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collecting money on the streets of Dublin (this in itself a site of staring) 37 offers us an
example of how Rory attempts, and fails, to mentor Michael in the ‘imaginary’. Rory
persuades Michael to leave the group and follow him to a bar in order to show
Michael ‘some real romance’ after Michael informs Rory that he is still a virgin.
The scene enfolds as both characters enter the bar. Rory sees two young
women sitting together at a table; “over there. Keep your mouth shut [to Michael], I’ll
do the talking”, he declares as both characters look towards the females. Rory and
Michael are briefly the source of the male gaze of desire. However, the male gaze
becomes inverted when both disabled characters approach the two women. The two
young females initially stare at the disabled characters, indeed the occurrence of ‘the
visibly disabled body intrudes on our routine visual landscape and compels our
attention.’38 Michael and Rory are unusual revellers in the social environment of the
public house; their place is outside on the sidewalk, humbly collecting donations in
exchange for charity badges. Moreover, this reading is further reinforced when one of
the women (Rachel Hanna) states dismissively “I’ve got a badge already.” The stare
of the women has changed from that of curiosity to one of perceived knowledge
gathering. The disabled character becomes a site of charity, of pity in order to diffuse
a difficult exchange between non-disabled sexuality and outward disabled asexuality.
The women’s ocular activity shifts from that of the curious stare to that of the
dominant gaze. We can see evidence of this dominance of the non-disabled beholder
when Michael speaks to Rory. Michael’s incomprehensible speech and unusual facial
gestures elicit a visual exchange between the two female characters, an exchange of
uncertainty about the possibility of having to interact with an individual with an
‘unacceptable’ impairment.
Furthermore, Rory’s charming demeanour is in contrast to that of Michael’s
wide-eyed wonder at the prospect of spending an evening with the opposite sex. The
framing of Michael’s impairment in his exchange with Rory implies the film is again
using disability as a prosthetic device of characterisation. Michael’s verbal
impairment cements his difference from that of others (including Rory) and elicits a
sense of uncertainty in the two female, non-disabled characters in the scene. However,
Rory entices the two young women with promises of free alcohol, using the money
Garland-Thomson writes ‘because we both crave and dread unpredictable sights, staring encounters are fraught with anxious
contradictions.’ (Garland-Thomson, Staring: How We Look, 19). The street collection scene is one that draws the eye to the
‘unorthodoxy’ of the disabled body. Yet, the purpose for the disabled body in the public sphere; collecting charitable donations,
relieves any sort of crisis, and allows the normate to stare without censure. The starees have placed themselves, or have been
placed, in a position that is inevitably going to invite an ocular meaning-making enterprise by a starer.
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the two disabled characters have collected for charitable activities, in exchange for the
women’s help lifting the glasses to the impaired characters’ mouths. This relationship
will continue, not as one of equals, but until the dominant non-disabled character
decides to end it. The short-lived association between non-disabled and disabled
characters is brought to a conclusion when the boundaries that exist between them are
crossed. Rory’s unabashed sexual innuendo meets with the disapproval of one of the
females and she thanks both men for the drinks, but insists she and her friend must
depart. The nexus of this scene occurs when Rory garners a passionate kiss from one
of the women, while Michael waits in eager anticipation, and receives a quick peck on
the cheek. This action further suggests a certain level of acceptable impairment.
As Siebers notes ‘many representations of people with disabilities […] use
narrative structures that masquerade disability to benefit the able-bodied public [and
these representations frequently] display voyeuristically the physical or mental
disabilities of their heroes, often exaggerating it’. 39 Michael’s speech impediment is
robustly presented during the first two thirds of the film. We are left in little doubt that
his impairment is one that situates the character as physically deficient. Moreover, it
also bestows upon him an element of innocence, as we have already discussed in the
previous examples. Rory has introduced Michael to a new world – this world is the
arena of the non-disabled normate. This is a world of independence, free will, and
freedom of choice. However, the social space of the pub is exclusive to the normate
non-disabled characters. Not only is the ocular peculiarity represented by the two
wheelchair users noticed but it also meets with resistance – disability cannot be
allowed to exist in this space without the inclusion of a non-disabled dominant
character to monitor and guide it.
For instance, Rory’s belligerent behaviour towards an aggressive customer in
the pub highlights the disabled character’s disruptive presence in the text. This
altercation also breaks the illusion that Rory can exist independently without the
assistance (and in this case) intervention of a non-disabled ‘rescuer’ - Siobhán. Only
when she intervenes does Rory escape from a violent altercation which he himself
somewhat provoked. Additionally, with the entry of Siobhán into the film, it relieves
the position of dominance that Rory has over Michael and transfers it to her. This
transfer of dominance must happen for Rory has failed to ‘raise’ Michael in the

39

Siebers, Disability Theory, 111.

65

66
‘imaginary’.40 He has been unsuccessful in showing Michael that they can exist as
disabled characters in a non-disabled society without the facilitation of others.
Moreover, this reading of the film becomes more compelling when we consider that
the independent decisions Rory makes often result in negative consequences for his
future.
Rory is denied funding for independent living, as the board of assessors have
been informed of a ‘misappropriation of funds’, referring to the charity money that
Rory used to purchase alcohol. Rory reacts to this decision in a similar fashion as he
did to other decisions that went against his wishes – he becomes aggressive, bitter,
and rude. Rory appears to be unwilling to accept the consequences of his decisions.
This characterisation of Rory as a negative role model for the impressionable Michael
resonates when Siobhán arrives in the storyline. Rory’s dominance over Michael is
eroded by her presence and the trajectory of the character of Rory implies that he is
unable or, perhaps, unwilling to ‘give way to the ‘Law’. 41 In this context, the ‘Law’ is
not that of male hegemony, but rather it is submission to the dominant ideology of the
non-disabled ideal. Rory fails to realise that, although he wishes freedom of choice
and independence, this cannot be achieved without the approval of the non-disabled
hierarchical element. Siobhán brings to the narrative the ‘maturity’ that it lacks, her
mentoring of Michael is in contrast to the conflictive nature of her relationship with
Rory. Yet, it is her superior moral positioning which implies that she is a more
relatable human character than either Rory or, initially, Michael. Mitchell and Snyder
write that ‘the materiality of metaphor via disabled bodies gives all bodies a tangible
essence in that the “healthy” corporeal surface fails to achieve its symbolic effect
without its disabled counterpart.’42

3.3 The Superiority of the Non-disabled Normate
Several scenes in the film suggest this ‘tangible essence’ of the ‘healthy’ body.
One example is the scene where Siobhán selflessly helps Rory to undress and
transfers his unresponsive body to his bed. Prior to this scene, Rory has yet again
acted in an aggressive and disruptive fashion. He returns home at midnight from the
custody of the local Garda (Irish police) barracks after his insistence that he be
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arrested for travelling in a stolen car. Michael and Siobhán wait anxiously in the
kitchen of Michael’s flat, unaware of Rory’s whereabouts since he left the barracks.
After Rory enters the apartment, he and Siobhán begin to argue. She informs him that
he can continue to insult both her and Michael or she “can get him ready for bed”.
This stark choice further incenses Rory. When Michael informs him that his actions
are irresponsible it antagonises him even more. Rory angrily lashes out at Michael
verbally. Siobhán gathers her coat and bag and quickly leaves the apartment – Rory
has made his decision and he must live with the consequences. He moves sullenly to
his bedroom and faces the wall he is unable to undress, transfer to his bed, or
accomplish any of his specific nightly routine tasks. He refuses Michael’s offer of
help: “I don’t want your help. I don’t want anyone’s help,” he says. Siobhán enters
out of shot and quietly walks to Rory’s room and closes the door. She lays her coat on
the bed slowly, methodically, and gently removes his shoes. She transfers him on a
hoist to his bed and smoothes out the creases on his duvet then places a remote control
(used to activate the lights, music system etc…) under his right hand. Finally, she
exits the room without looking in his direction or speaking.
The bedroom scene begins with no dialogue however, with great subtlety
Siobhán is represented as noble and morally superior. As she enters Rory’s room, she
stares at him (he cannot see this as he is facing away from her (Figure 5, the next
page). The stare, possibly, is one of dominance that enforces ‘social hierarchies’. 43
Siobhán’s looking is an act of ‘othering’. 44 Rory, as the impaired protagonist, has
again failed to act within the social and cultural parameters enforced by the nondisabled authority. Disabled lives may be lived independently, but only at the behest
and approval of an authoritative figure. For the briefest moment, Siobhán’s stare of
dominance endures until she composes herself; she blinks and casts her eyes
downward. The blink is the end of her stare of dominance and she resigns herself to
the task. She cloaks her emotions, censuring Rory for his behaviour with her silence
and lack of eye contact. In this regard, the normative body is willing to facilitate the
impaired body, but this facilitation does not have to contain acknowledgement. The
visual cues utilised in this scene imply the recognisability of Siobhán for the viewer
and, by default, the further distancing of the disabled character as the Other.
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Figure 5, ‘Not On Our Side’.
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Figure 6, ‘Not On Our Side’.

68

69
The camera focuses on Rory’s atrophied body as Siobhán lowers him onto the bed in
the hoist. His hands are seized up; his legs are together and immobile. We stare in
order to know – and when the disabled body is the focus of our ocular attention, ‘then
we demand a narrative that puts our just-disrupted world back in order.’45 The
narrative here posits Rory’s impaired body as something that explains Siobhán’s
altruism to the viewer. It is becoming apparent why she has returned to the flat to help
him, for he is wholly unable to do so himself. Moreover, when the impetus of this
micro ‘narrative’ is discerned, the largely non-disabled stare of the viewer may return
to one of the dominant gaze. In the images above we see Siobhán’s anger (Figure 5)
replaced by a sense of duty and philanthropy (Figure 6). However, Rory’s punishment
is implied by his lack of recognition from Siobhán’s authoritarian position as normate.
The non-disabled hegemony bestows a veneer of independence upon the disabled
characters and it can take it away whenever it chooses. However, by returning the
illusion of independence to the disabled character, the non-disabled characters are not
only illustrating the power they wield, but also their moral pre-eminence. Siobhán has
chosen to set aside her anger and resentment towards Rory as she must in order for
her to fulfil her character’s obligation in the role as a catalyst for change and, by doing
so, demonstrates that she, as the non-disabled ‘rescuer’, is also an exemplifier of
selfless acts. Again, to return to Mitchell and Snyder, this is the non-disabled ‘tangible
essence’ and it is only observable when measured against the dubious characterisation
of a disruptive disabled character such as Rory. As Davis has observed, ‘the visual
arts have done a significant job of centralizing normalcy and of marginalizing
different bodies.’46
As we have discussed, Inside I’m Dancing uses suggestive visual cues to
centralise the ‘normalcy’ of the non-disabled characters and the physical deficiency of
the disabled protagonists. Furthermore, this representation of the experience of
physical disability brings with it suggestive elements about the psychological and
emotional superiority of the non-disabled characters over their disabled counterparts
that may entice the viewer to dabble in the cinematic physiognomy of disability.
Moreover, the unruliness of the impaired character’s physical difference denotes ‘a
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corresponding misalignment of subjectivity itself.’ 47 The framing of Siobhán’s
healthy non-disabledness, as already discussed, in contrast to the unhealthy
representation of the disabled figures of Rory and Michael. However, this ‘unhealthy’
imagery is not confined to the actual physicality of the impaired characters, but also
may offer a commentary on the unwholesome emotional and psychological
temperament of disabled protagonists. The characterisation of Rory and Michael
depends upon both individuals being the ‘other’ within the text. In addition, while the
disabled characters are more than capable of dealing with any significant logistical
barriers, the evidence suggests that without the guidance of the socially mature and
emotionally ‘healthy’ non-disabled character the ‘real world’ becomes one fraught
with danger and exclusion. At the peak of the film’s story arc, we can see evidence of
how the dichotomy of non-disabled ‘maturity’ versus disabled ‘immaturity’ is
represented and the possible implications it has for the film’s narrative and character
trajectory. This is illustrated by the disabled character’s undesirable actions, and
reactions, to situations, which solidifies the narrative’s treatment of disability and the
destiny of the characters. Michael and Rory cannot continue to exist within the
narrative unless they adjust their expectations and recalibrate their attitudes. We see
this paradigm in the scene where the two disabled characters accompany Siobhán to a
social gathering that is a noteworthy turning point in the narrative.
Michael’s juvenile infatuation with Siobhán comes to an abrupt end when he
attempts to express his feelings for her at the fancy dress party hosted by Siobhán’s
ex-boyfriend Declan (Adam Fergus). Up until this point, the dramatic action has
focussed predominately on the relationships between the three main characters of
Michael, Rory, and Siobhán. Declan enters the storyline at a crucial stage – he is the
possible solution to the crisis that is beginning to erupt within the narrative. During
the party scene, for example, Declan, the atypical alpha male, brings a presence of
potential violence and dominance. Declan’s position of authority is significantly more
pronounced than the previous displays of dominance we have discussed but it is the
nuanced way in which this authority is structured, as well as the scorn that Michael
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attracts, that could make this type of presence justifiable and permissible to the
viewer.
As Declan and Siobhán dance close together, Michael gazes at them from the
edge of the room. His wide-eyed expression is a complicated mixture of jealousy,
uncertainty, and desire. Michael approaches the couple and requests a dance with his
female Personal Assistant. Declan, slightly surprised, affords the wheelchair user the
opportunity and he retires to one side of the room. He observes Michael looking
adoringly into Siobhán’s eyes. Declan watches intensely as Michael edges ever closer
to Siobhán, Michael’s arms tightening around her waist. Declan, in this instance,
begins to stare at Michael and Siobhán and in the context of the social gathering this
is admissible. 48 Many of the other partygoers are also looking towards the revellers
that move slowly on the dance floor. However, Declan’s stare exposes his discontent
at Siobhán and Michael’s activity. As we can see in Figure 7 on the next page, his
eyes narrow and focus upon the duo and when he is asked by a friend “who is yer
man?” Declan replies “she looks after him” presumably referencing Siobhán in a
custodial position over Michael. Declan’s staring is ‘a manifestation of dominance
[that] veils aggression with a restraint enabled by the hierarchy the staring enacts.’ 49
He does not stare at Michael to gather knowledge about the disabled young man.
Rather, his staring is a hostile act that belies Declan’s previous exterior of amicability,
and exposes his covetous nature. Declan counteracts the exposition of his jealousy by
affirming to his friend “she looks after him”; therefore Michael cannot be a romantic
rival for Siobhán’s affections. After all, the possible semantic connotations assigned
to her role as carer for Michael insists upon her abrogation from any romantic
feelings for her ward.
Declan’s dominant, aggressive stare sits uncomfortably within the short space
in which it exists. If there is no threat then why does he feel threatened? Michael
supplies the answer. As he and Siobhán dance, he further tightens his arms around her
and attempts to draw her close. She is uncomfortable at this unwanted attention and as
he embraces her more violently, she begins to cry and asks him to stop. This attracts
the attention of some of the individuals at the party. Declan quickly intervenes and
physically detaches Siobhán from Michael’s unyielding embrace. Siobhán and Declan
begin to dance while Michael sits in his wheelchair, eyes downcast at the rejection
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from Siobhán and the disapproving looks from others. Declan turns to Michael as he
moves slowly around the dance floor with Siobhán and glares at the dejected Michael
(Figure 8, next page). Michael’s unruly behaviour, not only towards Siobhán but also
within the narrative itself, is now in need of treatment. Michael has demonstrated his
inability to exert proper social and cultural etiquette and he must either give in to the
ideology lain down by the hegemony of the non-disabled or be removed from the
narrative altogether. Furthermore, Michael’s inappropriate actions justified Declan’s
implied hostility towards him. ‘Self-regulation’ by the disabled protagonist has failed
and they must be returned to a position of subordination until they can behave in an
acceptable manner.

Image removed for copyright reasons

Figure 7, ‘Florence Nightingale’.
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Figure 8, ‘Florence Nightingale’

Rory watches the disastrous scene unfold from his position beside an internal
doorway. The rebellious nature of Rory has had a ruinous effect upon Michael and
now Michael must turn away from Rory if he is to incorporate himself into the
narrative’s conclusion. Michael has been subjugated and, as we shall see, adjusts
wholly to an acceptable form of existence. Rory’s trajectory now is uncertain.
Furthermore, Rory poses a more complicated issue to resolve than that of the
malleable persona of Michael. During the scene that is set a few days after the party,
Rory’s influential sway over Michael is finally broken and the fate of the two
characters is sealed. The illusion of choice is presented to both characters but their
future survival within the narrative has already been consolidated. Michael’s
positioning as a childlike figure, in terms of characterisation and framing, is further
enforced when the shot cuts from the party scene to the interior of his bedroom.
At the beginning of this scene, the camera pans from his wheelchair, to the
costume he wore to the party (a white United States Navy formal Dress Uniform), to a
shot of Michael propped up on a couple of pillows in his bed. The camera lingers here
for some time emphasising Michael’s excessively expressive face in apparent
bewilderment. Siobhán goes about her work in Rory’s room settling him down for the
night. Tellingly, she is still dressed in her costume as a nurse while the two young
men have changed from their costumes into their nightwear. Rory lies in his bed
gazing up at Siobhán who is standing above him as she places his remote control
under his hand.
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Positioning Siobhán above Rory, her attire of a nurse’s costume and the
uneasily silent Rory combine to give the impression that Rory is aware of Siobhán’s
authoritative presence and he looks at her with an expression of disbelief and,
possibly, fear. Rory’s independence is dependent on Michael. Michael has secured
funding for the provision of a Personal Assistant as well as having the financial
support of his father for the apartment the two men share. Rory’s continued staring at
the female Personal Assistant may bring about a revelation that he has been dreading
– if Siobhán leaves then Michael will return to Carrickmore and, by default, so does
he – ‘the eye leads and the mind follows.’50 Siobhán has eroded Rory’s tenuous
influence over Michael since her inclusion in the diegesis. Rory’s dominant position
over Michael has lessened as Michael has become slowly besotted with Siobhán.
There are suggestions throughout the film that Rory is also attracted to Siobhán. In
order to further his initial positioning as superior to Michael, however, he does not
place himself in the role of romantic rival for Siobhán’s affection. Perhaps his
motivation for such altruism towards Michael has roots in Rory’s affection for his
friend and by taking up a position of maturity (he ‘lets’ Michael continue with his
infatuation) cements his perceived superior social position. What is more probable
and convincing, however, is Rory’s realisation, early in the text, that Siobhán is
forever out of the reach of both young men due to her status as normate.
Michael, on the other hand, is still living temporarily in the ‘imaginary’ and
cannot assume the mantle of mature etiquette when faced with Siobhán’s rejection at
the costume party. Michael attempts to make Siobhán aware of his feelings; “Siobhán,
I love you”, ‘”I’m sorry Michael, but…” Siobhán replies, turning to walk away from
him. Michael pleads (Rory acting as interpreter) “Do you have any feelings for me at
all?” Siobhán turns to face Michael and gently tells him “Michael I’m paid to do what
I do for you. That’s my job. That isn’t love and what you feel for me isn’t love either.
Its gratitude. I like working for you, but it is just a job. There’s nothing going on here
Michael – understand. There isn’t anything else going on.”51 The dialogue in this
scene finally obliterates any prior suggestions that a romantic relationship could have
been possible between the normate figure and the disabled protagonist. What is more,
as in many of the scenes of the film, the mise-en-scène is composed in such a
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suggestive fashion as to give added meaning-making to the potential motivations of
the characters’ roles in the narrative.
The bedrooms of both disabled protagonists contain props and visual cues to
reiterate their impairment and therefore their difference from that of Siobhán. In
Rory’s room, we see the electronic hoist in the background and several boxes of
medication upon a bedside locker and in Michael’s bedroom, his wheelchair, and the
controller for his adjustable bed. All these suggestive props may suggest to the viewer
that these characters are again different from others, specifically non-disabled
characters, within the text. They are physically, and as we have seen, emotionally
deficient and, therefore, require treatment. To restate Siebers’s observation, the
inclusion of these disability aids in cinema further illustrates ‘voyeuristically the
physical or mental disabilities of their heroes, often exaggerating it.’ 52 Moreover,
Siobhan’s vertical standing pose elevates her in terms of non-verbal communication;
this is in contrast to that of the horizontally positioned impaired characters. She
speaks to them from a height, speaking to Michael in a detached, but gentle, tone. Her
role is of educator and supervisor. In addition, Siobhán’s attire promotes her function
as that of carer and facilitator of needs. She still wears the nurse’s costume from the
party and this is in contrast to the disabled protagonists who are wearing pyjamas. She
has left behind any resemblance to the impaired characters, her vocal tone, her attire
and her pose all combining to suggest that Siobhán is there in a professional capacity
only, thus justifying her rebuttal of Michael. Nonetheless, the emotional heartstrings
still need to be played and the accompanying non-diegetic soundtrack conveys the
sentimentality of the melodramatic action.
The original score, arranged by composer David Julyan, has numerous
purposes within the film. Levinson notes that film music has several functions within
a narrative including ‘the indicating or revealing of something about a character’s
psychological condition, including emotional states’.53 The slow piano-centred
soundtrack in the scene accentuates Michael’s emotional turmoil at Siobhán’s
rejection and, simultaneously, it functions to emphasise Siobhán’s tender, but firm
address to him about the true nature of his feelings. Levinson also comments that
music may function as an indicator of a character’s intense sense of loss and to
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emphasise any drama that is evident on the screen. 54 The original soundtrack operates
in both these ways in Inside I’m Dancing; it suggests, when combined with the
aforementioned composition of the mise-en-scène, that Michael has learnt a powerful
lesson. His tutelage under Rory has proved disastrous and his ‘love’ for the normate
figure of Siobhán is false. It is, instead, gratitude. She has brought him into the ‘real
world’, one in which certain rules must be followed if one is to inhabit it successfully.
Rory’s unacceptable attitude, and indeed physical presence, is no longer of value to
Michael and the path open to him is one laid down by the non-disabled hegemony –
he must accept his fate or leave the narrative. Siobhán’s superior position in the text is
further galvanized when the film reaches its tension filled dramatic peak.
3.4 “Do you know what your disability is? You’re an arsehole.”

Following this scene, the camera cuts to a shot of the kitchen of the apartment. It
is late evening, presumably some time after the melodramatic action of the previous
scene. An expression of unhappiness is apparent upon the faces of the three main
characters as they sit around the dining table. Siobhán is positioned to the left of Rory
and Michael sits on the right of his disabled friend. Michael faces away from Siobhán
as she raises a spoon to feed Rory. Two mugs sit on the table with blue plastic
drinking straws in them. The doorbell rings and Siobhán leaves her duties to answer
it; we hear her out of shot talking to somebody. When she returns, accompanied by a
man, she informs both disabled characters “This is Peter. He’s a qualified PA. He’ll
be looking after you until you find someone else.” Rory smirks sarcastically towards
her and replies: “Really? Well, he won’t do. Michael likes them with bigger tits.”
Siobhán glances disdainfully at Rory and directs her next piece of dialogue towards
Michael. Rory’s sexist and misogynistic comment is uncalled for; he is again
becoming belligerent and aggressive in the face of authority. Siobhán’s redirection
away from him and towards Michael is significant. She, and more importantly, the
storyline, has consolidated the future of each disabled character. Siobhán speaks
directly to Michael and ignores the obnoxious Rory. Michael’s fate is still open – he
is, as we have seen, a character who is malleable and impressionable. He may still
‘adjust’ to the expectations of the narrative if he is willing to submit to Siobhán’s rule.
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Siobhán informs Michael that she has decided to resign her position as Personal
Assistant, much to Michael’s dismay. Rory attempts to take a defensive position
against Siobhán when he declares “Don’t beg Michael, it’s undignified. Michael,
parakeets don’t mate with armadillos, that’s the end of it!” Siobhán, hearing Rory’s
remark, responds, “That’s a filthy bloody thing to tell him!” ‘Is it? It’s the truth!”
Rory retorts. Angered by Rory’s dialogue Siobhán drops any semblance of sensitivity
and calmness and tells him: “Oh it’s the truth you want is it? Ok – here’s some. If you
want to be equal then you have to show people the same respect that you demand of
them. In the real world, if you insult some guy in a pub you expect to get hammered.
If you come home in the middle of the night, you don’t expect to find the help to be
waiting in and [directed at Michael] if a woman says no then you accept that maybe
you’re not the right man for her. You don’t assume you have an automatic right to
love just because you’re in a wheelchair.”
Michael and Rory sit stunned at Siobhan’s tirade of ‘truths’ and eventually Rory
tells her to leave. Before she departs, she tells him ‘Do you know what your disability
is? You’re an arsehole.’ Siobhán’s temperament has changed significantly from her
tender, but firm stance in the previous scene. Her tone is harsh and authoritative, her
dialogue spits from her mouth in a rush of frustration and anger. Now is the time for
Siobhán to exert her maturity and her position of emotional superiority; indeed the
narrative requires her to do so.
As Longmore has noted:

At first the nondisabled characters, feeling sorry for them [the disabled
characters] coddle them, but eventually they realise they must “get tough”.
The stories climax in a confrontation scene in which a nondisabled character
gives the disabled individual an emotional “slap in the face” and tells him or
her to stop feeling sorry for themselves. Accepting the rebuke, the characters
quit complaining and become well-adjusted adults.55
Siobhán must provide the ‘emotional slap in the face’ to Michael for she knows he
will ‘accept the rebuke’. Furthermore, her position of power in the greater narrative is
reinforced when she chooses to leave. She alone understands the damage caused by
Michael’s declaration of love and Rory’s disregard for responsibility. By identifying
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with the character of Siobhán, the viewer may see that the disruption brought to the
storyline is wholly at the hands of the disabled protagonists. Rory’s unwillingness to
conform and Michael’s arrested maturity suggest that the only option for them is
either to leave the narrative or give in to it. To return to Mitchell and Snyder’s
observation, the scholars have noted that ‘disability cannot be accommodated within
the ranks of the norm(als), […] disability is either left behind or punished for its lack
of conformity.’56 Michael ‘leaves behind’ his disability and subordinates himself
totally to the ruling ideology that places the restrictions on the position he must take
within the plot. He begins to converse happily with Peter after Siobhán’s departure
and he is shown adjusting to his new life of independent living.
Equally, Rory’s fate has been sealed since the beginning of the film. His
declaration during his first day at Carrickmore that he has Duchene Muscular
Dystrophy is functional as a biological ‘plant and pay off’. Nonetheless one may pose
the question, how many viewers would be aware that this specific neurological
disorder has a general life expectancy of 25 years?57 In fact, by giving the character a
fatal impairment the filmmakers accelerate the character’s removal from the narrative.
Moreover, unlike Michael, Rory is afforded no semblance of an opportunity to
‘adjust’. His accommodation into the film has continued to prove troublesome and his
unrelenting wish to exert his free will is unacceptable. The persistence of the
character’s refusal of subordination must be ‘punished’ by removal from the
storyline. Moreover, it is only when Rory finally passes away from pulmonary failure
that the characterisation of Michael reaches its full potential and Michael is fully
integrated into the text.
As Rory lies in the hospital nearing the end of his life, Michael contacts
Siobhán to engage her help in reapplying for funding for his terminally ill friend from
the Independent Living Centre. Siobhán accompanies Michael to interpret for him as
he gives a passionate appeal to the panel regarding Rory’s zest for life. As already
discussed, Rory’s application for Personal Assistance funding has been denied on the
grounds of ‘insufficient responsibility.’ Michael responds to this explanation by one
of the panel members by stating: “When I first met Rory I thought he was trouble.
And I was right. He is trouble. Yet because he is seen as a rebel, you believe he hasn’t
the responsibility to live independently.” He continues, “But how do you learn to be
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responsible? You live in the world.” Michael turns slightly to face Siobhán who is
continuing to interpret for him and he says, “You make your own decisions, you
make your own mistakes”. Siobhán and Michael look into each other’s eyes
knowingly. She recognises Michael’s statement as one grounded in his subjectivity
rather than as a rhetorical challenge to the Independent Living Centre panel. Her eyes
soften as she realises that Michael has recognised his actions towards her were
‘mistakes’ and therefore he has become more responsible for identifying them as
such. Michael finally gains approval from the authoritative normate figure of Siobhán
as he has acknowledged his own subordination to the superiority of the non-disabled
ideal.
In addition to the suggestive nature of this scene, Michael’s closing statement
appears almost paradoxically humorous given the evidence that both disabled
characters exist in a narrative with only an illusion of choice and free will. He states,
“A right must exist independent of its exercise.” Michael realises that he must
continue along the course laid down for him by Siobhan not to do so would be to fall
into the realm of the unknown, yet his closing statement suggests an awareness of his
previous futile resistance under the leadership of Rory. The rights that ‘exist’ in the
filmic world of Inside I’m Dancing exist primarily in the psyche of the disabled
character as exercisable. These ‘rights’ are rhetorical and theoretical rather than ever
truly being practical. Furthermore, as we have seen, rights (and with them choices)
only can be allowed with the approval of the representatives of the non-disabled
hegemony in the form of the normate character. There is no rescission from the
dominant idioms of the non-disabled ideology; the disabled character is permitted to
believe that their independence exists without it truly ever being exercised.
Michael becomes the figurative ideal of subordination with the narrative
exposing his character as one who has learnt from his mistakes. He accepts the rebuke
of his betters and, by doing so, he settles within the storyline. Rory’s death is
disturbing; his continued violation of the non-disabled moral and social boundaries
makes his removal a prerequisite for obtaining a satisfying conclusion. As McRuer
notes: ‘compulsory able-bodiedness functions by covering over, with the appearance
of choice, a system in which there actually is no choice.’ 58 The melodramatic nature
of the film and the sentimentalised characterisation of the disabled protagonists
disguise this lack of choice and enforce ‘compulsory able-bodiedness’ through the
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subtle projection of influence by the non-disabled characters and certain visual cues.
As the synopsis on the back cover of the DVD states, the film ‘is a funny and
inspirational film about friendship and freedom that will make you laugh, cry and see
the world through different eyes.’59 Contrary to this synopsis, the evidence suggests
that there is very little in the way of ‘freedom’ and we may wonder how exactly we
are seeing ‘the world through different eyes.’ The film to some extent presents the
disabled protagonist as ‘different’. Nevertheless, this difference, as we have
discussed, is brought under control by a narrative prosthesis. It is ‘fixed’ and diluted,
and in a perturbing narrative device, in one instance, destroyed. Conversely, the
original screenplay, No Magic Pill, offers us a glimpse into a different type of
thematic plot and character trajectory. 60 Again, there are elements of a narrative
prosthesis; however, the screenplay does not resort to a ‘quick fix’ as the film has
done. Instead, a politically conscious narrative emerges that places importance on the
quest for real independence unlike the often contradictory account that is asserted by
the film.

3.5 No Magic Pill
O’Reilly’s original screenplay, No Magic Pill, recounts the journey of the
chief disabled protagonist, Michael. He is a young wheelchair-user living in St.
Joseph’s residential care home in Dublin in 1990.
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Michael desires to escape the

restrictive confines of the facility that O’Reilly outlines as having ‘the feeling of an
old institution [with] long, wide, concrete corridors [and] religious statues’. 62
Michael’s disabled companion Rory also shares his desire to escape the institution,
however, unlike Michael, Rory is initially wholly pessimistic about the enterprise.
After failing a somewhat absurd ‘housing test’ concocted by the forbidding ‘National
Disability Institute’ Michael is adjudged to be ill-equipped to live independently as he
is unable to perform certain domestic tasks. Michael undergoes an awakening of his
consciousness; he accepts the offer of a job, and a Personal Assistant, from Dennis
No Author. DVD back cover, Inside I’m Dancing (2004).
Christian O’Reilly, No Magic Pill.
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Brady. Brady had approached Mr. Flaherty, the CEO of St. Josephs, looking to recruit
participants in a European Community initiative for people with disabilities. Flaherty
rejects Brady’s request for volunteers believing that the only option for disabled
people to live independently is by overcoming their physical deficiencies.
Michael rejects Flaherty’s veiled warnings about participating in Brady’s
scheme and Michael becomes distinctly aware of the social and political exclusion
that disabled people are subject to by the non-disabled hegemonic ideology of ability.
As the narrative progresses, Michael leads a campaign to bring attention to the
inaccessibility of the public transport system in the city. Rather than solely using
impairment as an exclusionary barrier, he illustrates in a video that the inaccessibility
of the public transport system affects others in society such as the elderly or parents
with pushchairs.
Accompanying him throughout his journey of discovery is Siobhán, his
Personal Assistant. Siobhán has ambitions to pursue her artistic studies at a university
in England. However, she feels somewhat obligated to stay with Michael. Similar to
the filmic adaptation, Michael harbours a romantic attachment to Siobhán. She
responds to his sexual advances, but it ends in disappointment for the young man.
Nonetheless, this liaison between the two characters appears not to be simply an
immature infatuation on behalf of the disabled protagonist. Nor is it used as a
narrative device to indicate a turning point in the story arc where the mpm-disabled
normate character must ‘educate’ the disabled protagonists and return them to an
acceptable form of difference. Moreover, the romantic subplot is not a device of
characterisation nor is it used to illustrate the emotional instability of the impaired
character as being inferior to that of the non-disabled protagonist. Rather, as we shall
discuss, it may be read as a subtle commentary on assumptions about the disability
experience.
One of the unique aspects of No Magic Pill is the omission of non-disabled
characters that have a dominating effect on the narrative; rather, the disabled
characters become the driving force within the storyline. Admittedly, the ill-fated
romantic element between Siobhán and Michael is present in the screenplay and
Siobhán attempts to advise Michael in certain aspects of his life. Yet this complex
relationship never fully becomes a division in the narrative used to create a distinct
line between the world of the non-disabled characters and that of the disabled
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characters. Interestingly, O’Reilly uses this relationship to imply certain
contradictions in the relationship between Siobhán and Michael.
One scene that is of particular interest is one where both characters discuss
their aspirations in life in Michael’s cramped apartment. Siobhán tells of her wish to
be an artist while Michael “just wants to be like everyone else”. Siobhán responds by
telling him that he is like everyone else, he is no different from anyone else because
of his impairment and she declares that he is “just the same as I am.” 63
94. INT. SAMMY’S FLAT – LIVING ROOM – DAY.
RUTH [Siobhán]
What do you want to do?
SAMMY [Michael]
Idon’tfuckin’know [sic]
RUTH [Siobhán]
You got out of St Joseph’s, you’ve
got your own place, you’ve got a job.
Now what?
SAMMY [Michael]
Ruth, leavemealone
RUTH [Siobhán]
What is it you want that you don’t think
you’re normal enough to have?
SAMMY [Michael]
A girlfriend.
RUTH [Siobhán]
What?
SAMMY [Michael]
A girlfriend!
RUTH [Siobhán]
A girlfriend?
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She is taken aback, not quite sure what to say.
SAMMY [Michael]
Notsonormalnow, amI?
Sammy wheels himself out of the room.64
The above excerpt suggests a nuanced, almost contradictory, commentary on
societal scripts associated with the perception of disability, and indeed gendered roles
of disability. While the non-disabled character insists there is no difference between
disabled and ‘normal’ people, the limitation of this view is illustrated when the
disabled protagonist verbalises a desire that may be in contravention of societal
taboos. Michael’s desire to have ‘a girlfriend’ is not what Siobhán had expected to
hear. Her response implies a certain level of surprise. Michael has secured
accommodation, he has left behind the confines of the institution, and he is working
as the Transport Officer with the Dublin Independent Living Network. Nonetheless,
his wish to experience and engage in a sexual and emotional connection elicits a
reaction of veiled shock from the otherwise liberal Siobhán. According to Anne
Finger: ‘It is easier for us [disabled people] to talk about – and formulate strategies
for changing – discrimination in employment, education, and housing than to talk
about our exclusion from sexuality and reproduction.’ 65 Additionally, Mitchell and
Snyder note, ‘our screens tend to transmit bizarre repetitions and standard excessive
reactions to disability experience.’66
Michael’s desire to engage in a romantic relationship challenges our notions
of disabled masculinity. Shuttleworth et al have noted that ‘research on disabled
masculinity has increasingly moved beyond a static understanding of disability and
masculinity, toward a dynamic view of the articulation and interaction between the
two social structures.’67 Michael’s character drives the narrative of the screenplay and
in the scene mentioned above, we can see an example of how he expresses his
masculinity in a form that is specific to him, rather than static notions of masculinity,
in particular disabled masculinity.
One scene in the screenplay is partially illustrative of a static perspective of
disabled masculinity and their gendered position. In this scene, early in the narrative
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of the screenplay, Michael engages in a game of basketball with a team of paraplegics
that O’Reilly describes as ‘wheelchair users with full upper body
use – who move their chairs and the ball at bewildering
speed around the court.’68 Michael cannot physically compete with these
individuals, yet he is determined to try, perhaps in an attempt to integrate himself into
a wholly masculine activity such as the competitive and often aggressive world of
disabled sports such as wheelchair basketball. It is quickly apparent that the disabled
protagonist is finding the activity extremely difficult; his lack of physical coordination being at odds with the paraplegics men who all have acquired spinal
injuries and use their upper body strength and co-ordination to propel their
wheelchairs around the court. He is soon the focus of extreme anger from the less
impaired paraplegics, one of whom, Malachy, verbally attacks Michael for his lack of
physical ability:
MALACHY
You don’t belong with us, Michael. You may be in a
wheelchair but that doesn’t make you like us. Get
used to it.
Again, Shuttleworth et al writes ‘one’s decision of whether or not to participate in
disability sport, or indeed any other project that involves hegemonic masculine
practices, invariably includes an evaluation of one’s relative loss/gain in social
status.’69 Malachy’s insistence that Michael is not ‘like us’ negates Michael not only
in terms of a hierarchical structure of disability, but also excludes his attempt at an
expression of disabled masculinity. The paraplegic wheelchair users see the game as
an expression of their traditional gendered roles in society, competitive, aggressive,
physically strong and able. Michael is excluded from this activity due to his
physically inability and is therefore excludes from the players’ restrictive perception
of disabled masculinity. However, Michael’s character subverts this dismal by
expressing his masculinity in his own way – one that is not contingent upon static,
hegemonic ideas of masculinity, but rather his expression is unassuming.
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The ‘excessive reaction’ of O’Reilly’s Siobhán is certainly less than her filmic
counterpart. Nonetheless, Siobhán’s reaction in No Magic Pill undermines her
erstwhile conviction that Michael is no different from others in society and she is
taken aback by his display, albeit subtle, of masculinity. Michael’s subsequent
dialogue counters the disbelief of his female Personal Assistant. His retort of “not so
normal now, am I?” is a reverse commentary on Siobhán’s statement of equality – at
this plot level the screenplay reins in the ambitions of the non-disabled character who
seeks, presumably with philanthropic intentions, to guide the disabled protagonist. By
doing so, the dominance of the non-disabled characters is never truly allowed to be
asserted in the diegesis, or to drive the storyline as it does in the finished film.
The significance of such a diminutive piece of dialogue, as discussed above,
illustrates O’Reilly’s reluctance to fall back upon easily identifiable stereotypes.
Indeed, for that matter, it also suggests his disinclination to present the disabled
characters as the archetypes so frequently portrayed in disability films. O’Reilly’s
unwillingness to employ a non-disabled character in a position of dominance
exponentially allows the disabled characters to become integral to the story arc. This
eliminates the need for non-disabled intervention that so many narratives require in
order to ‘fix’ the problem of disability. Davis observes that the ‘disabled character is
never of importance to himself or herself.’70 Furthermore, he notes that the disabled
character ‘is placed in the narrative “for” the nondisabled characters-to help them
develop sympathy, empathy, or as a counterbalance to some issues in the life of the
“normal” character.’71 The oft-touted rhetorical suggestions of ‘adjustment’ and
‘overcoming’ that are often present in disability films somewhat abrogate any of the
complexity of the effects of impairment by whitewashing cultural, social or political
issues or ignoring them altogether. It deprives the disabled character of any
‘importance to himself or herself.’72 Later in the screenplay, we again see how the
narrative continues its social commentary and its effort to illustrate the complexities
of disability alongside the perceptions of the disability experience that may exist.
In one noteworthy scene, Siobhán visits Dennis Brady to plead with him not
to push Michael beyond the young man’s capabilities. Brady has tasked Michael with
organising a campaign for accessible public transport. Siobhán feels that the extra
workload is taking its toll upon the young man. She wants Brady to let her show
70
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Michael there is “a world outside of [disability]” and that the young man should
pursue his dreams and aspirations.73 Brady replies to Siobhán:
DENNIS
Let me tell you the difference,
Ruth, between you and Sammy
Power. If you want to get into
college, all you have to do is
apply. If he wants to get in, he
has to get himself a PA to help
him with his application. Then,
if he’s accepted, he’s got to
get himself to college, but oh
dear, none of the buses are
wheelchair accessible. If he
gets into college, what’s he
going to do when he finds that
there are steps into it, and
steps into the classrooms, and
there
are
no
wheelchair
accessible toilets? 74
This segment of dialogue, operating at an understated level of plot, again enables the
diegesis to situate the disabled protagonist in a position of situated knowledge and to
regain control of the character trajectory. Brady’s pragmatic dialogue is a strong
statement on the complexities and difficulties faced by disabled people, even within a
work of fiction such as No Magic Pill. Furthermore, it again negates the non-disabled
character’s attempt to control the narrative action.
In the film, real world issues surrounding the sheer logistics and financial
expense of disability are secondary to the melodrama that flows from them. For
instance, in the film, in order to get enough money for a flat Michael must approach
his estranged father. His father, Fergus Connelly (Gerald McSorley) is an affluent
barrister, who has rejected him because of his impairment. Rory pushes Michael into
this decision of approaching his absent father. Rory promises Fergus that if Michael
were to receive the financial backing to secure an apartment Fergus would never have
to see Michael again. Michael is shocked and distraught at Rory’s offer to Fergus.
Rory has not discussed it with Michael previously. This addition to the screenplay
frames Rory in a negative light and by default Michael is framed as a passive victim
whose opinions do not count. Moreover, it offers a comfortable solution to the issue
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of how both filmic characters are going to finance their independent living.
Conversely, in O’Reilly’s screenplay, a melodramatic action appears not to have
subsumed the plot. In the screenplay, Brady refutes Siobhán’s dogma when he tells
her pursuing one’s dreams is significantly easier for some than for others. Brady is
illustrating the challenges faced by disabled people that are rarely dealt with in
mainstream cinema. These challenges are not simply matters of character adjustment,
as in Inside I’m Dancing, but instead are logistical, social, political, and cultural
barriers that must be confronted in order for the disabled character to progress in the
narrative. O’Reilly’s social commentary counteracts any attempt by the narrative to
regress to a significant form of prosthesis. There is no ‘quick fix’ for the disabled
character, instead there is a series of challenges that must be continuously tackled.
The screenplay presents disability as a matter of social and political awareness,
themes that are missing in the finished film. No Magic Pill may be more inclined
towards a social realistic format than the melodramatic leanings of Inside I’m
Dancing.
As previously mentioned, the historical period shifts in the screenplay from
contemporary Ireland to the Ireland of 1990, a period of social and cultural
significance to the Independent Living Movement in the country. 75 A complexity of
characterisation appears in the screenplay that is sadly absent from the film.
O’Reilly’s Michael is characterised not as a subordinate individual, but rather as one
who develops a political awareness. Rory, admittedly, is suggested as a disruptive
element in the narrative; however, his presence does not have the influential sway
over Michael as in the finished film. Nor is Rory a constant transgressive persona
rectified by means of a narrative prosthetic ‘quick fix’. Interestingly, Rory’s
disruptive presence is as much a site of annoyance for the disabled characters in the
screenplay as he is for the non-disabled characters in the film. Nonetheless, Rory, in
the screenplay, is brought under the control of the plot by events that occur outside
his realm of influence. However, these events are not the assertion of dominance by
the non-disabled normate characters, but rather are examples set by the other disabled
protagonists. The main protagonists of Siobhán, Michael and Rory all appear in
O’Reilly’s screenplay, yet the somewhat farfetched dialogue of their on-screen
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characters is predominately absent in the original text. Indeed, No Magic Pill, as
previously noted, is less a sentimentalised portrayal of disability and focussed more
on the opinionated dialogue surrounding the disability experience. In the original text
Rory and Michael are younger than their on-screen personas, both being 19 years of
age and wheelchair users. Additionally, both screenplay characters have impairments
similar to those of their filmic counterparts; however, while Michael has cerebral
palsy in both text and film, O’Reilly’s Rory has a non-fatal variant of muscular
dystrophy. Thus the ‘quick fix’ of his integration into the text, evident in the film, is
not employed in the storyline of the screenplay. Both of O’Reilly’s young
protagonists are residents of St. Joseph’s Care Home and both characters display a
desire to leave the institution and exert a level of independent living. However,
Michael uses his independence as an opportunity while Rory squanders it and returns
to St. Josephs. Michael undergoes an awakening of his consciousness. He begins to
realise that independence is not something that is granted by the non-disabled
hegemony when certain criteria are adhered to, but rather that independence is a right,
not a privilege. The highly political tone of the screenplay is suggested further by the
characterisation of two other disabled protagonists who offer different perspectives on
impairment contained in the text.

3.6 Discourses on Disability
Within O’Reilly’s screenplay, an ideological discourse influences the
narrative. The characters of Dennis Brady and Mr. Flaherty, both absent from the
finished film, enact a dialogue that relies less on emotional tugs and more upon issues
of independence and freedom. Flaherty believes, initially, that the only path towards
independent living is one laid down by the dominant non-disabled hegemony.
Michael wishes to get his own apartment. First, he must undergo the ‘housing test’
operated by the ‘National Disability Institute’. This ‘housing test’ requires the
disabled individual, regardless of the physical impairment, to undertake various
domestic tasks in order to access funding for suitable housing. Flaherty encourages
Michael in his preparation for the exam, but not without a word of caution: ‘if you get
through this, your life is going to change completely. Having your own place, being
out in the real world – it’s exciting, but it’s also tough.’76 For Flaherty impairment is a
76

O’Reilly, No Magic Pill, 19.

88

89
negative condition. He has the ability to drive his own car, to propel himself in his
wheelchair and to, presumably, maintain a level of domestic independence. Yet, he
judges others against his own category of ability. However, this independence can
only be fully achieved when there is a certain level of subjective physical ability
present to accomplish it. The specific suggestions of the text insist upon the discourse
of disability moving from the individualisation of impairment to that of social and
political critique. Nonetheless, Flaherty is initially presented as a collaborative
element in the narrative, willing and subservient to maintaining the dominance of the
ideology of ability. According to Siebers this ideology: ‘stands ready to attack any
desire to know and to accept the disabled body in its current state. The more likely
response to disability is to try to erase any signs of change, to wish to return the body
magically to a past era of supposed perfection’. 77 The character of Flaherty is in
opposition to that of Dennis Brady; Flaherty distrusts the idea of a Personal Assistant,
believing ‘there is nothing like doing it for yourself.’ 78 Flaherty and Brady lock horns
in several scenes over the exact nature of disability. Brady is a character that we as
viewers rarely get the opportunity to witness in the mainstream disability film.
Brady was once a resident at St. Joseph’s Residential care home. It is unclear
as to how Brady secured financial funding for a Personal Assistant service, but what
is clear is that he has returned to St. Joseph’s with the intention of recruiting other
disabled people to take part in a temporary EC-funded initiative. O’Reilly describes
Brady as ‘a wheelchair-user with muscular dystrophy in his early 40s. His large face,
beard, and serene expression give the impression of an Irish Buddha.’ 79 In this
example, Brady is constituted as a character with spiritual and leadership status, even
if O’Reilly’s description of him is a little hyperbolic. Further adding to Brady’s
character as one that is a position of leadership is where O’Reilly illustrates that his
character’s managerial qualities go beyond the realm of the disability movement.
Brady is the coach of a local under-18 soccer team and one scene in particular
illustrates that, although he has no empirical knowledge of actually engaging in this
sport, his understanding of the strategy of the game is skilful: ability in this context is
based on skill and understanding regardless of physical capabilities. After establishing
Brady as a character in a position of guidance, O’Reilly posits Brady as a protagonist
to counterbalance the draconian idioms of Flaherty. The two characters appear in
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opposition to one another on their respective views on disability and impairment and
for the majority of the screenplay the dialogue between them is confrontational. We
can witness this combative discourse when Brady contests Flaherty’s request to end
recruiting clients at St. Joseph’s:
DENNIS
Do I have the right to get out of bed each
morning?
FLAHERTY
Of course. We all do.
DENNIS
Do I have the right to do what I want with
my life?
FLAHERTY
I’m not the one who put us in wheelchairs,
Dennis.
DENNIS
No, but you’re one of those keeping us in
them.
Flaherty leaves.80

This scene suggests a dichotomy of perspectives from either of the characters. Brady
refutes ‘the ideology of ability’ and Flaherty insists on ‘enforcing normalcy’.
Flaherty, throughout the screenplay, attempts to guide Michael away from Brady’s
ideology of independence – an independence that Flaherty believes to be false for it is
reliant on the facilitation of a Personal Assistant. He seeks to adjust Michael to
‘normal’ society, for example when he cautions Michael on the perils of living alone
or his encouragement of Michael before the housing test. Flaherty’s dialogue within
the text, overall, suggests he believes that ‘the majority of the population must or
should somehow be part of the norm.’ 81 Michael, and by default the other disabled
characters, must not fall too far outside this concept of the ‘norm’ for to do so would
restrict them from integration into society. However, to paraphrase Davis; ‘the
‘problem’ is not the person with disabilities; the ‘problem’ is the way that normalcy is
80
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constructed to create the ‘problem’ of disability.’ 82 Brady recognises that normalcy,
as constructed by the non-disabled hegemony, creates the ‘problem’ of disability.
Furthermore, he also contradicts one of the tenets of the ideology of ability that states
‘the disabled body is limited in what it can do and what it can be trained to do.’83
Brady has motivated others to independence and furnished them with the tools to
achieve it, regardless of their abilities or impairments. Likewise, the character
reaffirms the narrative’s opposition to offering easy solutions to incorporating a
disabled character into a text. For Brady and, at the end of the screenplay, the other
disabled characters, independent living is not a reward or a privilege; it is a right that
must be exercised.
The exposition of Michael’s character is perhaps the most significant of all the
disabled protagonists in the screenplay. Michael turns his focus away from Flaherty
and the enforced normalcy he advocates and towards a more nuanced understanding
of his subjective circumstances and the external factors that have an impact on his
life. The character is certainly less of a subservient, childlike figure in need of
emotional education than in the finished film and, crucially, it is the disabled
character of Dennis Brady who facilitates this change in him. While Michael does
undergo an emotional shift in the screenplay, it is never the sole focus of the narrative
as it is in Inside I’m Dancing. The character trajectory of Michael is of significance
not only to his incorporation into the text as a central element, but also his actions act
as an encouragement to the disruptive figure of Rory. Throughout the screenplay,
Rory is a disruptive presence. His character ridicules and jeopardises Michael’s goals
and aspirations. Yet he does not have the influence over Michael that he has in the
finished film. Michael, by contrast, is more confident in his desires without Rory’s
disruptive influence. There occurs a reverse narrative prosthesis in Michael and
Rory’s trajectory within the narrative, but it is never as final or as extreme as that in
Inside I’m Dancing.
Mitchell and Snyder observe that literary narratives, firstly, distinguish the
difference or ‘deviance’ of the disabled protagonist or characters from that of the
reader. Secondly, the narrative produces an explanation for this difference and the
course it may take within a story. Thirdly, the deviance is brought to the forefront of
the plot and finally, the narrative ‘rehabilitates or fixes’ the deviance. 84 The evidence
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suggests this schematic flow has occurred to both the lead disabled protagonists in the
finished film, but in the screenplay an almost contradictory form of narrative
prosthesis transpires when both Michael and Rory are ‘rehabilitated’ by the plot.
However, neither character is absorbed into the dominant ideology of the nondisabled ideal as is the case in the film. O’Reilly’s screenplay firstly identifies
Michael and Rory’s difference or deviance as a matter of them having alternative
consciousnesses. Neither character is willing to be dominated by the enforcement of
normalcy and wish to leave St. Joseph’s residential home. Secondly, it is both
characters’ hatred of the dehumanising routine at St. Joseph’s that gives rise to their
desire to leave the institution. This is initially the explanation for both protagonists
wishing to achieve independent living. However, Michael begins to perceive
independent living as a matter of self-respect and as an opportunity for selfimprovement.
One scene in particular indicates where the ‘narrative consolidates the need
for its own existence by calling for an explanation of the deviation’s origins and
formative consequences.’85 After a late night drinking session (both characters are
subsequently punished for their actions by Flaherty), the two young men shelter from
the rain under an archway. Both are seemingly intoxicated from the alcohol they
consumed. Michael urinates against a wall, having the ability to do so as he is capable
of standing for short periods. He realises that Rory is incapable of going to the
bathroom without assistance and he offers to help Rory. Rory refuses Michael’s help
and wets himself laughing loudly at his situation. However, Michael finds ‘the sight
depressing rather than funny.’86 The symbolism attached to this scene suggests that
Michael cannot continue in his current state of existence. He has failed the housing
test – that measure of normalcy that is unachievable for him and his and Rory’s feeble
attempt at rebellion has led to nothing but huddling in a damp doorway. The narrative
begins to ensure that Michael cannot regress to subordinating himself to others who
govern by their own values; Michael affirms to his friend “I’m getting out”. 87
Following Michael’s decision to leave the institution by whatever means
possible, the narrative brings to the fore his ‘deviance’. This deviance is not of the
quality that requires adjustment or control by the normate character as happens in the
finished film. Moreover, this deviance drives the storyline forward and, in doing so,
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negates the melodramatic element/strand of the Siobhán/Michael relationship to one
of several narrative threads. In the film, it is Michael’s deviance as an inferior
character, constructed as biologically, emotionally and socially deficient that takes
control of the narrative. In No Magic Pill, the disabled characters’ deviances are not
rehabilitated or erased, rather they are left to develop as facets of the disabled
characters’ personalities.
The plot reaches its climax when the funding for the Independent Living
Network’s (ILN) scheme ends and the Irish government is unwilling to fund a
continuation of the initiative. The disabled characters from the ILN take to the streets
outside the houses of the Oireachtas, the Irish government buildings, in protest at the
inaction of their elected representatives. Spurred on by the example set by the
individuals from the ILN, the residents of St. Joseph’s join the protest in an act of
solidarity. The government has rejected the group’s request. The Minister for Health
insists that they have no ‘obligation’ to fund the ILN, nonetheless the initiative will be
the “subject of review and evaluation…including an investment basis analysis.” 88
When the news is announced that the ILN’s funding request has been denied, Rory,
who had previously pleaded with Michael to assist him in committing suicide (an act
which Michael refrains from doing), unites with the other residents, amongst them
Flaherty, and joins the protest outside the Dáil. The future course of the plot looks
ambiguous at this point. However, as the screenplay continues towards its conclusion,
we see during the final scene Michael in the future with his Personal Assistant, Mark,
during his first day at university. While the actual funding of the ILN’s Personal
Assistant program is initially denied in the screenplay, the final scene of the text
suggests that the protesters perhaps have gained some concession from the
government. Even so, in the diegesis this is an open-ended issue. The last two scenes
in the screenplay function not to ‘cure’ or ‘rehabilitate’ the deviant characters or even
‘as a revaluation of an alternative mode of being’ 89, but instead suggest that a ‘rescue’
from their deviance is not an option. Additionally, it is not the disabled character that
is ‘rescued’, rather the ideology of ability that has chastised them becomes flexible,
and almost diminished. Not only has the right to independence been achieved, it is
fully exercised by the disabled protagonist.
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In conclusion, the evidence suggests that Inside I’m Dancing presents the
viewer with specific, subtle references, by means of the framing of its characters, and
by the narrative structure, that disability is a site of deficiency. This is indicated by
the disabled characters’ lack of biological ability and emotional immaturity. The
character of Rory framed as a disruptive element is integrated into the plot with his
violent removal from it altogether. His functionality as a mentor to Michael becomes
redundant with the introduction of the dominant, normate character in the guise of
Siobhán. Rory cannot continue in the narrative for he is living in the ‘imaginary’ and
his defiance of the rules of normalcy must be addressed. Michael, with his childlike
blank canvas characterisation, is quickly ‘rescued’ from the disruptive disabled
protagonist Rory by the melodramatic formula that his idealistic infatuation with
Siobhán brings into the narrative. This turn in the plot brings Michael’s subservient
character under the control of the storyline and, by default, illustrates the malleability
of his persona. In doing so Michael has refuted Rory’s guidance, for he must if he is
to continue in the storyline, and thus he gives himself fully to the narrative’s
requirement for adjustment and normalcy.
While the film purports to be an ‘inspirational film about friendship and
freedom’, the visual evidence combined with theoretical application suggests
otherwise. 90 The disabled characters in Inside I’m Dancing never achieve any tangible
freedom or independence without the approval of the non-disabled superior. This
approval can only be granted when the disabled character exhibits a willingness to be
controlled, and, as Mulvey states, give ‘into the law.’ 91 The independence that
Michael as chief protagonist in the film receives is a privilege bestowed upon the
character for his adjustment and a reward for his willing acceptance of a ‘cure’ for his
deficiency. However, this reward of independence is abstract. There is never an
assertion of it, and it becomes an empty gesture with no real worth besides the
existence of it as an instrument of pacification. Repeatedly the disabled characters in
the film are lacking in value, whether biological or moral, and it is only by means of
the non-disabled rescuer that the ‘deviant’ character can hope to survive. If they are
unable to be ‘rescued’, or offer resistance, then they must be removed from the text
altogether.
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By contrast, No Magic Pill refutes the framing of its characters as morally or
physically deficient and instead offers a social commentary on issues that had, and
continue to have, a serious impact on the lives of disabled people. The adapted film,
Inside I’m Dancing, shies away from a meaningful discourse about disability. Instead,
the film offers the viewer a prosthetic disability narrative reliant on melodramatic
structures. The paradigm suggested by O’Reilly’s screenplay counters the authority of
the non-disabled hegemony unlike that which occurs in Inside I’m Dancing. In the
screenplay, Michael is a less passive character than his filmic persona. His
subservience is absent and the character is less malleable than his screen rendition.
Michael still comes under the influence of others in the text of No Magic Pill, but
significantly, it is the disabled character of Brady that offers the young man a path to
freedom. However, this offer is not contingent upon Michael’s assimilation into the
ideology of ability. Instead, his independence is contingent on his rejection of such
ideals. The non-disabled characters, while attempting to control the narrative, never
fully reach an exertion of their dominance. Consequently, the politically charged
discourses of the disabled protagonists achieve a measurable level of importance
within the story, therefore negating the melodramatic elements that threaten to
consume the storyline and character trajectory. The screenplay of No Magic Pill may
not give us the significant visual cues that are contained in Inside I’m Dancing yet it
still offers much more substance in terms of a discourse on physical disability. The
paradigms suggested in O’Reilly’s text are, however, absent from that of the finished
film, and with its absence one feels an opportunity to present an alternative narrative
to the formulaic disability melodrama, an alternative that has been rejected.
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Chapter Four: “Fear is a powerful weapon”: Love, Death and
Disability in The Sea Inside
As was outlined in the previous chapter, film often uses a narrative prosthesis in its
representation of disabled characters and their fate. This narrative prosthesis is
primarily concerned with its wish to ‘fix or resolve […] a deviance marked as
improper to a social context.’1 Furthermore, in doing so it suggests that ‘disabled
people’s options are inevitably tethered to the options that history offers.’ 2 In the
Spanish film The Sea Inside (2004) these options are limited. The narrative represents
disability as a wholly undesirable predicament and the only viable ‘fixing’ of it is
death. In this chapter we shall discuss how exactly the text achieves these by use of
visual cues, character trajectory and subtext laden with the use of emotive dialogue. It
is not this thesis’ intention or purpose to cast judgement on the current social debate
surrounding euthanasia. (This ethical discourse is best left to more specialised
scholars). Nor is it this thesis' intention to judge the motives of the real life Ramón
Sampedro, the figure the film is based on, and his decision to commit assisted suicide.
Rather the thesis hopes to demonstrate that the evidence suggested by the text posits
impairment, and its effects, as a condition less than that of the non-disabled ideal and,
by default, further reinforces cinema’s current obsession with the elusive ideology of
ability and normalcy as being the preferred state of existence.
The real Ramón Sampedro was born near the village of Xuno in the area of
Porto do Son in the Galician Atlantic region of Spain on the 5 th of January, 1943. He
began his professional career, similar to many of his Galician peers, as a sailor.
Sampedro worked as a ship’s mechanic in the merchant navy for several years until
the time of his diving accident in 1968. Over the next 29 years Sampedro immersed
himself in literature; he was a voracious reader craving knowledge from his bed.
According to Rod Usher, Ramón‘s ‘brain worked better than most people’s and his
wit was as quick as his smile was warm… [his] mind had become as fit as his body
was flaccid. He read Swift, Wilde and Flaubert, and he talked. You could ring him
direct via a mouth-operated device he designed to answer the phone.’3 Sampedro was
cared for by his sister-in-law Manuela and lived with her, his brother José, who was a
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farmer, and his nephews and nieces. The Sampedro family was not wealthy. They
lived on a small income from José’s farming and Ramón’s disability pension. The war
of attrition Ramón waged with the judicial systems, at national and European level,
was made possible by the pro bono efforts of his legal team led by Jorge Arroyo.
Sampedro sought legal protection for whoever assisted him with voluntary euthanasia
and he battled for five years with each legal hearing resulting in the decision to refuse
Sampedro’s request. Sampedro’s legal battle attracted national attention in Spain
during the mid-1990s and his case was the source of much debate within Spanish
society. On the 12th of January 1998 Ramón Sampedro took his own life by drinking a
solution of potassium cyanide. 4 After his death the Spanish police arrested Ramona
Maneiro Castro, ‘who was a friend and bedside attendant of his. But she was released
less than two days later and has not been charged.’5 Over three thousand people,
friends and supporters of Sampedro, signed a petition declaring that each was
responsible for assisting in Sampedro’s suicide. The petition was lodged with the
Spanish authorities as the debate raged around the issue of Sampedro’s suicide and the
euthanasia issue itself.
Directly before he took his life Sampedro made a video-taped last will and
testament that he wished to be shown to governmental, judicial and religious
officials. 6 In Sampedro’s will he states: ‘After watching the images you have just
seen, of a person taking care of an atrophied and deformed body - mine - I ask you:
what does dignity mean to you? Whatever your consciences' answer is, for me, this is
not dignity. This is not living with dignity!’ 7 For Sampedro, it was an issue of
freedom. He saw his body as his property and therefore his wish to die was a wish to
cease living and an affirmation of his liberty; ‘I, along with some judges and the
majority of people who love life and freedom, think that living is a right, not an
obligation.’8 On As Furnas beach near his home in Xuno, Galicia, there is a small
round stone plaque with a carving of an eight-pointed nautical compass secured to a
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rocky outcrop. The plaque is inscribed with the words ‘Ramón Sampedro. Defender
of life and death with dignity (Defensor da vida e a morto dignas).’
The screenplay for the film The Sea Inside was written by the director of the
film, Alejandro Amenábar, and screenwriter Mateo Gil. Both had worked together
previously on three successful projects. Their first feature film together was the horror
film Tesis (Thesis, 1996) which was then followed by the highly acclaimed Abre los
Ojos (Open your Eyes, 1997).9 Both of these films swept the board at the Hispanic
Goya awards in 1997 (Tesis) and 1999 (Abre los Ojos) respectively.
The Sea Inside was shot in and around the real locations of Ramón
Sampedro’s life, with the bulk of the exterior scenes shot in the coastal Galician
regions. There was discussion among the production team about filming the project in
an ‘Anglo Saxon’ country so as not to offend or emotionally upset any of Sampedro’s
family or supporters.10 However, as the film was a Spanish/Galician production it was
felt more apt to shoot the project in his home country. 11 Javier Bardem was
recommended for the lead role of Ramón Sampedro by producer Fernando Bovaira
and Amenábar was very amenable to the suggestion. Both individuals felt that
Bardem had a certain ‘charm’ that was needed to convey Sampedro’s character
properly. Bardem has indicated that after reading the script given to him by Bovaira
and Amenábar he felt: ‘very, very scared…the character requires a great deal of
preparation: physically and obviously emotionally.’12 The film was released in 2004
to national and international success and it received the Academy Award for Best
Foreign Language film at the 2005 Oscar ceremony.
The narrative of the film charts the last few months of Ramón’s life with a
lawyer Julia (Belén Rueda), Manuela (Mabel Rivera) his sister-in-law and Rosa (Lola
Dueñas) a female friend. Ramón embarks upon a romantic relationship with Julia
when she comes to stay at his home in Xuno to work on his impending court battle.
The character of Julia is an amalgamation of several women that the real Sampedro
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was romantically involved with; as Amenábar states ‘there were so many women who
fell in love with him.’13 The character of Julia may well be a mixture of various real
life figures from Ramón’s life but nonetheless, as we shall see, it is her
characterisation as a disabled protagonist with a progressive neurological impairment
that adds weight to the argument in favour of euthanasia. 14
4.1 Julia’s Suggestive Presence
Julia’s character trajectory and presence in the text are as important, if not more so,
than the film’s chief protagonist Ramón. His fate is sealed from the start of the film;
he wants to die and has set himself on that course regardless of exterior situations and
stimulations. Julia is, however, undecided, yet it is her character in which Amenábar
embodies the deep psychological fear of impairment that society harbours.
Furthermore, it is her journey from a normate to a disabled character which heightens
our sense of panic about impairment. She enters an unexplored country of
impairment, one which the film never allows us to forget due to the constant visual
reminders of the character’s worsening physical condition. Davis has noted ‘in art,
photography, film and other media in which the body is represented, the ‘normal’
body’ always exists in a dialectical play with the disabled body.’ 15 In The Sea Inside
the dialectical play between ‘normal’, or normate, and disabled body is embodied in
the character of Julia and also the ideologically laden dialogue spoken by Ramón.
The filmmakers of The Sea Inside use very subtle visual and representational
cues to illustrate the disturbance, both physiologically and psychologically, that the
deficient body brings to the narrative. However, unlike in Inside I’m Dancing the
narrative consolidates the fate of the disabled characters not wholly through the
catalytic figure of the non-disabled rescuer, but by means of the aesthetic and the
representational metaphors that are suggested by the imagery. In the case of Inside
I’m Dancing, the protagonists, as the evidence has suggested, are clearly measured
against the ideology of ability in the figure of the non-disabled, hegemonic character.
However, in The Sea Inside, it is a more complex and subtle framing that occurs
‘A Trip to The Sea Inside’ DVD extra.
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where no singular non-disabled elite takes control of the narrative. Rather it is the
relationship and character trajectories of Ramón and Julia that place emphasis on
euthanasia as an alternative to living with a serious impairment and by default extend
the ideology of ability as a desired paradigm.
When Julia arrives at the Sampedro household she is greeted by Manuela,
Ramón’s sister-in-law. Julia is shown leaning heavily on a single crutch and as she
climbs the steep stairs to Ramón’s room she declines help from Manuela stating “I
don’t need any help at all.” The initial meeting between Julia and Ramón is cordial, he
informs her he likes to listen to debates, (he enjoys “getting rowdy”) and also how he
has an aptitude for designing and inventing aids and appliances that are then
constructed by his father and nephew. She begins to probe further into her prospective
client’s motivations for seeking a ‘dignified death’ and why he rejects the idea of life
as a disabled person: “Why choose death?” she asks him. “Well” Ramón says “I want
to die because I feel that a life in this condition has no dignity. I understand that other
quadriplegics may take offence to my saying there’s no dignity in this but I’m not
trying to judge anyone. Who am I to judge those who choose life? So don’t judge me
or anyone who wants to help me die.” As he gives this politicised speech, the camera
pans to the other characters in the room, Gené (Clara Segura), a supporter and
member of the group Die with Dignity, Marc (Francesc Garridob), Julia’s legal
assistant, and Julia. Julia asks him another question, more earnestly than the first,
“You think someone will help?” “Well, that depends on the powers that be” he
answers. “They’ll have to overcome their fear. But hey, it’s really no big deal. Death
has always been with us, always will be. It catches up with all of us. Everyone. It’s a
part of us. So why are they shocked because I choose to die as if it were contagious?”
The camera again pans from close-up to close-up of each character in the
room, all three totally immersed and enraptured by the speaker’s philosophy and
stoicism. Julia somewhat breaks the spell when she asks in a more severe tone, “If this
goes to court, they’ll ask why you haven’t explored all alternatives. Why refuse a
wheelchair?” Ramón looks at her and calmly replies “If I was to accept a wheelchair,
it would be like accepting the scraps of freedom I lost. Think about this: you’re sitting
there three feet away, what’s three feet? An insignificant distance for any human
being but for me those three feet that keep me from reaching you, from touching
you…are an impossible journey. Just an illusion. A fantasy. That’s why I want to
die.”
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Here, the continual concept of cinema portraying impairment as deficient
when compared with the deceptive ideology of ability is illustrated. At first glance,
the aforementioned scene cements Ramón’s wish to die as a logical and valid point
considering his extreme impairment. He is centrally framed in the scene as a character
that is wholly in control of his faculties and his choice to end his life is a compelling
decision considering the severe condition of his impairment. The rapt attention of his
small audience in his bedroom foregrounds his status as a character entirely
enlightened and aware of the seriousness of his wishes and situation. However,
Ramón is also represented as adhering tightly to the idioms of the ideology of ability.
His impairment is central to his characterisation and, notwithstanding scenes where
his erudite persona is displayed, we are never let forget that Ramón is physically
different. The ‘three feet’ that keeps him from Julia are more than a physical distance;
they are a symbolic visual reference to the limitations of Ramón’s mobility and
another visual reminder to the viewer that impairment is a negative and limiting
condition. Similarly, Julia’s insistence at the beginning of the film that she requires
“no help” from Manuela to climb the stairs to Ramón’s room is in contrast to
Ramón’s total reliance on others for his needs.
As Siebers’ writes ‘[the ideology of ability] defines the baseline by which all
humanness is determined, setting the measure of body and mind that gives or denies
human status to individual persons.’16 Ramón believes his life is not worth living, that
to resort to the use of a wheelchair would be to ‘accept the scraps of freedom’ he has
lost. Additionally, Siebers notes ‘disability defines the invisible center around which
our contradictory ideology about human ability revolves. For the ideology of ability
makes us fear disability […] it describes what we flee in the past and hope to defeat in
the future.’17 Ramón refers to those who reject his wish to die as having ‘to overcome
their fear’, presumably of death. However, this use of emotive and somewhat
provocative dialogue appears contradictory when we consider that Ramón himself
fears living with the ‘scraps of freedom’ his impairment has left him with after his
diving accident. These opening scenes foreground the negative connotations that
impairment may have for the normate viewer. The desirability of the normate ideal is
promoted from the very start of the narrative. Rather than utilising simple, relatively
blunt displays of physical impairment, as in Inside I’m Dancing, the filmmakers use
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more subtle and suggestive imagery to represent the physical and psychological
turmoil that the disabled body brings to the screen. This is illustrated in the first few
minutes at the beginning of the film.

4.2 The Pathetic Fallacy in the Galician Landscape

As the film opens a female narrator (it is later revealed to be Gené who is helping
Ramón meditate) speaks calmly as a black screen fills the frame. “Relax. You feel
calmer and calmer. Now imagine a movie screen before you. On it is your favourite
place.” As the voiceover continues an out of focus image begins to form on the screen
which becomes a clear view of a sun drenched beach (Figure 1, next page), and all the
while we hear the non-diegetic sound of deep breathing that morphs to become the
sound of gentle waves lapping against a shoreline. “Concentrate on your breathing
allowing your whole body to feel at peace. Keep it going. Just let it come and
go…come and go.” The perspective becomes clearer as viewers are in the first person
POV, the camera pans to illustrate the peaceful and idyllic surroundings that our vocal
guide has led us to visualise. The POV switches as we see a figure, presumably
Ramón, standing on the beach. “Now! There you are!” continues the narrator, “Notice
the details, the colours, the textures, the light, the temperature. Feel the temperature.”
The shot follows Ramón as he walks along the beach, the gentle tide washing over his
feet as a soft breeze blows. We experience the tranquillity of the scene along with the
protagonist who is fully engaged in the sensations around him, the warmth of the sun
upon his skin, the soft grains of sand under bare feet, the soft breeze gently blowing
and the easy sound of surf washing upon the shore. “Let this tranquil scene unfold
before you. The sensation of peace is infinite!” The shot cuts dramatically to the view
from the window of Ramón’s bedroom where dark and leaden clouds are bursting
with the threatening thunder and the crackle of bright lightning; both combined with
the heavy rain clash under a grey Galician sky (Figure 2, next page).
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Figure 1, ‘Imagine’ Alejandro Amenábar, Mateo Gil, screenplay, The Sea Inside, DVD, Directed by
Alejandro Amenábar, Spain, Fine Line Pictures and Sogepaq, 2004.

Image removed for copyright reasons

Figure 2, ‘Imagine’.

This pathetic fallacy of the environment suggests, in a metaphorical manner, the
turmoil that impairment is perceived to bring to the normal body. This is conveyed by
our position as normate viewers, being able to identify with the figure we see on
screen as he walks across the beach. The sensations he feels, the temperature on his
skin, the texture of the wet sand are all identifiable. When the shot cuts to the
bedroom scene with the thunderous sky in the exterior we may maintain our
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identification with Ramón. How do we feel now? Nature in all its fury has shifted
from the tranquillity of the previous scene to exert its chaotic force. It is out of
balance and equilibrium needs to be restored. Thus Ramón’s wish to die becomes
persuasive.
Furthermore, the desirability for non-disabledness is reinforced by the very
conditions of the environment, while the wholesome and proper feeling of the beach
where one can feel and experience the sensations fully, where one can interact with
the environment, is in sharp contrast to the full force of the storm. When the weather
rages we are at its mercy, we become helpless, akin to our disabled protagonist.
Amenábar makes good use of the communicative power of nature to persuade the
viewer repeatedly of the desirability of euthanasia. For example, nature as represented
by the ocean has caused Ramón’s disability. The accident that led to his quadriplegia
occurred when he attempted to dive head first into a shallow pool some 29 years
previously. He survived, but he cannot, and indeed does not wish to cheat nature.
During the scene he goes to his ‘favourite place’ when guided by Gené. Ramón
returns to the ocean – for him it is a space of peace and refuge. However, it is only in
his imagination that he can tolerate to look upon it as the view from his window is of
green hills and there is no ocean to be seen.
Throughout the film, the pathetic fallacy of the landscape is used to great
effect to represent the unconscious state of the disabled characters of Ramón and
Julia. Harper and Rayner note on the issue of how landscape can operate in film, that;
‘the metaphoric cinematic landscape is the landscape of suggestion.’ 18 They write
further; ‘the purpose of metaphor is to deepen our understanding of a subject or theme
[and] in film metaphor enables the audience to extend its relationship with the text.’19
If we apply the observations of Harper and Rayner to The Sea Inside we can then
perceive the sea, as imagined in the opening scene and the storm in the proceeding
one, as metaphorical indicators of a preference for non-disabledness by the,
presumably, non-disabled viewer. The sensations that Ramón feels when on the
‘imaginary’ beach are ones that he cannot experience anymore; his ‘favourite place’ is
an arena full of sensation and movement, of texture and temperature. This is forever
lost to him in his present predicament because of the effects of his quadriplegia. The
following rainstorm scene, operating as a form of pathetic fallacy, is suggestive of
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Ramón’s present reality in the diegesis. The character’s nostalgia for the sensation,
movement and peacefulness of the past are in stark contrast to his current situation as
a disabled person.
Similarly, when Julia is first introduced to the text she stands alone at the
end of a pier leaning upon a single crutch for support, the wind blows strongly and
white caps are beginning to form on the water. This is the same rainstorm that Ramón
can see from his bedroom window that greets Julia, yet she turns her back on the
inclement weather and walks towards a waiting car. This is a revealing metaphor,
especially when we consider her character trajectory later in the diegesis when she
turns away from euthanasia and chooses life rather than joining Ramón in death. The
rainstorm suggests her perturbed unconscious as an effect of her degenerative
impairment.
Returning to the role of the Galician landscape in the film, I refer again to
Harper and Rayner who note that; ‘cinematic landscapes, drawing not only on the
literal, but also on [the] metonymic and metaphoric can articulate the conscious as
well as the unconscious.’20 Furthermore, these filmic landscapes ‘can therefore be
landscapes of the mind, offering displaced representations of desires and values, so
that these can be expressed by the filmmakers and shared by the audiences.’21
Repeatedly, the film returns to the landscape as a metaphor for the unconscious of the
disabled protagonists. For instance, Ramón’s fantasy sequence, where he delves into
his imagination and jumps from his bedroom window flying rapidly over valleys and
hamlets until he reaches the ocean where he meets Julia upon a beach, is one such
example. We see through Ramón’s POV as the camera moves rapidly forward,
Puccini’s Nessum Dorma providing the catalyst for Ramón’s fantastical flight. As the
aerial shot reaches the beach we see the figure of Julia, a blue sky upon the horizon.
The shot cuts to Ramón reaching to kiss Julia and they embrace each other
passionately. Within this scene, the ocean has again become a metaphor for peace,
and to some extent, desire. As the narrative progresses Julia’s physical condition
changes her role as a normate character and her impairment becomes amplified.
Therefore, as we shall see further in this chapter, her suitability as a sexual partner for
the disabled Ramón is permissible under the idioms of the non-disabled hegemony as
her impairment becomes amplified and her non-disabledness is reduced. The evidence
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suggests that the opening scenes of The Sea Inside imply to the viewer, through the
metaphorical use of the landscape, the disorder that the deficient body brings to the
diegesis and a solution to regain control of this disorder must be found. This is
achieved by the ‘fixing’ of the disabled protagonists’ impairments or the ‘obliteration
of it altogether.’
The narrative structure of The Sea Inside may appear to differ from that of
Inside I’m Dancing. Siobhán, the forceful, non-disabled figure from the Irish film is
absent and from the start of the narrative Ramón embraces death wholeheartedly
unlike the character of Rory whose death provides a ‘quick fix’ to his disobedience
and difference. Additionally, the passive characterisation that is Michael appears to be
absent from the Spanish film, a malleable, passive, disabled character who
subordinates himself to the rule of the non-disabled hegemony with its preference for
non-disabledness. However, the narrative prosthesis that existed in Inside I’m
Dancing is just as prevalent in The Sea Inside and is even more effective since it
operates at an extremely efficient and subtle level of plot.
As previously mentioned in this thesis, a plot in the form of narrative
prosthesis flows as such; a deviance is illustrated (or a discernible difference) to the
viewer/reader of a text.22 The plot then secures the ‘need for its own existence by
calling for an explanation of the deviation’s origin and formative consequences.’ 23
This identified ‘deviance’ is ushered from the margins of the narrative to take centre
stage in the text and finally the narrative ‘fixes’ or ‘rehabilitates’ the character’s
‘deviance’. Importantly, this ‘fixing’ of a disabled protagonist’s deficiency can mean
their removal from the narrative altogether as we have seen in the extreme case of
Rory in Inside I’m Dancing. Similarly in The Sea Inside, the narrative ‘rehabilitates’
the disabled protagonists in such a manner as to make them acceptable to the
paradigms that the film wishes to exalt. Neither Ramón nor Julia ever becomes a full
participant in the diegesis, but rather their difference is identified, amplified, brought
into the central focus of the storyline and finally obliterated from it altogether.
Ramón’s dialogue in the first few scenes of the film present the viewer with a
character who is logical, stoic and in full recognition of the gravity of his wish to die.
During the scene mentioned at the start of the chapter, Julia, Gené and Marc gather
around his bed and listen to his reasons for wanting to end his life. Ramón iterates his
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argument in a convincing and effective manner. He accepts death as part of life; it is
our ‘fear’ that keeps us from recognising this fact. To live a life unworthy is not to
live at all, but instead it is to endure an existence of dependency and limitations. As he
speaks the gathered characters look at him. He is the central focus of their attention.
The dynamics of the visual encounter that occurs form a site of knowledge gathering,
curiosity and also ideological confirmation. As Garland-Thomson notes ‘while staring
begins with an impulse, curiosity sustains it.’24 The impulse to look upon Ramón is
instinctive as he is the central orator, but the characters on screen, and the viewer,
require the narrative to sate their curiosity. Why does this articulate individual seek to
end his life? As the ocular exercise continues he says “Death has always been with us
and always will be.” This statement sparks a look of thoughtfulness and recognition in
Gené, the advocate from the Die With Dignity organisation. She breaks away briefly
from her staring at Ramón and looks to her right with downcast eyes. She can
understand the full weight of his words. Her physical cue takes the viewer to a realm
of self-awareness. How would we, as normate, feel about our existence if we were
physically incapacitated permanently? Garland-Thomson states that ‘a psychological
dread that the staring ignites in the starer is an unsettling awareness of our
embodiment.’25 Our (the presumably, non-disabled viewer) fears of disablement are
amplified in the shots prior to Ramón’s oration.
As Julia first enters his bedroom Ramón apologises for not being able to shake
her hand and the camera focuses on a close-up of his atrophied hand with fingers
curled in towards the palm. Although the initial shot of him does not cause the viewer
an interpretation crisis as he looks relatively unremarkable lying propped up against
several pillows in his bed, the spotlight upon his static and strange looking hand is the
first significant visual prompt of his embodied difference. His hand serves as a ‘visual
emblem’ of his impairment, a visual reminder that he is unable to perform the
simplest of tasks in isolation. 26 Julia takes his hand and shakes it. There follows a
brief interlude before his oration when he describes to Julia his daily routine. At one
point he demonstrates how he uses a pen attached to a stick that he uses with his
mouth to write. He has designed the lectern type machine that is used to hold the
paper, thus illustrating his adaptive ability and qualities.
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The exposition of his character in these brief initial shots, as already
mentioned, foregrounds Ramón as a well-rounded and psychologically balanced
individual. He is capable of adapting to his environment (using and inventing the
writing machine) and he is abreast of current affairs (listening to the radio). Therefore,
any assumed cultural scripts that the disabled protagonist is some type of archetypal
recluse, mentally unhinged, may be undermined. Nevertheless, the focus on his
atrophied hand begins a suggestive visual offensive from the filmmaker that never
retreats from the ideology of ability. When we see his unusual hand upon the bed, the
stare is overtaken, perhaps for the briefest of moments, by a gaze of dominance; the
unusual leads us to stare, but the gaze makes us think.
Laura Mulvey’s theory of the male gaze is supplanted by the preposition that it
is the gaze of the normate, non-disabled spectator – the ablest gaze. Similarly, the fear
of castration caused by the female on screen that Mulvey notes is replaced with the
fear of impairment that the disabled character brings to a cinematic stage. Ramón’s
hand is a visual reminder of the inability of his body to perform the simplest of tasks.
The brief shot that focuses on his hand reminds us of this inability. This attention to
Ramón’s physical deficit brings his difference to the forefront of the narrative – not
only in terms of his biological difference but also his alternative perception of
impairment. However, his difference is central to the text – it is his impairment, his
physical deficiency in exerting his own free will that has led him to seek assisted
suicide. He cannot accomplish this task alone and this becomes the central theme in
the plot. Therefore, the non-disabled hegemony that holds physical ability in such
high regard is shepherded to a stronger sense of the value of ability in the face of such
extreme impairment. Ramón cannot care for himself. He cannot feed himself. He must
be turned physically every few hours to avoid bedsores. His most intimate of bodily
functions must be facilitated by his sister-in-law Manuela. Added to this litany of
inabilities is his incapacity to take his own life and therefore end his ‘suffering’. Our
gaze of dominance brings us relief that we are not ‘suffering’ the same extreme
impairment as Ramón. Additionally, if the normates’ supremacy was threatened by
such a serious impairment how would we wish to deal with it? As Longmore has
remarked it is better to be ‘dead than disabled.’ 27 Ramón becomes the site onto which
the normates can project their fear of serious impairment. Again, returning to Mitchell
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and Snyder, they write; ‘[viewers] are seduced into an encounter with their most
extreme reactions as a way of facing up to the imagined threat they pose.’28
In Julia’s case, her ‘difference is identified’ with her very introduction into the
29

text.

As previously discussed Julia is first introduced to the film when we see her

standing at the end of a pier in the rainstorm. Julia’s legal assistant, Marc, is standing
beside a car and informs Julia that it is too cold to be standing out in the February
weather. Both characters are awaiting Gené who is collecting them to bring them to
meet Ramón. As Julia turns around and smiles at Marc we see a ‘normal’, attractive
face. There is nothing untoward or unorthodox about it. However, when Gené arrives,
Julia turns and approaches the awaiting cars and we see that she is leaning heavily
upon a crutch and limping significantly. She is obviously finding the short walk
challenging and leans noticeably to her right hand side. 30 This revelation that the
character’s physical appearance is impaired is, as Garland-Thomson notes, on the
sight of unexpected bodies, ‘compelling because it disorders expectations.’ 31 Julia’s
physical difference is established in this scene, but similar to Ramón her
psychological difference is also identified by the narrative early in the text. As she
travels in a car with Gené dialogue takes place which again identifies that she is
different from the non-disabled characters in the film. Gené cautions her on her
meeting Ramón. She is slightly distrustful of Julia and explains to the lawyer that
Ramón is taking a huge step in engaging her help. Gené does not wish for his plight to
be turned into a media circus. Julia responds passionately to Gene’s veiled warnings,
“I remind you, this is much more to me than just a job.” she says to Gené who
responds with a telling look of recognition. “Believe me” Julia continues, “I
understand Ramón.” Here Julia links her predicament with that of Ramón’s situation.
She truly ‘understands’ Ramón for she too has a physical impairment. At this point in
the narrative both characters’ ‘deviance’ is identified. Now the narrative suggests an
origin for the disabled characters’ ‘deviance’ and the consequences that may befall the
characters and also it ushers both characters’ deviance from the margins of the text to
take centre stage in the storyline. This is achieved quickly by the text by means of
28
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when she goes to see where Ramón’s accident occurred just a few minutes later (and presumably very shortly after her meeting
with Ramón). In this scene her limp is significantly less pronounced as it was in the first focus on her impairment. Considering
the extremely difficult terrain she is traversing with Marc, Gené and Ramón’s father one would assume that she would be
encountering some difficulty. However, she appears to be travelling quite ably over the rocks, this suggests that the initial ,
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31
Garland-Thomson, Staring, 37.
29

109

110
visual prompts that emphasise Ramón’s atrophied body and the continuing
degeneration of Julia’s impairment. Additionally, when the plot begins to bring the
disabled characters’ impairment/deviances to the forefront of the plot it also offers an
escape from the dilemma of their impairments in the form of the non-disabled
character of Rosa.

4.3 The Deficient Body

Rosa is initially shown in the film engaged in various tasks in her daily life.
We see her at work in a fish processing factory, purchasing some items at a market
and carrying home heavy bags of shopping. All the while a look of unhappiness
prevails upon her face, her working-class life an existence of dull routine and toil.
Less that 15 minutes into the film, a more significant spotlight on the impaired body is
shown when the camera focuses on the effects of quadriplegia upon Ramón’s body. In
the scene, Rosa is busy in her small apartment finishing some household chores. She
glances every now and again at a television programme in which Ramón is the focus
of an interview from his bed. On the screen and fully clothed, lying on his right hand
side in his bed, Ramón talks poetically about losing “the tears that bring us joy, if we
win this wager with death. If our elusive fate should gaze upon us, we’ll have already
learned even though we’ve spent a lifetime in hell”. Rosa glances briefly at the
television, not particularly centring her attention upon the screen, that is until the
television screen fills with the sight of Ramón’s static body, naked except for a piece
of underwear. The camera slowly pans up to his face as he talks. Rosa stares at this
image, the figure on screen whose body is so motionless while his words are so
moving.
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Figure 3, ‘Negra Sombra’
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Figure 4, ‘Negra Sombra’
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Figure 5, ‘Negra Sombra’

111

112
Rosa’s attention is grabbed by the visual disturbance she witnesses on the screen. Her
stare, which ‘begins as an impulse, is sustained by curiosity.’ 32 Ramón’s body
requires our attention (Figure 3), he stares back from the screen as the camera pans to
his face (Figure 4) and he says “though they can’t share my psychological pain maybe
they’ll realise this is no excuse for a life.” Rosa stares at Ramón as he says these
words (Figure 5), but it is not akin to the one-sided dynamic that is the gaze, rather the
staring encounter that exists, even for these few moments, is shared by the staree.
Ramón has some control over the encounter; as his body provides the evidence for his
argument. When he talks directly to the camera, to Rosa as the normate viewer, he is
not appealing for pity or to her sense of humanity, but rather to the sense of logic that
the non-disabled hegemony holds so dear. His body, wasted and inert, is used as
visual, suggestive evidence that his life is not worth living. This encounter becomes a
site of the baroque stare because:

Baroque staring indicates wonder rather than mastery, it can lead to new
insights. Mastery closes down knowledge; wonder opens up toward new
knowledge. Mastery dominates starees; wonder places starer and staree in
dynamic relation. […] To wonder means to want to know. A wonder is a
source of knowledge. Baroque stares exceed, then, interested looking. A
literally gripping sight provokes baroque stares even in our contemporary
moment.33
Rosa initially stares in wide-eyed surprise at the unusual site of Ramón’s
body; however, rapidly her curiosity is replaced by wonder, her wonder supplanted by
knowledge. The shot on the television Rosa is watching cuts to Ramón fully clothed
again and lying in his bed. An out of shot interviewer asks him “Why do you smile so
much Ramón?” Ramón smiles and tells her “When you can’t escape and depend
entirely upon others you learn to cry with a smile.” Rosa’s eyes brighten somewhat as
she hears Ramón say this. She draws parallels with his situation and her own. Both, as
she sees it, are passive victims of an uncaring society and she decides to make contact
with him. What has begun as a state of wonder for Rosa has led her to gain new
knowledge about Ramón. This scene also suggests how the narrative offers the

32
33

Garland-Thomson, Staring, 49. Paraphrased,
Ibid.,51.

112

113
viewer, as Mitchell and Snyder write on their theory of Narrative Prosthesis, an
‘explanation of the deviation’s origin and formative consequences.’ 34
Further in the film we witness, in flashback sequences, the day Ramón’s
accident occurred. In these flashbacks his healthy, young body is in stark contrast to
his current predicament. We see these scenes when he is recounting the actual events
to Julia who wishes to know how Ramón’s accident happened. Julia records Ramón’s
account on a tape recorder and listens back to it in her room in the Sampedro
household where she has come to stay for a few days. As the tape plays she looks
through a box of old photographs that Manuela has given her of Ramón in his youth,
Ramón himself can hear the recording from his adjoining room. As she looks at a
photo of him in which he is smiling, happy and healthy, the shot cuts to Ramón in his
room, a close-up shot of his face. He is worn out and grey, no longer the hopeful
youth that he once was. The suggestive implications of this technique invite us once
again to draw a correlation between the disturbances that disability brings to the
normate body and the impaired body we see on screen. The conclusion to be drawn is
that life with impairment is not life worth living, the deficient body a site of suffering,
treatment and care.35
The next day Julia asks him about the photos. She is surprised to see how
extensive Ramón’s travels were when he worked as a ship’s mechanic. She asks him
about a girl of which there are many photos. Ramón is initially reluctant to answer her
questions about the girl (the same girl that he looked at on the beach, played by Marta
Larralde). He tells Julia she was “a girl from town.” She sits on his bed with him as
they look at the old photographs of Ramón’s former self. He asks for a drag from the
cigarette she is smoking. Julia and Ramón are beginning to form a rapport that goes
beyond that of lawyer and client. “She was my girl” he says as he looks at one of the
pictures that Julia is holding. “Your girl?” Julia responds, “What happened to her?”
“Nothing,” Ramón replies, “She came to the hospital for a while, one day she said
something totally absurd about us getting married, so I said ‘go home, put your life
back together and forget me.’” Julia turns with a sad expression to face him and asks
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was familiar with the area and the undertow. He tells her he was “distracted. Thinking about stuff.” The flashback shows the
youthful Ramón looking towards a young, attractive woman who lies on a towel on the beach. He is standing on a rock and dives
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“Didn’t you love her?” “That wasn’t the point. […] The point was whether I was
willing to love in this condition.” “So you denied yourself love because…” Julia asks
him. “Because I can’t love. That’s exactly right.” Ramón declares. Ramón’s static
position on the bed sits in contrast to Julia who stills displays a range of physical
ability. Here the dynamics of the relationship between Julia and Ramón shift from
platonic to sexual in nature. Julia has become smitten with him, yet there is still some
friction between them. She asks him “So you haven’t kissed a woman in years?” he
replies “Spare me the demonstration.” We see in Ramón’s imagination (the scene
mentioned previously where he flies to the beach and kisses Julia) that he is sexually
attracted to her, but because of her status as a non-disabled normate and his position
as a disabled character, their relationship would be ill-fated.
However, Julia’s place in the narrative needs to be reinforced. Her difference
has been identified early in the plot, but now the text must explain the source of this
difference and the possible consequences of it. Julia is, I believe, as much a central
character in this text as Ramón is, if not more so, and it is with her characterisation
and character trajectory that she is made a suitable, if temporary, partner for Ramón
and, indeed, a symbolic representation of the perceived perils and fears of impairment
and a lesson to Ramón on the ‘true nature of love.’
As previously mentioned Julia suffers from the hereditary neurological
condition CADASIL that causes persistent minor strokes. The examination of the
central focus that is placed on this, indeed any disabled character’s physical
difference, is crucial when examining the metaphorical meanings of the text. Mitchell
and Snyder have noted ‘to a significant degree, film produces interest in its objects
through the promise of providing bodily differences as an exotic spectacle.’36 They
comment further that ‘what can “normally be seen” or “what is normally veiled or
hidden from sight” secures a privileged position for disabled bodies on film because
they promise an opportunity to practice a form of objectifying ethnography.’37
Nevertheless, unlike the exaggerated, and somewhat clumsy, emphasis placed on the
disabled characters’ impairments in Inside I’m Dancing, the makers of The Sea Inside
rely less on overly sensationalist imagery and more on metaphorical meaning in their
discourse on impairment. Nonetheless, there still exists ample evidence that
filmmakers’ use certain visual cues as a device of characterisation and narrative trends
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and this can be seen several times in the film. We see specifically how impairment
and its metaphorical meanings are represented in the characterisation and character
trajectory of Julia.
4.4 Julia’s Choice

During her stay at the Sampedro house, Julia is given a small box of
documents by Manuela. Contained in these documents are the poetry and musings of
Ramón written over a period of years. After spending some time reading the literature
she approaches Ramón and tells him that she feels the work should be published, that
it is “wonderful”. Ramón takes umbrage with her suggestion (and her invasion of
privacy, as Manuela did not inform him that she had given his private writings to
Julia). “Look, Julia. I thought things were made clear from the start. You supposedly
came here for a reason, right? To help me. But instead you’re questioning everything.
Looking for who knows what. Searching through my feelings…” Julia looks dejected
at Ramón’s rebuttal and asks him if he wishes her to leave. He says all he wants now
is a cigarette. She smiles and leaves to retrieve a pack of cigarettes from the floor
above where she had been reading his work. As she descends the stairs to his room,
she wavers, touches her head and falls down the stairs. Ramón tries to call to her, but
to no avail. He is lying on his left side facing away from the landing where Julia is
collapsed; he is powerless to help her and cries out for Manuela repeatedly.
As we have seen, both protagonists’ ‘deviance’ has been identified previously
in the film. The explanations for Ramón’s ‘deviance’ – his impairment and the visual
cues that augment his wish to die, have been illustrated by the diegesis with the focus
on his deficient body offered up as visual, suggestive evidence to the non-disabled
viewer. Now, it is Julia who is the focus for narrative treatment. Her impairment has
come to the forefront of the storyline, she is no longer a fully fledged normate and her
status must be resolved. The event on the stair, when she suffers a minor stoke,
signifies Julia’s loss of status as a non-disabled character. She now exists in the
tumultuous world of physical and psychological turmoil that is assigned to disability.
It is in Julia that the narrative invests the fears of impairment that the non-disabled
hegemony holds within the ideology of ability. She becomes less protagonist and
more symbolic entity after her stroke on the stairs in Ramón’s house.

115

116
The scene cuts to one in a hospital room where Julia is recovering from her
episode. She sits back on a bed and talks to Gené who has come to visit her. “I’m not
afraid of the past” Julia says, “I’m afraid of the future. One day…it’s my legs…but
another…I could…I could go blind. And perhaps never recover. I’ve been lucky so
far. But then I have another stroke and another and another…” Her tone changes from
reflective to frustrated anger and she continues: “And no one can prepare you for
them [!] Nobody knows what will be left of you if anything [!]” All the while Gené
looks at her companion in a state of full comprehension. Julia is clearly unwell, and
her face has aged and the full effects of the constant worrying about her condition are
apparent as we can see in figures 6 and 7:
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Figure 6, ‘Julia’s Falls Ill’
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Figure 7, ‘Julia Falls Ill’
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Gené realises the severity of the situation. Julia’s normate status is persistently
under threat, the unknown fear of impairment hanging over her head every day.
Julia’s eyes fill with tears and Gené offers an attempt at consolation: “Your husband
is optimistic” she tells Julia. “What’s the point in that? There’s no treatment for this!”
Julia replies, “Why bother getting up, going to work, chasing your dreams, if sooner
or later you have another stroke and it demolishes you again?” Julia’s voice is raised
and she is clearly agitated and angry as she says this, her hands raised in an empathic
gesture. “Can’t you see? It’s absurd. I want to join Die With Dignity. I considered it
two years ago when I was diagnosed. But I changed my mind. But after this…I just
can’t take it anymore. This isn’t a life.” Gené looks away for a moment and then asks
Julia “Does you husband know?” “I might not tell him.” Julia replies. “You should”
advises Gené. She continues in a tone that emphasises the seriousness of what Julia
has requested. “Julia, fear is a very powerful weapon. It takes away our freedom to
decide. Right now you’re letting fear speak for you. And later that same fear could
make you change your mind again. Don’t act on fear.” Julia looks at Gené and says “I
thought you supported those who wanted to die?” “No,” retorts Gené “no. You think I
go around telling everyone with a problem to take themselves out? No. We support
freedom. The freedom to live, the freedom to die. It’s different. CADASIL is a
disease. Fine, it’s awful. But, you should think it over.” She reaches to her left and
picks up a letter which she places in Julia’s hand; she says “Ramón gave me this for
you. We’ll talk about this some other time.” She leaves the room and Julia begins to
read the letter Ramón has sent and the scene ends.
The scene described above is significant in that we can see the suggestive,
nuanced cues (visual and rhetorical) that the narrative is using to imply that the
disabled body is deficient in relation to that of the non-disabled ideal. Firstly, the
narrative here brings Julia’s identified ‘deviance’ from the margins of the narrative to
the centre of the plot. With the disclosure that she is suffering from the effects, and
indeed living with the uncertainties of CADASIL, the story makes her case one of
special focus.
This revelation, making the unfamiliar known adds background information to
the viewer about Julia’s character. Julia has been living with the neurological disorder
for two years. She tells Gené that there is no effective treatment for the condition
(which there is not), and to live with this impairment is ‘absurd’. Up to this point
Julia’s illness has been somewhat of a mystery. We are aware that she does have a
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condition, but it is never clearly elaborated upon by the narrative. However, in this
scene the previously suggestive visual cues are made clear with the revelation that she
is suffering from an incurable neurological condition. Throughout the film it is made
clear that the only valid option open to living with a serious impairment is death.
Disability is presented as less than the non-disabled ideal, not wholly in terms of
actual physical ability but also in psychological and emotional terms. Consequently,
the disabled body requires treatment, care and cure. In Julia’s case, however, these
options are not available to her. Therefore, it is the most extreme of choices she
makes; she apparently chooses death. Her ‘choice’ in this situation is strongly
reinforced as the disabled body is posited as deficient against the ideals of the nondisabled hegemony. Gené at first seems wary of Julia’s request, yet her dialogue in
this scene, while presumably written to add equilibrium to the argument, is laden with
a subtext that is suggestive of the narrative’s major themes.
Gené states that Julia should not rush to any decision about her future; she
believes Julia’s husband should know about her decision. Furthermore, Gené says that
she does not advocate that individuals take their own lives whenever they encounter
difficulties in their life, but rather that she supports the idea of “freedom”. Gené also
feels that Julia’s decision is one based on “fear”. The provocative nature of Gené’s
commentary is contradictory when we consider the text’s characterisation of Julia and
the narrative’s representational treatment of the disabled protagonists. Gené states
emphatically: “Fear is a powerful weapon.” Indeed it is, the fear that Gené speaks of
is suggested throughout the film. The dialogue may appear to be directed at Julia, but
it is felt by the viewer. The previous scenes where we see Julia’s condition deteriorate
gradually; from her introduction in the film where she stood on the pier leaning
heavily on a crutch, to her stroke and her violent fall in Ramón’s house and
subsequent hospitalisation, have been designed in the text to form, from the very
beginning, a counter-narrative that appears to contradict Ramón’s plight but instead
augments his trajectory. Therefore, the character of Julia is the one in which fear as a
powerful weapon is used to great effect. We have seen and continue to see her
deterioration throughout the film; she does not get physically better. This scene
emphasises the fact that there is no cure for her impairment and it is a volatile
impairment that causes her great distress. Her status as a normate is threatened and
Julia is afraid of the unknown; her solution to this is to join Die With Dignity.
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With this solution, the narrative appears to consolidate Julia’s character
trajectory. She has chosen death over disability and thus the plot offers a solution to
the disabled protagonist’s awkward inclusion in the narrative’s finale. To quote
Robert McRuer: ‘compulsory able-bodiedness [non-disabledness] functions by
covering over, with the appearance of choice, a system in which there actually is no
choice.’38 Julia’s status as normate has been undermined by her volatile impairment
since the start of the film, to continue with this life of biological disturbance is
“absurd”. Thus, she reiterates the idioms espoused by Ramón who cannot accept the
“scraps of freedom” he is left with. Thus, Julia turns to Ramón as a source of
inspiration; in fact there is no alternative to this ‘choice’. She must either live a life of
pain and suffering in which, as she says, “nobody knows what will be left of you if
anything [!]” or she chooses death and the logical solution. Again, the preference for
non-disabledness is illustrated in this scene. Julia believes death is the best course of
action to avoid an uncertain future. Gené (as the non-disabled character in the scene)
adds a few words of warning to her, but still her wisdom is laden with ideological
subtext. The narrative has now taken control of Julia’s character trajectory and it must
play out the drama to ensure that her purpose in the story is fulfilled.
The scene has succeeded in revealing many issues. It has given us background
information on Julia’s impairment and in doing so has presented the prospective
consequences of the disabled character’s ‘deviance’. Furthermore, it has positioned
Julia, if you will, as further visual evidence on which rests Ramón’s case for
euthanasia. She shores up his argument and in doing so augments the narrative’s
ideological support of euthanasia as a source of “freedom” for disabled people. In this
regard the narrative also makes her character physically similar to that of Ramón. Up
until this accident her status as normate, while never being fully secure, was present.
However, with the visual and narrative events that have occurred, the film fully
demotes her character to that of a disabled protagonist. In doing so, her otherness, and
the ocular cues towards it, are emphasised.
As we have discussed, there is a frisson of a sexual relationship between her
and Ramón, yet this relationship did not develop. It was unacceptable for the normate
and disabled protagonists to engage in such a relationship. Now that the exposition of
Julia’s character as disabled has been established, this relationship with Ramón may
proceed.
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At the end of the scene in the hospital, Gené passes Julia a letter from Ramón.
The symbolism attached to such a gesture may suggest that he is now the only one
that can understand her predicament as she can truly now understand his. However,
Julia is not the only romantic element in Ramón’s life; Rosa now takes her place in
the plot and in doing so the narrative introduces a love triangle that goes beyond the
parameters of other films in the romance genre to reinforce further the ideology of
ability and the supremacy of the normate.
The letter that Julia has received from Ramón is more than a simple
correspondence. Within those few sheets Ramón lets his guard down. Initially, as we
have seen, he was combative towards Julia’s romantic advances. How could he love
in his condition of static incarnation? However, Julia is now reintroduced to the text
under a different guise from that of her previous characterisation and, furthermore, her
role in the narrative has changed – her position as normate professional (lawyer) has
been undermined and dissipated by the effects of her CADASIL. She has, like
Ramón, become disabled or rather her impairment has reached an acceptable level of
visual difference so that she is now a suitable romantic candidate for him.
Additionally, her professional role has also been discarded by the text. She no longer
assumes the role of logical advocate, but rather becomes wholly emotionally involved
in the situation. The narrative achieves this by creating a relationship that exists not
only dramatically between the disabled protagonists but also visually in terms of
identifiable differences from the non-disabled ideal of the fully functioning body. It
achieves an acceleration of both, now disabled, protagonists’ trajectory in the segment
when a discourse ensues in the postal communiqué between Ramón and Julia.
In Ramón’s letter he writes ‘Dear Julia, when Gené told me that a lawyer had
offered to handle my case, a single factor dominated my decision: that this lawyer
suffered from a degenerative disease. Only someone in that condition could truly
understand my own and share my hell. Now I know that sometimes this hell is worth
living in if I meet people like you.’ Here the text creates Julia in the same likeness as
Ramón. The two characters are permitted to engage in a relationship as they are
reaching a semblance of sameness. But Ramón’s words contradict his previous
statements where the character believed that his decision to die was his alone and that
other disabled individuals may oppose it. Yet here the character believes that only
someone who has a condition worse, or equal to his, can truly understand his wish to
die. Again, the fact that Julia is a fictitious character makes the suggestive evidence
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that the narrative advocates euthanasia wholeheartedly even more compelling. It
accomplishes this, as we have seen, by consistently representing the disabled life as
one not worth living. Importantly, Ramón also mentions Rosa in the letter, the nondisabled woman who comes to visit him. He writes ‘You remember Rosa? The
factory worker? I think she has found a refuge here. The other day she tried to help
Manuela change me. They argued. And I was reminded, once again, that total
dependency comes at the expense of intimacy.’ As these words are spoken by Ramón
in the voiceover we see the various shots from his POV.
All of the previous shots, where he describes his visitors and progress with his
book are mostly similar; they are medium shots with the camera panning around the
room, except when he describes Rosa. When he writes of Rosa the camera zooms in as
he describes her to Julia. At first, we see Rosa sitting on a chair talking animatedly
about something or other. The camera zooms in on her making her the centre of the
screen – the centre of Ramón’s POV. It is dark outside Ramón’s window, yet a gentle
white light illuminates Rosa’s right side. The mise en scène here gives us the
impression of intimacy; at first she appears to be telling Ramón her woes, her face
emotive and pensive. As the shot fades to the next we see her happy and smiling,
talking to him, her two children nearby, and in the final shot she is arguing with
Manuela over a bed sheet (Manuela wins the argument and does not let Rosa supplant
her position as primary caregiver). Ramón is noticeably fond of her; the scene
illustrates his growing affection for her as it highlights her fondness for him. She is
comfortable enough to tell him her fears and worries, her highs and lows. Rosa, while
being a simple ‘factory worker’, displays an openness and warmth that, as we shall
see, Julia never truly displays towards Ramón. However, despite the mise en scène
suggesting that Ramón bears some level of unconscious tenderness for Rosa, it is
rendered moot for the time being as Julia steps into the role of intimate companion for
the narrative has framed her as an impaired romantic companion.
Julia responds to Ramón’s letter from her home in an affluent district of
Barcelona. We see scenes of her rehabilitation and her waning relationship with her
non-disabled husband Germán (Alberto Jiménez); she writes ‘Dear Ramón, I’m sorry
it took me so long to reply. The doctors have kept me away from computers and all
activities that don’t force me to use my legs. They say I’ll walk again though they
advise me to drop your case.’ While Julia is speaking we see various shots of her
undergoing treatment and physical therapy in a state of the art Catalan hospital. As
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Davis notes: ‘characters with disabilities are always marked with ideological meaning,
as are the moments of disease or accidents that transform such characters.’39 In this
moment, with the camera focused on Julia’s physicality, her body has as much
metaphorical importance as her psychological state as a marker of ideological
meaning.
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Figure 8, ‘Julia Falls Ill’
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Figure 9, ‘Julia Falls Ill’
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Figure 10, ‘Julia Falls Ill’

Firstly, the scene focuses on her rehabilitation from the stroke. In the first image
(Figure 8) we see her held in a body harness as she attempts to walk on a treadmill.
Our attention is grabbed by this sight and the narrative relieves any type of social
censure by the etiquette involved in staring at an unusual body. Film, however, has
none of the restrictions that are prevalent in everyday life. We are there, engaged in a
visual dynamic with the drama on screen. Garland-Thomson notes; ‘staring
shamefully bares a staree’s peculiarities to the prying eyes of a stranger at the same
time that it shamefully exposes a starer’s intractable curiosity.’ 40
Here, then, is another example of where film relieves any societal restrictions
by inviting the starer to stare without shame, to gather knowledge certainly but also to
sate the curiosity that a different body brings to a normate’s ocular arena. The central
framing of Julia in this scene presents the viewer with the ‘peculiarities’ of her body
suspended from a harness; her feet barely touching the moving base of the treadmill
as we can observe in figure 9. The next shot shows her regaining the ability to lift her
foot independently, then a focus on Julia attempting to climb down a short flight of
stairs independently (Figure 10) and in the final shot we see her sitting in a wheelchair
looking towards the window. In nearly every shot we are never allowed to forget the
medicalised setting of the scene, in the background of each shot we see various
rehabilitation apparatuses and mobility aids – Julia’s former life as a professional,
independent person supplanted by the effects of her stroke and the requirement for her
40
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to regain her status as normate. Therefore, the full effects of treatment are brought to
bear on the viewer. These scenes epitomise the ‘consequences’ of Julia’s difference
after her accident, and on a wider plane of inference, illustrate the ideology which
holds that the broken body must be brought back to an acceptable form of difference
at all costs. Furthermore, with the visual spotlight firmly on the rehabilitative process
the text again posits disability as a condition to be feared due to its disruption of the
non-disabled ideal. Julia’s speech to Gené where she outlines her fear is the precursor
to the visual cues that show her fears to be well founded. Each stroke she suffers has
the consequence of long periods of treatment that underscore the text’s preference for
death over disability. The rhetoric that Ramón spouts about freedom and choice are
merely words that mean little when we consider the visual prompts that are assigned
to Julia’s impaired body to emphasise that there is little real choice offered by the
narrative.
As Julia continues in her letter she writes: ‘There’s a huge window in the
rehabilitation room. Sometimes I imagine flying through it, like you. Over Barcelona,
to the sea. And I keep flying until the horizon surrounds me. And, silly me. I imagine
you are doing the same thing from Coruña, travelling around the world and we bump
into each other somewhere in the middle. I totally empathize with your lack of
intimacy and freedom. I bear it for my husband’s sake. He’s cared for me selflessly.
But I’m trying to resist the routine, which makes us appreciate only what we receive,
because we have no choice but to accept.’ Here we see the plot taking control of the
dramatic action. Julia is ‘resisting’ the options that are open to her; those of
rehabilitation and, to quote Ramón’s words at the beginning of the film, not
‘accepting the scraps of freedom.’ Here her character’s dialogue enforces the nondisabled viewer’s anxieties about the effects of physical impairment, and again it is
referred to as a loss of freedom. As Davidson comments; ‘In a society that values
autonomy and independence, the idea that we depend on others is anathema.’ 41 Julia’s
rejection of her newly-found status as a disabled person not only emphasises her
ongoing similarities to Ramón, but also reiterates yet again one of the myths of the
ideology of ability that ‘it is better to be dead than disabled.’ 42 The text has now
created a biological equal for Ramón. The sexual relationship that was implied up
until this point in the storyline may now proceed as Julia and Ramón have reached a
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level of sameness, not only in terms of physicality but also in regards to their personal
perspectives on disability. The scene ends with Julia, seated in her wheelchair,
arguing with her non-disabled husband Germán; she has apparently refused his
‘optimism’ and also his affections. Nonetheless, the plot must continue in pursuing its
ideological representation of disability as a condition deficient compared with the
non-disabled ideal. As the character of Gené warns Julia in the hospital scene: “fear is
a powerful weapon.” Indeed it is and, as the continuing evidence suggests, the
narrative never ceases to utilise it.
The storyline proceeds quite rapidly after the above mentioned scene.
Ramón’s request to die, with impunity for the individual that assists him, is refused by
the courts ‘on a bureaucratic formality’. Further to this announcement a priest, Fr.
Francisco de Galdar (José Maria Pou), is shown on a television screen questioning the
motives of Ramón’s request, believing it may be a lack of love and logistical support
that has pushed Ramón into his decision to die. The clergyman’s words are greeted
with annoyance by Ramón’s family. However, the priest visits the Sampedro house in
an attempt to persuade Ramón that life is worth living, even with serious impairment.
The scene is framed as somewhat ludicrous and absurd. The priest’s rather large
electric wheelchair cannot be carried up to Ramón’s bedroom on the second floor of
the farmhouse. Ramón refuses to come downstairs therefore Father Francisco enlists
the help of one of his two attendants to act as a verbal courier. There then ensues a
dialogue that begins with Father Francisco questioning Ramón’s belief that life is a
choice rather than an obligation and our bodies are our individual property; thus what
we do with them is a matter of individual freedom. However, the discourse quickly
dissolves into an exchange of insults and the priest leaves Ramón’s home with his
ears ringing from Ramón’s justified criticisms of the theological institution he
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represents.43 This scene, and the scenes that follow later in the text when Ramón
attends court, but is not allowed to address the panel of judges, are simply subplots to
the narrative’s treatment of disability, the church and state are portrayed as uncaring,
farcical and full of bureaucratic bluff. There is an almost anarchistic framing of these
institutions by the film. Ramón is illustrated as a coherent and rational individual
when posited against the illogicality of the establishment’s draconian dogma. 44 The
plot quickly returns to the character trajectories of the disabled protagonist in its
efforts to conclude the film neatly and satisfy both the expectations of the nondisabled viewer and the paradigm of the storyline.
Rosa also visits Ramón during the months that Julia is convalescing in
Barcelona. She had previously visited him and the first meeting between the two
characters, non-disabled and disabled, began genially. During that first conversation
Rosa asks him why he wishes to die even when he is so full of life. Rosa’s tone and
question was full of warmth yet it met with much consternation from Ramón. He asks
her if she has come to meet him as a friend or to convince him to change his mind?
She tells him she wishes to be his friend and then asks him “isn’t life worth it?”
Ramón reacts angrily to her question and requests that she does not judge him and his
choice. He irately tells her that the “real” reason she came to his house was that she is
a frustrated woman who wishes to give meaning to her life. Ramón’s harsh rebuttal to
Rosa hurts her deeply and she runs from the room obviously upset and on the verge of
tears, “That’s right run. Since you can”, he says as she takes flight from his verbal
onslaught. Rosa’s life has not been one of privilege (unlike Julia comes from a
43
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background of affluence). One night after the ill-fated first visit to Ramón she
dedicates a song to him on the radio show where she works as a volunteer DJ in Radio
Boiro. As the song plays (negra sombra) we know that the relationship has been
repaired as the shot cuts from Rosa in the radio studio to Ramón smiling and
acknowledging Rosa’s on air apology. 45

4.5 Love and Death

As the relationship is repaired and Rosa appears to rescind her attempts to
convince Ramón to live, she takes a subordinate role to him, her emotionality in
contrast to his cool logic. Rosa tries any way she can to help him in his everyday care,
sometimes much to the dismay of Manuela who is Ramón’s primary caregiver. Rosa’s
affection for Ramón never truly wanes throughout the narrative, but her character
becomes relegated to a minor role as the dynamics of the Julia/Ramón relationship are
exposed to the viewer. One night, however, before Julia’s reintroduction to the plot
Rosa goes to visit Ramón when she is in a distressed state. She sits on a chair at the
side of his bed and emotionally begins to tell Ramón of her latest ill-fated romantic
endeavour and being made redundant from her job in the factory.
This is the stage of the diegesis in which the character trajectories are
consolidated by the storyline. Rosa tells Ramón that he has treated her better than any
man ever has in her life. He has given her so much. She tells him that she is nothing
more than a ‘frustrated woman’ just as he told her when they first met. With these last
words, ones that Ramón regrets saying, Rosa is attempting to seduce Ramón and it
has the desired effect. He tells her that she is kind and beautiful and we cannot but
feel the sincerity of his words, yet his gaze is one of sorrow and empathy when he
speaks to her rather than one of desire. Rosa is elated with Ramón’s kind comments
and she grabs his unmoving hand and kisses it repeatedly. She has misconstrued his
intentions and his reaction to her reception is humorous “Stop that Please! You make
me feel like a priest, of all things. Go on sit down” he says. She takes this invitation to
sit extremely close to him on his bed, all the while holding and caressing his hand.
The scene is uncomfortable, Ramón’s static position in contrast to Rosa’s mobility.
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She, as a non-disabled character, is attempting to take charge of the drama; “let go of
my hand, you know I can’t feel it.” Ramón says to her in an affable tone. She says
“You feel your face, don’t you?” Rosa smiles and gazes into his eyes, hers is the look
of desire as she lays her hand on Ramón’s face. The camera cuts to a close-up shot of
Ramón’s face and as his smile fades we see a look of disappointment in his facial
expression suggesting he is now aware of Rosa’s attempt to seduce him. Yet, as Rosa
speaks his expression shifts from that of disappointment to one of hope. She tells him
“I wish I could help you. I’d do anything…” He responds with a look of hesitation
and optimism; “You’d help me?” he says. Rosa smiles, all the while returning his
gaze and says “Yes.” Ramón’s face breaks into a wide smile as he tells her “Don’t be
scared. I planned it all two years ago. Nobody goes to jail. I have some friends who
said they’d help. I just need one more person. Someone brave like you.” Rosa
becomes aware of what Ramón is asking and she quickly retreats from his bed with an
expression of refusal mixed with dissatisfaction, “No. No. I’ll help you get better, not
kill yourself” she tells him and the scene ends.
There are subtle complexities underlying this scene that suggest the film is
again pressing the fate of the disabled protagonist and further reinforcing the
disabled/non-disabled divide. On a dramatic level, the scene exposes Rosa’s amorous
intentions and Ramón’s rejection of her as a romantic companion. However, the
relationship is unbalanced. Rosa’s previous characterisation frames her as a
subordinate character. In one scene we see her being the focus of a rebuttal by her
supervisor at work and in another we see her in a violent exchange with a man she
was presumably romantically involved with. Both of these examples suggest how she
has been the victim of a chauvinistic, dominating hegemony. She is searching for
something, some form of equality or even power, and in her relationship with Ramón
she sees an opportunity to fulfil her desires. Ramón does not offer any physical threat
to her. Indeed it is she who is in a position of dominance over him. She may visit him
whenever she wishes and she attempts to take control of his personal hygiene needs.
But Rosa’s dominant position, even as a non-disabled character, is at this stage
unstable.
With Ramón’s rejection of her passionate advances he, or rather his fate,
regains control of the narrative. Her request for love is destabilised when he asks her
to help him to die. She has the power of being a non-disabled character and her refusal
to facilitate his desire is met with his rebuttal of her desire for him to reciprocate her
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sexual advances. Therefore, on the surface it appears that Ramón is represented as
helpless in this scene with Rosa’s refusal, however, on the contrary, he has subverted
the drama and regained control of the relationship. When Rosa declares that she
would do anything to help him Ramón automatically assumes that she is referring to
assisting him in his suicide. The characterisation strategy employed here suggests the
disabled protagonist as being wholly self-absorbed with his own predicament and in
need of, as Longmore outlined in his narrative theory of the Dramas of Adjustment,
‘an emotional education’ by an non-disabled character.46 This is the only way to
counteract the selfishness of the disabled protagonist. Ramón’s constant
preoccupation with his own situation, his implied narcissism, is the only issue at stake
in the narrative, and the text must reiterate and reinforce this at every opportunity and
this scene is one such location. 47 Thus, through his dismissal of Rosa’s love Ramón
rejects any alternative to his fate; he has chosen death over disability. Nonetheless,
Rosa, as an ambassador of the non-disabled hegemony, still has a vital part to play in
the narrative. Before this can be enacted, however, the other disabled protagonist,
Julia, must re-enter the text and with her presence we have a further illustration that
suggests the text’s preference for the non-disabled ideal is superior, not only
physically but morally and emotionally, to that of the deficient, disabled body.
Julia returns to Ramón’s home after her rehabilitation period in Catalonia. Her
physical return to the drama is much emphasised by the narrative; both in terms of
visual cues that drive her difference and her dramatic functionality. On the day she
arrives back to Galicia, Rosa is in the kitchen of the Sampedro house. She wishes to
shave Ramón, Manuela tells her she has already done this, but Rosa insists, with a
jovial tone, that she has a special way of doing it. Rosa’s presence here, suggests she
has not forsaken Ramón even when she has been spurned as a lover. However, she is
ushered to the sidelines when Julia arrives to help Ramón finish his book of poetry.
Julia’s arrival comes as a surprise to Ramón, and to the viewer. Marc and Gené drive
to the Sampedro house to update them on Ramón’s legal challenge against the state.
Gené and Marc visit Ramón in his room on the first floor of the house. They began a
relationship with each other some months previously and now Gené is heavily
pregnant with Marc’s baby. Ramón listens to the heartbeat of the baby happily and
Longmore, ‘Screening Stereotypes’, 7.
Siebers’s notes that narcissism, in terms of the Freudian theory, is an extreme paradigm of disability but nonetheless it
dominates the psychological literature. Following this model, disabled people are unable to extend to others emotionally as t hey
are preoccupied with the symbolism attached to their wounded bodies which are a reminder of the trauma that may have befallen
them. (Siebers, Disability Theory, 38-41.Paraphrased,).
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after some catching up Gené tells him “someone else will be glad to see him.” The
shot cuts to the rim and spokes of a manual wheelchair wheel (Figure 11, below) as it
is carried up the steep flight of stairs. José (Celso Bugallo), Ramón’s elder brother,
and Javier (Tamar Novas) are in the next shot as they lift the wheelchair, with some
effort, up the steps to the first floor.

Image removed for copyright reasons

Figure 11, ‘Surprise Visitor’

Image removed for copyright reasons

Figure 12, ‘Surprise Visitor’

The shot cuts to the next scene and the camera focuses on a pair of feet
awkwardly placed on the footrests of the metal wheelchair (Figure 12). The camera
pans up to reveal it is Julia who is the occupant of the chair. She smiles and pushes
herself towards a jubilant Ramón. Both disabled characters are at eye-level with each
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other as the others stand smiling, sharing in the duo’s reunion. They leave the room to
let Ramón and Julia have some privacy, Rosa reluctantly so. The visual prompts in
this scene suggest that both characters are now on an equivalent level of deviance.
Any residue of Julia’s normate, non-disabled status has now been erased with her
symbolic use of the wheelchair. The camera’s preoccupation with the wheelchair as it
is dragged up the steps instigates a dynamic relationship between viewer and
character. It begins, at first, with the ablest gaze who exerts a field of dominance upon
the ocular difference of the wheelchair. The wheelchair is a symbolic threat to the
idioms of ability, it is a restrictive ocular device that foregrounds the character’s
diminished physical (and, as we shall see, moral worth).
At the same time, this visual interaction plays upon the normate’s fear of
impairment. At the beginning of the narrative, as we have discussed, Julia could move
mostly independently, albeit with the support of a crutch, her stroke on the stair
placed emphasis on the disruptive power of her physical impairment, yet the scenes in
the hospital implied she may be rehabilitated, she may be ‘fixed’ and returned to some
sense of wholeness and normality. However, with her re-entry into the text we see she
has not got ‘better’, she has not regained her status as a normate and this causes a
crisis of understanding between the viewer and what they see on screen. As Snyder
and Mitchell comment: ‘a character “stands out” as a result of an attributed blemish,
but this exceptionality divorces him or her from a shared societal identity.’48 Julia is
‘divorced’ from the hierarchy she once belonged to, her place as a disabled character
emphasised and cemented by her use of the symbolic wheelchair. Furthermore, when
she enters the room and wheels herself to Ramón’s bedside they are at eye-level. This
has the effect of marking the disabled protagonists as the Other, distinct from the nondisabled characters gathered in the room who are all standing, and by default creating,
a connection between both disabled characters.
The central focus placed on the disabled character’s physical difference is
crucial when examining the metaphorical meanings of the text. Snyder and Mitchell
have noted ‘to a significant degree, film produces interest in its objects through the
promise of providing bodily differences as an exotic spectacle.’ 49 They comment
further that ‘what can “normally be seen” or “what is normally veiled or hidden from
sight” secures a privileged position for disabled bodies on film because they promise
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an opportunity to practice a form of objectifying ethnography.’ 50 Unlike the
exaggerated and somewhat clumsy emphasis placed on the disabled characters’
impairments in Inside I’m Dancing, the filmmakers of The Sea Inside rely less on
sensationalist imagery and more on metaphorical meaning in their discourse on
impairment. We have become accustomed to seeing the different body of Ramón
throughout the film, the initial stares that we shared with Rosa when his atrophied
body was shown in the television programme have been stored and analysed. The
peculiarity of his wasted body at first evoked the baroque stare that lead to us
recognising his body as static and immobile thus enforcing the ideology of ability.
Conversely, as Ramón’s body remains static throughout the text, Julia’s body is the
sight of constant, debilitating change. When we stare at her seated in the wheelchair,
as hitherto another change in her physicality, we may recognise that ‘disabled bodies
seem extraordinary rather than ordinary, abnormal instead of mundane - even though
in fact the changes in our function and form that we think of as disabilities are the
common effects of living’. 51 The storyline now begins to exert the final phase of
narrative prosthesis by consolidating the fates of the disabled protagonists, either by
incorporating them into the narrative through the ‘deviant’ characters adjusting their
expectations, or obliterate their difference altogether.
Ramón and Julia begin to take their romantic liaison further. As the days go by
the connection between the two disabled protagonists grows stronger, much to the
distress of Rosa. The pairing is acceptable since both characters are now wholly in the
realm of the impaired, both needing care and treatment. For instance, we see Manuela
helping Julia into the bath tub, the most private of activities now unachievable without
the facilitation of a non-disabled character. A routine begins to develop in the Ramón
household. Ramón works on his poetry (which is unmistakably erotic in nature),
Javier types the handwritten text on his computer, and Julia listens to the completed
work with Manuela selflessly caring for both of them. The relationship between the
disabled characters is suggested as having a sexual element to it and it is apparent that
Ramón and Julia have entered into a passionate affair; this of course is permissible
since both now have recognisable, impaired bodies that distinguish them from the
normate. Rosa tries to visit Ramón, but he refuses to see her. He has found his kindred
spirit, his intellectual and emotional equal in Julia and therefore appears to have no
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further use for Rosa – and let us not forget Rosa has refused his request to help him
die.
On one occasion Rosa arrives at his house but Manuela turns her away as he is
with Julia. Rosa replies sadly as she turns to leave, “too bad we can’t all be lawyers.”
One night she rings him sobbing and he tries to console her over the telephone as Julia
sits in her wheelchair beside his bed. Julia is obviously uncomfortable with the
attention Ramón receives from Rosa and when Rosa ends the telephone conversation
abruptly Ramón asks Julia would she dial Rosa back for him and give him a moment
of privacy while he talks to Rosa. Julia gives him a look of surprise, takes the
telephone from Ramón’s shoulder where it is balanced and places it back on the
telephone itself. She asks him in a quiet, suspicious tone “What have you got going
with that girl?”, “Julia please!” He replies, “Why do I owe you an explanation?” Still
looking at him says “Then what the hell am I doing here? Unless you think there’s
nothing between us. That kissing me yesterday meant nothing.” Ramón looks
intensely at his female companion and as he begins to talk a smile emerges on his
face; though not ungentle “Look at yourself” he says “Sitting there. Look at yourself
[…] and look at me.” Ramón pauses to let the full weight of his words sink in. He
continues “Where are we headed? Look at us.” Julia cuts him off as he begins to
speak again, she tells him “Let me finish.” Ramón draws a deep breath and turns his
head away; his subtle despondent expression implies he is expecting Julia to beg him
to live – for her sake. She continues “Do you honestly believe I don’t think about my
own situation? Well, I do. All the time. Every day it’s like a nightmare.” Her eyes
welling up with tears as she speaks, “I know it’ll only get worse until I’m a
vegetable.” As she says this Ramón turns his face back towards her, “So I’ve made a
decision…” Julia tells him, his eyes widen in expectation at what exactly her choice
could be, hoping beyond hope that their wishes are in agreement. “I’m going to do it
Ramón. I’m going to kill myself.” She tells him and then cradles his face, “but, first, if
you want, my love, I’d like to help you. We’ll leave together.” Ramón’s face breaks
into a huge smile, his eyes illuminated with joy and expectations. Julia will fulfil his
wishes; she will facilitate him when everyone else refused him. “When?” he asks her,
brimming with happiness. His query catches her obviously off-guard. She tells him, a
little unsure; that she will go back to Barcelona and find a publisher for his book, the
day that the book is published will be the day they die. Ramón’s face is full of elation
at this news and the scene ends.
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Julia’s decision to end her life comes, perhaps, as no surprise to the nondisabled, normate viewer. The character has undergone a transformation since her
introduction at the beginning of the film. Through her exposition we witness her
undergoing a distancing from her former physical self and also from her previous life.
Her relationship with Germán (Alberto Jiménez), her non-disabled husband, appears
to be in a state of turmoil. This is an effect of the disruption that impairment is
represented as bringing to the ‘normal’ body; she moves away from him and edges
ever closer to Ramón, for he truly understands her predicament. Her professional
position has also been abrogated by her worsening impairment. In her correspondence
with Ramón she writes how under medical advice she has been advised not to
continue to work on Ramón’s case. Little by little her former self is being eroded by
her illness, or to be more exact, by the degenerative impairment she has in the
diegesis. The visual cues make us aware that she will not get better from this illness;
on the contrary, she will only decline. Her use of a physical prosthesis reminds us,
repeatedly, that her corporeal condition is declining. The initial shots of her on the
pier leaning heavily on a crutch, her accident on the stairs in Ramón’s home, the
emphasis on her undergoing treatment in Barcelona and finally her position as the
occupant of a wheelchair all gradually edge towards the framing of disability as an
extremely disruptive condition eroding her sense of individuality and free will.
Free will and the freedom of choice also influence her decision. She writes
to Ramón declaring her ‘resistance’ to the routine and care that she must now receive
due to her newfound status as severely disabled. She resents the routine “which makes
us appreciate only what we receive, because we have no choice but to accept”. Her
decision to die is, therefore, implied to be an exertion of her free will, a resistance to
the lack of options she is offered. But within the diegesis she is given only stark
choices; she may either follow Ramón into death or regain control over her unruly
body by making the ultimate decision or she must continue into the future with the
constant fear of further bodily and psychological disruption. Furthermore, it is the
romantic relationship that she and Ramón are engaged in that appears to augment her
decision; she will show her ultimate love for him by fulfilling his wishes and helping
him die. However, considering ‘the effects of the repetitious framing’ of the disabled
protagonists as self-obsessed and selfish, Julia’s almost sacrificial offering becomes
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questionable and we see how she reneges on her decision to die and, in doing so, her
promise to Ramón, her promise of eternal love, is broken. 52
As Ramón awaits Julia’s return he attends a court hearing in Coruña that is to
make judgement upon his euthanasia request. He attends at the courthouse, but is not
allowed to speak during the proceedings. The importance of this hearing has
diminished for the disabled protagonist and indeed for the thematic structure of the
narrative, as he is under the impression that his request to die will be facilitated by his
lover once she returns from Barcelona and his book is printed. Rosa attends the
hearing and after the case is heard she takes Ramón for a walk in a park. She has told
him off-screen that she is in love with him. Ramón is overwhelmed by her declaration
and starts listing off a litany of reasons why Rosa should not love him, or that her love
is just an ill-judged fantasy about the man she never had. Rosa tells him, a little
unsure, that he gives her strength to live and Ramón refutes this notion of living to
please someone else, he cannot continue in his ‘hell’ for the sake of another
individual. He tells her to live not for her, but rather to get the strength to live from
her children. Ramón has already found his romantic equal, Julia, and Rosa is again
spurned. He tells her “The person that really loves me will be the one who helps me
die. That’s love, Rosa. That’s love.”
Ramón’s insistence that authentic love is giving the one you care for their
heart’s desire, no matter what, seems to be fulfilled by Julia’s promise. He believes
that she, not Rosa, truly loves him for Julia has consented to his request, regardless of
how morally questionable that request is or how difficult it is for the other person to
fulfil it. At this point, Ramón, as the disabled protagonist, again reiterates the
egocentric behaviour of the disabled stereotype, his conception of love is not being
with that person but rather that person fulfilling his desires. Furthermore, the scene
suggests how the film is consolidating the future trajectories of the lead protagonists.
Ramón’s questioning of Rosa’s feelings for him and his belief that the woman who
truly loves him is the one who will help him to die is almost a challenge to the nondisabled character, an ultimatum. Again, the disabled protagonist’s perspective
reiterates the film’s recurrent representation of the disabled body as being a
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physiognomic indicator of a character’s moral ambiguity. 53 However, the
characterisation of Ramón as somewhat egocentrically framed and morally vague is
also extended to the other disabled protagonist, Julia. Her character is now further
utilised in a metaphorical and representational fashion to emphasise not only that
euthanasia is the only alternative to serious impairment, but also the supremacy of the
non-disabled hegemony.
Ramón writes to Julia after he receives news that his legal challenge has failed
and tells her that he is not disappointed by the judiciary’s verdict. We hear his oration
in a voiceover as the camera focuses first on his body lying on his bed and then to a
shot of the view from his window as a time-lapse shot shows a series of sunrises and
sunsets over the hills of Galicia. He writes in his letter ‘this time I feel the end is near
as the book will soon be published…And you’ll appear Julia, my Juliet. It will be the
sweetest death imaginable. Love shared in its purest form. And balance will be
restored. Finally balance.’ The screen fills with images of a printing press as Ramón
narrates these last sentences, the freshly printed books moving along a roller belt. We
see Julia sitting in her wheelchair being handed a book straight from the rollers, she
smiles and looks to the cover. The non-diegetic music score that accompanied
Ramón’s narration ceases as Julia looks up from the book in her hands, the previous
instrumental piece was slow moving and emotive reaching a slight crescendo. Now
this is replaced by the diegetic sound of the printing press. Julia’s smile disappears as
she stares at the machine, its cutting blades sharp and final. The noise of the
pneumatic pistons of the machine becomes ever louder and harsher. The machine is
the symbol of her decision to die, not the book. To Ramón, completing the book is a
journey to death, when it is published his ‘Juliet’ shall return and ‘balance will be
restored.’ However, Julia now sees it differently, she sees the finality of the cold,
hard, unforgiving machine cutting through the thick pages as if it was cutting through
life, bringing an end to the journey with Ramón, and more importantly life, and it is a
journey that she wishes to continue.
In the next scene we see Julia surrounded by people at a social gathering. She
holds in her hand a small vial of a crystal substance, presumably some type of lethal
poison, she looks pensively to the little glass receptacle until the laughter of others in
Mitchell and Snyder, writing about the various film adaptations of Shakespeare’s Richard III, note that ‘historical repetition
has so naturalized this connection between physiology and psychology, between deformity and derangement, that even if it does
not bear the markings of factuality and truth, it yields the pleasure of universal recognition.’ (Mitchell and Snyder, Narrative
Prosthesis, 116). It is noteworthy to add that recent archaeological evidence has proven that the factual Richard III did indeed
have a very distinctive physical impairment. His indicates that Shakespeare’s description of the physical form of the Duke of
York was, in fact, quite accurate.
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the background breaks the spell. She is being drawn back to the world of the normate,
hearing laughter, a quintessential sound of life, reminds her that death is final, that to
go down that dark road is no longer her decision. The shot cuts again and we see Julia
sitting on a beach, without her wheelchair. She is extremely distressed and is shown
telling her husband, Germán, something although what is said is unclear. They
embrace and the camera makes a jump shot to bring a large portion of the beach and
the waves into the frame. Situating Julia and Germán’s reconciliation on the beach the
narrative again utilises the landscape as a metaphor for the emotional and
psychological state of the disabled character.
Firstly, no longer does the environment operate as pathetic fallacy to imply
Julia’s turmoil and pain as it did in the start of the film, rather it is now used to convey
a sense of peace, albeit a short-lived peace. The gentle waves washing up on the sands
are in contrast to the rainstorm that was the backdrop when we were first introduced
to her character. Furthermore, the magic realism sequences emanating from Ramón’s
imagination when he flies to the beach and embraces Julia are negated by her
husband’s presence. She has turned away from Ramón and his path to death and
therefore she must live with the consequences of her illness. Moreover, there are no
visual cues as to the disabled character’s impairment in this scene; she sits on the
beach without a wheelchair to remind us of her difference, indeed the wheelchair is
nowhere to be seen (the frame shows a wide angle shot) and this is one of the first
scenes since her stroke wherein the character is depicted without any physical
mobility aid. This visual indicator implies that her representation, in this scene, is that
of a non-disabled character with no discernible difference between her and Germán,
thus she appears to be resisting the option of death in the hope of someday reaching
an ideologically acceptable level of ability. She believes she may regain the status she
once lost as a normate, and the future, although unclear, is worth living for. Julia has
turned away from Ramón and his path to death and therefore she must live with the
consequences of her illness.
Furthermore, we again see evidence of Julia’s negative characterisation when
we consider her gendered position in the film, not only as a woman, but as a disabled
woman. Her trajectory through the narrative from her position of non-disabled
normate to that of disabled wheelchair user emphases her erratic vulnerability. As
Jenny Morris writes ‘the most common representation of disability in television and
the cinema is a wheelchair user because the wheelchair offers the most obvious and
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easiest way of presenting a recognisable disability.’ 54 The camera’s focus on Julia’s
wheelchair suggests the transformation from non-disabled to disabled is moving at a
pace within the diegesis and her wheelchair a visual signpost to her physical and
emotional volatility. This takes on extra meaning when we consider her role in the
text as a female character.
To some extent, the non-disabled female characters in The Sea Inside are
ascribed socially scripted hegemonic roles associated with their gender. Manuela,
Gené and Rosa all display a somewhat maternal affection for Ramón, indeed all three
characters are, or become, mothers. Likewise, Manuela cares selflessly for Ramón for
many years, never questioning his constant wish to die. Moreover, all three women
are more understanding of his predicament and, with the exception of Rosa’s initial
reluctance, all three facilitate his requests in any way they can.
Julia, however, is never allowed to assume a maternal role in the diegesis. Her
status as normate and as a woman is dually undermined by events. Again, as Morris
writes ‘physical or learning disability in a woman has been used in the various
cultural media the same way as it has in men to signify evil or horror [...] but the
overwhelming association [...] for women is one of passivity, dependency and
deprivation.’55 Julia becomes the embodiment of all these themes and as her
impairment increases so too does her representation as passive, dependant and
deprived. Her fate is now consolidated and she must live with her decision, however,
the narrative is not yet finished with her and she will be called on again to reinforce
the constant paradigm that death is the only ‘cure’ for disability.
Ramón is extremely distraught when Julia does not come with the newly
published book. Instead, a package arrives with a copy of his work and a letter. The
contents of the letter, and its writer, are never revealed but we can presume they are
from Julia or even Germán. That night Ramón is hysterical, he cries rhetorically,
“why can’t I be like everyone else? […] Why do I want to die?” Julia’s betrayal locks
him into an uncertain future. It is her absence from the narrative, her refusal to adhere
to the path that Ramón adheres to which causes the continued lack of ‘balance’ in the
text. The narrative will, however, restore all impaired characters to an acceptable level
to alleviate the anxiety of the normate viewer. Snyder and Mitchell comment that ‘the
erasure of disability via a “quick fix” of an impaired physicality or intellect removes
Jenny Morris, Pride Against Prejudice: Transforming Attitudes Towards Disability, (London: The Women’s Group Press Ltd.,
1998), 98.
55
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an audience’s need for concern or continuing vigilance.’ 56 Moreover, the character of
Julia is now supplanted by the ‘quick fix’ of Rosa, an non-disabled character that
eventually comes to Ramón, and the narrative’s ‘rescue’ of the deficient, disabled
body bringing it back to a state of control.
Rosa now assumes an integral place in the plot. She goes to see Ramón and
finds him depressed and dejected by Julia’s betrayal. Rosa arrives at home and tells
him “Ramón, I finally understood, don’t you see? I understood. What you said in
Coruña. “The person that really loves me will help me die” I’m sure about my
feelings, Ramón. I love you. Do you want me to help you?” “Rosa” Ramón replies
looking slightly away, she quickly cuts him off saying “I’m serious, Ramón. Do you
want me to help you?” After some arguments with his brother, José, and some scenes
where he says his final goodbyes to his family he travels to the coastal town of Boiro
where Rosa has rented an apartment with a sea view for him. This is where he will
live out his final days. We see him enjoying a farewell party given by his friends and
acquaintances just before the final death scene. One night as he and Rosa sit looking
at the vast horizons as the sun sets over the Atlantic Ramón shows his gratitude to her,
“Thank you Rosa. With all my heart.” Rosa smiles and approaches him to kiss him,
but then she stops and instead of kissing him on the mouth she directs her kiss to his
forehead.
Rosa has become the non-disabled liberator. Her treatment at the hands of
Ramón throughout the plot has been harsh at times, he has spoken brusquely to her in
the past, he has spurned her affections on more than one occasion and now she, not
Julia, is the expeditor of his wishes. Furthermore, it is Rosa not Julia that proves her
‘true love’ to Ramón. This takes on significance when we consider the cultural
correlation between a marred body and a flawed mind. The film entices us to look at
the impaired body, its suggestive visual cues and prompts accumulating continuously
until we see that Julia’s course of action, her correct and justified one, is to help
Ramón die even if she cannot kill herself. Yet her characterisation as a selfish and
erratic individual becomes more pronounced, and indeed exaggerated, as her physical
condition worsens. These ‘qualities’ are in stark contrast to those that are exemplified
by the non-disabled Rosa.
Rosa does not promise Ramón anything but her love and if that requires her to
help him to die then so be it. She knows, on some level, that Ramón does not share the
56
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same romantic feelings for her. This is suggested by the kiss she gives him, and she
directs it towards his head rather than to his lips thus acknowledging his feelings
towards her. In doing so, Rosa illustrates her moral superiority over both Ramón and
Julia. She, as a representative of the non-disabled hegemony, and a non-disabled
character reminiscent of the Dramas of Adjustment, understands the disabled
condition better than the disabled characters themselves and when she is called to
action by the text she does so selflessly. 57 Ramón’s rejection of her as a lover is the
narrative’s insistence that the societal barriers between normate and disabled people
can never be truly breached. Thus, Rosa is the catalyst for change in Ramón, as they
sit watching the sun set he now recognises what ‘true love’ really is and Rosa has
fulfilled her purpose of bestowing upon him an ‘emotional education.’ 58
In his last appearance in the film, we see Ramón seated in a supportive chair
before he drinks a lethal dose of potassium cyanide that Gené has procured and sent to
him. The filmmakers used principally the same dialogue that the real life Ramón
Sampedro spoke in a videotape recording made during his final moments on earth.
The camera focuses almost continuously on Ramón’s face in the film and as he drinks
down the concoction the frame never shifts from showing the full effects of the
poison. The shot cuts briefly to a scene of the young Ramón lying face down in the
water some 29 years previously, however this time he is not dragged from the water
by a friend, this time he drowns and ‘balance is restored’. The shot cuts back again to
Ramón in the apartment in Boiro as he dies and then returns to a shot of his lifeless
body floating in the sea. The scene ends. But this is not the final scene in the film. The
penultimate scenes in the film validate Ramón’s decision through the framing of
living with impairment as a choice which is ill-advised.

4.6 A Return to The Ocean
In the film’s final moments Gené goes to see Julia and Germán at their seaside
home. Germán greets her cordially and she inquires if Julia will be able to follow a
conversation to which he replies that she can, though at times it is difficult for Julia to
recall events. Gené approaches Julia who is sitting on a garden chair looking out to
sea (Figure 13, next page). As she turns to look at Gené we see that Julia’s face has
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changed, she looks drawn and tired. 59 Gené greets her and gives her a letter from
Ramón that she has recently found. Julia clearly does not remember who Ramón is
nor recall any of the events that occurred in Galicia. Gené becomes distressed at
Julia’s physical and mental state, she composes herself and both characters look to the
ocean. The film ends with a long shot of a beach where Marc, Gené and their son run
and play an implied suggestion that life is ever ongoing despite the finality of death
and the sickness that is disability.

Image removed for copyright reasons

Figure 13, ‘Out to Sea’

Amenábar states that in relation to this scene: ‘I wanted to end it by the sea…it was Mateo [Mateo Gil, the co-screenwriter]
who suggested this ending, returning to meet Julia to see what has become of her. It seemed the best way of showing the twin
paths we wanted to illustrate in the film, the different ways of confronting these issues. Julia has chosen to live, with all its
consequences, and I respect that. Some people try to say “You forced Julia’s pathetic appearance.” Not at all. We tried to film it
with great tenderness. Her acting too [referring to the actress in the role of Julia, Belén Rueda]. She’s not well obviously but
she’s at peace. We insisted on that idea.’ Alejandro Amenábar, Director’s Commentary, included as DVD extra, The Sea Inside,
Dir. Alejandro Amenábar, Javier Bardem, (Canal+: Spain, 2004). Nonetheless, despite the director’s intention the evidence
suggests otherwise.
59

141

142

Image removed for copyright reasons

Figure 14, ‘Out to Sea’

The framing of Julia as a site of suffering further reinforces the ideology that it
is better to be dead than disabled. She is a shadow of her former self; her face is
clearly worn with lines and heavy bags hang under her eyes (Figure 14 above), absent
is the glint of recognition in her eyes that we saw in previous scenes. Her choice was
to choose life and in doing so the narrative exposed her to the full effects of a serious
neurological impairment. The letter Gené gives her is now useless, she will never
know what last words Ramón has written, she gave up that privilege when she
reneged on her promise to him. The focus on Julia’s face (Figure 14, previous page),
notwithstanding the intention of the filmmakers, becomes a site of staring and ‘faces
are consequential texts that we read attentively.’ 60 It throws us off guard, when we last
saw Julia there was some visual suggestion that she may be able to regain her status as
normate, but this is now negated by the look of vagueness and lines of worry on her
face. She has not got better and she never will. As she and Gené look to the sea at the
end of the film Julia’s view is not unobstructed. Rather there is a metal fence
hindering her ocular roaming (Figure 13, previous page.), and forever excluding her
from reaching the balance that Ramón has achieved by choosing death over disability.
In conclusion, there is a constant sense of urgency conveyed by The Sea
Inside. The diegesis never rescinds from the ideology of ability. Throughout the film,
the drama races ahead always intent on reaching conclusions that will validate the
paradigm of euthanasia as a preferred option for serious impairment, positing the
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impaired body as deficient to that of the non-disabled ideal. As we have seen the film
achieves this in various ways; visually, dramatically, rhetorically and metaphorically.
The visual emphasis on the disabled characters’ physical difference is
established early in the text. Both Ramón and Julia’s physical ‘deviances’ are
displayed in several examples that we have discussed. The focus on Ramón’s
atrophied and immobile body at the start of the text is a visual reminder that his
existence is one that is undesirable to the normate viewer. His body becomes a site of
staring at the unusualness of his static form, a body so still, but a face so animated and
a voice so articulated. The ablest gaze removes us from identifying with him, and by
default enables the normate viewer to look upon his body with a sense of relief and
dominance that his impairment does not threaten their status as non-disabled and also
they are not in the same predicament.
Conversely, Julia becomes the location for our projected fear of impairment.
The visual spotlight on her illness and impairment is constantly symbolised by the
film. Her physical trajectory is one of decline until her final appearance is the
corporeal embodiment of pain, suffering and loss. We have seen the character lose her
mobility and with it her status as normate in several scenes, the camera repetitiously
framing the effects of her impairment as negative. The emphasis on her use of
mobility aids emphasises this throughout. Whereas Ramón refuses the use of such
devices for the majority of the text, Julia undergoes various forms of rehabilitation to
regain her ability yet her character never achieves this and the final shots of her stress
that she has made the wrong decision in choosing to live.
Ramón’s characterisation is one that is dubiously constructed. A full
exposition never truly occurs and Amenábar presents him almost as a Captain Ahablike figure obsessed, driven and constantly preoccupied with the ocean, but afraid to
look upon it.61 However, Ramón appears logical and grounded in opposition to many
of the other characters in the text and, in the case of the Fr. Francisco and the
judiciary, the institutions they represent. His decision to end his life is never truly
questioned without a metaphysical or bureaucratic response being offered by the text.
Therefore, the only opposition to his request to die is presented as illogical and
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unenlightened. 62 Nonetheless, he is also represented as a character that is to some
extent egocentric and his interpersonal relationships reflect this view. The character’s
believe that the one ‘who really loves’ him is the one who helps him die. The
character becomes obsessed with fulfilling his ambition at whatever costs necessary
and if that requires him to be manipulative then so be it.
Additionally, Julia also becomes more concerned with her own predicament as
her impairment becomes more visually pronounced. However, in contrast to Ramón
she is depicted as erratic and somewhat untrustworthy. She reads his letters without
his permission, she begins an affair with him betraying her husband Germán and
finally she breaks her promise to Ramón and leaves him in limbo. The suggestion that
she has a shaky moral compass is a stereotypical characterisation of a disabled
protagonist that reinforces the notion of the marred body/marred mind connection.
Julia’s impairment and the decision she makes to live do not offer a view of an
‘alternative path’ as Amenábar has stated, but rather the evidence suggests she
represents, very subtly, the cultural perception that impairment is a reprehensible
condition, morally and physically and, by default, she is a justification for Ramón’s
wish to die.
In contrast to the disabled protagonists, the non-disabled characters in the text
are represented as forgiving, caring and capable of great acts of selflessness. As we
have discussed, Manuela cares for Ramón selflessly without complaint. Germán
forgives Julia on the beach and is shown caring for her in the final scene. He, like
Manuela, has never forsaken his disabled charge even though the disabled character is
often resentful of the facilitation he or she receives. Rosa becomes a paragon of
altruistic behaviour when she finally consents to Ramón’s wishes. Ramón’s persistent
rejection of her as a lover never truly deters her and it is she who gives him the
emotional education that he requires when she enables him to kill himself. Although
the narrative would never allow such a relationship between a non-disabled and
disabled character to exist independently, it is her obsession with him that fulfils his
obsession to die therefore expediting the narrative’s neat conclusion.
As the evidence also suggests the dialogue of the text functions as a furthering
of the ideology of ability. Ramón’s argument rests on the fact that it is his choice to
die, that his existence is a ‘hell’ and by not being allowed the opportunity to kill
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himself his free will is being curtailed. Therefore, throughout the text ability is
proffered as the only form of true autonomy, and impairment takes away an
individual’s right to choose, even if that decision is to end his or her own life. But this
is just rhetoric used to the narrative’s advantage. There is never any meaningful
exercise of free will by the disabled protagonists. They can only choose the very
limited paths that the text has offered them – die at a time of your own choosing or
continue to live a life of increasing suffering and pain. As we have seen the dialogue
only serves to enforce the perceived desirability of the normate body and the nondisabled hegemony.
The use of the landscape and weather as a form of pathetic fallacy, as has been
discussed, takes on significant metaphorical meanings in the film. The sea is used to
symbolise the interior workings of the chief disabled protagonist. Ramón perceives
the sea as the giver and taker of life. For him, the sea that took away his ‘freedom’
may one day reinstate it as the final scenes of him drowning suggest. It was the last
location where he was ‘normal’ and as he prepares to die we see the sea open before
him as he sits gazing at it with Rosa in Boiro. It is where he revisits, in his mind, for
solace and tranquillity. His meditation, and his reluctance to look upon it in ‘reality’
until he is sure that he will be dead, suggests that he is not afraid of the vast expanse
of water anymore for he is returning to it.
Likewise, the weather conditions are a metaphor for the disabled characters’
internal emotions. As we have seen when Julia is first introduced to the text, the
rainstorm is an indicator of her emotional turmoil about her future existence due to
her impairment. In contrast, the sea is a reflection of Ramón’s inner peace; his
conviction to die has brought him to a state of harmony and reflection thus justifying
his decision. Julia will never reach this level of peace for she has resisted Ramón’s
lead and therefore must suffer the consequences. As she looks out to sea in the
penultimate scene, the metal railing in front of her splitting her view, she knows there
is something or someone that the ocean reminds her of but the dementia and memory
loss she is now suffering bar her from ever recalling Ramón. This is what the
narrative has set out to accomplish. That disability is an undesirable predicament and
the disabled body is deficient when compared with the non-disabled ideal. How is this
achieved? As Gené tells Julia: “Fear is a very powerful weapon.” And as we have
seen, and the evidence suggests, fear most certainly is an extremely prevailing
weapon and it is used to its maximum capabilities in The Sea Inside.
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Chapter Five: The Subjective Perspective: The Diving Bell and The
Butterfly.
As we have seen in the last chapter, disability is used with great subtlety to suggest
the deficiency of the disabled body. In the film The Diving Bell and the Butterfly the
diegesis is less concerned with the rehabilitation of the impaired body than with the
perceptions of the disabled held by the non-disabled. These perceptions can be
complex and contradictory. These texts offer an alternative conception of disability in
which a nuanced subjectivity of impairment supersedes the otherness of disability, an
otherness defined by its relation to non-disabled worth and value.
Julian Schnabel’s The Diving Bell and the Butterfly is a subtle and individual
reflection on serious impairment. The disabled protagonist does not undergo any
major shift in characterisation after acquiring his impairment and his exposition is not
wholly dictated by the non-disabled characters or disabled stereotypes. In both texts
the disabled protagonists offer an alternative characterisation to that which we have
previously discussed. The evidence examined in this chapter will demonstrate that
neither impairment, nor the rule of the normate, has to have such a narrative influence
over a disabled protagonist in a film.

5.1 The Diving Bell and the Butterfly

In December 1995, the French journalist Jean-Dominique Bauby suffered what is
called in medical terms a massive cerebrovascular accident, or more commonly, a
stroke. He spent 20 days in a deep state coma before slowly regaining consciousness
and was diagnosed with a condition called Locked-in syndrome.1 Bauby was
significantly paralyzed with initially only the control of his left eyelid as a means of
communication. He underwent months of physical and speech therapy until a means
of communication was established in which a speech therapist or friends would read
aloud from a specific alphabetic chart. The letters on the chart would be read out in
order of their frequency in the French language. Bauby would blink once to select a
letter and twice if the letter selected by the assistant was incorrect. In addition to this
1

Locked-in syndrome is characterised by a complete paralysis of all the voluntary muscles in the body with the exception of the
eye muscles. Individuals affected by locked-in syndrome are completely conscious. Source: The National Institute of
Neurological Disorders and Stroke (http://www.ninds.nih.gov/disorders/lockedinsyndrome/lockedinsyndrome.htm accessed 11 th
May 2009).
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he regained some motor function and was able to turn his head as well as make some
basic sounds. He had been prominent in French culture and society as he was the then
editor of the French edition of the fashion magazine Elle and prior to his accident he
had secured a commission to rewrite a contemporary version of Alexandre Dumas’
The Count of Monte Cristo by the publisher Robert Laffont. After his stroke, Bauby
took up the pre-existing offer to write the book and, just as Dumas had an assistant
when he wrote his classic, Claude Mendibil was hired by Bauby’s publisher to act as
scribe on the enterprise. Bauby would blink out each word, each day, until the final
book The Diving Bell and The Butterfly, was published on the 7 th of March 1997.
Jean-Dominique Bauby died of complications due to a urinary infection two days later
at the age of 46.
Julian Schnabel was recruited to direct the film adaptation of Bauby’s book.
The film, The Diving Bell and the Butterfly (Le Scaphandre et le Papillon), was released
on the 22nd of May 2007 at the Cannes film festival and won the Best Director
category for Schnabel. He was originally sent the screenplay by the producer Kathleen
Kennedy, via Johnny Depp. 2 Schnabel had reservations about anglicising what was a
French story and after the departure of Depp, he and Kennedy agreed on the casting of
the French actor Mathieu Amalric in the lead role of Jean-Dominique Bauby and
moving the whole production to France, filming it in French and indeed using most of
the real locations from Bauby’s later life in the film, most notably the hospital in
Berck-Sur-Mer where he wrote the book. Schnabel even went so far as to learn, with
some proficiency, the French language. 3
The film has a distinctive visual style which uses the disabled protagonist’s
first person POV for significant sections of the film, intermingled with flashbacks to
his past and colourful forays into his imagination and elements of surrealism. The
visual power of the film is achieved by the cinematographer Janusz Kaminski. 4
Kaminski used a swing and tilt lens for slightly out-of-focus shots from JeanDominique’s POV with the effect that one image in the frame stays sharp while the
2
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others are slightly fuzzy. Schnabel brought his experience as a painter to the
production; many of the scenes in the film have surrealist and metaphorical images,
such as the scenes where the character of Jean-Dominique is sitting motionless in his
wheelchair upon a platform in the sea as waves crash around him, or where he is
trapped in the title’s eponymous diving bell suit. Schnabel commented on this visual
style when he said in an interview at the New York Film Festival in 2008:
I’m not trying to re-invent the wheel. I’m just trying to tell the story…I’m very
bored when I see most movies, whatever the text is there’s a subtext and a visual
language that I feel is very tired and so this situation that this man was in
[Bauby] gave me a lot of freedom. He could travel with his imagination and his
memory – I could put anything I wanted in this movie and that was very
liberating.5
Schnabel’s film relies less on the narrative driving the fate of the protagonist and
more on the actual perspective of the character. In this regard, the text differs from the
previous films that we have examined. The industrial functions of film enable
Schnabel to achieve a complex and highly subjective perspective on severe physical
impairment. As we shall see, with the use of the first-person POV the text utilises the
full weight of the medium’s techniques to convey to the viewer a sense of what the
disabled protagonist is experiencing. However, the narrative of the film is perhaps not
as unique as its visual form which frames a subjective perspective of impairment.
In Cultural Locations of Disability, Snyder and Mitchell note that ‘our screens
tend to transmit bizarre repetitions and standard excessive reactions to disability
experience.’6 They add further: ‘inverse correlations to body genres occur if one goes
at the topic of representation from a disability perspective: melodramas take up
personal intimacy - often with a character’s self-denial and repulsion toward a newly
acquired disability predicament.’7 The scholars suggest the example of new disability
documentary cinema offers an alternative perspective on the disability experience that
is grounded in the subjectivity of the disabled person. In The Diving Bell and the
Butterfly, a somewhat fictionalised account of a real life subject offers us an
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6
Mitchell and Snyder, Cultural Locations of Disability, 167.
7
Ibid., 168.
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alternative to the diegetic approach that we have examined in The Sea Inside and
Inside I’m Dancing.
This alternative offered by The Diving Bell and the Butterfly, while not wholly
free of the thematic structure of the texts discussed previously, offers us a more
subjective, albeit somewhat fictionalised, representation of the experience of
impairment. The film, to some extent, still follows the repetitious nature of the
disability drama in several areas. For instance, Jean-Dominique is initially depressed
and devoid of hope in his newfound predicament. When he carefully communicates
that he wishes to die to his speech therapist Henriette (Marie-Josée Croze) the
evidence suggests that the text again echoes that of the previous narrative structures
that we have examined. In the scene Henriette sits in front of Jean-Dominique as he
communicates his first substantial word to her using the alphabet board she has
designed. As she reads from the board he blinks once to select a letter and twice if the
letter is incorrect. Henriette quickly realises that he is spelling out the word death. “I
want to die” she says emotionally verbalising his request. She is clearly distraught at
Jean-Dominique’s request. “How dare you.” Henriette says, “There are people who
love you, to whom you matter. I hardly know you, but you matter to me already.
You’re alive. Don’t say you want to die. It’s disrespectful. Obscene.” When she
finally finishes scolding Jean-Dominique, she asks him “Do you want to go on?” he
blinks twice indicating ‘no’. “Very well,” she replies and hurriedly leaves his room
banging the door as she exits. A few seconds pass as we see the room from JeanDominique’s POV, his range of movement is extremely limited and the shot pans to a
curtain flapping in the breeze that comes in through an open window. After a few
seconds Henriette returns to the room, having composed herself. Her previous display
of anger and consternation is replaced by an expression of embarrassment. “I’m
sorry” she admits, almost coquettishly, to Jean-Dominique, “What for?” he says in the
voiceover (only the viewer hearing his words), “I was out of line,” continues
Henriette, “Get some rest.”
In the scene described above, the film appears to navigate the narrative
formula that is ubiquitous in the disability melodrama as we have seen in the earlier
chapters of this thesis. The disabled protagonist is unable to accept his or her newlyfound predicament of impairment and to quote Longmore again this: ‘suggest[s] that
disability is a problem of psychological self-acceptance, of emotional adjustment
[and] typically disabled characters lack insight about themselves and other people,
149
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and require emotional education, usually by a non-disabled character.’8 This scene in
particular may indicate this is a narrative theme that the text is going to follow yet
again. The scene never happened in reality; Jean-Dominique never told anyone that he
wished to die after his accident.9 Schnabel admits in the DVD commentary that this
event never happened. He says:
I think that maybe it’s a mistake to demystify how these things get
made [the scene in the film we have discussed], because it’s real
what you’re seeing. They’re just people reacting to situations. The
nurse who she [the actress Marie-Josée Croze] based her character
on [Henriette, Bauby’s speech therapist] said that he [JeanDominique] never said that he wanted to die and she never talked to
him like that. So the actress was quite uncomfortable about the
whole thing. I said you should do this anyway and when she walked
out of the room I said: ‘now you can go back in and apologise to
him’. So, she had her chance to do what she felt was the correct
thing.10
Regardless of Schnabel’s commentary, the evidence demonstrates that one of the first
phrases that Jean-Dominique is able to utter to the outside world is a request to die.
Why was this line of dialogue included in the text? While we may consider
Schnabel’s evasive commentary when he speaks of it perhaps being a ‘mistake to
demystify’ how films are made, nevertheless the residue of past disability
performances hangs over this scene. The use of such an emotive piece of dialogue is
curious and it sits uncomfortably in an otherwise complex film, however many texts
contain inconsistencies. As we have mentioned, the narrative of the text is partially
fictionalised. There was, as is the case with so many disability films, controversy
about the character trajectories and plot after the film’s release. The controversy
centred on the romantic connections and relationships that Jean-Dominique
experienced in his real life and his filmic one.
Longmore, ‘Screening Stereotypes’, 7-8.
Beth Arnold ‘The Truth about the Diving Bell and The Butterfly’, Salon.com, 23rd February, 2008 (accessed 12 th April 2013,
http://www.salon.com/2008/02/23/diving_bell_2/) and also Commentary by director Julian Schnabel, The Diving Bell and The
Butterfly DVD.
10
Commentary by director Julian Schnabel, The Diving Bell and The Butterfly DVD. It is interesting to note that many of the real
life medical attendants that cared for Bauby when he was in Berck-sur-Mer were also cast by Schnabel and appear in the film.
8
9
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The strained relationship that occurs in the film between Jean-Dominique,
Céline (Emmanuelle Seigner), the mother of his children and ex-partner, and Inès
(Agathe de La Fontaine), his romantic partner at the time of his stroke, caused a
serious controversy when the film was released in 2007. Schnabel states that Florence
Ben Sadoun (Inès in the film) was frequently at the hospital with Jean-Dominique and
she drove every second day from Paris to be by his bedside. The director also
mentions that the Céline character was rarely in Berck-Sur-Mer and that as JeanDominique’s ex-partner, Sylvie de la Rouchefoucauld, owned the copyright to JeanDominique’s book there was a certain amount of control over how the character she
was based on would be portrayed.11 In fact, some of Jean-Dominique’s friends took
umbrage with the manner in which the film represented Inès’s absence from the
hospital, for example Valerie Toranian, a colleague of Jean-Dominique’s from Elle
magazine, wrote: 'Florence, always Florence, at your side, the woman you loved, who
loved you until your last breath.’12 Whether the accuracy of these claims and counterclaims can be proven is unclear and it is not my intention to differentiate between the
real and fictional adaptations to the narrative of the text. Rather, some of these plot
additions (notwithstanding the inclusion of the previous dialogue of the protagonist
wishing to die), the representation of Jean-Dominique’s personal relationships as
complex and strained combine to offer a complex character exposition that gives us an
opportunity to see and understand that impairment is not an all-defining aspect of the
protagonist’s persona.
In the film, the screen is not simply a frame in which objects and actions
appear; rather it is a portal through which a viewer can experience a subjective POV
of disability and the camera enables the spectator to become an active participant in
the diegesis. As Gaut argues ‘we can see that there may be a tendency to affective

Julian Schnabel, Director’s Commentary, The Diving Bell and the Butterfly, DVD. There are conflicting accounts from his expartner Sylvie de la Rouchefoucauld (and Florence Ben Sadoun) There are accusations that there were financial impetuses behind
the narrative change, according to Beth Arnold: ‘just as the movie was finally about to be filmed, de la Rochefoucauld (again,
representing Théo and Céleste) [Bauby’s estate was bequeathed to his children, as they were minors at the time of his death, de la
Rochefoucauld legally represented them. She herself is a successful business woman who owns a television production company]
brought a lawsuit against the publisher, which was shocking to them. Simply put, the point was to question the rights of the book
and the film, increasing the royalties for the Bauby children.’ (‘The Truth about The Diving Bell and the Butterfly’ Beth Arnold,
online article published 23 rd February 2008, (accessed 22 nd April 2008,
http://www.salon.com/ent/feature/2008/02/23/diving_bell). Also, in the same article, Arnold refers to the ‘droit moral’ or moral
right of the heir (de la Rochefoucauld) to protect the integrity of the artist, ‘she could make sure the movie adaptation protected
her children in the way that she saw fit.’ ‘She [de la Rochefoucauld] was very much involved in the screenplays,’ one person
close to the situation told me. ‘She could have opposed this or that version of the screenplays because of the children.’ (I bid.).
Recently, Ben Sadoun has published her own account of the situation entitled La Fausse Veuve (The False Widow, Paris: Denoël
Editions, 2008) She says ‘It's not a witness account... it's not really my version, years don't match... but I took the memories.' It is,
she says a 'mélange of history’ (Janine Di Giovanni The Observer, London, 30th of November 2008, 46.
http://www.theguardian.com/lifeandstyle/2008/nov/30/diving-bell-butterfly-florence-bensadoun , accessed 11 May th 2013).
12
Ibid.
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identification resulting from this [POV] shot: that is, other things being equal this shot
may get us to imagine what the character is feeling (though we need not actually feel
it ourselves, i.e., we need not empathize with him).’ 13
The opening scenes of the film, after the initial credits, set the tone of the text;
the shot opens to a black screen and the non-diegetic sound of a male singing offscreen. We are in the first-person POV of Jean-Dominique as he awakes from his
coma. As he opens his eyelids the shot becomes blurred at various points and is
slightly out of focus, we hear the internal heavy breathing as the disabled protagonist
begins to look at the figures that are in his hospital room.
His conscious state is noticed by the medical professionals who are gathered in
the foreground of the frame one of whom, a female nurse, when seeing the protagonist
has opened his eyes, proclaims “Look! He’s waking up!” She briefly leaves the room
to contact a doctor and on her return she stares intently at the camera, at JeanDominique, all the while the shot is blurring somewhat and unsteadily creating the
visual effect of awakening from such a serious event as a coma. “Mr. Bauby,” the
nurse tells him as she continues staring, “…keep your eyes open, you’re awakening
from a very long sleep. Can you hear me?” “I can hear you” replies Jean-Dominique.
The nurse moves away from Jean-Dominique as another figure enters the room. We
are left in no doubt that this person is the doctor, wearing a mint green laboratory
coat, his hands resting in both pockets and around his neck a stethoscope. The
recognition of this figure as a medical professional makes Jean-Dominique suddenly
aware of his environment, “God, a hospital” he says in an anxious tone. The doctor,
Dr. Cocheton (Gerard Watkins), approaches Jean-Dominique and informs him that he
is in the naval hospital in Berck-sur-Mer near Calais, that he has been in a coma for
almost three weeks and explains who the other people in the room are. He asks the
disabled protagonist if he remembers what happened to him, to which JeanDominique’s commentary replies “like I said, vaguely. Images…” Dr. Cocheton
cannot hear Jean-Dominique; only we the viewers are aware of his dialogue and privy
Berys Gaut ‘Identity and Emotion in Narrative Film.’ In Philosophy of Film and Motion Pictures: An Anthology, edited by
Noël Carroll and Jinhee Choi. (Oxford: Blackwell, 2006), 265. Guat believes that aspectual identification with a character is of
importance in film theory, especially in relation to POV shots (Ibid.). Moreover, he writes ‘once we construe identification as a
matter of imagining oneself in a character’s situation, the issue becomes pertinent of which aspects of the character’s situation
one imagines oneself in.’ (Ibid.). Guat, along with other film scholars such as Noël Carroll, Kristin Thompson and David
Bordwell have offered alternatives to the psychoanalytical theoretical frameworks that have dominated film studies since the
1970s. These scholars recognise the centrality of the viewers’ subjective meaning-making in film spectatorship, which has
sometimes been negated by theorists in favour of psychoanalytical theory. This thesis, while drawing upon traditional
psychoanalytical film scholars such as Laura Mulvey, also recognises the hypotheses put forward by the neoformulists such as
Guat and Bordwell. This is an important body of work, especially in the area of viewer identification as we discuss in this current
chapter and, as Gaut notes ‘Abandoning the idea of identification because of its deployment in psychoanalytic theory is worse
than throwing the baby out with the bath water. It is a failure to identify with the baby.’(Ibid., 269).
13
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to his internal musings. When Cocheton proceeds to do some simple tests on our
protagonist the severity of his impairment becomes more apparent. The doctor asks
Jean-Dominique his name, the disabled protagonist responds, he can visualise the
words, he can think the answers he wishes to say, but he is unable to verbalise them
due to impaired motor function. Cocheton tells him he is going to be fine, in fact he
promises Jean-Dominique that all will be well. Jean-Dominique is extremely
perturbed, he cannot speak and he realises this. He has awoken to a new existence and
one in which his static body has become the metaphorical diving bell of the title.
The scene described above when Jean-Dominique first awakens from his coma
initiates us into the narrative. The revelation of the protagonist’s predicament
becomes the basis for the diegesis and the evidence, as we shall see, suggests that this
diegesis is not using disability as a metaphor for something else. By comparison, in
Inside I’m Dancing, disability is bandied about as a trauma to be overcome: if one
accepts one’s place and adjusts accordingly then one becomes independent; in The
Sea Inside Ramón’s impairment and subsequent right to die become an issue of
freedom of choice. However, Jean-Dominique’s characterisation is a more complex
one than that of the other disabled characters we have examined; he is not as
malleable as the two young men in Inside I’m Dancing nor is he as politically aware
as Ramón Sampedro. Rather he is a flawed human being who is dealing with the
challenges that are the effects of his impairment. The director says “I had to figure out
how I wanted to tell this story and because this man was stuck inside this body I
wanted the audience to feel that way.” 14 The text achieves this through the unique
POV of the disabled protagonist; we are brought into the narrative as active
participants when we share in the protagonist’s experiences as he looks upon the
world and as others stare back at him.

5.2 The Spectator and the Clinical Gaze

During several scenes the frame becomes a site of staring, we become the object of
the starer and by default it gives us an insight into the dynamics of the activity. 15 For
example, as Jean-Dominique wakes from his coma, the medical professionals in his
Julian Schnabel, Director’s Commentary, The Diving Bell and the Butterfly, DVD.
Key to this is the cinematic approach that Schnabel and Kaminski utilised in achieving these scenes (and indeed most scenes
where we are in the first person POV) He asked the actor Mathieu Amalric to be in a sound room away from the main set and the
actors we see in the frame are talking directly to the camera, they are unaware of Amalric’s dialogue of which a significant
amount is improvised. The camera operator is able to listen to Amalric’s commentary from the sound room and thus react to it.
14
15
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hospital rooms look intently at him, the nurse and doctor stare intensively in their
quest for information. Garland-Thomson writes ‘medical diagnosis, or what Michel
Foucault (1979) calls the “clinical gaze”, is one form of person-to-person staring that
is highly impersonal, scripted, and asymmetrical.’ 16 She further notes that ‘the
invasive stare of the medical expert probes the patient’s body and pronounces its
fate.’17 We see this visual scrutiny exercised by the medical professionals at work.
Jean-Dominique becomes the central focus of their ocular investigation and as the
viewer is seeing the frame from his POV, they too come under the microscope of the
clinical gaze. Dr. Cocheton stares at the camera (see figure 1 next page), searching for
some sign of consciousness from the disabled protagonist. It is an exceptional
moment, rarely does a disability film becomes so personal or gives the viewer such
insights from the position of the staree.
When one becomes the focus of a medicalised stare it is a very complex range
of sensations which one may encounter. The staree is not being looked upon due to
idle curiosity, but rather to see what is wrong and how to fix it; it is a cold, detached
stare that the staree undergoes. We set aside our objections for we perhaps have a
culturally scripted belief that medical intervention is always going to be a necessary
component of impairment, but nonetheless the nature of the medical stare and how
and where it is conducted are factors that can make an uncomfortable experience even
more unpleasant.
In the case of Jean-Dominique, his impairment is so acute that he cannot
escape from this ‘clinical gaze’, there is nowhere for him to retreat to. The stare from
Dr. Cocheton when Jean-Dominique wakes from the coma is conducted in the
hospital room and the process of being examined is conveyed effectively to the viewer
by the figure of Dr. Cocheton filling the frame for several moments in the scene
(Figures 1 and 2, next page).

16

Garland-Thomson, Staring, 28-29. Garland-Thomson is quoting Michel Foucault, Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the
Prison (New York: Vintage Books, 1979).
17
Ibid.
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Figure 1, ‘Locked In’ Ron Harwood screenplay, The Diving Bell and The Butterfly, Directed by Julian
Schnabel, France, Pathé Renn, 2007.

Image removed for copyright reasons

Figure 2, ‘Locked In’

His close proximity to the camera, and to the viewer, and his inability to hear the
dialogue of Jean-Dominique implies a sense of claustrophobia, yet detachment. He is
not wholly unkind to Jean-Dominique yet there is a sense of detachment nonetheless;
we can acknowledge that Dr. Cocheton is seeking knowledge, yet the sensation of
becoming a specimen of biological curiosity is conveyed to the viewer, as shown in
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figure 2. The protagonist’s emotions of unknowing are somehow sated when
Cocheton tells him he will recover, in fact Dr. Cocheton ‘promises’ Jean-Dominique
that he ‘will be fine’ (page 153). As Dr. Cocheton moves away to consult a nurse
Jean-Dominique realises he cannot be heard after the doctor had asked him to say the
names of his children. Jean-Dominique becomes understandably upset “They can’t
hear me? My God! I can’t speak? What’s happening to me? My name is JeanDominique Bauby! Doctor!” we hear him say in the voiceover. His questions go
unanswered, the medical team has no way of hearing him and he has no means of
communicating his fears and questions. A nurse approaches his bed; again she fills the
frame out of focus. She tells him “you’ll be okay Mr. Bauby.” The words of the
female nurse comfort him and he says “I’ve had a stroke. My speech and memory will
come back. I’ll be patient. OK, OK. I believe you.” He tells himself this in an
affirmative tone. Jean-Dominique’s fear is extended to the viewer, again by the use of
the first-person POV, but it is also the manner in which the ‘clinical gaze’ is
conducted that accentuates this fear and bewilderment. The young doctor rapidly
performs tests on Jean-Dominique; his gaze is clinical and scientific: he seeks
confirmation of a diagnosis and is almost pleased when he is successful in doing so.
The actual prognosis is communicated ineffectively to Jean-Dominique, the
doctor makes false promises somewhat alleviating the distress that his patient is
experiencing. Jean-Dominique’s body becomes a site of the clinical gaze. Dr.
Cocheton appears to have little interest in whether or not he understands his
predicament, instead busying himself with tests and unfounded promises. As Snyder
and Mitchell write; ‘most disability narratives, however experimental, end up trying to
prove that every white [or in this case, mint green] coat means well in returning us to
safekeeping on-screen through a window where we witness disability experiences
managed by comfortable quarters, as if filmed through a soft focus filter.’18 In the
scene we have discussed, the evidence suggests that the clinician’s gaze has sought to
reassure us with a defining and comforting prognosis. However, it is an untrue
prognosis and the doctor’s inexperience and his mismanagement of the situation are
illustrated in the next scene in the film.
The morning after Jean-Dominique awakens from his three week coma he is
visited by the senior neurologist Dr. LePage (Patrick Chesnais) and his team. Lepage
enters the room with Cocheton following meekly behind his superior. LePage takes a
18

Mitchell and Snyder, Cultural Locations of Disability, 181.
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seat on Jean-Dominique’s bed and insists that the disabled character “think of him as
a friend” to which Jean-Dominique sardonically comments “just be a doctor.” LePage
continues, unaware of Jean-Dominique’s emotional state and he says “And as a
friend, I know how hard this is for you.” As he speaks his body language towards
Jean-Dominique is casual and amicable, behind LePage we see Dr. Cocheton, his face
visible over LePage’s left shoulder. Cocheton has not looked towards Jean-Dominique
besides an initial glance when he entered the room with Lepage. LePage continues his
oration “And I know no-one has told you the truth. That’s my job.”
LePage tells Jean-Dominique that he is “paralyzed from head to toe” that he
cannot speak and that his condition is extremely rare. He also adds that he believes
that Jean-Dominique’s cognitive faculties are intact - that they “appear normal.” JeanDominique retorts “Is this normal!” as he finishes his internal dialogue, LePage comes
in closer to him, as does Dr. Cocheton, joining him as they examine JeanDominique’s right eye. The eye muscles are not working adequately for him to blink
and LePage wants to occlude it to protect the eye from environmental contaminates.
Cocheton stares with his senior at Jean-Dominique as they both closely examine his
eye (figure 4, next page). LePage insists that Jean-Dominique rests (to which he
replies “what else am I going to do?”) and that soon Jean-Dominique would be visited
by “two beauties” (his speech therapist and physiotherapist).
In the above scene, we are in the unique position of the ‘patient’s’ POV – we
are the subject of medical analysis and all that it can entail. Jean-Dominique was
reassured the previous day by Cocheton that everything would be fine, that his voice
would return. He ‘believed’ Dr. Cocheton, he ‘would be patient.’ However, the next
day the reality of his predicament is conveyed to him by LePage and as he informs
Jean-Dominique we see Cocheton’s (figure 3, next page) facial gestures are
suggestive of a guilty conscience. His initial prognosis to Jean-Dominique is untrue,
he will not recover. Perhaps even more perturbing is the other medical professional
that is part of LePage’s entourage.19 While Cocheton’s eyes are downcast and
narrowed, an implied sign of his mistake the previous day, a nurse looks away from
Jean-Dominique as LePage tells him the diagnosis of his impairment. She is

19

This is a different female nurse to the individual that was present when Jean-Dominique first awoke from his coma. That nurse
is present in this scene also, yet she looks intently towards LePage unlike her colleague and not with a blasé expression on her
face. She appears to fully recognise the significance of the moment for Jean-Dominique and her actions throughout the narrative
appear to show a genuine professionalism of care for her patient. This is understandable when we note that this individual,
Virginia Demotte, is the actual nurse who cared for Bauby when he was in the hospital 10 years previously, therefore she had
extensive actual experience to bring to this role

157

158
obviously bored, her face a blank expression of nonchalance about the event that is
occurring in the room at that moment.20
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Figure 3, ‘Locked In’

Image removed for copyright reasons

Figure 4, ‘Locked In’

The scene suggests that the medical gaze that Jean-Dominique experiences is
little concerned with the personal perspective on diagnosis, rather it is about collating
biological data in order to make a definitive diagnosis and course of treatment. This
has the effect of dehumanising the object of their investigation and Jean-Dominique’s

It is important to highlight the role of the spectators’ emotions during the viewing process. For example, in this scene, the
medical gaze may affect the spectator as much as the protagonist. As Carroll writes ‘‘a little apperceptive introspection quickly
reveals that throughout our viewing of a film we are generally in some emotional state or other, typically one prompted and
modulated by what is on screen.’ (Noël Carroll ‘Film, Emotion, and Genre’ in Philosophy of Film and Motion pictures: an
Anthology, 218-219).
20
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commentary suggests so. Foucault writes of the clinical gaze’ as: ‘a gaze of the
concrete sensibility […] travels from body to body […] situated in the space of
sensible manifestation. For the clinic, all truth is sensible truth; theory falls silent or
almost always vanishes at the patient's bedside to be replaced by observation and
experience.’21 Cocheton and LePage are practitioners of such a technique, a technique
that ushers the emotional well-being of the protagonist to the margins of the text. And
yet Jean-Dominique resists their ‘concrete sensibility’ with his wry humour.
Nonetheless, the experience that he is undergoing is effectively represented. The
careless coldness with which he is met by the non-disabled characters is revealing to
those of us who have never encountered such a situation in a medical environment.
Another scene in which a medicalised experience of impairment is illustrated
occurs when Jean-Dominique undergoes the procedure to have his right eye sutured
closed, a procedure that he is dreading. We see the effectiveness of shooting from
Jean-Dominique’s POV as his right eyelid is sutured closed to protect the cornea. 22
The doctor performing the procedure, a Dr. Mercier (Jean-Philippe Ecoffey), talks
casually about his recent skiing trip (Figure 5, next page), oblivious to the inner cries
of torment coming from Jean-Dominique as he becomes aware that his right eye is
about to be sewn shut. We see the entire scene through the protagonist’s right eye;
there is no withdrawal from the mise en scene that fills the frame and the spectator’s
visual arena.
The full weight of the protagonist’s emotive commentary is augmented by the
visual imagery that fills the screen as we can see in figure 6 on the next page. “Please
don’t!” Jean-Dominique pleads, but the doctor continues in his task, finally declaring
“Good job even if I say so.” The impersonality of the scene is further suggested when
the shot cuts to a close-up shot of the sutured eye of throughout the operation, and the
effect it has upon the psychological and emotional well-being of the protagonist JeanDominique. The stark visual impact is in contrast to Dr. Mercier’s passive demeanour.

21

Michel Foucault, The Birth of The Clinic, Trans. A. M. Sheridan (London: Routledge Classics, 2003). 148.
Bauby had full vision in both eyes but only the ability to blink with his left eyelid. His right eye was beginning to show slight
signs of corneal damage due to his inability to keep the eyeball moist or free from irritants. However, he wore protective glasses
and this procedure never occurred.
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Figure 5, ‘Speech Therapy’
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Figure 6, ‘Speech Therapy’

Jean-Dominique writes of this procedure in the film’s source text where he describes
the physician as ‘the very model of the couldn’t-care-less doctor, arrogant, brusque,
sarcastic, the kind that summons his patients for 8:00am., arrives at 9:00am., and
departs at 9:05 after giving each of them forty-five seconds of his precious time.’23
Jean-Dominique’s distaste for the doctor is clearly translated from the literary to the
visual in the finished film. Additionally, we also can discern how the real JeanDominique felt about his treatment at the hands of the medical profession when he
writes further of his ‘veiled mistrust the medical profession arouses in the long-term
patients.’24

23
24

Jean-Dominique Bauby, The Diving-Bell and The Butterfly, Trans. Jeremy Leggatt, (London: Harper Perennial, 2008), 61-62.
Ibid., 62.
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The diegesis continues to elaborate on the complexities of impairment when JeanDominique is assessed for a wheelchair by Dr. LePage and a room full of medical
professionals. There is no consultation in the process; LePage simply says to the
orderlies: “Let’s try the wheelchair. Wheel him back and forth. Towards me…I want
to be sure he can sit without going into spasms. See?” The camera pans back and forth
across the room, showing the protagonist’s POV from the position of the wheelchair.
“Sorry to inflict this upon you Jean-Do” LePage says, customarily, “You’re good for a
wheelchair.” “Good for a wheelchair!” Jean-Dominique comments, “What a verdict!”
Dr. LePage says to him “This is a good thing.” Again, the scene illustrates the
experience of the clinical gaze. The medical professionals look at Jean-Dominique
with an eye to improving the abnormal body, increasing the functionality of an
impaired body. This is not a wholly unconstructive exercise for, as Garland-Thomson
writes: ‘the application of this knowledge collection has nonetheless profoundly
sheltered those of us in modern, developed societies from suffering, pain, death, and
hardship even when it has mastered us.’25 The wheelchair assessment, while not being
carried out or communicated in a sensitive manner, is possibly a “good thing”. As
Garland-Thomson points out, medical scientific observation has its purposes and here
is an example of such a purpose, although the case in point is a complex and
contradictory one. In this example, Jean-Dominique is not consulted on his suitability
for a wheelchair; he is not even informed of it. He is hoisted onto the chair and
wheeled back and forth as he is observed by the gathered medics. However, without
this observation, without this trial he would be unable even to leave his room.
Therefore, the clinical gaze has its purpose, albeit in the process causing the
protagonist emotional and psychological distress. 26 However, not all the stares, gazes
and looks the protagonist receives are demeaning or coming from a medical
perspective, in fact most of the looks the disabled character receives are carefully
constructed to suggest the many definable aspects of the human experience.
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Garland-Thomson, Staring, 49.
In his book, Bauby writes of the event; ‘I had never seen so many white coats in my little room. Nurses, orderlies,
physiotherapists, occupational therapist, psychologist, neurologist, interns and even the department head - the whole hospital had
turned out for the event. [….] no one had yet given me an accurate picture of my situation and I clung to the certainty, based on
bits of pieces I had overheard, that I would very quickly recover movement and speech.’ He continues ‘Two attendants seized me
by the shoulders and feet, lifted me off the bed and dumped me unceremoniously in the wheelchair.’ The event was a traumatic
experience for Bauby who still hoped he would recover from the stroke he suffered, and he had still not been informed of the full
extent of his impairment. He writes further ‘I had graduated from being a patient whose prognosis was uncertain to an officia l
quadriplegic […] In one flash I saw the frightening truth.’ As is suggested, by Bauby’s text the event had a profound effect upon
him, however the positivity related to the improvement of his impairment was not based on a delusionary hope, but rather it
seems he was not provided with a clear picture of his condition by the medical team. Nonetheless, Bauby felt that the wheelchair
was also a turning point in his life; ‘Oddly enough, the shock of the wheelchair was helpful. Things became clearer.’ He writes
how it became the basis for an open dialogue with his friends and family who, up until the event, were hesitant to discuss his
predicament. Jean-Dominique Bauby, The Diving-Bell and The Butterfly, Trans. Jeremy Leggatt, (London: Harper Perennial,
2008), 15-19.
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5.3 The Subjectivity of the Staree

After the shock of the wheelchair assessment Jean-Dominique, for the first time,
chances to glance a reflection of his face. Although blurred, it is the first since his
hospitalisation. This comes as quite a shock to the disabled protagonist; “God, who’s
that?’ he declares, ‘I look like I came out of a vat of formaldehyde […] how awful!”
Garland-Thomson comments on the sobering moment when one stares at one’s own
face; ‘the person in the mirror or photography is not the person we experience
ourselves to be; rather, that person is the one others see.’ 27 In this film, we are viewing
Jean-Dominique’s face for the first time also, even if it is only a glimpse of his
newfound circumstance, it is not enough of a clear reflection to give a full impression,
but it is a suggestive, rapid shot that allows just enough into the protagonist’s and
viewer’s field of vision to wonder how others see us. The question of how others see
Jean-Dominique arises when Céline (Marina Hands), his ex-partner, visits him for the
first time since he has regained consciousness and gained the means to communicate
with others by blinking his left eye.

Image removed for copyright reasons

Figure 7, ‘The Surprise’
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Céline stares at her former partner to find in him a spark of recognition (Figure 7,
previous page); he is a vastly different person from the one she once knew. Rather
than stare at a visual anomaly in her usual field of vision, the stare Céline directs
towards Jean-Dominique is nuanced and complex. She recognises his face at once, but
his stitched eye, his drooping mouth and his tilted head undermine her recognition
process.28
Jean-Dominique stares back at her; the frame is filled with Celine’s face as she
searches the protagonist’s features as we see in figure 7. The stare at first is baroque,
the wonder and fear of who sits in front of her – will he recognize her? Does he
understand what their history together is? It is significant that the first stare that
Celine directs towards Jean-Dominique when they are alone is different from the kind
he has received from Drs. LePage and Cocheton. Celine’s expression is full of sadness
and a suggestive element of apprehension. This situation is as novel to her as it is to
Jean-Dominique. She tells him that everyone is praying for him, that she did not bring
the couple’s children as she “wanted to see” him first. This piece of dialogue in itself
implies her hesitation to subject her children to seeing their father in such an impaired
condition. Nevertheless, Celine becomes more relaxed as she continues to talk,
becoming aware that her ex-partner is still there inside the immobile body. She asks
him should she bring the children to visit him to which he replies ‘no’ by blinking.
Her expression changes with his negative reply. The smile that had broken upon her
face disappears and after a brief moment she asks him should his friend come to see
him, to which Jean-Dominique replies “yes”. “Him you want to see” Céline replies
looking downwards. Before she leaves him she tentatively asks him “Has she, has she
been to see you?” The ‘she’ Céline is referring to being Jean-Dominique’s girlfriend
at the time of his stroke, Inès. Jean-Dominique blinks “no”. Céline glances away for a
few moments and when she looks back to Jean-Dominique her demeanour is no
longer pensive as when she asked him, but rather there is a palpable sense of relief as
she looks towards the protagonist.
Celine’s eyes underline her sense of relief, in front of her sits her estranged
lover, the father of her children and perhaps this traumatic event, this horrible turn of
This meeting between the two characters is an example of a ‘baroque’ staring encounter which can be fraught with difficulties
for both starer and staree. Garland-Thomson writes ‘because neither starer nor staree can sustain the tension staring produces, the
staring dynamic must move forward. An arrested starer may quickly be able to regain enough composure to withdraw a stare.’
(Garland-Thomson, Staring, 115.). In the example of Céline, she composes herself enough to stop staring at Jean-Dominique
when she first sees him; therefore it is her who initially controls the dynamics of the stare.
28
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fortune will finally bring him back to her and their children? The evidence from the
frame suggests Celine’s look has shifted to a gaze of desire and control from that of a
stare of wonderment. It is precisely here, an epiphanic moment in the text, where
Jean-Dominique’s characterisation resists the urge to adjust, adapt or become
‘emotionally educated.’ Céline has come to see him before Inès – although Inès is the
woman he purports to love and dreams of. Céline is the mother of his children and yet
throughout the text, while admitting that he has treated them unfairly in the past, JeanDominique’s character does not change because of his impairment.
Jean-Dominique cannot physically control this visual encounter with Céline,
nor with any other individuals as he is unable to do so, but what he can control is the
commentary that the viewer is privy to when staring encounters occur involving him.
The exposition of the chief protagonist in the diegesis is one that resists many
metanarratives that, as we have seen, exist in the disability film. This is, instead, a
fully flawed individual with recognisable human traits.
Again, it is the first person position of the camera combined with the
protagonist’s non-diegetic voiceover that gives the viewer access to a deeper, more
complex understanding of one experience of the predicament of disability. According
to Chamarette ‘film has emphatically changed the world that we see, and
consequently it has also changed the way we see the world and ourselves within it:
film and cinema form a constitutive part of our world-making.’29 Throughout the
narrative of The Diving Bell and the Butterfly the filmmaker invites the viewer to
view the world of the diegesis from a different perspective.
Instead of being observers to the text, as in The Sea Inside and Inside I’m
Dancing where the protagonists are wholly defined by their impairments and the
viewer is never truly permitted to forget this or the undesirability of the disabled body,
Jean-Dominique’s POV invites the viewer to be active participants in the diegesis.
Chamarette again writes ‘presence to the cinematic moment is not only the primary
temporal mode of the cinematic encounter but also the emergent mode of
interpretation.’30 We interpret the events and emotions of Jean-Dominique by our
positioning as dynamic participants in film. While this is true for many films, in the
case of the disability film it is a unique perspective that has the effect of ‘a productive
encounter with the film itself.’ Jean-Dominique’s first person point of view combined
29

Jenny Chamarette, Phenomenology and The Future of Film: Rethinking Subjectivity Beyond French Cinema, (London:
Palgrave-Macmillan, 2012), 13.
30
Ibid., 36.

164

165
the protagonist’s non-diegetic voice over and internal monologue facilitates the
viewer to a more nuanced understanding and a conscious experience of the disability
predicament. Once again, it is not my intention to state that my readings of the
discussed films are definitive interpretations, but rather my analysis is one of a
multitude of readings. Nonetheless, it is important to acknowledge that
phenomenological analysis of filmic texts can only augment our complex thinking and
understanding of the power of cinema to enhance our ‘world-making’ ability31.
Certainly, as is the case with The Diving Bell and The Butterfly, this enables us as
viewers to experience, and perhaps understand, that disabled protagonists are not
always solely defined by their physical circumstances but instead are flawed and
multifaceted and complex. It is in this complexity of characterisation that the
protagonist becomes fully human rather than a projected site of fear and anxiety about
disability for the non-disabled audience.

5.4 Complexities in Characterisation
Lennard Davis writes that in many disability narratives the ‘disabled character is
never of importance to himself or herself.’ 32 Davis also observes that the characters
function within a text to facilitate the non-disabled characters to develop a sense of
‘sympathy, empathy or counterbalance some issue in the life of the “normal”
character.’33 As we have discussed, the disabled protagonist in The Diving Bell and
The Butterfly is a complex characterisation. And with this complex characterisation
comes a complexity in the character’s interpersonal relationships. Céline appears in
the text as the spurned partner who comes to the protagonist’s bedside even when he
has treated her questionably in the past. However, there is no romantic reconciliation
between the estranged couple. Jean-Dominique is suggested throughout the text as a
character that exhibits a healthy sense of ego which in turn enables him to foster other
romantic (fantasies of) connections with non-disabled characters. These liaisons may
be morally dubious and certainly at times in the text Jean-Dominique’s commentary is
overtly sexist, nonetheless, his commentary illustrates that disability is not the allencompassing defining feature of his characterisation, even if it does affect it.
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For example, in the scene where Marie (Olatz López Garmendia), his physiotherapist,
and Henriette, his speech therapist, first introduce themselves to Jean-Dominique, his
eye wanders salaciously over the two women, especially Marie. He declares “Am I in
heaven?” as he gazes at the two women, his eye sporadically focusing on Marie’s
chest as she speaks. “Just my luck,” Jean-Dominique comments stoically, “two
beauties and I’m stuck.” The gaze he exhibits is overtly sexual, he desires the female
bodies, but simultaneously he is aware that he is physically unable to act upon his
desires yet, nonetheless, regardless of this, the disabled protagonist continues to
exhibit a sexual awareness of himself. In another example, although he is apparently
no longer interested in a monogamist relationship with his ex-partner, Céline, he still
gazes at her in a sexual, almost objectifying manner.
This is in contrast to the other disabled characters that we have examined in
the previous chapters. For instance, the two disabled protagonists in Inside I’m
Dancing are barred from entering the normate world of sexuality and in The Sea
Inside, Ramón and Julia’s relationship becomes sexual when she has reached an
acceptable level of impairment. However, the sexualised visual activity of the
disabled protagonist is not wholly one-sided; the female companions he interacts with
are as sexually suggestive to the disabled character as his commentary is to the
viewer. In further scenes in the text, the gaze of desire of the protagonist is
reciprocated by other female characters.
In one scene in particular we see how, even despite the seriousness of his
impairment, the disabled protagonist still manages to nurture a romantic relationship
with a non-disabled character thus refuting the metanarratives of the ideology of
ability. When Jean-Dominique begins work on his book he requests that his publisher
send him a scribe to facilitate the enterprise. When he first meets Claude (Anne
Consigny), she is at first nervous at the prospect of such a task. “Don’t panic” JeanDominique assures her, his speech therapist Henriette communicating for him. As the
days go by, Jean-Dominique dictates his writing to Claude, the process is slow and
laborious, but a relationship that extends beyond professional boundaries begins to
emerge between them. One day as they sit on the beach close to the hospital at Bercksur-Mer, Claude delicately wipes Jean-Dominique’s face, “gentle” he tells her, one
word only, but enough for her to gaze lovingly at her disabled companion sitting static
in his wheelchair.
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On another occasion she takes him upon a boat ride out into the Atlantic
Ocean, but still within sight of the shore. Claude presents him with a two-volume
copy of Dumas’ The Count of Monte Cristo, a novel that Jean-Dominique has a
special affection for and indeed it is the very novel that he was commissioned to
modernise before his stroke. He asks her to read aloud from chapter 59.34 The passage
she reads describes Monsieur Noirtier, a character within the novel who has become
seriously physically impaired and cannot speak verbally or move, a character in his
“moribund frame”. Jean-Dominique comments “that’s me to a T”. Claude, sensing the
parallels that he has drawn between himself and the literary character, looks towards
him with affection and says aloud ‘it’s not.” After a moment Jean-Dominique
continues, “My diving bell drags you down to the bottom of the ocean.” It is unclear
whether this is meant to be rhetorical or directed toward Claude but she replies “JeanDo, I don’t mind you dragging me to the bottom of the ocean, because you’re also my
butterfly.” Jean-Dominique comments with a slight incredulous laugh, “A declaration
of love, my word!” (Figure 8, below)

Image removed for copyright reasons

Figure 8, “I’m Still Here”

Throughout the film it is suggested that the protagonist has been involved with several
women in his past. Conceivably his former position as the editor of Elle fashion
magazine, a medium obsessed with the perfection of the female form, has
The text that Claude reads aloud in the film is different from that which appears in Aleixandre Dumas’s novel. This may be a
translation issue, nonetheless chapter 59 is apt in describing Jean-Dominique’s predicament as there is a section of the chapter
that describes the character of Monsieur Noirtier de Villefort’s paralysis and how he communicates by blinking.
34
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accommodated this polyamourist lifestyle. However, this preoccupation with amorous
endeavours does not cease when he becomes disabled, rather it diversifies. The key
issue is that the protagonist continues to exhibit a flirtatious nature, he continues to be
actively involved in discourse with the opposite sex and he continues to be desired by
them even after becoming nearly wholly paralysed. This suggests that impairment is
not the defining aspect of a protagonist’s characterisation, but rather the protagonist is
a nuanced and complex composite of flawed and deeply identifiable human
characteristics.
Again, the viewer’s position in the first-person POV may facilitate a more
nuanced understanding of the protagonist’s subjective experience of serious
impairment. As Metz theorises; ‘everything out of frame brings us closer to the
spectator, since it is the peculiarities of the latter to be out-of-frame (the out-of–frame
character thus has a point in common with him: he is looking at the screen).’35 In the
text the protagonist is out-of-frame for the first third of the narrative’s duration
therefore bringing about a sense of identification with the viewer. Schnabel himself
notes “you end up looking at something you never see in a movie, usually you’re
watching a picture of people doing things in the frame [here-Jean-Dominique’s POV]
everybody’s just talking to you, so there’s this total subjectivity about the film.” 36
However, not all the visual interactions that the disabled protagonist
experiences in the text are necessarily as amiable as those which he receives from the
various female characters. Nevertheless, it is how he manages these encounters which
are of interest. For example, in the scene where Bauby’s long-time friend Laurent
(Isaach De Bankolé) comes to visit Jean-Dominique in the hospital at Berck-Sur-Mer
we see an interaction take place that undermines the mythology that disability is a
tragic predicament. The two friends meet on the balcony overlooking the beach; the
meeting is initially genial with Laurent sitting in front of Bauby so he can see him.
Laurent reads the alphabet aloud to Jean-Dominique, but he has little success (he
forgets to look at his friend to see him blink) much to Jean-Dominique’s amusement;
Laurent soon dispels the pretence of familiarity. He paces back and forth with JeanDominique only able to see his legs and Laurent says; “I’m useless at hospital visits,
I’m liable to bring grapes and eat them all myself…Christ, why did it have to be you?
It’s the talk of the town. In the Café Flore yesterday I heard somebody, I forget who,
Christian Metz, ‘Identification, Mirror’ in The Imaginary Signifier, Reprinted from Screen, Volume 16, Number 2, (1975),
from Film Theory and Criticism, ed. Baudy, L., and Cohen, M., (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004), 826.
36
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say “Did you hear? Jean-Do Bauby is a vegetable.”… Jean-Dominique replies in a
tone which suggests very little concern about how others are remarking upon his
condition, he says; “A vegetable? Who said I was a vegetable? What type of
vegetable? A carrot? A pickle?” A voice out-of-frame informs Laurent that JeanDominique cannot see him while he is pacing up and down and Laurent leans down
and talks directly to the disabled character “God, I’m such a jerk. I’m sorry I upset
you.”
At first the interaction (or lack of it) between the two characters in this scene
appears to have a subdued tone. Laurent arrives and quickly his jovial veneer
dissipates, he is shocked and dismayed at Jean-Dominique’s visual appearance and
the extent of his impairment despite his initial bravado.37 When Laurent stares at JeanDominique’s face the non-disabled character does not fix his eyes on him for too long,
his stares are rapid and intense, looking down or away from Jean-Dominique.
According to Garland-Thomson ‘unorthodox faces can throw easy recognition rituals
into chaos. A face that cannot conform to expectations is illegible, seeming to
withhold both the hoped-for affirmation and dreaded confirmation the viewer seeks in
another’s face.’38 Laurent stares at Jean-Dominique’s twisted and static face, with one
eye sewn shut, with a lip drooping and a mouth twisted, he cannot infer much from
his once dynamic friend’s face. Laurent is, as Garland-Thomson calls it, experiencing
an ‘interpretative crisis’ which becomes an ‘etiquette disaster’. 39 Laurent’s interaction
with the disabled character shifts from friendly to fatalistic when he cannot read his
friend’s face. “Christ, why did it have to be you?” Laurent emphatically declares, the
dialogue more inclined as a personal musing rather than directed towards JeanDominique who sits motionless. Laurent is equating disability with death almost,
speaking as if his friend had disappeared rather than that he is sitting in a wheelchair a
few feet away. Schnabel has said that he believes since the protagonist lies static
throughout the majority of the text the other characters would forget that he was there
after some time. 40 Jean-Dominique’s commentary is where the protagonist is
controlling this interaction with a spectator. He replies dryly to Laurent’s remark
about the Parisian fashionistas’ gossip that “Jean-Do Bauby is a vegetable”,
37

One scene in particular that is interesting is the scene where Laurent reads aloud to Jean-Dominique at night in his hospital
room. The shot then cuts to both characters asleep, Laurent dozing in Bauby’s wheelchair with his feet resting on his friend’ s bed
while Jean-Dominique sleeps peacefully in the bed. There is no difference between them while they sleep, both dreaming and
escaping their corporal existence. It illustrates that the similarities between people, whether disabled or able-bodied, can be
greater than the differences.
38
Garland-Thomson, Staring, 105.
39
Ibid.
40
Julian Schnabel, Director’s Commentary, The Diving Bell and the Butterfly, DVD.

169

170
displaying little unease about their tittle-tattle. Similarly, Jean-Dominique finds
Laurent’s seriousness amusing when the non-disabled character repeatedly does not
pay attention to Jean-Dominique’s blinks when reading the alphabet aloud. The
evidence suggests that surmounting the defeatist attitude to impairment that Laurent
displays are Jean-Dominique’s remarks. His commentary implies again that serious
impairment may have an impact on how others see you in the world, but need not
define how you see yourself.
Once more, we can see this theme in another scene when two telephone
company engineers call to Jean-Dominique’s room to install a telephone set. He is
alone in the room as the engineers enter; one engineer declares in hushed tones
“What’s that?” and both men debate whether Jean-Dominique is a man or a woman
before one of the technicians asks him “excuse me, did you order a telephone with a
loudspeaker?’ When he does not get a verbal reply from Jean-Dominique he repeats
the question but louder – the disabled character blinks his recognition to the two men,
however they are unaware that he is trying to communicate with them
As the two engineers turn to leave the room, Henriette, Jean-Dominique’s
speech therapist enters, reprimands them for not calling to reception and tells them to
install the phone on a table next to the disabled character’s bed. She says to him
“We’ll tell your friends and family. They’ll book a time to call. We’ll make sure
someone’s with you.” As she reads the alphabet aloud for him to respond, the
engineer installing the telephone asks her “Excuse me, can’t he speak?” to which she
replies, quite indignantly (and to some extent protectively), “Don’t act like he’s not
here! Ask him.” The engineer looks quizzically at the motionless disabled protagonist
whilst his companion retorts “Excuse me lady, what use is a phone if he can’t talk?”
His co-worker replies “maybe he’s a heavy breather!” Jean-Dominique is heard
laughing loudly at this jape by the workers and in his commentary he says “You have
no sense of humour, Henriette.”
In this scene, the camera is not in the first-person POV, it pans rapidly between
the telephone engineers and the disabled protagonist lying in his bed. The stare
emanating from the non-disabled characters, as represented by the two engineers, can
be taken as a site of baroque staring. The baroque stare, according to GarlandThomson ‘is gaping-mouthed, unapologetic staring.’41 Furthermore, GarlandThomson writes that ‘the urgent question “what is that?” stirs baroque starers. Such
41
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visual probing imposes illegibility on a staree. Singled out as alien, a staree is at once
cornered and empowered.’42 Here, the two non-disabled engineers ask precisely that
question – “what is that?” Their stares expose the gawping nature of their looking and
their comments further this reading of the scene. Jean-Dominique’s motionless body
and unorthodox face not only confuses their knowledge-gathering capacity — it
undermines it, they stare at him in the initial few seconds in a slack-jawed manner. We
as the viewers see this interaction in its entirety. We are no longer in the first-person
POV; nonetheless the commentary and visual interactions that we have shared with
the disabled character up to this point in the narrative have, possibly, created a sense
of solidarity with him. Now we, the spectators, stand back, away from the intimacy of
the disabled character’s perspective, but nonetheless sharing in the awkwardness of
the exchange between starers and staree. Henriette’s protective nature may come as a
relief when she castigates the two engineers for their intrusion, but it is JeanDominique that brings a reprieve to the starers’ idiotic looking. He defuses the tension
by laughing with the engineers’ ‘heavy breather’ quip. This implies that again the
character is constructed with a complexity, although the stare is uncomfortable, JeanDominique takes control of it by not taking it too seriously, he is at ‘once cornered
and empowered.’ Although Henriette appears to offer the resistance to the baroque
staring of the two non-disabled engineers, the evidence suggests that it is the disabled
character that reverses the situation.
5.5 ‘Blessed Virgins’ and Defying the Stare
Henriette’s protective nature towards Jean-Dominique is not unique amongst the
female characters in the narrative. All the main female characters appear to have a
fondness for the disabled protagonist and all appear to wish only the best for him.
However, as Schnabel has said “all these women were full of good intention, but they
weren’t his [Jean-Dominique’s] intentions.”43 One such scene where his intentions are
forgotten is when Marie, his physiotherapist, offers to take him to church one Sunday.
Sunday is a particularly tedious day for Jean-Dominique at Berck-Sur-Mer, the
absence of visitors and staff is a source of boredom for him therefore he agrees to go
to mass with Marie even though he has told her he is “not religious”. Marie has told
Jean-Dominique previously that she is “very devout”.
42
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When the celebrant of the Catholic mass, Father Vendeur (Jean-Pierre Cassel,
father of contemporary film actor Vincent Cassel), finishes his cigarette break after
the service, he approaches Jean-Dominique and Marie. He asks Jean-Dominique
would he like communion to which he replies “no”, however Marie says “yes”,
glancing sheepishly toward the disabled character. Father Vendeur then asks him if he
would like a blessing, again Jean-Dominique replies in the negative and again Marie
says “yes”. He tells the priest that monks in Bordeaux pray for him frequently without
any triumph, to which Father Vendeur replies “We must be patient.” “That’s what the
doctor keeps saying” retorts Jean-Dominique in his commentary. The priest then asks
Jean-Dominique would he like to visit Lourdes, as the cleric and Marie have
discussed it (and again without Jean-Dominique’s consent). “Miracles have
happened,” Father Vendeur informs him. The mise-en-scene is not warm in many of
the shots, religious iconography look down from their high perches as does Father
Vendeur from his standing position, and additionally the lighting is harsh suggesting
an air of distance and coldness. Jean-Dominique comments that he has previously
been to Lourdes some time ago, and similarly it was against his wishes. In a flashback
sequence we see Jean-Dominique and Inès travelling and staying in the religious
town. Inès had misled him into believing that they were going away for a romantic
weekend in the Pyrenees much to his consternation that the location of this weekend
break is Lourdes.
Nonetheless, he goes along with the change in plans to appease Inès as she
wishes to “see the Madonna” and “drink holy water.” In Lourdes the couple walk
through the town and Inès’ excitement is noticeable and in contrast to JeanDominique’s perturbed expression, although it is suggested that her delight is more
sardonic enjoyment than spiritual ecstasy. Jean-Dominique displays no such
enjoyment, religious or otherwise. The sights and sounds of the pilgrimage town are
garish and crass to his cosmopolitan Parisian sensibilities.
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Figure 9, ‘Blessed Virgin’
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Figure 10, ‘Blessed Virgin’
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The spectacle of disabled people in wheelchairs and strange chariot type mobility
vehicles adds to his uneasiness at being there. Jean-Dominique stares, (Figure 9,
previous page), at the faces of the various pilgrims and their carers many of whom are
uniformed members of religious Catholic orders. Some of the uniformed carers stare
back with a stern expression, the solemnity of the location and activity suggested by
their rigid and pious demeanour. However, the gravity of the scene is briefly shattered
when a young disabled woman (Sara Séguéla) meets Jean-Dominique’s stare with her
own expression – she sticks her tongue out at him (Figure 10, previous page). Her
clothing and presence, as they are, add an epigrammatic and alternative element to the
otherwise sombre scene. This young woman, similar to Jean-Dominique, does not
truly belong in this specific locale. Her presence and actions offer us another
perspective of disability representation. She appears to have on her head a set of
earphones and on her t-shirt is written the word ‘rock’. Clearly, this young woman
takes pride in her appearance and her action confounds Jean-Dominique’s culturally
scripted notions about the lives of disabled people.
In the source text, Jean-Dominique, writing from his room in the hospital at
Berck-sur-Mer, recounts the event of the trip to Lourdes that he and his then partner
undertook in the late 1970s. He writes;

we passed an unbroken column of wheelchairs led by volunteers who
were clearly experienced at shepherding paraplegics. ‘Everyone into
the basilica if it rains!’ trumpeted the nun leading the procession, her
headgear whipped by the wind, her rosary beads clasped firmly in her
hand. I surreptitiously studied these invalids, their twisted hands, their
closed faces, these small parcels of life hunched in upon themselves.
One of them caught my eye and I ventured a smile. He responded by
sticking out his tongue, and I felt myself blush stupidly scarlet as if
caught out in some crime. 44

We can detect, Jean-Dominique candidly admits, in a literary sense, the staring
encounter that occurred in Lourdes when he visited some three decades prior to his
accident. Similar to the book, the film illustrates what occurs when a staring encounter
happens, if only briefly. In the staring encounter, both in the film and the source text,
44
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it is the staree that takes command of the activity and it is they that dictate the
outcome of the exchange. Jean-Dominique initiates the exchange, he as the starer is
usually the one in command of the encounter. However the staree, the focus of his
attention, regains control of the situation by defying the starers’ belief of how a ‘small
parcel of life’ should behave in order to meet the demands of the non-disabled
onlooker. This can be seen in the film, as we have discussed, in figures 9 and 10
where Jean-Dominique’s non-disabled perspective is undermined by the female
wheelchair-user who takes command of the situation by her act of defiance.
Furthermore, it is not only her act, but it is her very presence in the scene that
is unusual to the non-disabled protagonist, and perhaps to the viewer. Her colourful
clothing and youthful appearance are in contrast to other disabled characters in the
scene. Many are elderly, some stare impassively at the camera, but several look
blankly ahead. The girl does not. She meets Jean-Dominique’s staring boldly, at first
her presence confounds him. In the midst of these physical different bodies that sit
demurely in mobility chariots is a young, attractive woman nonchalantly listening to
loud music on her headphones and for a brief moment, her posture is an act of
rebellion against the non-disabled starer. While a short-lived and small act, the effect
of it is profound. Garland-Thomson writes that staring is an extremely charged
encounter for both starer and staree. She writes ‘the struggle for starers is whether to
look or look away. The struggle for starees is how to look back. Stareable people have
a good deal of work to do to assert their own dignity or avoid an uncomfortable
scene.’45 Initially Jean-Dominique looks from face to face without hesitation; none
stare back at him. The young woman’s inclusion in such a location confounds and
unsettles him. Again as Garland-Thomson writes ‘rather than passively wilting under
intrusive and discomforting stares, a staree can take charge of a staring situation,
using charm, friendliness, humour, formidability, or perspicacity to reduce
interpersonal tension and enact a positive self-representation.’46 This is precisely what
occurs in both screen and novel, the disabled character takes charge of the staring
encounter and presents a image of their self through an act of defiance.
While this staring exchange occurred in real life as it did in the finished film,
there was a significant modification. The disabled individual that stared back at JeanDominique during his visit in the 1970s was a young man, in the film the gender of
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the disabled person is female. Schnabel remarks that the role of the disabled person
was intended for his daughter, however, the day before the scene was due to be shot
they had an argument and she refused to participate and he cast Sara Séguéla in the
role.47 While the director’s impetus for changing the character from male to female to
accommodate his daughter in the role appears clear-cut, the effect is profound
especially when we consider the role of the other female characters in the film and
their role in the narrative.
This scene is entirely fictional, but it goes some way to illustrate how the
characters of Inès and Céline are portrayed in the film in regards to their position as
non-disabled female characters. Céline, the jilted lover, is strong, caring and loyal
regardless of the situation. She stays with her former lover, the father of her children
even when it is clear that his affections lay elsewhere. Inès, conversely, is represented
as selfish and uncaring and avoids the disabled protagonist because his new found
predicament is seemly unworthy of her affection. The characterisation of both women,
Celine as maternal carer and Inès as sexual mistress, suggest an inclination towards
social scripted stereotypes of women and gender roles in film. However, these gender
roles, while certainly being prescriptive, are also contextually descriptive within the
disability diegesis and the relationship between non-disabled and disabled people.
In the scene, Bauby lays in his hospital bed as Céline opens a small stack of
letters and birthday cards that Bauby has recently received. 48 The telephone rings and
Céline picks up the receiver. “Jean-Dominique Bauby’s room” she says. “Who is
this?” a woman’s voice on the other end asks cautiously. “Céline Desmoulins. Who’s
this?” the woman on the other end of the telephone line responds with a sterner tone
than before ‘”Inès, I want to talk to Jean-Do.” Céline is slightly taken with the
revelations that the caller is her ex-partner’s girlfriend but she responds “ahh, Hold
on. I’ve put the speakers on. Talk to him.”, “I can’t talk with you there.” Inès says
perturbed, “You’ve got no choice” Céline says “there’s nobody else to translate.”
“Isn’t the speech therapist there?” “Not today” replies Céline. Inès wavers slightly as
she realises that what she has to say to her former lover will not be private. “Jean-Do,

Julian Schnabel, Director’s Commentary, The Diving Bell and The Butterfly, 2007, DVD.
In reality Bauby received literarily dozens of correspondences each day. He writes: ‘I receive remarkable letters. They are
opened for me, unfolded and spread out before my eyes, in a daily ritual that gives the arrival of the post the character of a
hushed and holy ceremony.’ (Jean-Dominique Bauby The Diving Bell and the Butterfly, 91.) To Bauby, this communiqué had
significance in that it gave him access to the wider world and also maintained a vital connection to the world beyond Berck -SurMer. Bauby comments on the contents of such letters when he wrote: ‘Some of them are serious in tone, discussing the meaning
of life, invoking the supremacy of the soul, the mystery of every existence. And by a curious reversal, the people who focus most
closely on these fundamental questions tend to be the people I had known only superficially. Their small talk had masked hidden
depths. Had I been blind and deaf, or does it take the glare of disaster to show a person’s true nature?’ (Ibid.)
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my love?” she begins hesitantly, he replies with a strained grunt, one of the first times
in the film he makes any verbal sound while in the hospital, indicating that the
disabled character is making a huge effort to communicate whit his lover. “I know I
said I’d come. I got to the station then I turned back. I can’t do it. Please forgive me.
[we hear her crying softly], Céline?” “Yes” Céline replies. “Can’t you go out for a
minute?” pleads Inès “I have things I need to say to him in private. I’m sorry.” “I
can’t go out” replies Céline “there’s no-one else. Wait he wants to say something.”
Jean-Dominique spells out each word slowly and laboriously as Céline reads aloud
the alphabet, “One minute” he asks. Céline translates this aloud for Inès’s benefit and
responds “ok, I’ll leave but not for long” she rises from her chair at the side of
Bauby’s bed and walks towards the open door, as she exits Inès begins to talk to the
motionless Bauby “Jean-Do, are you there? [he grunts again, a gesture that takes
immense physical exertion] my darling, I love you more than ever. I want to see you
but not in that condition. I want to think of you as you were. I’ll hope you’ll pull
through. I miss you. I miss you so much. I feel so alone. I can’t bear it.” The camera
focuses on a photo of Inès on the wall of the hospital room, she is smiling and happy.
Inès as she continues to talk begins to cry “I know you understand. I think about you
all the time. I know you’ve got your whole family around you. Do you want me to
come?” Céline reappears in the doorway and makes her way back to the telephone
“I’m back” she declares, her voice appearing strong and clear, yet with a faint hint of
an unsuccessful attempt to detach her from the highly emotive conversation “Do you
want me to come?” Inès asks again, ignoring or unaware of Céline’s presence “I’m
back Inès!’ Céline informs her. Jean Dominique signals that he wishes to reply to
Inès’ question and Céline begins to translate his message for her. As she does she
becomes rapidly distraught with tears streaming down her cheeks, yet she continues to
translate Bauby’s message for his mistress as we can see in figure 11 on the next page.
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Figure 11, ‘I Miss You’

“Each day…” Céline pauses, choked with emotion as she translates Jean-Dominique’s
reply to Inès, “I wait for you.” Inès replies quickly “I didn’t hear!”, “Each day I wait
for you” replies Céline repeating Jean-Dominique’s message. Inès breaks down and
sobs uncontrollably into the telephone. Céline slams the handset back and the scene is
over.
The scene illustrates not only the function the female characters have within
the wider narrative, but also what role they are assigned in relation to the disability
text. Ines’ dialogue suggests her unwillingness to visit Jean-Dominique, regardless of
what she tells him during the telephone conversation. She repeatedly asks him if she
should visit, however this seems more rhetorical than genuine query. When she tells
him she ‘feels so alone’ she emphases her centrality in conversation and negates the
disabled protagonist’s significance in the exchange. She is not telephoning him to
partake in a dialogue of equals but rather to solidify her position as a non-disabled
character that rejects the disabled protagonist because of their undesirability as a
partner. Her absence throughout the film is the cause of much distress to the JeanDominique. Whereas in the wider cultural context of gender stereotypes she may be
seen as the frivolous and self-indulgent female antagonist, in the context of the
narrative of disability her characterisation is also suggestive of the regnant cultural
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notion of the preference for non-disability. Nonetheless, Inès still prescribes to gender
role expectations. As Janet Staiger writes ‘in Western representation of women[...] a
woman who has sex but is unmarried or who is an adulteress is almost always defined
as “fallen.”’49 Inès is certainly represented as the “fallen” women with the narrative of
The Diving Bell and The Butterfly and this representation is unduly excessive when
we consider Jean-Dominique characterisation as not without moral ambiguity when it
comes to affairs of the heart. However, Jean-Dominique shows remorse for his past
actions, as we have discussed, but Inès never entirely does and indeed accentuates her
negative representation by her detached and selfish tones in the telephone
conversation.
When Jean-Dominique shows remorse from his past actions then it is
predominately towards the way he has treated Céline. From the very start of the film,
Céline is constructed as forgiving and altruistic. The exposition of her character
suggests this throughout the film and, as the previously described scene illustrates,
Céline has become a paragon of forgiveness, maturity and selfless service to her
disabled ex-partner. Indeed, the very mise en scene strongly suggests that she is the
very opposite to the shallow and erratic character that is Inès. As we can see (in figure
11), Céline sits and translates Jean-Dominique’s response to Inès, she is clearly upset
at his reply yet she still enables him to express his feelings even at the expense of her
own. Moreover, Celine wears a conspicuous gold crucifix around her neck in the
scene and this subtle prop becomes more pronounced as the full weight of the scene
progresses. It becomes an unstated suggestion of the Christian traditions of
forgiveness and charity that she is displaying in the scene, qualities lacking in Inès. As
we have discussed at the start of this chapter there was some controversy when the
film was released due to the portrayal of both these female characters. Referring to
this particular scene, Schnabel says “the truth of the matter is, is his girlfriend spent
most of the time with him at the hospital and the mother of his kids was hardly there.
But he left, umm, rights [the book rights] to the mother of his kids.” 50 While this
appears to be a clear reason for the discrepancies in characterisation of the two
women, it has the effect of solidifying their characters as culturally prescribed gender
roles and suggests that in the production of a film it is sometimes those that hold the
purse strings wield immense influence.
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179

180
5.6 Conclusion

The film that we have examined in this chapter is unlike the previous texts discussed.
As the evidence has suggested the disabled protagonist in The Diving Bell and the
Butterfly is carefully constructed with a nuanced emphasis placed on the actual
character exposition rather than on a powerfully ideologically driven narrative. This is
not to negate the narrative as if they are of no importance, but to emphasise instead
that the characters that inhabit the diegesis are not wholly defined by it. Additionally,
the text enables the viewer to glimpse a different perspective of the disability
experience from the sentimentalised melodrama that is Inside I’m Dancing, or the
subtextually laden The Sea Inside. Central to this is the protagonist himself. In The
Diving Bell and The Butterfly Jean-Dominique is at the centre of the narrative.
Schnabel presents a character in a situation and how this character reacts to his serious
impairment. Furthermore, the specific industrial functions of cinema allow the viewer
in a first-person position to understand better the subjectivity of the disabled
protagonist. For instance, as we have discussed in detail, the focus of the clinical gaze,
that gaze which many disabled people may have encountered in their lives, is
carefully structured by the filmmakers. We experience the clinical gaze as it probes
our bodies for meaning, as it does with Jean-Dominique’s static body. Augmenting
our understanding of Jean-Dominique’s subjectivity is his commentary. The frame in
isolation would not be as effective as it is with Jean-Dominique’s droll humour and
personal observations. Utilising this first-person POV, the disabled protagonist’s
appearance is not shown until over 40 minutes into the narrative. Therefore, for the
first third of the diegesis we are with the protagonist, with exclusive access to his
fears and hopes and desires.
The impairment does not define Jean-Dominique, although it is part of him.
The protagonist is as imperfect a disabled character as he was when he was a nondisabled one. We see this through his personal interactions with the female characters.
Repeatedly, Jean-Dominique’s sexualisation of these characters is represented, his
gaze towards Claude and Henriette during their first meeting is chauvinistic and of
dubious moral value. Nonetheless it is a sexualised gaze towards non-disabled
characters, a kind of sexualised gaze that is simply not permitted for the protagonists
of Inside I’m Dancing and The Sea Inside. Moreover the relationship that JeanDominique develops with Claude actually materialises. It is not implied that he is
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simply the focus of her unwanted attention, but instead he revels in it and responds to
her advances.
Furthermore, the utilisation by the filmmakers of the first-person POV enables
a more nuanced understanding of various staring encounters. As we discussed, when
Céline stares at her ex-partner, the uncomfortable sensation is extended to the
spectator. Additionally, we also have seen how the staree may take control of a staring
encounter as the protagonist illustrated when he is reunited with his friend Laurent or
when he disarms the facetious behaviour of the telephone engineers with his
unexpected commentary that finds their stares and comments humorous rather than
taking serious offense to such.
The characterisation of Jean-Dominique is what lies at the heart of Schnabel’s
beautifully shot film. It defies what expectations the viewer may harbour when
witnessing a narrative that deals with disability. He does not overcome his
impairment. He does not emotionally adjust and become morally corrected and he is
not defined by his impairment or by the non-disabled characters in the text. Rather,
the main themes of The Diving Bell and The Butterfly are dissimilar to those that we
have seen in the previous two films which were concerned excessively with loss,
death and emotional adjustment. Instead, the film suggests to us the importance of the
individual in the disability predicament, that disability is complex and multifaceted
but that it is not the same as death. The theme of communication is key to this, JeanDominique’s communiqué to himself and others towards him. Often characters in the
text project their wants, their desires and, at times, their fears upon Jean-Dominique,
yet he resists. He has found himself in a certain predicament and he attempts to deal
with it while not being fully subsumed (or controlled) by non-disabled characters and
their intentions. What the film brings to the viewer is also the theme of hope, not a
socially scripted hope of overcoming and cure, but rather an optimism to look to the
future regardless of one’s situation. In the flashback scenes where our protagonist
visits Lourdes in the film he perhaps finds the inspiration he is looking for in his
current predicament. The disabled girl who counteracts the then non-disabled JeanDominique’s stare is perhaps the true ‘Madonna’ that he finds. Deborah Kent
describes how often a female wheelchair user in drama is portrayed as ‘robbed of her
sexuality, her intellect, and her sense of self. 51’ However the young woman in Lourdes
Deborah Kent, ‘In Search of A Heroine: Images of Women with Disabilities in Fiction and Drama’, in Women with
Disabilities: Essays in Psychology, Culture and Politics, Michelle Fine and Adrienne Asche (eds), (Philadelphia: Temple
University Press,. 1988), 101.
51
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appears to offer resistance to this cultural script. Her presence, appearance and
actions, brief as it is, perhaps offers an alternative to the disabled protagonist from the
alabaster and static statue of the ‘blessed virgin’.
The purpose of this chapter, and what this thesis hoped to have illustrated even
a little, is that impairment is not always the defining characteristic of a disabled
character and that the disability narrative can be subjective rather than act as a
metaphor for the insistence on the ideology of ability or even some other disability
metanarratives. Impairment is a part of disability, not as significant a part as negative
societal perceptions of it. Moreover, these negative societal perceptions have flowed
over into contemporary cinema with its fascination with returning the disabled
character to an acceptable state. However, there exist certain examples, as the
evidence has suggested, that do not insist on a return to normalcy for its disabled
characters. Jean-Dominique may not be the most likeable or politically aware disabled
character; he may not resist the rule of oppression by embracing his disabled identity,
nonetheless he gives us an alternative to the mainstay of disability stereotypes that
saturate modern cinema.
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Chapter Six: Conclusion

Diversity is the dominant ideology of our contemporary moment. Differences in
gender, sex, race, religious affiliation, age and nationality are no longer regarded as
being as reflection of ‘normality’. Rather difference is celebrated and embraced as a
reflection of the true nature of humanity itself. It has become the byword for progress
and inclusivity, and rightly so, in our present-day Western societies. While racism,
sexism, xenophobia and homophobia are no longer acceptable, although they are still
very much present, there remains one category of humanness that is not considered
within the wider canon of diversity. Disability continues to be regarded as in need of
cure, eradication, and almost exclusively as being outside the ‘norm’ and in the realm
of medicalisation. At the start of this thesis there was a quotation from Michael
Davidson in which he wrote that ‘disabled people do not think of themselves as
“variants” from some norm, yet they live surrounded by triumphalist narratives of
athletes or public figures who have conquered their “handicaps” to live “normal”
lives.’1 We can see these paradigms of ‘overcoming’ are what the media, and wider
society itself, is obsessed with when socially prescribed notions of disability are
analysed. Culture plays a central role in the societal scripts about disability.
Specifically as we have discussed at length in this thesis, film constructs and
represents disability, on the whole, as deficient to the notion of the non-disabled ideal.
As a society, how can we console the way in which disability is represented in
film with our notions of diversity, equality and acceptance? It is difficult not to predict
the justifiable anger that would be palpable if a cinematic text was deemed to be sexist
or racist but rarely does society question the images of disability that the media offer
us. As Davis writes in his most recent monograph; ‘disability, seen as a state of
abjection or a condition in need of medical repair or cure, is the resistant point in the
diversity paradigm.’ 2 He further writes; ‘you can’t have a statement like “we are all
different, and we celebrate that diversity” without having some suppressed idea of a
norm that defines difference in the first place.’ 3 While culture and the media are more
than willing to display a wide variety of multicultural and traditional social scripted
minorities they are always ‘upbeat, happy, touching, proud and above all healthy.’ 4
1
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Moreover, this representation of openness and diversity is always an ‘able, whole one’
that portrays difference as ‘uplifting’. 5
Disability violates this paradigm of diversity by being designated as outside
the ‘norm’, the acceptable, and as I have hoped to illustrate in this thesis, culture is
central in the constructing disability as a contravention of the healthy, non-disabled
body. Film achieves this, on the whole, at a very subtle and complex level, by
representing and constructing disability as a predicament in need of fixing. This
suggests, as Davis has noted, that disability represents the last remnant of that which
is deemed to be not ‘normal’ in an era that purports there is no such thing as ‘normal’.
It is deficient to the non-disabled, healthy body. In cinema this healthiness takes
various, subtle forms such as the emotional maturity, psychological balance and the
selfless behaviour of the non-disabled characters.
In Chapter Three, we examined in depth how this deficiency is constructed
when compared with the non-disabled ideal, or the myth of the normal, in the Irish
Inside I’m Dancing. As we have seen, the disabled protagonists are framed,
aesthetically and metaphorically, as the Other. As the evidence suggests, the disabled
protagonists are never permitted to be active characters within the plot and their
character trajectories imply a strong form of narrative prosthesis wherein their
function is to shore up the able-bodied characters’ dominant position in the film. The
non-disabled character of Siobhán is presented, both through actions and
characterisation, as a paragon of virtue. Her inclusion fulfils the narrative’s desire to
return disability to an acceptable form of deviance. She supplants the disruptive Rory
as the dominant influence on the demure Michael. Her influence (and indeed implied
function) is to ‘emotionally educate’ the childlike characterisation of Michael and turn
him away from Rory’s subversive control. With Rory’s removal from the text it
relieves his uncomfortable presence in the film and consolidates the dominant cultural
script of non-disabled control over Michael. The visual cues, characterisation and
character trajectory are all utilised to great effect to suggest the supremacy of the
normal, and the non-disabled body as the preferred state. Moreover, disability is, by
default, metaphorically and literally represented as an incomplete and objectionable
predicament in need of control, treatment or, failing either of these, removal from the
text.

5
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Perhaps the most disheartening aspect of Inside I’m Dancing is not the overly
sentimental story arc or even the stereotypical characterisation, but rather it is a sense
of loss because of what it could have been. The finished film bears little or no
resemblance to O’Reilly’s original screenplay, No Magic Pill. The film reduces the
experiences of disabled people to a series of sentimentalised events and they are never
active characters in the narrative. Instead, they become benchmarks of deviance for
the ideology of ability and the assumptions it holds. The film tells us nothing new
about disability instead repeating dominant assumptive cultural scripts about disabled
people’s emotional, psychological and physical circumstances.
Conversely, in No Magic Pill, the disabled characters are the driving force of
the narrative. This paradigm of disability places the emphasis on the social and
political discrimination that has had, and continues to have, real importance within the
wider disability rights’ movement. The character of Michael in the screenplay is not a
site of pity and deviance as is his filmic counterpart, but instead O’Reilly’s Michael is
politically conscious and motivated to be the instigator of his own future, decisions
and choices. The transformation in Michael is not inspired by a representative of the
able-bodied elite, but instead it is the disabled character of Dennis Brady that
illustrates to him another way of thinking about disability. Importantly, while Dennis
provides Michael with the tools for independent living, he is not the sole catalyst for
change, rather he is the fulcrum. It is the character of Michael himself that refuses to
accept the dominance that is enforced by the system of ability and with his refusal
comes an awareness of the social, societal and cultural prejudices disabled people
encounter. O’Reilly’s original screenplay, if it had been filmed, would have given us
an alternative and unique representation of disability, one which, to my knowledge, is
rarely exhibited. The screenplay charts a pivotal period in the disability rights’
movement, not only in Ireland but in the US and UK. Instead the finished film bears
all the hallmarks of a ‘drama of adjustment’ that did not reflect any of the power in
the challenging narrative discourse of O’Reilly’s screenplay. The filmmakers of
Inside I’m Dancing reverted to a stereotypical characterisation of disabled characters
and a melodramatic formula. Even more perturbing, the evidence suggests that the
finished film, with its preference for normalcy, appears not to have shaken off the
ghost of society’s eugenics legacy. In comparing both film and screenplay the
evidence strongly suggests that regardless of a different paradigm of disability, film
continues to prescribe cultural notions that indicate a wider social expectation as to
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what the disability predicament should be rather than represent any other paradigms
of disability that offer an alternative perspective.
The Sea Inside furthers illustrates how a film can, at a much understated level,
sustain a preference for non-disability in a film that purports to be about the exertion
of free will. Ramón’s quest to die is augmented throughout the film by visual and
metaphorical cues and plot exposition that suggest to the viewer the undesirability of
living with impairment. The full visual power of cinema is employed to convey the
psychological and emotional instability and disruption of the disabled protagonist. For
example, imposing pathetic fallacy on the Galician landscape and weather reinforces
the psychological and emotional turmoil that Ramón endures while he is alive.
Conversely, in the flashback and imagination scenes, a space in which Ramón
peacefully exists, are in contrast to his present predicament that is stormy, cold and
grey while his past was warm and serene.
The addition of the character of Julia is of significant representational
importance. Her erosion from normate to a shadow of her former self further
strengthens Ramón’s logic about his decision to die. Aesthetically, we are drawn to
both characters’ physical differences by the often central focus and position of the
camera centred on the disabled character’s body. The emphasis on Julia’s physical
and mental degeneration disturbs us as we have followed her trajectory and her
progress from the beginning of the narrative. However, her impairment may disturb us
more than Ramon’s quadriplegia. Julia’s neurological condition comes forth unseen
and on one level it perhaps was intended as an acknowledgement of the instability of
able-bodiedness, yet we are aware from her first scene in the film that she is
physically dissimilar to the non-disabled characters.
Moreover, the romantic and sexual relationship that develops between Julia
and Ramón is a complex interaction that implies, with great subtlety, a flawed sense
of self within the two characters. Ramón perceives Julia’s decision to die with him,
and to facilitate his death, as a true expression of love. In this narrative exposition
Ramon’s and Julia’s narcissism is exposed to the viewer. They care little for the world
around them, only about their predicament and this is a specific cultural and societal
assumption about disability. 6 As has been discussed, when Julia fails to fulfil her
promise she demonstrates her own narcissism and for this she is punished.
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While Ramón does not veer from his decision, as Julia has, he is represented
as complete until his death at the end of the film. Julia, by contrast, deteriorates until
she is a silhouette of what she once was. The consequences of her decision to live
with her disability are represented forcefully in the final scenes of the film and further
illustrate the societal perception of disability as a negative existence. However, the
characterisations of the two disabled protagonists as narcissistic are juxtaposed by the
non-disabled character of Rosa. It is Rosa who finally enables Ramón to fulfil his
wish to die and in doing so grants him the liberty that his impairment has taken away.
Furthermore, her selfless actions suggest the moral and ethical supremacy of the nondisabled hegemony. Within the context of the diegesis, it is the non-disabled Rosa,
and not the disabled Julia, who fully understands the meaning of true love. The Sea
Inside is cinematically superior to Inside I’m Dancing in terms of visual technique,
direction and acting and one has no hesitation in recognising this. However, the
characterisation of Ramón and the inclusion of Julia to shore up his decision to die
and therefore augment the preference for non-disability together signify, this thesis
believes, a disservice to the real Ramón Sampedro. Whatever one feels about his
decision to die, Sampedro must be acknowledged as an individual who chose his own
destiny and followed his convictions to the end.
In Chapter Five, contradictions to the rule of normalcy arose when we
examined the two films The Diving Bell and The Butterfly and Lourdes. In Schnabel’s
The Diving Bell and The Butterfly, the first person POV of Jean-Dominique enables
the viewer, to an extent, to experience the various forms of staring and clinical gazes
that the disabled body attracts. Used to great effect, it conveys the complexities of
these ocular activities when one is the unwanted focus of the stare/gaze.
It is the characterisation of Jean-Dominique himself; however, that contradicts
the predominant disability archetypes. As we have seen in the previous films in this
thesis, disability representation is often ideologically laden; disabled characters
become the site of fear and anxiety for the presumably able-bodied spectator, but The
Diving Bell offers the viewer an alternative position. Jean-Dominique is not wholly
defined by his disability; it is not the determining characteristic of his personality. His
character exposition illustrates that personal narratives of disability need not be solely
concerned with the ubiquitous themes of ‘overcoming’ or adjusting to the dominance
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of the able-bodied characters.7 Rather it is a very human story with a very human
character who finds himself in a new situation. There is something very beautiful
about The Diving Bell, and not solely in cinematic terms. To a certain extent, it is how
the diegesis, direction and character exposition do not frame disability as a condition
deficient to the normal ideal, a condition that cannot exist constantly on its own terms.
Instead, Jean-Dominique is framed as a flawed, personable figure.
We saw this, as the evidence suggested, in his complicated romantic
relationships. The disabled protagonist recognises that before his stroke, he treated the
mother of his children, Celine, questionably. Nonetheless, despite her forgiveness of
his past sins and her selfless acts of affection, Jean-Dominique does not re-establish
his romantic relationship with her. The disabled character acknowledges Celine’s acts
of kindness and her affection for him, but he continues in his romantic liaisons with
other female characters and, (apparently), they reciprocate in kind. Jean-Dominique’s
not change attitude towards Celine, and why should it? There is no emotional
adjustment on his behalf, no grand gestures of sorrow for what he had done or the life
he lived when non-disabled. There are few of the metanarratives about the true nature
of disability. Instead, we see a complex character with fully identifiable human
emotions, regardless of his physical impairment. While the narrative of the film deals
with the theme of death, it is not the predominant one. It does not excessively control
the plot as it does in The Sea Inside, but rather it is a delicate representation.
Schnabel’s film teaches us, largely, that disability, like our own transience on this
earth, is something that simply just happens – there does have to be a reason or
justification and we cannot for the most part control it. Nonetheless, disability is not
death, and death is not always the consequence of disability. While all three films
examined in this thesis deal with the issue of death and disability, The Diving Bell and
The Butterfly is the only film where it is not a textual reprieve for the cultural and
social anxiety that non-disabled viewer has about the disability predicament.
What this thesis has outlined is how contemporary cinema represents disability
through subtle visual and metaphorical cues, narrative exposition and character
trajectory and the portrayal of disability as deficient to the metanarritves of normalcy.
Central to this enterprise was the work completed by scholars within Cultural
7
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Disability Studies that illuminated the way forward for this thesis’ author. Even so, I
acknowledge that my research is an interpretation and, similar to most research, my
readings of these films will differ from other scholar’s future efforts. However,
regardless of this, I welcome and hope that further work will be completed on
disability representation by scholars within the Humanities and that we can discuss
disability as a category within its own rights as opposed to aligning it with other
categories of difference. This is not a abrogating of a methodological approach of
examining and discussing disability in terms of its relationship to other forms of
difference but rather it is a recognition that disability is worthy of consideration as a
category of cultural fascination unto itself.
If we critically analyse disability representation, as I hope to have done so in
this thesis, we can see how it is framed and constructed in such a way as to position it
outside of the spectrum of diversity. It becomes the difference that is not acceptable,
that is still a marker of ‘otherness’ in a era when otherness is purported not to exist.
Film, as our most powerful visual medium is complicit in distancing and negating
disability from the cultural zeitgeist of diversity. It reflects a wider societal attitude
towards impairment and disability and this is disconcerting as this attitude prescribes
notions of disability that would be unacceptable if given to any other form of human
difference. Our Western societies profess to be inclusive and celebratory of
difference, but it is only when we hold a mirror up to the culturally negative notions
and digressive representation of disability that we see that even diversity has limits.
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