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Media’s Cultural Influence on Disability Movement 
and the Homeless
Kazue Woodle

According to Lewis Thomas, we are not 
solitary beings. We are all connected 

to and dependent on each other (Capra, 
1982).  We humans are part of systems 
which are “intricate web[s] of relations in-
volving the exchange of matter and ener-
gy” and information in cycles. Our society 
is like an organism that is “self-organizing 
and self-regulating…Any serious distur-
bance will not be limited to a single effect 
but is likely to spread throughout the sys-
tem… [The] effect could be amplified by 
its internal feedback mechanism”. (Capra, 
1982) This research identifies and focuses 
on persons with disabilities (PWD) because 
their population has more than forty-nine 
million people in America and they are the 
largest minority of citizens (US Census 
Bureau, 2010). In addition, forty percent of 
the homeless are war veterans (Facts and 
figure, Now on PBS, 2009). I argue that 
the media is the information system the na-
tion’s politics and has a moral responsibil-
ity to the public; therefore, the government 
must implement policies concerning fair 
and equitable representation of PWD and 
the homeless in order for citizens to make 
informed judgments in Democracy. This 
research focuses on the interdependence 
between the media and social movements, 
and emphasizes practical things citizens 
can do through the media as well as poli-
cies concerning media and disability. 

Americans watches T.V. six hours a day 
on average (Farsetta, 2006). Considering 
that amount of time spent, we can conclude 
that today’s media is integrated in culture. 
Media can be the primary storyteller in 

America when the working class fami-
lies are the majority in which both parents 
work and want to watch TV just to relax 
after work while children watch TV in their 
room. According to Kilbourne (2000), chil-
dren, on average, watch T.V. six and a half 
hours per day. She states that this is the first 
time in human history that children learn 
not from people and things, but from popu-
lar culture through the media (Kilbourne, 
2000). Frank Luntz, a political consultant 
in the T.V. program frontline The Persuad-
ers, claimed that "eighty percent of our life 
is ruled by emotion and only twenty percent 
is ruled by intellect.” There is power in the 
screen. Media has the power to constantly 
project an image of PWD that fits more 
easily into the dominant culture. While T.V. 
does not replace the important institutions 
in communities like schools and churches 
for civic gatherings, it is important to rec-
ognize that we are all listening and watch-
ing in our own environment, and our way 
of looking shapes our thinking. Citizens 
in democracy cannot depend on media to 
represent a society such as PWD, but must 
acknowledge responsibility and our impor-
tant role as citizens in our social life in our 
culture to develop healthy world views and 
our identity of who PWD really are.

Analogies between societies and organ-
isms are found by scientific evidence in 
Systems Theory. Wright states in his book, 
NONZERO, that information technology 
constitutes a nervous system. The better 
the nervous system, the better the survival 
of the organism (2001). Considering the 
health of our information system as our ner-
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vous system, the root cause of the problem 
in society may be traced back to the mass 
media. The American economy prospered 
when information flowed freely in the past. 
However, America today faces problems 
with information flow when the main-
stream media is driven only by maximiza-
tion of profit.  Consequently, the nation’s 
information systems are structured not to 
represent the true reality of persons with 
PWD and the homeless who may not be 
recognized or considered as big consumer. 
Without public oversight for policies con-
cerning their human and civil rights in the 
media, PWD and/or the homeless continue 
to be invisible in mass media. 

 Jenny Morris, a disability rights theorist, 
states that, “Disabled people are those peo-
ple with impairment who are disabled by 
society” (O’Brien, 2004, p. 155). People 
with disability in one function of body or 
mind could participate in society as long as 
given the opportunity to reach their poten-
tial.  Disability studies argue that our society 
focuses on “ablism” or “discrimination in 
favors of the able-bodies” (O’Brien, 2004, 
p155). Why not speak of the language of 
“the differently abled”? (O’Brien, 2004, p. 
133) Language reformation can start with-
in the media, beginning with the disability 
movement. Because the language holds us 
back from where we should be, pejorative 
terms must not be used in the media.  New 
ways of interaction through the media can 
change society’s destiny.  Consistent grass 
roots disability activism will be most effec-
tive in forms of media, including films and 
visual arts, by increasing awareness among 
the general public. 

Rights should be made available to all 
persons including PWD (Quinn, 2004). We 
human beings have “equal value, claiming 

equal rights” However, we fail not to “take 
action accordingly” (Quinn, 2004, p. 13).
Human dignity, autonomy equality, and sol-
idarity (Quinn, 2004, p.19).” are the “basic 
values conceptualiz[ing] the freedom that 
human rights advance and support” (Quinn, 
2004, p. 19). Those values are “central to 
the system of basic freedoms postulated by 
human rights law” (Quinn, 2004, p. 26). 
Disability challenges society to live up to 
its values and demands international law to 
protect the human rights of PWD. The cor-
rect way to view the disabled is in terms of 
their rights (Quinn, 2004). Because of their 
relative invisibility, PWD are “treated… as 
object[s] to be protected or pitied” (Quinn, 
2004, p. 14). It is wrong to view PWD as 
objects because they are “subjects in their 
own rights” and deserve legal protections 
as human beings (Quinn, 2004, p. 13).

Human rights should be used to “restore 
full civil rights” (Quinn, 2004, p. 26). Ac-
cording to Quinn, “the  state has a responsi-
bility to tackle society created obstacles in 
order to ensure full respect for the dignity 
and equal rights of all persons” (Quinn, 
2004, p. 14). “The human rights model 
focuses on the inherent dignity of human 
being[s],” however “medical character-
istics” does not by any means reduce the 
entitlement for “inherent dignity of human 
being[s]” (Quinn, 2004, p.14).

According to Quinn (2004), human rights 
works most effectively as a visibility proj-
ect in the context of disability because “the 
core problem of disability movement is the 
“invisibility” of people with disabilities 
(PWD) in the system of freedom” (Quinn, 
2004, p.23). The United Nations human 
rights system can help to attain “the vis-
ibility project” through media in America 
Rights should be available to all persons 
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(Quinn, 2004, p. 23).
President Obama’s signed “stimulus bill 

includes fifty million for the National En-
dowment for the Arts” (Meacham, 2009). 
When the bill is signed, money should be 
largely spent for visibility arts projects on 
disability. In the United States, forty per-
cent of the population has a disability phys-
ically and/or mentally (Switzer, 2003). As 
Quinn (2004) stated in Moral Authority for 
Change, human rights influence PWD and 
the community most effectively as a vis-
ibility project because the core problem of 
the disability movement is the invisibility 
of PWD. As an example, six hundred fifty 
million people worldwide are PWD, of 
which “200 million are children” that most 
people may not be aware of (World Health 
Organization, 2007). This is the largest mi-
nority group underrepresented in America 
as well as the rest of the world underrep-
resented in the main stream media. The 
media has to represent forty percent of the 
population of American PWD, which is the 
largest minority. 

The documentary film and arts projects 
by PWD could be exhibited or performed 
in a variety of ways to reach the masses and 
explore the unacknowledged demographics 
of PWD. Through culture, media can am-
plify the preferred effect for PWD and the 
homeless in three ways. The first way is to 
appeal to the individual’s emotions, which 
is a prerequisite for mass-mobilization in a 
relatively short amount of time. The second 
way is to give an accurate representation of 
real people’s suffering with disabilities and 
increase awareness and understanding of 
the reality of people with disabilities. The 
third way is to reach out to all demograph-
ics who are not interested in disability is-
sues in the form of media as a part of their 

entertainment and education. Empower-
ment of PWD comes through systematic 
involvement of the media. It is important 
to note that this is cost effective since many 
films and documentaries are already pro-
duced, and if distributed effectively, can 
reach out to the large population of people 
for them to be educated to make informed 
judgments. We see PWD much more in dai-
ly life compared to in the media, and lack 
of presence can result in a withdrawal of 
PWD from the public sphere.  Such cases 
in the media result in a negative influence 
on civil rights and human rights of PWD. 
In the course of the civil rights movement, 
as an example, African Americans advo-
cated for themselves to have a positive rep-
resentation of their ethnicity in the media 
and refused to be secondary citizens. They 
also had their T.V. shows produced clearly 
for the purpose to be represented and are 
therefore included in society as first class 
citizens. A non textual form will work the 
best when systematically incorporated in 
the media. 

As an example, the wheelchair logo rep-
resents PWD, but may not be the best rep-
resentation because there are many differ-
ent types of special needs we call disability. 
Blindness is one. Some people may have 
legs but no arms. Some people are deaf. 
Some people may have a cognitive disabil-
ity. We generalize and simplify disability 
with the wheelchair logo to communicate 
to each other in society. For example, park-
ing lots, public rest rooms, and public trans-
portation require the wheelchair logo to be 
present.  There is good in using a universal 
sign simply because of its instant recogni-
tion. However, the wheelchair logo excludes 
people that don't use wheelchairs for their 
disability. However, there is hope since the 
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misconception and mistreatment of people 
with disabilities are internalized within us 
through images circulated in society; we 
are capable to reverse the effect just doing 
the opposite by demanding to include the 
idealized images of people with disabili-
ties on any visual media. Mass media must 
shift outdated stereotypical representation 
and the lack of representation of PWD to 
a structural framework that addresses root 
causes of “disabled” persons and poverty. 
Mass media influences much of society’s 
framework and is unchallenged, without a 
proper oversight committee discussing the 
role of media and its moral responsibility 
and liability. Increasing pressure on the 
mass media for a policy oriented approach 
is vital.

Hartley (2002) defines culture as “a pro-
duction and circulation of sense, meaning 
and consciousness. The sphere of mean-
ing, which unifies the sphere of production 
(economics) and social relations (politics),” 
and most importantly in my view, “culture 
is the sphere of reproduction not of goods 
but of life” (Hartley, 2002, p. 51). Culture 
is the sphere in which we interact to build 
better communities daily through interac-
tive media. Culture, through media, “of-
fers a fertile metaphor for the cultivation 
of minds” (Hartley, 2002, p. 51). He em-
phasizes the importance of culture, saying 
that “this usage of the term culture roughly 
coincided with the establishment of the 
first stage of the modern market economy 
of agrarian capitalism” (Hartley, 2002, p. 
51).

Films that deal with disability and disabil-
ity rights in popular culture, such as Music 
Within (2007), can be presented as a part 
of social media education. After conduct-
ing interviews with PWD, it is clear that 

some films are enjoyed by PWD because 
of the realistic presentation of the identity 
problems they face.  Born on the Fourth 
of July featuring Tom Cruise, Passion 
Fish (1992) featuring Mary McDonnell, 
and Water Dance (1992) featuring Wesley 
Snipes are recommended as “disability” 
films. These movies have something in 
common; the protagonists are depicted in 
their entire life’s cycle, incorporating what 
PWD consider important aspects of one’s 
life (IMBD, 1990-2010). Those values are 
social issues of war, employment, sexual-
ity, relationships and marriage, as well as 
identity in one’s community and country. 
It is not a binary opposition of before and 
after, but life’s journey along with the dif-
ferent phases of human cycle such as aging 
or illness, and accidents people face daily. 

In civilized society, unpleasant things 
are often not tolerated. The University of 
Washington Seattle’s faculty organized a 
study group on the local media’s coverage 
of the homeless (Stygall, 2008). According 
to their research, “the media and City of 
Seattle together portray images of home-
less people negatively when the City of Se-
attle practices “sweeping” encampments of 
homeless people on city-owned property” 
(Stygall, 2008, p. 1).  Scholars come from 
a variety of disciplines: “rhetoric, writing 
studies, linguistics, discourse analysis, vi-
sual rhetoric, and communications” (Sty-
gall, 2008, p. 1). They concluded that there 
is an urgent need for policy to regulate un-
truthful local media coverage of homeless 
people, because “fear-based discourses 
dominate the media coverage, both print 
and visual media” (Stygall, 2008, p. 1). 
However, homeless communities took con-
trol of the images portrayed by the media 
by “replacing the hazmat suits for the pink 
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tents and an American flag was attached to 
its sign” (Stygall, p21, 2008). The research 
is an example of the power in interactive 
media creating real change. 

PWD and the homeless are different 
conditions of being human. The first thing 
needed for the compassionate approach is 
to understand that there are unexpected in-
cidents, such as illness, accidents, or unfor-
tunate upbringings that are out of control 
for anyone. According to the local news-
paper, Real Change (Duprey ,2009), in an 
article titled “Governor Seeks Seep Cut-
ting Human Services,” Marvin Gnad, 47 
and homeless, found his melanoma cancer 
returned  as well as the pain of rheumatoid 
arthritis and a hernia ( Duprey ,2009). Un-
able to work at a fulltime job at the Bakery 
in Seattle,  he took a part time job, but he 
just couldn’t work any longer and became 
homeless (Duprey, 2009). His disability 
caused the loss of his job, leading to pover-
ty and homelessness. In December of 2008, 
he received his first check of $339 from the 
General Assistance-Unemployable pro-
gram (GAU) that Governor Gregoire pro-
posed ending July 1, 2009 to balance the 
state budget (Duprey, 2009). 

According to Duprey (2009), Washing-
ton State’s Governor Gregoire proposed “a 
state budget to end the $160 million welfare 
program in the 2009-2010 begins July 1, 
2009” (Duprey, 2009, p.4).This could lead 
to cutting food, medical care, or the mental 
health services for Gnad and 21,000 oth-
ers ( Duprey, 2009). Trying to make up the 
$5.8 billion budget deficit that the in two 
years, budget cut proposal were: 1) $252 
million in Washington State’s Basic Health 
Plan “for the working poor (a 43 percent 
cut that will affect more than 30,000 peo-
ple)” (Duprey, 2009, P.4) 2) One hundred  

million dollar reimbursements to hospitals 
and 3) Fifty three million dollars for chem-
ical dependency and mental health care.  
Real Change newspaper represents PWD 
and the homeless and brings up political 
issues.   

Mass media must shift outdated stereo-
typical representations and lack of repre-
sentation of PWD to a structural framework 
that addresses root causes of “disabled” 
persons and poverty. Mass media contin-
ues to dominate much of society’s frame-
work unchallenged and without discussion 
of its role or its moral responsibility and 
liability. The government must implement 
policies concerning fair and equitable rep-
resentation of PWD and the homeless for 
citizens to make informed judgments in 
Democracy. 

Cutting services to PWD and the homeless 
is a political issue. When the public lacks 
awareness and consciousness of political 
issues, the marginalized people in society 
are left out. History shows in extreme cases 
where the disabled are even killed. In The 
Origin of Nazi Genocide from Euthanasia 
to the Final Solution (Friedlander, 1998), 
persons with disabilities (PWD) were col-
lected as patients to serve as experimental 
subjects and killed; they were systemati-
cally hidden. Statistics at Hartheim pro-
vided an “exact account of future expen-
ditures saved by killing the handicapped” 
(Friedlander, 1995, p.110). “Statisticians 
figured that 70,273 ‘disinfections’ saved 
the German Reich 885,439,980 RM over a 
period of ten years. Computing future sav-
ings of food, for example, 70,273 murdered 
patients saved Germany 13,492,440 kilo-
grams of meat” (Friedlander, 1995, p.110). 
“Utilitarianism designed to rationalize eu-
genics and …created the killing center” 
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(Friedlander, 1995, p.110). This is the ab-
solute worst example of saving money or 
balancing a budget regarding PWD and the 
homeless. This is not a widely known fact 
about the holocaust in Nazi Germany; that 
it started with PWD and extended to the ra-
cial holocaust of Jewish people just after 
dehumanizing PWD as less than human for 
their disabilities. This is an example of an 
attack on the humanity of PWD and is an 
assault on the integrity of us all. We should 
hold government to a higher standard. The 
local news media brought up the individual 
violation of human rights of PWD. 

All citizens can be a part of a collective 
group by supporting a local newspaper, like 
Real Change, whose mission statement is, 
“The reason of their existence is to create 
opportunity and a voice for low-income 
people while taking action to end home-
lessness and poverty” (Real Change, Feb 
11, p. 2) According to their mission state-
ment, social change must be approached by 
activities with the following principles 

• All people have the right to dignity. 
• Diversity has intrinsic value. 
• Poverty is political—systemic 
change is necessary. 
• Building community is essential to 
social change. 
• Political effectiveness requires 
staying power. 
• Solutions to poverty must involve 
people who are directly affected. 
• Risks are necessary to create positive 
change. 
• Meeting people where they are 
honors their skills and potential. 
• We are committed to quality, 
professionalism, and accountability in 
everything we do.
(Real Change, February 11, 2009, p. 

2). 
The principles of this newspaper can be 

society’s principles. If society fails to meet 
Gnad’s individual needs, what will hap-
pen to the collective? Human rights begin 
at the local community level. Without or-
ganizations like the local newspaper, Real 
Change, to bring the spotlight to the social 
injustice and inequality PWD face, society 
will continue to fail PWD. Eliminating ser-
vices for PWD without coordinating non-
government and non-profit organizations, 
or volunteer assistance is going to be cata-
strophic. The problems PWD face today 
are a result of the disintegration of society 
that can affect other areas of public life. 

People’s mindsets and societal norms 
about people with “disabilities” are the 
very reasons the disability movement is 
hindered. An education about the topic of 
disability rights is important, but not ev-
erybody can afford to attend school to be 
educated. However, films can reach to de-
mographics otherwise unreachable. The 
films can be presented in classes for inter-
disciplinary scholars to be interconnected 
to the important issues (media/human 
rights/disability rights/ social study) en-
countering fact and reality and knowledge 
that make us thirsty for truth.  If disability 
films are presented in classes or conferenc-
es, their personal narratives will appeal to 
each individual’s emotions and can inspire 
them to be a part of grassroots efforts of 
the disability movement. Individuals are 
the foundation of social change and films 
can challenge the misconception of what 
disability really is. Individuals, not groups, 
take actions. 

Civil rights are achieved by human effort 
and do not self evidently belong to us. Ruth 
Obrien (2004) states that the Federal Com-
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munications and Commission (FCC) will 
not advance the public good but respond 
more to the concern of business or orga-
nized labor. Therefore, PWD must have 
an organized advocate agency to work on 
lobbying the mass media. Activists must 
insist on rights like how Rosa Parks didn’t 
give up her seat to a white male in a bus 
at Montgomery, Alabama, 1955. This trig-
gered a massive protest all over the United 
States (Rosa & Raymond Parks Institute 
for Self Development, 2008). After Rosa 
Parks was arrested, the African Americans 
in Alabama and sympathizers of all races 
organized a boycott of the city bus for 
381 days.  Mass media coverage was in-
tense. Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. was their 
spokesperson who taught nonviolence. 
People started tactics of "sit-ins, eat-ins, 
and swim-ins for similar causes” (Rosa & 
Raymond Parks Institute for Self Develop-
ment, 2008). Thousands of people joined 
the "protest" to demand equal rights. 

The United Nations may gradually take 
initiative with regards to cases of viola-
tion of the human rights issues of PWD. 
Voluntary coordination of local states is 
of course necessary in terms of ratification 
of Universal Declaration of Human Rights 
(UDHR). Some important questions that 
arise are: why has it taken so long to have 
a convention for PWD? Why has the Unit-
ed States of America, as a leading country 
in the world, still not signed and ratified 
UDHR, which was written in 1948? There 
is no enforcing mechanism of human rights 
until states have agreed on terms. 

What is needed in the current period is 
an education through interactive media in 
culture and through policies concerning 
media. The exchange of information must 
be designed to help us create community 

and make human connections as well as a 
sense of unity and shared purpose. Citizens 
in a democracy need access to accurate in-
formation that represents true people, es-
pecially when those people are suffering. 
People can successfully govern themselves 
based on the knowledge they have—in 
other words, a well functioning democracy 
requires an accurately informed citizen; if 
people are not informed accurately, there is 
no meaningful democracy. 

Media must be considered as a public 
trust, in part because of its inherent influ-
ential power. Therefore, profit should not 
be the only reason for its existence. We 
must rather maximize the influence of the 
media to the advantage of PWD and to cre-
ate normalcy of PWD as a visibility proj-
ect; media was underutilized in the past. 
We should not accept the language of op-
pressors in terms of popular terms and us-
age (Charlton, 1998). People are likely to 
choose the descriptive term most distrib-
uted through media. However, defining the 
term or usage about PWD is important in 
a democratic society. Because of the im-
portance of language, especially its pejora-
tive forms, we should not leave the deci-
sion power only to the media or FCC or the 
government. Rather, oversight committees 
in nongovernmental organizations or non-
profit organizations should be a vital part 
of integration to maximize the effective-
ness of media. The Disability Advocacy 
Agency should lead the public opinion uti-
lizing mass media’s influence in culture. 

Mass mobilization must begin at the in-
dividual level and the media has a moral 
responsibility to the public concerning fair 
and equitable representation of PWD and 
the homeless as integral parts of the public. 
There is a gap between reality and public 
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understanding which stems from the me-
dia. Therefore, the expertise of research-
ers and the finest knowledge available to 
us should be presented to us as a part of 
media’s mandate. People’s actions or inac-
tion in the community depends on our abil-
ity to make an “informed” judgment. The 
public must increase pressure for policies 
and laws provoking a more comprehensive 
approach. 
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