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The fate-worse-than-death category of exploitation has spawned a set of
metaphors that have taken on meanings of their own. When words with
negative connotations are used in conjunction with words that denote dis-
abilities, the denotations begin carrying negative connotations in other con-
texts. For example, we read in news stories and headlines that people are
“confined” to bed or to a wheelchair. They are “imprisoned” by (heavy)
braces or by their own bodies. These are words we use with people who are
put in jail for wrongdoing. If we allow these words to be acceptable descrip-
tions of people with disabilities, it should not be a surprise when words
denoting disabilities are used in a negative fashion.

“Don’t buy blind,” the ad warns, and the consumer knows immediately
that blind is a bad thing. “Cuts cripple services,” says the newscaster, and
the viewer knows that something bad has happened. The fact that the words
are used metaphorically does not justify the offense to a group in society.

It is not likely that media would use terminology like “jew somebody out
of it” as a way of describing getting an exceptionally good deal, although
the phrase had vernacular use long after the reference was made concerning
one ethnic group. How long has it been since you've seen a commercial-
land father chide a sobbing boy by saying, “Stop acting like a girl!” The
offense of women is taken seriously now. People with disabilities deserve
the same consideration.

THE IMMORALITY OF THEM AND US

It is unethical to present people with disabilities in negative or exploitive
ways because it is inaccurate and unfair to an oppressed societal group. The
challenge of presenting people with disabilities ina normal or positive fashion
gives media a new possibility for enlarging our understanding of what it
means to be “normal.”

The negative presentations of people with disabilities are not true of most
people within that definable group. Providing accurate representations is a
journalistic responsibility, but it holds to some extent for those working in
advertising, public relations, and entertainment media as well. It is no more
reasonable to expect ‘“‘normal” presentations of people with disabilities in
persuasive communication than it is to expect normal presentations of any
other people. But people with disabilities should be represented as a normal
part of society.

It is especially important to be sensitive to the need to present oppressed
groups in a positive light. No more is being asked for people with disabilities
than what was asked for women or ethnic groups. Principles of fairness and
equity demand that no less be provided.

The interaction of various types of media creates a special power for media
managers to change public perceptions. Journalists have a history of noticing
and promoting oppressed groups in society. Through positive presentations,
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public relations, advertising, and entertainment, media reinforce the idea
that zkey—the oppressed or isolated—are like s in all of the important ways.

In the past thirty years, criteria by which we measure success in the United
States has grown broader than the designations of white and male. No longer
do we hear young African-Americans say they wish they were white because
so many more opportunities would be open for them. One can be female or
a member of any ethnic group and be a success.

If our criteria were broadened a little more, as is the hope of the ADA,
it would not be a tragedy for someone to use a wheelchair. It would not be
professionally limiting for someone to lack vision or hearing.

Media can help by presenting people with disabilities as they now present
women and minorities. Media can provide entry into society for people with
disabilities by treating them as people.
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