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INTRODUCTION

In examining the portrayal of disability within media narratives in Southeast Asia, particularly in
Indonesia, a complex and multifaceted interplay emerges between cultural representation,
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institutional barriers, and public reception. Media portrayals of disabled individuals frequently rely
on emotionally charged tropes of tragedy, inspiration, or heroism, which in turn shape and
reinforce how society perceives and interacts with disability. Such portrayals often emphasize
narratives of overcoming adversity, with a focus on personal resilience and fortitude, thereby
echoing global disability discourses while potentially simplifying or obscuring the complex realities
of living with disability (Handoyo et al., 2021). While this visibility may generate sympathy and
awareness, it can simultaneously entrench reductive stereotypes that fail to reflect the diversity,
autonomy, and subjectivity of disabled individuals.

In low- and middle-income countries, public perceptions often mirror and magnify these media
framings. Where inclusive education and disability awareness are underdeveloped, media
representations play a disproportionately influential role in shaping public understanding (Iemmi
et al., 2016; Walsham et al., 2018). In Indonesia, such effects are compounded by deeply ingrained
cultural beliefs and traditional social norms. Disabilities are sometimes linked to supernatural
causes, familial dishonor, or personal failure, resulting in a cultural stigma that categorizes disability
as either a misfortune or a divine punishment (Handoyo et al., 2021). These stigmatizing views are
further perpetuated by structural gaps in disability education and advocacy, which hinder efforts
to foster inclusive social narratives and spaces.

This research addresses that gap by examining inclusive arts movements in Indonesia, which have
emerged as potent tools of resistance and empowerment. These movements, driven by both
community-based initiatives and individual artistic expression, utilize creative practices rooted in
traditional and contemporary art forms to reframe and redefine public understandings of disability.
Organizations such as the Deaf Art Community (DAC) in Yogyakarta have provided platforms
for deaf and disabled artists to express their lived experiences, challenge dominant discourses, and
assert their narrative agency through visual media. Likewise, individual creators such as Kinanty
Andini have employed digital design and visual storytelling to communicate the complexities of
psychosocial disability in ways that transcend typical representations (Oggero et al., 2021). These
artistic interventions do not merely add new voices to cultural conversations but actively reshape
them, positioning disabled individuals as creators, commentators, and change-makers.

The theoretical framework guiding this study is grounded in critical disability studies and visual
culture theory. These perspectives highlight the power of artistic expression to serve as a form of
narrative resistance, allowing marginalized groups especially disabled artists to challenge dominant
representations and reclaim their identities. Drawing from concepts such as "disability aesthetics,"
the analysis explores how artists intentionally subvert representational norms and craft alternative
narratives that prioritize empowerment, intersectionality, and self-definition (Bust et al., 2022;
Jaakonaho, 2024). Art, in this context, is understood not only as a communicative tool but also as
a political act capable of influencing public discourse and promoting social transformation.
Through this lens, disability arts are conceptualized as both symbolic and tangible resistance
against the cultural erasure and marginalization of disabled experiences.

Globally, disabled artists have increasingly embraced art as a platform to assert agency and contest
hegemonic narratives that often marginalize their identities and reduce them to one-dimensional



https://journal.idscipub.com/psychosocia

Visual Resistance and Social Change: Disability Arts as Cultural Intervention in Indonesian
Media Landscapes
Malizal, Yasin, and Rizqi

figures. By integrating personal and collective identities into their work, these artists engage in a
form of cultural activism that reclaims space within both the artistic sphere and the broader public
discourse. Whether through digital art, performance, installation, or multimedia practices, they
foster critical engagement with the realities of disability, enabling audiences to move beyond
superficial or pity-based interpretations (Denche-Zamorano et al., 2023). This global movement
has created a vibrant, transnational dialogue around disability, representation, and inclusion,
illustrating the power of creative expression in redefining norms and advocating for equity.

In the Indonesian context, the roots of disability stigma are deeply entangled with historical,
cultural, and institutional dynamics. Social expectations around productivity, conformity, and
familial honor often frame disability as a deviation from the ideal, thereby reinforcing exclusionary
attitudes and practices. Cultural narratives that link disability to divine punishment or inherited
shame further entrench these views, leading to persistent discrimination and systemic barriers to
full participation (Handoyo et al., 2021). Educational institutions, media systems, and policy
environments frequently lack the frameworks and resources necessary to address these issues
comprehensively (Oggero et al.,, 2021). Consequently, transformative cultural initiatives that
foreground disabled voices and promote artistic agency are critical in disrupting these entrenched
paradigms and generating inclusive social change.

This study aims to investigate the transformative potential of disability arts in reshaping societal
attitudes toward disability in Indonesia. Through a comparative analysis of narrative structures
found in inclusive art practices and mainstream media representations, the research seeks to
examine how disabled artists create alternative narratives and assess their impact on public
perception. The central hypothesis posits that disability arts serve as a compelling form of narrative
resistance, capable of challenging pity-based and heroic tropes, and promoting narratives that
highlight empowerment, identity, and self-representation. By situating this inquiry within the
broader discourse of disability and cultural studies, the study contributes to scholarly
understandings of how visual culture can catalyze social transformation and support the broader
goals of equity and inclusion.

METHOD

This study employs a comparative qualitative methodology that integrates discourse analysis and
audience response research to examine the narrative structures present in inclusive disability arts
versus mainstream media. The methodological framework draws from visual discourse analysis,
focus group engagement, and participatory inquiry to produce an in-depth and contextualized
understanding of disability representation and its reception.

The analysis of artworks is guided by Gillian Rose’s visual methodology, emphasizing aesthetics,
composition, and socio-political context (Rahmawati et al., 2024). This involves close reading of
artworks produced by the Deaf Art Community (DAC) and Kinanty Andini. Their pieces are
analyzed in terms of symbolism, narrative structure, medium, and message. A Foucauldian
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discourse framework informs the critique of power dynamics and how these artworks challenge
hegemonic disability narratives (Enoch et al., 2024).

To ensure rigor, the study incorporates a reflexive analytic approach, acknowledging the
researcher’s positionality and socio-cultural dynamics. For instance, reflexive journaling was
maintained throughout the analysis to record interpretive choices and potential biases.

In parallel, mainstream Indonesian media texts TV reports, digital news articles, and promotional
campaigns are sampled and analyzed using Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA). These texts are
coded thematically to identify dominant disability tropes such as the hero, victim, or passive
dependent (Ismail et al., 2022). The juxtaposition with artistic narratives highlights the discursive
gap between mainstream media and counter-narrative art.

To evaluate the reception of inclusive artworks, the study employs pre- and post-exposure focus
group discussions with participants drawn from diverse backgrounds. Participants engage with
selected works from DAC and Andini, after which thematic analysis is conducted to interpret
sentiment and perception shifts. Discussions are structured around open-ended prompts to allow
for personal and emotional responses (Kwon, 2020; Lundy, 2023).

The focus group methodology is augmented by participatory techniques, where audience members
actively engage in interpreting the artworks. For instance, participants were invited to create short
reflective notes or sketches after viewing, which were then discussed collectively.

A comparative analytical framework is applied to assess how mainstream and counter-narrative
forms construct disability representation. Multimodal discourse analysis (MDA) allows for
integrated reading of visuals, text, and audience reactions (Aswegen & Shevlin, 2019). This
approach is critical for analyzing how media and art construct and challenge meanings around

disability.

This framework is particularly suited for revealing how symbolic elements, narrative techniques,
and emotional cues differ between institutional media portrayals and artist-led expressions. MDA
enables deeper insight into how art can viscerally convey lived realities and emotional truths absent
from formal reporting or clinical framing.

The study adopts ethical research practices in line with participatory arts research. All participants
provided informed consent, with information sheets available in plain language and accessible
formats (including audio and Braille). Opportunities were also given for participants to withdraw
or clarify responses at any stage.
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RESULT AND DISCUSSION

Narrative Structures in Disability Art

Analysis of works from the Deaf Art Community (DAC) and Kinanty Andini reveals recurrent
themes centered on resilience, identity, and self-representation. The DAC’s artwork emphasizes
the everyday lives of deaf individuals, utilizing local symbolism and traditional motifs to reflect
cultural identity and social resistance (Bang & Kim, 2015). Visual elements such as blooming
flowers, birds in motion, or broken chains are employed to convey themes of freedom,
transformation, and breaking through societal constraints (Malhotra et al., 2022). Andini’s digital
narratives, focusing on psychosocial disabilities, make use of stylized visuals and layered
compositions to depict internal emotional states and social alienation, expanding visibility around
invisible disabilities (Albrecht et al., 2021).

These artists utilize their mediums to challenge mainstream representations of disability by shifting
the focus from deficits to agency and complexity. The integration of traditional and digital forms
also allows the artists to reach diverse audiences, blending heritage and innovation. In workshops
and community exhibitions, participants described these works as “membuka mata” (“eye-
opening”) and “membuat saya berpikir ulang” (“made me rethink”), showing concrete evidence
of empowerment and assumption-shifting (Malhotra et al., 2022).

Media Narrative Tropes

In contrast, thematic coding of selected Indonesian media samples shows persistent use of the
hero and victim tropes. News coverage, particularly television features, often introduces disabled
individuals with melancholic music and visuals of struggle, emphasizing hardship and dependency
(Ho et al., 2021). Films frequently adopt a redemptive narrative arc, framing disability as an
obstacle to be overcome culminating in either triumphant success or tragic defeat.

Such representations reinforce stereotypes that position disabled individuals as either inspirational
or burdensome, limiting nuanced portrayals of everyday life. They also tend to obscure structural
and societal issues, placing the onus of change on the individual. Quantitative review of sampled
content found that fewer than 30% of media portrayals presented characters with disabilities as
complex, self-determining individuals (Y. Xu et al., 2021).

Guidelines for ethical representation advocate for collaborative practices with disabled creators
and encourage a shift away from exploitative narratives (Temple et al., 2018). However, the data
suggest these practices remain largely aspirational within mainstream Indonesian media.

Table 1. Comparative Analysis of Narrative Themes

Theme Disability Art Narratives Mainstream Media Portrayals
Agency and Self-Identity  / X
Symbolism and Metaphor / X
Pity and Heroism Tropes X v

165 | Psychosocia : Journal of Applied Psychology and Social Psychology
https://journal.idscipub.com/psychosocia


https://journal.idscipub.com/psychosocia

Visual Resistance and Social Change: Disability Arts as Cultural Intervention in Indonesian
Media Landscapes
Malizal, Yasin, and Rizqi

Audience Engagement v X

Audience Response and Sentiment Change

Findings from the focus group discussions (FGDs) indicate a measurable shift in audience
sentiment post-exposure to inclusive art. Participants who initially described disabled individuals
using terms like “helpless” or “inspirational” moved toward descriptors such as “creative,”
“capable,” and “agentic” after engaging with the artworks.

Pre-exposure, many participants defaulted to emotional reactions rooted in pity. Post-exposure,
discussions reflected deeper engagement, with viewers highlighting artistic skill and lived
experience. For example, 68% of participants shifted from pity-based to agency-based descriptors,
as shown in Table 2

Figure 1. Viewer Sentiment Shift (Pre vs Post Exposure)

Viewer Sentiment Shift (Pre vs Post Exposure)

pity F
M Pre
eative -
e [
0% 20% 30% 40% 50% 70%
Percentage Percentage
Table 2. Qualitative Descriptors from FGDs

Descriptor Category Pre-Exposure Quotes  Post-Exposure Quotes
Emotion "I felt sorry for them" "I felt proud of their strength"
Identity "They seem so limited" "They’re artists just like anyone else"
Understanding "Disability is sad" "This makes me rethink disability"

These results support previous studies indicating that exposure to inclusive art can shift public

attitudes (Gaiha et al., 2021). Arts-based interventions, especially those involving participatory or
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immersive components, create opportunities for audiences to engage with disability narratives in
more empathetic and reflective ways.

Indicators of Narrative Empowerment

Thematic analysis of participant responses revealed increased recognition of disabled individuals
as agents of creativity and cultural expression. Viewers reported a reevaluation of previously held
beliefs and a willingness to engage more equitably with disabled communities. These shifts were
most prominent in participants who had no prior exposure to disability-focused content.

Narrative Agency and Cultural Transformation

The findings of this study affirm that inclusive disability arts serve as catalysts for cultural
transformation by asserting narrative agency. The findings highlight that human understanding is
structured through storytelling (Sofokleous & Stylianou, 2023). In this study, artists such as
Kinanty Andini and the Deaf Art Community do not simply depict disability, but humanize and
contextualize it, disrupting mainstream narratives of tragedy or inspiration. This demonstrates how
Narrative Paradigm Theory is operationalized in practice, linking theory with empirical evidence.

Critical Theory, particularly the work of Adorno and Horkheimer, further contextualizes this
phenomenon by situating art as a tool that can either perpetuate or contest hegemonic power
structures (Spivakovsky et al., 2023). In this framework, disabled artists function as cultural agents
who confront and subvert ableist ideologies by re-signifying disabled identities through creative
expression. The Social Model of Disability reinforces this perspective, suggesting that artworks
become sites of resistance that shift focus from physical impairments to systemic discrimination
(Kolotouchkina et al., 2020).

Limitations of Artistic Interventions Despite their potential, disability arts are not without
limitations. One challenge is the ephemeral nature of their impact. As Brolan et al. (2015) argue,
artworks can evoke emotional responses that fade over time unless supported by sustained
engagement or institutional reform. Moreover, art’s openness to interpretation creates a risk of
miscommunication. Audiences may misread empowering messages as inspirational clichés, thereby
reinforcing stereotypes rather than dismantling them (Morin et al., 2021). Misinterpretation may
occur when audiences project ableist assumptions onto artwork. Future studies could address this
by combining audience analysis with pre- and post-surveys to detect interpretive gaps more
systematically.

Access remains another significant constraint, as many disabled artists lack resources to produce
or exhibit their work. A constructive path forward involves partnerships between disability arts
collectives, universities, and cultural institutions to co-create accessible platforms and equitable
funding schemes. (Santarossa et al., 2017).

Co-optation by institutions and mainstream media also threatens to dilute the transformative
message of disability arts. As Mactaggart et al. (2018) note, institutions often frame these artworks
in ways that align with conventional narratives, stripping them of their radical intent. In such
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contexts, art risks becoming a palatable form of activism, celebrated symbolically but detached
from deeper commitments to equity or justice.

Cultural Contexts and Reception of Disability Arts Reception of disability arts is heavily shaped
by cultural contexts. In regions where disability is perceived through lenses of superstition,
misfortune, or religious punishment as is common in many low- and middle-income countries
audiences may resist or misinterpret progressive narratives. According to Magnusson &
Bickenbach (2019) and Zuurmond et al. (2015), such cultural frames hinder the acceptance of
disability as a valid identity rather than a deficit.

Where disability rights movements are nascent, audiences may interpret artworks as expressions
of pity rather than empowerment (Olusanya et al., 2022). Conversely, in societies with well-
established advocacy frameworks, disability arts tend to generate critical reflection and inspire
collective action. The variance in reception highlights the need for culturally tailored engagement
strategies.

Language and symbolism also mediate reception. Locally resonant metaphors can affirm identity
and challenge dominant views within a specific cultural framework, but may not translate
effectively across contexts (Dimitris et al., 2021). For instance, symbols of struggle or rebirth may
carry specific connotations in Indonesian contexts that global audiences overlook. Moreover,
digital platforms, while democratizing access, also risk reinforcing dominant narratives when local
contexts are devalued or ignored (Levi, 2022).

Co-optation and Misinterpretation of Disability Arts The critical literature highlights the dangers
of co-optation and misrepresentation in disability arts. Bust et al. (2022) argue that mainstream
audiences often reduce complex artistic expressions to simplistic narratives of triumph or
adversity, thereby undermining the movement’s core goals. Such reductionist framing
commodifies the disabled experience, transforming it into a consumable product that reaffirms
existing power hierarchies rather than challenging them.

McPherson et al. (2016) warn that when dominant cultural institutions curate disability art without
meaningful collaboration with disabled creators, they risk erasing authentic voices and re-inscribing
ableist paradigms. Xu et al. (2019) similarly critique platforms that prioritize mainstream reception
over faithful representation, noting that the spectacle of disability often overshadows the substance
of artistic expression.

Another concern is the voyeuristic consumption of disabled bodies and experiences. Bust et al.
(2023) caution against framing disabled artists as inspirational simply for existing, a trope that
reinforces the notion that disabled lives must be justified through exceptionalism. This spectacle
undermines the everyday legitimacy and complexity of disabled identities.

Accessibility remains a final concern. If the venues, formats, or modes of presentation for disability
arts are themselves inaccessible to certain members of the disability community, then the work’s
potential for inclusion is fundamentally compromised (McPherson et al., 2016). Authentic
engagement requires that disability arts not only represent disabled voices but also reach and

resonate with disabled audiences.
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CONCLUSION

This study demonstrates that disability arts in Indonesia play a critical role as platforms of narrative
resistance, actively challenging dominant tropes of pity, inspiration, and dependency. Through
symbolic expression, cultural authenticity, and participatory storytelling, artists such as the Deaf
Art Community and Kinanty Andini have shifted public sentiment, fostering recognition of
disabled individuals as empowered cultural agents. The findings highlight that artistic narratives
are not merely aesthetic but deeply political, capable of reframing public discourse and catalyzing
inclusive cultural transformation. Empirical evidence from focus group discussions confirms
measurable attitudinal change, underscoring that disability arts can function as participatory
models for broader social change.

Nevertheless, significant challenges remain, including misinterpretation, co-optation by
mainstream institutions, limited access for disabled artists, and the ephemeral nature of artistic
impact without systemic reinforcement. To address these issues, future efforts should prioritize
culturally grounded and accessible infrastructures, equitable funding, and collaborative
engagement between artists, policymakers, and institutions. For practitioners and policymakers,
this implies supporting co-created exhibitions, inclusive funding mechanisms, and partnerships
with disability organizations. For researchers, future studies should extend this work by examining
performance-based arts, conducting cross-cultural comparisons, and applying longitudinal designs
to assess the durability of attitudinal shifts. Ultimately, sustainable transformation requires a
collective commitment to ensure that disabled voices remain central in the narratives told about
them and, more importantly, by them.
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