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Disability and the horror genre are fundamentally linked. Western society’s disgust,
mistreatment, and fear of disability and the disabled has a long history which remains embedded
in the modern culture and its institutions. A significant amount of research in disability and
media studies has examined disability representation, including within the horror genre. This
research has established that horror presents the disabled body-mind as a looming threat, because
anyone can - and, with age, will — be identified as disabled without warning or permission.
However, little research has focused specifically on how horror uniquely focuses on the theme of
autonomy in relation to its use of disabled characters and disability. Examining disability
representation in horror through the lens of autonomy shows that — in ways that echo Laura
Mulvey’s concept of the male gaze - these media were created by a non-disabled creator for a
presumably non-disabled audience, alienating disabled consumers as a result of inaccuracies,
othering, and dismissing the disabled body-mind as a valid or acceptable state. Indeed, the way
autonomy is addressed through these disabled tropes perpetuates concepts of the ‘horror’ of
being disabled and misattributes the horror to the disability itself. In actuality, the horror and lack
of autonomy stems from the inaccessible and ableist society that cultivates fear towards
disability in the first place.

This project examined a variety of horror art from across a variety of media and from a
wide timeframe in order to trace the development of specific elements, including those of split
personalities, wheelchairs, institutionalization, and zombies. This approach underscored the
longevity of these tropes, which were present in nineteenth-century gothic fiction and continue
into the modern era. It also allowed for the examination of these pieces of horror media as
historical artifacts that echo and reveal the understandings of disability of the time. Finally, this
thematic approach also illustrated the ways in which media representations of disability were
inspired by and adapted earlier representations and, thus, the ways in which they perpetuated
these ideas about disability. This was most clearly demonstrated in tracing the trope of split
personalities from Robert Louis Stevenson’s Strange Case of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde (1886), to
Alfred Hitchcock’s Psycho (1960), to M. Night Shyamalan’s Split (2016). In these three different
cultural eras, the models for understanding disability differed dramatically. Yet, this
misunderstanding of the ‘split personality’ and its portrayal as a loss of autonomy to another
person or force within oneself was remarkably durable. The perception that this ‘split
personality’ would impose its own, immoral will and use the ‘host’s’ body recurred throughout
these media. Although their recurrence accurately reflects public understanding, their continued
use perpetuates ableist perceptions of Dissociative Identity Disorder and psychosis that harm
those with these conditions. The examinations of these recurring elements demonstrate the same
perpetuation of misinformation around all aspects of disability, as well as cultivating a continued
fear surrounding disability and equating it with a loss of autonomy which, when it does occur,
stems not from the disability itself but from an unaccommodating society that forcibly strips
opportunities for autonomy away.



