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Paralympian Promotion: Supercrip vs. Superhuman
Eli Clare’s analytical model of the “supercrip” explores the ways in which a disabled individual perceived to be unusually accomplished becomes weaponized against other disabled people. The distinguished individual becomes a symbol of hard work solving or “overcoming” disability, a framing which posits disability as a personal tragedy rather than a socially constructed avenue of oppression. When a disabled person is regarded as a supercrip, mundane life activities become conflated with extraordinary accomplishments, infantilizing the disabled individual by believing that any accomplishment at all is remarkable. Clare highlights “the perception that disability and achievement contradict each other and that any disabled person who overcomes this contradiction is heroic,” a perception which transforms recognition into condescension (“The Mountain” 8). Well-intentioned attempts to applaud the achievements of disabled individuals risk communicating the expectation that disability precludes any accomplishment. Such is the case with the BBC’s 2016 promotion for the Rio Paralympics, which describes the disabled athletes it showcases as “superhuman.” The promotion features clips of disabled individuals demonstrating their athletic prowess, juxtaposed with more mundane activities such as using a toothbrush and grocery shopping. While this promotion is likely intended to highlight the accomplishments of Paralympians, it simultaneously reaffirms the expectation that disability is equivalent to inept helplessness. Perhaps most damaging is the promotion’s implication that disability can be overcome through individual effort, positing the challenges of navigating a hostile world in a disabled body as personal failure rather than systemic inequity. 
Clare’s essay “The Mountain” highlights the supercrip figure as public spectacle reinforced by the refusal to acknowledge the “material, social, legal conditions” that make disabled achievement truly noteworthy, including “lack of access, lack of employment, lack of education” as well as stereotypes and biases (2). This framework is supported by a 2019 study on manifestations of ableism, which observes that when asked to evaluate the achievements of others, “people consistently exaggerate the favorability of people with disabilities over those without – even when the credentials of both groups are equivalent” (Nario-Redmond et al. 729). The described trend indicates a skewed assessment of the achievements of disabled people as automatically being more impressive than those of the able-bodied. While this pattern initially resembles genuine recognition for the ways in which the lives of disabled people are materially impacted by systems of social power, the study observes that this is not necessarily the case. Instead, the study posits that “low expectations for a group drive perceptions of astonishment toward members for simply accomplishing routine events,” including common activities such as shopping or driving (Nario-Redmond et al. 729). Rather than acknowledge the realities of the economic and environmental obstacles disabled people navigate daily, the perception of disabled people’s very existence as accomplishment can be patronizing, framing simple tasks as monumentally difficult for a group expected to underachieve. The flaws in this view are twofold. Firstly, the assumption of helplessness infantilizes and, in many ways, insults disabled people through lowered expectations and stereotypes of ineptitude. Secondly, the overemphasis on the remarkability of any achievement whatsoever erases the very real challenges of existing as a disabled person in an unaccommodating world. While the accomplishments of Paralympians are certainly worthy of celebration for their athletic and technical skill, framing these athletes as “superhuman” further posits disabled athletes as miraculous exceptions to the rule of disabled people as helpless. The implication of the term “superhuman” is that no level of skill, prestige, or achievement will earn a disabled individual the status of full humanity, instead forever delegating the disabled body to a separate category of existence.   
The Paralympics promotional video frequently cuts between footage of disabled athletes in competition and disabled individuals performing everyday tasks. At the 40 second mark, the video features a person without arms in an office setting, speaking on a phone while taking notes with a pen (“We’re the Superhumans”). While the skill required to write with a pen held between one’s toes can certainly be considered impressive, the use of the standard corded phone raises questions. Despite every individual that appears in the video seeming to be disabled, the use of adaptive technology is notably lacking. Highlighting the use of a telephone handset that could easily be adapted via Bluetooth or other hands-free device plays into the framing of disability as spectacle, with the emphasis on achievement of normality rather than accommodation of physical difference. A similar example comes at the 2:42 mark, when the video cuts away from a figure performing a dramatic jump in a wheelchair to an individual without hands using a toothbrush (“We’re the Superhumans”). The suggestion that brushing one’s teeth is as notable as performing a high-risk athletic stunt simultaneously devalues the skill of the athlete and assumes the incompetence of the person using the toothbrush. While disability can render many activities difficult, the assumption of inherent struggle reinforces the stereotype of disabled individuals as automatically inept. The apparent disregard for adaptation and accommodation further frames disability as a perpetual struggle to approximate normalized able-bodiedness rather than a simple fact of life. 
The promotion’s musical backing heavily features the refrains “yes I can” and “I can do anything,” lyrics with a generic positivity perhaps meant to praise the dedication and commitment of Paralympic athletes. When juxtaposed with clips of disabled individuals going about their daily lives, the lyrics can be interpreted as recognizing the efforts required to exist in a world built for non-disabled people. At the 2:03 mark, the video shows an individual without arms stretching to operate a gas pump with one foot (“We’re the Superhumans”). While the ingenuity required to exist in a world not built for disability is certainly worthy of celebration, the encouragement of the lyrics falls flat when considering why a video featuring what appears to be a cast of entirely disabled people cannot imagine a world better suited for its inhabitants. The promotion’s musical track can be interpreted as paying respect to the concentrated efforts required to become an Olympic-level athlete, but the footage of more mundane tasks then elevates basic existence as a disabled person to as similar level of prestige. If the clips of everyday life as a disabled person are instead meant to honor the effort required to navigate a built environment that is seldom designed for disability, then the lyrics’ flat demand that disabled people “can do anything” is simply untrue and ignores the reality of disability both as physical limitation and as social construct. 
A third interpretation for the conflict between audio and video can be found in Clare’s essay “Freaks and Queers,” which extensively discusses the complex social mechanics of the historical freak show. Clare notes that the freak show intentionally maintained “an exaggerated divide between ‘normal’ and Other” in order to extract a profit from “rubes willing to pay good money to stare” (“Freaks and Queers” 72). Disabled performers who had the choice of participating in freak shows could potentially make a decent living from their showmanship in a time when disabled people had very few options for economic support (“Freaks and Queers” 77). However, even the most successful freak show performers were “working a lousy job, many times the only job available, in a hostile ableist and racist world,” a job which put them on display for the enjoyment of an audience intentionally primed to view the performers as “Other” (“Freaks and Queers” 77, emphasis in original). Later writing from Clare on the ideology of cure pinpoints the framing of disability as an absence, a kind of personal failure situated entirely within the single individual (“Brillant Imperfection” 15). Clare describes imagined versions of disabled people altered by “cure” as arising “from some definition of normal and natural,” a definition which freak shows helped to establish by positing disability as the inverse (“Brilliant Imperfection” 15, emphasis in original). The emphasis on disability as an individual deficit of normality serves to further obscure social constructions of disability, which are inextricable from the social constructions of what is considered normal. Clare’s exploration of the freak show and disability as spectacle can be revisited as a lens to interpret the Paralympics promotion. A generous reading of the video would allow for the footage of disabled people performing mundane activities to serve as a way to highlight disabled ingenuity, celebrating the adaptiveness and creativity of an underserved community on both the grand stage of the Paralympics and the small scale of daily life. While this reading would interpret the musical repetition of “yes I can” as uplifting rather than overlooking disabled individuals on that smaller scale, the flaw in this view can be found in the video’s description, which credits the featured Paralympian athletes by name, but does not credit the multitude of musicians and other disabled individuals seen throughout. By failing to name the non-athletes shown, the promotion posits disability as an anonymous spectacle to be gawked at in the style of the freak show, refusing to interrogate the systemic barriers that make disabled ingenuity a necessity or to credit the individuals who have adapted to the existence of those barriers. The echoes of the freak show present in the framing of disability as spectacle indicate a missed opportunity to question the hegemonic norm of able-bodiedness while celebrating the prowess of Paralympians. 
Instead, the video’s framing of disabled individuals navigating an unaccommodating built environment posits that each interaction with that environment is a personal victory earned through individual effort, in much the same way that athletic skill is earned. However, the conflation of disability as personal limitation with disability as social construction strongly suggests that the mere existence of disabled athletes is tantamount to disability itself being solvable through individual effort. This conflation confuses the very real expertise and struggles of disabled individuals with the myth that disability can be overcome through hard work. Holding up disabled athletes as symbols of overcoming disability promotes a disingenuous message that other disabled people have no excuse to be any less accomplished than the Paralympians. Simultaneously, this symbolization devalues the skills of Paralympians by assuming the efforts invested in their training do not result in real athletic prowess, instead valuing those efforts only to the extent that they allow disabled athletes to approximate the normalized standard of the able-bodied. The use of “superhuman” as a descriptor for disabled athletes is particularly insidious, as it explicitly frames the association of expertise and disability as too alien to be considered human. Paralympians deserve the same level of recognition and appreciation as their Olympic peers, yet the promotion for coverage of the Paralympics posits disability itself as spectacle, implying that the truly remarkable achievement of these athletes is their mere existence. This framing strips disabled athletes of their agency and discredits the effort, training, and perseverance required to develop their skills. The simultaneous exoticization and infantilization of the disabled athlete disregards impressive achievements in favor of glamorizing examples of disabled individuals performing everyday tasks, implying that the only way a disabled person can be truly be accomplished is by mimicking able-bodiedness. Ultimately, the use of “superhuman” as descriptor reinforces the overall undertones of the promotion, reminding disabled audiences that no level of achievement will earn them the right to be seen as simply human.
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