Dissertation proposal
Prejudice, disfigurements, dysmorphia

For my dissertation I will be looking at how people with scars (not always physical, can also be deeply emotional scars) and disfigurements are made to feel isolated in society due to external influences, one of them being social media. Which is the area I will be focusing on throughout. The aim of this dissertation is to challenge the stigma behind relating people who are “different” as “not perfect”, and to get people talking. Which will help expand peoples knowledge and to stop the judgments made by them from initial perceptions of others. People, especially my age, know that social media is showered by images of the “perfect woman” and/or the “perfect man”. So to tackle this issue I will be looking at my three chosen words an how they fit in with how disfigured and even disabled people are physically and verbally abused on a daily basis and how they get through everyday life, artists who have created various artworks to challenge the stigma of “the other” and how they embrace they’re natural beauty, and looking at how social media has been trying to make a change by celebrating different bodies and different people.
To start, I have been looking at the theory of the ‘other’ to get a better understanding of why people are scared of different and are scared of being “out of the norm”. I found this statement which reads, “The other is an individual who is perceived by a group as not belonging, as being different in some fundamental way” (academic Brooklyn). Not many people realise that all these images and comments cause or trigger body dysmorphic disorder (BDD) in young men and women which makes the isolation in society worse. Body dysmorphic disorder is a rising issue that needs to be tackled mainly caused by the influences of social media. And it’s even worse for those, like myself, who have life changing differences to our bodies. As my generation and the generations below have been give the nickname of the “insta-generations” or the “selfie generations”, and more and more of us are sharing our false, filtered lives on social media. On talkspace.com there’s a statement that reads “sometimes we find ourselves judging our own lives with these updates, tweets and photos. The comparisons we make to our realities are unfair, because these snippets are a #filtered perspective of someone else’s life. There is no such thing as #nofilter.” This whole filtering of our photos is wrong as it is a false life you are broadcasting to the world and on to the internet for everyone to see. From a personal point of view, I feel like I have to use filters on my photos to get rid of silly things like, the dark circles under my eyes, my constantly blushed cheeks and nose, etc. Even if it’s naturally filtering my photos by sucking in my belly, or standing in a certain way to get a “good angle” and good lighting. All these things shouldn’t matter but they do. So throughout my dissertation I am going to look at my three chosen words and look into each one carefully, looking at each side of the coin to get why people and the media find it so hard to involve people who are different into they’re society and to make them feel excepted for who they are and what they have been through.
Stranger’s reactions to people with scars and disfigurements are very negative. Even if they think they don’t judge a person for the way they look or the way they are, a study has found them to be wrong. On the changing faces website there is an ‘implicated attitudes test’ which calculates you’re attitudes towards disfigured or scarred people. From the test they did on that website, it shows that two thirds of people who took the test held negative attitudes towards people with disfigurements. Online there are multiple versions of these tests that have resulted in shocking discoveries of people’s hidden judgments of others. So why all this judgement? Why the prejudice? Well, looking online and in books I have seen that people are scared of change, so as a side effect to that fear they find it helps if they put another person down. This doesn’t really make sense but you can understand why people are so quick to judge. This was just one example why people can be so cruel. Tara Brach a phycologist and meditation teacher has come up with a story in her work that makes you question your own thoughts. The story goes, “Imagine you are walking through the woods and you see a small dog. It looks cute and friendly. You approach and move to pet the dog. Suddenly it snarls and tries to bite you. The dog no longer seems cute and you feel fear and possibly anger. Then, as the wind blows, the leaves on the ground are carried away and you see the dog has one of its legs caught in a trap. Now, you feel compassion for the dog. You know it became aggressive because it is in pain and is suffering”. This story is basically how we perceive each other, what’s on the outside it not necessarily what’s on the inside. The fear of approaching people is growing more and more. Also the idea of constantly being watched is a growing issue too with the constant use of social media. This connects to the panopticon prism. The panopticon prism is a watch tower that was designed by the British philosopher Jeremy Bentham in the late 18th century. The idea behind the design was so that all the inmates of an institution (jail, asylum, etc.) were constantly observed by a watchman 24 hours a day without the inmates being able to get out of sight. Nowadays, our panopticon prism is our phones.
Lately social media has been fighting back from the showing of these “perfect bodies” by celebrating the “other” body. There have been various different campaigns throughout social media to stop body shaming people and to except them for who they are. In connection to this there are many artists who, over the years, have embraced that difference and has created pieces of work that make people stop and think. One of those artists being Marc Quinn. Marc Quinn has worked with various different concepts and materials but the main works that really caused an uproar of different reviews was his marble Alison Lapper sculpture he did, which was then placed on the fourth plinth in Trafalgar Square. Alison Lapper is an English artist who was born with a condition called phocomelia, which means she was born without limbs. His inspiration for this works were the Greek marble statues embracing the goddesses, which were all created with they’re limbs missing. But when Quinn created his sculpture he received quite a lot of negativity due to the fact he used a woman who hasn’t got any limbs. Another artist who has embraced the other body is Jenny Saville. Her giant paintings of oversized women were a massive shock to people visiting the Saatchi. Even though her painting are perceived as “grotesque” it doesn’t faze her, only motivates her more. The majority of her works are based on the idea of gender fluidity and finding the boundaries between genders. “I wanted to paint a visual passage through gender- a sort of gender landscape” (Saville, 2004). This notion of our bodies as a landscape is quite appealing as it gives the Idea of natural beauty. These two works in particular are very much pushing the idea of the non-edited image, and making something that is perceived as ugly or not-perfect naturally beautiful.
Body dysmorphic disorder is a growing issue that many people are going through. BDD can start from anything, like a traumatic experience from the past, bullying, etc. But the main trigger seems to by the constant body shaming delivered by social media. The description of BDD is, “Body Dysmorphic Disorder is a mental health condition where a person spends a lot of time worrying of flaws in their appearance. These flaws are often unnoticeable to others” . This disorder isn’t caused by the face the person is vain or self-obsessed, it’s because external influences has made them feel that way and there’s nothing that person can do about it by themselves. “BDD can seriously affect you’re daily life, including you’re work, social life and even relationships. It can also lead to depression, anxiety, self-harm and even suicidal thoughts” (NHS). These symptoms may seem very extreme but so many people suffer with this mental health issue and the numbers are rising each year. Mind UK is a mental health charity that is helping fight the battle of BDD in young people. They have self-help guides that you can use to help get yourself out of the whirlwind of self-hate. Some of the strategies they suggest are, doing basic yoga once a day, reading books and listening to music, and keeping up daily routines. All these things will slowly get you back to your normal self. Other people may find going to the gym multiple times a week and sticking to a fitness plan can help too. All these strategies are designed to help keep your mind occupied day to day so that it helps you stop worrying about the silly things and for you to get on with your life and look forward to the future. Also it’s designed so that you will learn to love yourself for who you are and to make you understand that there is no point in comparing yourself to others.
In conclusion, from what has been researched and read I can understand the miscommunication from people in society and online. The constant influences from the media are clouding people’s minds and making them uneasy of the idea of people that are different but can still be beautiful due to the #fitered lifestyle many of us are living today. The constant thought of being watched is very daunting and the fear behind that doesn’t help the situation either. But, with the slow but growing changes to what social media and artists are showing is making things easier for people to except each other into society. There is still a lot more things that need to change but the world is slowly making things happen to help people fit into the world and feel less lonely and isolated. And, due to the help and support of multiple mental health charities and support lines those people who feel lonely have always got someone there to talk to and to help them through the day if they feel like they can’t talk to friends or family members. I think now, that I understand why we are showered with all these “beautiful” images as companies need to sell their products, but I think that they could do the same with the use of other people as well. Hopefully, people who have suffered life changing conditions or treatments won’t have to go through all the negativity and stigma from people and actually feel part of our society
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