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Accessible or Access-dis-abled?  

 Many people take digital media for granted, but for those of us who have not lived in an 

era without advanced technology, those resources and their abilities feel like a natural subsidy to 

our lives. However, like many things in today’s world, good intentions do not always result in 

similarly good consequences. After Professor Nakamura and Professor Yergeau each spoke to 

our class, I couldn’t help but connect their ideas to an often-unrecognized harmful result of 

digital media: accessibility. Physical accessibility has been a long-standing concern for society, 

but with this new digital age has come a new form of accessibility concerns. The Internet is often 

thought of as an unlimited resource that can only improve our lives through connections with 

information and other people. This idea sometimes holds true, but what these two speakers made 

me realize is that greater accessibility does not necessarily imply a better digital community. 

Whether we like it or not, use of digital media has the power to alter our lives, including our 

textual experiences and relationships between embodiment, identity, and community. If actions 

are not taken, the digital world could easily transform into a space that serves as a gateway into 

harmful social interactions as well. 

 Easy and open accessibility are two of the best features of digital media, and in particular 

of the Internet. Lisa Nakamura, residing in the fields of American Culture, Screen Arts and 

Cultures, and Women’s Studies, brought to our attention a harmful quality of the Internet, i.e. 

providing a public space for racist and insulting language. In one of the assigned readings 
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coming from a blog post written by Nakamura herself, she notes, “as many have told me, if you 

boycotted every place on the Internet where you’ve seen a racist comment, you wouldn’t go 

anywhere” (“Glitch Racism”). This goes to show how prevalent racism is on the Internet, and 

Professor Nakamura went into great detail talking about some select examples of this profane 

digital language. YouTube comments, video game chat functions, and open blogs provide some 

of the highest volume of degradation, while at the same time passively reinforcing that this 

behavior is acceptable. It is not too terribly surprising that people will express hurtful opinions 

when there are essentially no consequences for doing so, but what shocked me the most is the 

less-logical existence of the negative results of digital accessibility that Melanie Yergeau 

discussed. 

 Professor Yergeau, coming from the field of Disability Studies, spoke to us about a much 

different aspect of accessibility to digital media. Disability theory holds a large importance for 

many professionals when it comes to physical access and equality within our society, and 

Yergeau expanded this notion as related to online communities. She spoke about the pros and 

cons of technology, with one of the biggest pros being its ability to connect people who are not 

close in geographical distance, and who might not be physically able to otherwise bridge that 

locational gap (Yergeau, 2014). In addition, she presented various models of disability, for 

example the Medical Model and Social Model, and then provided specific examples of how 

digital methods aid those who are living with disabilities. Yergeau described features such as 

subtitles and autotranscribe functions of YouTube, which at first seemed amazing. But, after 

taking a closer look, I noticed how inaccurate and therefore ineffective these processes could be. 

This made me realize that this attempt to ease online accessibility for certain people can actually 

make it more difficult. 



	   Estes 3 

 Accessibility is a key factor in our experiences with digital media, specifically by 

creating new textual experiences. These experiences can include “new kinds of genre and textual 

form, entertainment, pleasure and patterns of media consumption” (Lister, 12). Nakamura and 

Yergeau each highlighted different forms of digital media that provide unique textual 

experiences and were initially created to enhance individuals’ involvement.  Although one 

professor spoke about video games and the other about tools to aid people who are disabled, the 

two ideas prove similar in how they ultimately impede on a user’s experience.  

 In her blog post, Nakamura explained how online networks produce profane and 

irrational discourse “just as they produce other types of unintentional and unwanted behaviors, 

like slow loading, dropped signals, and damaged files” (“Glitch Racism”). Video gaming plays a 

large part in this phenomenon, and what started as an innovative way for users to interact has 

resulted in frequent offensive language and gestures. Consoles such as Xbox Live provide the 

opportunity for players to wear headsets with microphones and “chat” with their opponents. The 

initial goal of user-to-user interaction has definitely been achieved, but perhaps not in a way 

creators originally intended. For example, the label of  “deviant being” is automatically being 

placed upon gamers who are not part of the “norm” of the virtual community (Gray, 262). This is 

a clear example of racism, but because it occurs in the casual video game environment, there is 

less enforcement of rules to prevent or stop it all together. Professor Nakamura opened our eyes 

to a very clear instance of greater connection and accessibility causing significant harm, but 

Yergeau’s example was not as straightforward as to its potential to damage people in an online 

community.  

 People living with disabilities not only experience its effects in the physical world, but in 

the digital world as well. The assigned reading, “The art of ALT: toward a more accessible 
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Web”, enlightened the audience with the notion that text-only variants of media-rich sites are not 

sufficient (Slatin, 73). The Web Content Accessibility Guidelines exist to “provide equivalent 

alternatives for all visual and auditory material” (Slatin, 77) and ALT text has arisen as one of 

the most popular tools. ALT text is a phrase that is “attached” to an image or element of the web 

so that people in need of assistance, whether visual or auditory, can identify with the element 

(Slatin, 78). After reading this material prior to Professor Yergeau’s visit to our class, I was 

amazed at how vital these technologies can be in impacting a user’s online experience. But these 

thoughts were quickly contradicted when we were exposed to some ALT texts that are not as 

effective as they should be. Yergeau showed us the autotranscribe feature of YouTube, which 

revealed how poorly the system translates auditory sounds into readable words. This was a little 

disappointing to see, as it further demonstrated how extended accessibility does not always 

deliver. Furthermore, this ineffective default feature of autotranscribe, along with the racist 

outcomes of video games, has created new relationships between embodiment, identity, and 

community.  

 Media that create new instances of the relationship between embodiment, identity, and 

community include “shifts in the personal and social experience of time, space, and place which 

have implications for the ways in which we experience ourselves and our place in the world” 

(Lister, 13). People who give and receive harsh racial criticisms as well as those who are living 

with disabilities experience an altered world, specifically one that constricts the space down to an 

unwelcoming and uncomfortable environment. 

 Although video games may seem like an insignificant part of society, they hold a lot of 

importance when it comes to social interactions, as people’s actions and beliefs in a virtual 

community more often than not persist in the real world as well. Nakamura noted that gaming is 



	   Estes 5 

a good place to address issues of racism, because this form of media is so commonly used 

(Nakamura, 2014).  Additionally, the Greater Internet Fuckwad Theory suggests that “anonymity 

provides a cover for online racism, that platforms such as video channels and games provide an 

audience, and that ‘normal’ people are unable to resist indulging in performing racism when 

given these affordances” (“Glitch Racism”). This theory posits that video games do indeed have 

the power to alter how one views his or her place in the world, whether it be due to the newfound 

“power” anonymity offers or the harsh racism that is thrown their way. I never would have 

thought that something as trivial as video games could support this notion, but after listening to 

Professor Nakamura speak, it was clear that a major social problem exists in this popular and 

fantasized world of gaming. Even more surprising was the many downfalls of digital methods 

designed to aid those who are disabled, and how an act to better a situation by offering more 

accessibility has, in some cases, made it worse in how people view their place in the world. 

 People living with a physical or mental disability can feel like outsiders or less-valued 

members of society. Many steps have been taken, for example the Web Content Accessibility 

Guidelines, to try and bridge the gap in accessibility of digital media use for people with 

disabilities; but what happens when these attempts aren’t enough? It has been said that “writing 

effective ALT text, then, is an exercise in extreme economy,” and that the challenge is to 

“include as much information as possible in the fewest character without sacrificing 

intelligibility” (Slatin, 78). This seems to be easier said than done. From just the few examples 

that Professor Yergeau showed us, it was clear to me that these resources for people with 

disabilities are not as effective as they should be. A resource such as autotranscribe where 

auditory sounds are transcribed into readable text definitely shifts the viewer’s experience and 

embodiment, hopefully in a positive way. But when words are wrongly transcribed or done so 
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too quickly or too slowly, the experience certainly becomes a negative one. This can have many 

ramifications. For example,  someone living with a disability may need to fully rely on this 

resource. He or she may initially feel excited to have an opportunity to experience a media form 

in the same way as anyone else, but immediately let down when the media fails or confuses 

them. Although this is one very specific example, it points to how someone with a disability can 

feel even more disempowered after utilizing a resource designed to help, leading them to further 

question their identity and ultimate place in this world.  

 I cannot deny that I used to think of media and the Internet as “all powerful” resources 

that help people function in an endless variety of ways. It never crossed my mind how small 

glitches or other downfalls of digital media could indeed alter the social makeup of our world. 

Both Professor Nakamura and Professor Yergeau opened my eyes not only to features of digital 

media about which I was not familiar, but also to a connection between these features that I 

would not have thought existed. This exploration of video game culture and resources for those 

who are disabled led me to the conclusion that greater accessibility does not always produce a 

better online environment. Video games’ specific ability to create open conversations among 

players and digital media’s general ability to open access to those who would not otherwise 

receive it have the power to negatively impact online communities. Whether it be the relay of 

racist comments or the feelings of insecurity in physical capabilities, these seemingly diverse 

forms of media have altered how people experience the digital world by creating a tense and 

exclusive environment. And, if these feelings exist online, who’s to say they cannot or are not 

already being extended to how humans act in their everyday lives? Digital media is more than 

just a game or YouTube video. It is an outlet and breeding ground for negative discourse and 

feelings that could easily permeate aspects of society, perhaps more so than it already has.  
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