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Abstract
This thesis analyses the role of the screen in defining disability in dominant urban
discourses, and the increasing prosthetic role of the mobile urban screen
(smartphone) as citizen interface. It argues that the urban screen has worked to
define disability and accessibility, and the normate citizen. Specifically, the thesis
investigates the intersection of disability and the Creative City and the Smart City –
the dominant city planning, imaging and (re) development strategies globally over
the last twenty years – in order to contextualise this analysis. This thesis has found
that urban screens – and specifically the personal, mobile, citizen interface urban
screen, the smartphone – have reignited a medical model of disability whilst also
helping to shift and promote accessibility. While each chapter of this thesis has
examined diverse and complex intersections between urban screens and disability,
each has also consistently found different ways in which access continues to be
inadequately interpreted and ill-defined. Thus, the aim, in part, for this thesis is that
it aids in providing a critical understanding of contemporary urban accessibility and
a reimaging of the social model in a mediated urban context.
This thesis is interdisciplinary in its approach and aim. It is informed by the ideas and
literature from the fields of urban studies, disability studies, cultural studies,
geography and new media studies. Specifically, it employs the analytical intersections
offered by critical disability studies (CDS) and the emerging critical accessibility field.
It draws on ideas and theories from each field, whilst also reflexively contextualising
and intervening in ideologies of ability and normalised ways of thinking about the
relationship between bodies and spaces.
As cities remain configured to and by ableist understandings, people with disabilities
often experience a type of denizen identity – a category of membership and
belonging outside of normative understandings of citizenship. This identity reveals
the frictional and flexible relationship between rights as represented and rights as
lived. Despite the presence of disability rights law in most countries, the
manifestation of rights is fluid and uneven, evident in layered, mediated, public
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urban space. Moreover, I argue that, within these mediated spaces, disability
remains accommodated for, rather than a normalised part of city discourses.
This thesis argues for the intersection of critical accessibility, both in existing
mediated urban spaces and experiences but also in future, utopian city discourses
that inform city planning, management and imaging strategies. In doing so, it
establishes how the intersections of each field can contribute to new ways of
understanding the relationship between city discourse, screens and disability and, in
turn, planning for inclusive cities.
It does so via two key methods. Firstly, using a discourse analysis of the configuration
and definition of disability in the two most prominent city imaging strategies of the
past two decades – Creative Cities and Smart Cities. Secondly, it examines the
increasingly pivotal role of the screen in defining urban access. I track historical
intersections between the screen and the citizen, working across urban screens to
the personal screen of the smartphone. This thesis uses qualitative research in
disability and new media studies to develop a critical, in-depth understanding of the
relationship between screens and disability, and to destabilise assumptions of the
normate citizen and the preferred user.
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1. Introduction
This thesis offers a reflexive investigation of the relationship between screens and
disability in the context of the prevalent urban discourses of the last two decades.
Shifting from the Creative City, popularised by proponents such as Richard Florida
and Charles Landry in the early 2000s, to the Smart City, the dominant urban
paradigm of the last decade, the thesis examines how the screen has played a critical
role in defining meanings of and access to urban space. It identifies that these urban
discourses perpetuate understandings of the normate body, of “ideologies of
ability”,1 and the preferred citizen.
Utilising an interdisciplinary perspective, this thesis borrows from urban studies,
disability studies, cultural studies, geography and new media studies. It employs the
analytical approach of critical disability studies (CDS) and the critical accessibility
field, to draw on important ideas and theories from each field, and to apply the
mantra of CDS and critical access studies – to disrupt, contextualise and intervene in
common sense and normalised ways of thinking about the relationship between
bodies and spaces.2 It does so at the site of the screen – both fixed and mobile –
arguing that they are significant in the way that citizens are imagined in urban space.
The smartphone is focused on as a pivotal screen that now mediates our experience
of public space and performs the role of citizen interface. For people with disabilities,
the smartphone is also increasingly positioned as both an accessibility tool and citizen
interface, performing a complex prosthetic role. Moreover, this thesis identifies that,
for people with disabilities,3 the screen also operates as a way of defining disability
through (in)accessibility.

1

Tobin Siebers, Disability Theory (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2008), 8.

2

Aimi Hamraie, Building Access: Universal Design and the Politics of Disability (Minneapolis:
University of Minnesota, 2017).

3

This thesis uses the term ‘people with disabilities’ over ‘people with disability’ in recognition of the
many people who experience more than one disability, and the layered experience of disability. See
Chapter 8 for a more detailed discussion.

1

As cities remain configured to and by ableist understandings, people with disabilities
experience a type of denizen identity – understood as both “[people] enjoying limited
partial rights of citizenship” 4 and also a category of membership and belonging
outside of normative understandings of citizenship. This identity reveals the frictional
and flexible relationship between rights as represented and rights as lived. Despite
the presence of disability rights law in most countries, the manifestation of rights is
fluid and uneven, evident in layered, mediated, public urban space. Moreover, the
thesis argues that, within these mediated spaces, disability remains accommodated
for rather than being a normalised part of city discourses.
This thesis argues for the intersection of critical accessibility, both in existing
mediated urban spaces and experiences, and in the strategies and approaches to
building/designing the utopian Smart City. In doing so, it establishes how the
intersections of each field can contribute to new ways of both understanding the
relationship between city discourse, screens and disability and, in turn, planning for
inclusive cities. This is anchored against an analysis of the accessibility of fixed and
mobile urban screens (Chapters 5, 6 and 7) and in the urban discourses which
intersect with and inform the meaning, role and function of these screens. Thus, the
dominant urban discourses of the past twenty years – the Creative City and the Smart
City – offer context to the analysis of how accessibility and disability are defined and
enacted in urban space. Acknowledging how city spaces are socially constructed is
critical to understanding how access is also a constructed, performed and fluid
process.

1.1. Defining accessibility
Accessibility is a readily deployed term used to convey whether a space, text or
technology can be used, entered or understood. Of course, what it elucidates when
used is a further series of questions – access for whom, to what degree, for what

4

B. S. Turner, “We Are All Denizens Now: On the Erosion of Citizenship,” Citizenship Studies 20, no.
6–7 (2016): 679–692, https://doi.org/10.1080/13621025.2016.1191432.

2

purpose? It is also envisioned as a goal, an outcome, an – ultimately positive – end
result.5 The term is often tied to disability,6 whereby accessibility is configured as
the result of the removal of societal barriers for people with disabilities, for example
the inclusion of lifts where there was once stairs, closed captions on television for
d/Deaf and hard of hearing audiences, or websites that can be read by screen readers
for low vision or blind users.7 This broad definition is laden with social, historical and
contextual connotations and knowledges of what constitutes disability and barriers
rather than the processes by which both are defined.
There are several authors who have provided important critical engagement with the
ways in which the meaning and manifestation of accessibility is constructed. For
example, Lewthwaite, Sloan and Horton define accessibility “through the lens of user
experience as: A core value, not an item on a checklist; a shared concern, not a
delegated task; a creative challenge, not a challenge to creativity; an intrinsic quality,
not a bolted-on fix; about people, not technology.”8 The critique of the checklist
approach to accessibility is also articulated by Mingus who emphasises both the
importance of questioning the intent behind access – “that we’re not just doing
access for the sake of access, that we’re not just doing access for assimilation”9 –
and the use of access as a tool rather than the end goal. This notion of a checklist
approach to accessibility is considered throughout this thesis. Ellcessor emphasises
the relational nature of access, whilst also identifying the importance of

5

Kelly Fritsch, ed., “Accessible,” in Keywords for Radicals: The Contested Vocabulary of LateCapitalist Struggle, ed. Kelly Fritsch, Clare O’Connor and A. K. Thompson (Chico, CA: AK Press, 2016).

6

This relationship only gained traction from the 1950s onwards, connecting both to post-war
strategies for disabled soldiers and broader civil rights movements, including disability rights. See
Beth Williamson, Accessible America (New York: NYU Press, 2020).

7

Beth Williamson, “Access,” in Key Words for Disability Studies, ed. Rachel Adams, Benjamin Reiss
and David Serlin (New York: NYU Press, 2015).

8

Sarah Lewthwaite, David Sloan and Sarah Horton, “A web for all: A manifesto for critical disability
studies in accessibility and user experience design,” in Manifesto for the future of Critical Disability
Studies, vol. 1, ed. Katie Ellis, Rosemarie Garland-Thomson, Mike Kent and Rachel Robertson (Oxon:
Routledge, 2019), 130.

9

Mia Mingus, “Beyond access: Mia Mingus on disability justice,” interview by G. MacDougall.
November 13, 2013, https://equitableeducation.ca/2013/mia-mingus-disability-justice.

3

understanding the history of the way in which access has been defined, namely tied
to the politics of disability and, more recently, to a consumer choice, customisation
and personalisation.

10

Titchkosky likewise argues for a critical perspective,

identifying that access is a “form of perception” and thus, rather than defining access,
she argues it “should remain a space for questioning”. 11 Hamraie introduces the
term access-knowledge to this body of critique, locating accessibility as a historical
project of knowing and making access. 12 This thesis inserts critical accessibility
approaches into the blended digital/physical spaces of the Creative City and Smart
City in order to disrupt the perpetuating normative assumptions about bodies and
space.
Several academics such as Brewer, Selfe and Yergeau13 and Titchkosky,14 who are
central to the development of critical access theory, first identified problems of
access in obvious sites of knowing-making, specifically academic environments. Their
work helped to destabilise and promote a broader, reflexive understanding of access
studies. For example, Brewer, Selfe and Yergeau identified that inaccessible texts,
spaces and practices are ingrained in academic culture, making specific reference to
the field of professional writing or composition studies. They highlight that, despite
efforts to shift this culture, “our field too often remains attached to a vision of access
that has more in common with helping the Other consume inaccessible texts than it
does with radical transformation of the profession”.15 Likewise, motivated by the
“presence and absence” of disability at the University of Toronto in 2010, Titchkosky
explains the perception of access – and specifically the perception of access as ‘a

10

Elizabeth Ellcessor, “Blurred Lines: Accessibility, disability and definitional limitations,” First
Monday 20, no. 9 (2015) https://firstmonday.org/article/view/6169/4904.

11

Tania Titchkosky. The Question of Access: Disability, Space, Meaning (Toronto: University of
Toronto Press, 2011), 150.

12

Hamraie, Building Access, 17.

13

Elizabeth Brewer, Cynthia Selfe and Melanie Yergeau, “Creating a Culture of Access in
Composition Studies,” Composition Studies 42, no. 2 (2014): 151–154.

14

Titchkosky, The Question of Access.

15

Brewer, Selfe and Yergeau, “Creating a Culture of Access,” 153.

4

problem’ – is bound up in the ways it is spoken about, acted on, and resisted,
resulting in a naturalising of the way disability is likewise defined.16
Therefore, this thesis draws on these critical intersections in accessibility studies,
defining accessibility as a historical, creative, collaborative, cultural and social
process of (re)locating different bodies in space. It identifies that accessibility is not
only a process but an interaction between multiple entities – the designers,
regulators, managers and citizens, with and without disabilities, of each space. Each
chapter of this thesis unpacks different ways in which the meanings and
manifestations of accessibility is created. Lastly, this definition of accessibility pushes
back against the increasing individualisation of access, 17 arguing that as access is
socially constructed, it requires a social model of disability in order to reimagine it.
Moreover, accessibility is clarified as sitting separate to – but entwined with –
universal design and usability.
The notion of universal design was a set of principles created in 1997 by researchers
at the University of North Carolina State, including Ronald Mace who is often
heralded as a key author in its development.18 These principals are:
Equitable Use: The design is useful and marketable to people with diverse abilities.
Flexibility in Use: The design accommodates a wide range of individual preferences
and abilities.
Simple and Intuitive Use: Use of the design is easy to understand, regardless of the
user’s experience, knowledge, language skills, or current concentration level.
Perceptible Information: The design communicates necessary information
effectively to the user, regardless of ambient conditions or the user’s sensory
abilities.

16

Titchkosky, The Question of Access.

17

Kelly Fritsch, “Cripping Concepts: Accessibility,” Review of Disability Studies: International Journal
12, no. 4 (2016), http://hdl.handle.net/10125/58677.

18

Inger Marie Lid. “Universal Design and Disability: An Interdisciplinary Perspective,” Disability and
Rehabilitation 46, no. 16 (2014): 1344–1349, https://doi.org/10.3109/09638288.2014.931472; Rob
Imrie, “Universalism, Universal Design and Equitable Access to the Built Environment,” Disability and
Rehabilitation 34, no. 10 (2012): 873–882, https://doi.org/10.3109/09638288.2011.624250.

5

Tolerance for Error: The design minimizes hazards and the adverse consequences
of accidental or unintended actions.
Low Physical Effort: The design can be used efficiently and comfortably and with a
minimum of fatigue.
Size and Space for Approach and Use: Appropriate size and space is provided for
approach, reach, manipulation, and use regardless of user’s body size, posture, or
mobility.19
These principals have mutated and changed over time. As Dolmage argues, it has
“gone through what linguists call a ‘normalization’… from a verb to a noun”,20 yet
remains a significant part of access studies. Universal design became popular, in part,
as a critical response to the checklist approach to accessibility and, as Dolmage offers,
the way access evoked a static, end goal and an accommodation rather than a “way
to move”, a space of multiple possibilities and a process.21
One of the issues of universal design is that while it holds the same goals as
accessibility, 22 its definition and orientation emphasises that the cause (and the
resolution) to ‘inaccess’ lies in design. That is, if the principals of universal design are
put in place and enacted, then accessibility is achieved. Yet universal design does not
identify the two-way relationship in access, nor the user as a possible co-producer,
and fails to connect with the historical, social and cultural knowledges that generate
both ableism and exclusive spaces. I argue, that is focusing primarily on design, the
user remains delegated to a denizen, rather than citizen role. As theorists and
activists such as Ellcessor, Hamraie and Dolmage have queried, the use of universal
design for neoliberal purposes strips the principles of disability rights:

19

The Centre for Universal Design. “Guidelines for Use of the Principles of Universal Design. North
Carolina State University,” 1997.
https://projects.ncsu.edu/ncsu/design/cud/about_ud/docs/use_guidelines.pdf

20

Jay Dolmage. Academic Ableism (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2017), 115.

21

Dolmage, Academic Ableism.

22

Hans Persson, Henrik Ahman, Alexander Yngling and Jan Gulliksen. “Universal Design, Inclusive
Design, Accessible Design, Design for All: Different Concepts – One Goal? On the Concept of
Accessibility – Historical, Methodological and Philosophical Aspects,” Universal Access Information
Society 14 (2015): 505–526, http://doi.org/10.1007/s10209-014-0358-z.

6

It is highly possible that a concept such as Universal Design [UD] could simply
become a proxy system for demanding the flexibility of bodies, increasing the
tenuousness of social and physical structures, rebranding our intellectual work,
constantly moving the target for technological innovation as flows of information
are made ever more proprietary, and placing the privilege of “design” in the hands
of a narrowing and exponentially profiting few. More simply, what if we are being
given (and we are giving to others) lofty and theoretical concepts like UD to
distract us from much more simple realities? What if our debates about the most
fair and equitable forms of inclusion are happening as real rights and opportunities
get sucked away?23
Yet this ‘corrupting’ of universal design is not a narrative confined to this term, nor
does it necessarily signal a “disavowing of disability” 24 – the mainstreaming of
accessibility has and continues to occur, both in response to shifting demographics,
for example an ageing population, but also at the site of technological innovation.
What has been designed as accessible technologies – from Graham Bell’s invention
of the telephone for his deaf wife and mother, to speech recognition and voice
command technology for people with mobility-based disabilities – were adapted,
evolved and utilised en masse.
In response to critiques of limited definitions of and strategies for accessibility, other
theorists highlighted the importance of emphasising usability over accessibility. For
example, Powlik and Karshmer, focusing on the technologies in teaching and learning
environments, identify that accessibility is often reduced to “getting one inside the
door”, or abidance to accessibility regulations – for example Section 508 of the
Rehabilitation Act in the US – but does not equate to a usable experience for people
with disabilities.25 This is often replicated in digitised high education environments
almost two decades later, where the emphasis remains on accommodating students
with disabilities, rather than providing accessible learning environments. An example

23

Dolmage, Academic Ableism, 140.

24

Hamraie, Building Access, 22.

25

James Powlik and Arthur Karshmer, “When accessibility meets usability,” Universal Access
Information Society 1 (2002): 212-222, https://doi.org/10.1007/s10209-002-0020-z.

7

of this is the lack of automatic captioning of video lectures, despite the technological
capabilities to do so.26
Other, aligned, approaches to those that emphasise ‘usability’ also emerged in the
years following the development of universal design, including design for all,
universal access and inclusive design, each employing parts of and different
approaches to broader accessibility goals,27 and emerging at historical moments, in
specific disciplines, and preferenced in different countries. For example, Keates
argues that the universal access approach developed from the field of usability, and
that different approaches emerged at this time in the late 1990s and early 2000s in
different countries. As such, the term universal design is preferenced in the US,
whereas inclusive design is utilised mostly in the UK, and design for all is a more
popular terminology in Europe. 28 Persson, Ahman, Yngling and Gulliksen likewise
track the shifting iterations of accessibility approaches, but also caution the “wide
variety of different concepts do lead to confusion, political struggles and lack of
clarity about what is required to achieve these goals”.29 However, as many of the
critical accessibility theorists such as Ellcessor, Hamraie, Titchkosky and Fritsch have
argued, constructing accessibility as a set, end goal is problematic.
This thesis argues that accessibility is at a conceptual crossroads and therefore aims
to aid in its reimagining. In the last decade it has shifted drastically, impacted by a
pervasive digital environment, increasing media convergence and a shifting of ‘firm’
boundaries between digital and non-digital space. As such, what was once classified
as issues of digital accessibility – marked by the introduction of web content

26

Mike Kent et al. “The case for captioned lectures in Australian higher education,” Tech Trends, 62

(2018): 158 – 165, https://doi.org/ 10.1007/s11528-017-0225-x
Constantine Stephanidis, The Universal Access Handbook (Boca Raton: CRC Press, 2009).

27
28

Simeon Keates, “When Universal Access is Not Quite Universal Enough: Case Studies and Lessons
to be Learned,” Universal Access in the Information Society, 19 (2020): 133–144,
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10209-018-0636-2.

29

Persson et. al. “Universal Design, Inclusive Design”

8

accessibility guidelines (WCAG) principles and standards30 – now blurs and blends
with multiple technologies and urban space. The contemporary urban discourses of
the last two decades, and specifically the emergence of the Smart City paradigm,
have magnified this shift. There has also been an increasing tethering of accessibility
to the concept of universal design, and therefore away from definitions of disability.
As Ellcessor expresses, “there is something lost if ‘accessibility’ is folded into
‘universal design’ or is taken up as a part of creating broad appeal and usability for
consumer markets.”

31

As universal design becomes marketed as universally

beneficial, as a mainstream innovation, and embedded in an emphasis on consumer
choice, the politics, intent and history of access is diluted. For example, accessibility
is grounded in a history of rehabilitation, interspersed with activist and advocacy
rights-based approaches. Post-war attention to injured soldiers as potential
‘productive citizens’ ignited the discourse around access to the built form that
continues to inform accessibility standards and guidelines today. 32 Accessibility
today is likewise prefaced on an understanding of what it means to be valid citizen,
what type of citizen is recognised and preferenced in urban discourse, and for whom
and how this ‘belonging’ is recognised. Running concurrent with the challenges to
the meaning and manifestations of accessibility is an increased attention to digital
inclusion, equality and rights, both academically and written into policy and
legislation. 33 There has been extensive work on bridging the digital divide and
ensuring accessible technology, 34 as well as attention to the ways in which new

30
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Divide: The Use of the Internet, Smartphones, Computers and Tablets Among People with
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technology can work to both increase accessibility and exacerbate inequalities. 35
This thesis draws on much of this research, particularly in the area of accessibility and
smartphones, but also in the intersection with the notion of the Smart City, as a way
both to understand the diversity of experiences of disability, and to locate the
process of accessibility in these experiences. It is evident in this field of research that
disability is no longer a maligned and neglected topic in either science and technology
fields, nor a broader discourse on technology and disability rights. However, there
are still consistent gaps (of which two are outlined below) and absences that this
thesis identifies and that frame each chapter.
The first significant gap in the current ‘knowledge of accessibility’ is the one between
definitions of disability and approaches to access. As Goggin, Hollier and Hawkins
state, there remains a “need to understand how internet technology interacts with
the life worlds and dynamics of disability”.36 Both understandings of disability and
accessibility have historically evolved, with understandings of disability informing
what access means. However, there is also a lag between evolving definitions of
disability – and indeed its intersections with other identities such as race, gender and
sexuality37 – and the way new categories are interpreted and recognised in policy
and in urban and digital space. For example, earlier renditions of accessibility were
limited to physical disabilities, primarily mobility-based, and accessibility was often
‘achieved’ via wheelchair ramps or elevators. Today, definitions of disability have
expanded and include many invisible and cognitive disabilities, yet accessibility
policies and practices have yet to fully catch up to this definition.

Disabilities in Sweden,” Universal Access in the Information Society 20 (2020): 105–120,
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10209-020-00714-x.
35
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The second gap identified is the one acknowledged at the beginning of this section –
a disconnect between digital, or screened, accessibility and the urban space in which
these screens are used. While this thesis does not attempt to provide a succinct
definition of accessibility, it does provide a contribution to critical accessibility and
builds a case for collapsing the online/offline or digital/analogue boundaries
commonly found in discourses of access. The arguments are also historically, socially
and culturally restricted, contextualised in the representation of disability in city
imaging discourses. Though Persson, Ahman, Yngling and Gulliksen put forward a
persuasive argument as to why accessibility requires a clear definition and common
understanding, this thesis posits that returning to the understanding of accessibility
as a process, if not method, allows for continual, reflexive critique and responsive
development. Ellcessor highlights that the “discursive flexibility of access”38 allows it
to also go unchallenged and critiqued; thus, approaching accessibility as a process
aids in mitigating stagnant, rigid definitions based on defining or categorising
difference whilst also maintaining a critique of the process to/of access itself.
Indeed, what is also increasingly detrimental to accessibility is the way it has become
displaced, both linguistically and in practice. In undertaking research for this thesis,
my accessibility questions were consistently moved between help desks, IT
departments and support services who proclaimed the location of an accessibility
issue to be ‘somewhere else’, but rarely located in their software, product or service.
Likewise, a lack of accessibility was reduced to an individual deficiency – my browser
or operating system was not up-to-date, or I had chosen the wrong one to use. In
another instance, a service provider’s software was “so accessible” (designed to be
able to be read by multiple types of screen reader software) that it became
inaccessible:
Some screen readers read one label type, and some screen readers read another.
As a result, to ensure universal screen reader compatibility, our [software] have

38
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the two different types of labels present, which means some screen readers will
end up reading the question text twice.39
In all instances, inaccessibility was never resolved, despite multiple attempts and
relocations, yet inaccessibility was always definable and locatable.

1.2. Writing as a non-disabled ally
Throughout this thesis I have approached accessibility from a reflexive position, both
in theory and method, and therefore I acknowledge my role in the construction of
the meaning of access. I mindfully employ the concept of disability allyship in writing
this thesis – where “allyship is, in part, the practice of amplifying the voices and
perspectives of marginalized groups and taking direct action and advocacy alongside
members of those groups”.40 However, while I believe in this concept and practice,
I, like Abes and Zahneis cited above, 41 will never be fully convinced I am not an
imposter, nor doing enough for the disability community.
I am also aware that allyship works in part as means of justifying a position in which
I ‘speak for others’. I have attempted to reconcile this problematic position by
incorporating the voices and experiences of people with disabilities throughout this
thesis, and have worked to extend my own current and future research methods to
incorporate my own critique – that people with disabilities be employed as experts
in the fields of accessibility and accessibility research. However, while the research
conducted and discussed in this thesis has attempted to deconstruct assumptions
around accessibility and disability, and incorporate people with disabilities as
research participants, I acknowledge its limitations and deficiencies in not evoking
the experience of disability as a position of expertise in all levels of research, from
conception of the research question, to the design of the project, through to
participation and the analysis and interpretations of results.
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I also recognise that I write this thesis in the position of non-disabled privilege, and
that my own identity limits and colours the extent to which I am able to understand
the experiences of people with disabilities. I believe that while in part I am
contributing to the best practice of disability studies – in seeking to shift how
disability is positioned in society and to highlight the way it is constructed in discourse
– I acknowledge the problematic nature of writing ‘about’ disability and the
experiences of others.
I also acknowledge the diversity of experiences, not only of disability but also of
disabled identity. While the thesis is interdisciplinary, it is narrow and exclusive in the
disability categories it covers – largely vision-, hearing- and mobility-based disabilities
– in its focus on a largely Australian perspective, and in its primary engagement with
North American, European and British research. It does not utilise a considerable
amount of important work from CDS on race, gender, sexuality and disability, nor
achieve what many parts of CDS has achieved, which is for the margins to define the
centre.42 Of course, one thesis cannot do everything, but I am aware that, in these
limitations, I am contributing to the very thing this thesis critiques which is a lack of
understanding of the importance of intradisability diversity and the varied and
multiple experiences of disability. Furthermore, I have been reminded on several
occasions through this research process that people with disabilities do not always
perceive themselves as being disabled. This dis-identification is layered and complex,
incorporating the intersectionality of disability – that is, how disability identity and
experiences collide with other marginalised identities, individual lived experiences,
and internalised ableism.43
This thesis, and my interest in disability, has been coloured by my experience of being
the child of a parent with disability. Yet, despite living with effects of polio the
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Rosemarie Garland Thomson, “Integrating Disability, Transforming Feminist Theory,” NWSA
Journal 14, no. 3 (2002): 1–32, http://www.jstor.org/stable/4316922.
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Fiona Kumari Campbell, Contours of Ableism (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2009).
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majority of his life, and in a period of history in which ableism was almost entirely
uncontested, my father rarely identified as a disabled man, commonly experiencing
his own internalised ableism – in the emulation of ableist norms and in efforts to
perform able-bodiedness through passing44 – such as not wanting to be a bother, to
be a burden, to ask for allowances. He is a vivid and central part of my childhood, but
my recollections of him is not as a disabled father. This invisibility may be informed
by the eyes of a child, or his internalised ableism, or a lived experience of other
privileges – white, educated, middle class – or indeed a combination of all three.
When we have spoken on disability, he has often reflected on the economics of
disability – heightened by his profession as an economics teacher – and how his
experience of polio as a child and adult has been heavily mitigated by a privileged
financial and cultural position. What has consistently resonated with me in the
experiences with my father, and in the writing this thesis, is the paradoxical way in
which disability is defining yet does not define the individual. This complex,
contradictory nature of the disabled experience is evident in the highly contested site
of the language of disability.

1.3. Defining disability
The language and labels of disability have been contentious over many decades,
influenced in part by the shifting perspectives of the social model of disability. While
disability studies was wedded to the political intention to identify that society
constructed disability, in doing so critics argued that the identity of disability was
diminished. A cyclical argument began as to whether the term people with
disability/ies diluted the existence and impact of impairment – with theorists,
particularly British disability theorists such as Mike Oliver, preferring the term
disabled people45 – or whether it allowed for a person-first, thus identity-first, label;

44

Fiona Kumari Campbell, “Disability Harms: Exploring Internalized Ableism,” in Disability: Insights
From Across Fields and Around the World, vol. 1, ed. C. Marshall, E. Kendall and R. Gover 19–34
(Westport, CT: Praeger Press, 2009).

45

Mike Oliver and Colin Barnes, “Disability Studies, Disabled People and the Struggle for Inclusion,”
British Journal of Sociology of Education 31, no. 5 (2010): 4547–560,

14

this later perspective is likewise taken up in debates on language, identity and race.
The language of disability is globally mapped, with specific countries preferring
different terms – currently the UK predominantly uses an identity-first approach,
such as disabled person, and is historically and culturally situated, while North
America still formally uses a people-first approach as featured in the Americans with
Disabilities Act (ADA) of 1990; however, there is growing opposition to this approach,
exemplified by the #SayTheWord campaign.46 In Australia, person-first language, for
example people with disabilities, is used to emphasise the individual as a person
rather than placing the identity of disabled first,47 and to acknowledge the multiple
identities that people have and that they may prioritise these over their experience
of disability.
Disability theorists have themselves shifted the terminology used over time – Tom
Shakespeare moves from using the term disabled people in the mid to late 1990s48
to referring to people with disabilities and disabled people in 2013.49 The debates on
language continue to permeate through research on disability, with different
preferences to labels emerging across both national and disciplinary lines. Moreover,

https://doi.org/10.1080/01425692.2010.500088; Mike Oliver, “The Social Model of Disability: Thirty
Years on,” Disability and Society 28, no. 7 (2013): 1024–1026,
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terminology continues to be bound up in the binary of models of disability. As one
reviewer of an article I wrote while undertaking this thesis stated:
I’m a bit mystified at why someone who specifically identifies and advocates the
social model continues to use the term ‘people with disabilities’. Either it is the
‘structures, attitudes and frameworks’ that are disabling (social model) (as
identified here) or people ‘have’ disabilities resulting from impairment (medical
model), but to continue writing as if disability can [be] understood in both ways is
a bit confusing.
But of course the language of disability is complex, because the experience of
disability is varied, and can be both central to an individual identity and also be
located outside of their identity – it is created by society’s assumption of the normate
body, and is a lived experience of impairment. Moreover, it can be embraced and
disavowed by individuals with disabilities – some participants in the research
undertaken for this thesis at times embracing and identifying with the term disabled
while others clarifying that they did not see themselves as having a disability.
However, to not speak of disability with a fear of not using the correct terminology
is far more reductionist and harmful than label preferencing. Thus, the use of the
term people with disabilities in this thesis is neither perfect, entirely representative
of all individual preferences, nor depolitical, but a term that is historically situated in
line with the United Nations Convention of the Right of Persons with Disabilities
(UNCRPD). It is used thoughtfully and decisively to ‘do the work’ of CDS, namely to
understand and critically interject in the way disability is created in society. As
Meekosha and Shuttleworth identify, engagement is more important than struggles
over fundamentally flawed terminologies that are mobilised differently at different
moments in time.50
While the case studies presented in this thesis focus on vision-, hearing- and mobilitybased disabilities, the theoretical arguments extend beyond these broad categories.
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The thesis recognises, however, the limitation of the research in not extending case
studies to include an in-depth analysis of experiences of other disabilities; however,
future projects do include a broader consideration of a range of disabilities, for
example the relationship between audio description and autism. Nevertheless, this
thesis does emphasise the diversity of experiences of disability both within and
across disability categories. Indeed, intradisability diversity – that is the range of
experiences of disability within categories, impacted by both levels of impairment,
e.g. from low vision to total blindness, and other socio-cultural factors – is a key
theme across all chapters. Likewise, this thesis recognises the historical trajectory of
disability definitions and classifications, from mobility-based definitions to a more
expansive inclusion of ‘invisible disabilities’, the frictions between temporal and
permanent disability, and the conflation with ageing. These are issues that appear
throughout this thesis, and in the ways accessibility is defined.
In many ways, defining disability as both socially constructed and socially significant
in 2021 feels redundant. It is neither a new nor unknown concept, a subject covered
across decades of research, with an entrenched understanding of the problems of
the medical model of disability, of national policies against disability discrimination,
and of international conventions of the rights of people with disability, and reiterated
on the statistical significance of disability – I have lost count of the articles on
disability that open with versions of “an estimated 20% of the global population has
a disability”. Yet defining disability is constantly required by scholars in and outside
of disability studies, in part to dismantle engrained assumptions about what disability
means and how society continues to create, restrict and determine access. The
definition of accessibility is therefore entwined with the shifting and evolving
definition of disability.
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1.4. Methodology
The process of access-knowing51 is unpacked via several methodologies. This is an
interdisciplinary thesis which employs a multimodal methodology. The overarching
methodology, however, is what Hall describes as “critical disability theory”, 52 a
methodology that incorporates the unpacking of normative ideologies, and “involves
scrutinizing not bodily or mental impairments but the social norms that define
particular attributes as impairments”. 53 Within this, the thesis also employs
discourse analysis, applied via a review of the literature and media framing of
disability in the two most prominent city imaging strategies of the past two decades
– the Creative City and the Smart City (see Chapters 3, 4 and 5). This discourse
analysis is balanced with qualitative analysis (via interviews, surveys and focus
groups) undertaken in research projects conducted as a research assistant whilst
writing this thesis (see Chapters 6, 7 and 8). The research utilises content analysis of
urban screen sites and policies (Chapter 5) and case study analysis of mobile screens,
accessibility and gaming (Chapter 7). A multimodal approach has allowed a rich,
layered and reflexive investigation into the relationship between screens, urban
discourse and disability. The thesis is able to offer qualitative data and tangible
research on the relationship between screens and disability (see Chapters 6 and 8)
to accompany the theoretical arguments but also incorporates the voices and
experiences of people with disabilities through interviews and focus groups.
Moreover, it aims to offer a level of critical reflexivity, where the gaps, problems and
omissions in this research and disability research more broadly – particularly in the
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absence of full participatory action research54 – are laid bare, with the intent that
this will help to contribute to future reflexive and participatory disability research.

1.5. Projects and publications
A distinguishing feature of this thesis is the way in which it is anchored by the work I
undertook as a research assistant in the years prior to commencing the thesis and
throughout its duration. While this thesis is not by publication nor a hybrid thesis,
almost every chapter contains parts of the publications I produced while working as
on these projects. Specifically, the majority of the data analysed and discussed in this
thesis can be attributed to the Navigating Urban Spaces project. This was a significant
Curtin University project that I worked on for the duration of the thesis, spanning
from a pilot project that investigated the use of smartphones by people with
disabilities to navigate urban space, to the Australian Research Council (ARC)-funded
expansion of this research, and a subsequent sister project focusing on the use of
smartphones by people with low vision and blindness and the effect of the COVID-19
pandemic on these experiences. This project is discussed at length in Chapters 6
and 8, and elements are also integrated into Chapter 7.
This thesis is informed by and incorporates parts of five papers I was co-author on,
and two research reports:
§ Locke, Kathryn, and Tama Leaver. “Pokémon Go and Urban Accessibility.” In
Digital Gaming, edited by Katie Ellis, Mike Kent and Tama Leaver. New York:
Routledge, forthcoming.
§ Locke, Kathryn, and Katie Ellis. “New Cities, Old Prosthesis – Smart Cities,
Smartphones And Disability.” In Vulnerable People and Digital Inclusion:
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Theoretical and Applied Perspectives, edited by Panayiota Tsatsou. Palgrave
Macmillan, forthcoming.
§ Locke, Kathryn, Katie Ellis, Leanne McRae, Mike Kent, and Gwyneth Peaty.
“Developing Accessible Technologies for a Changing World: Understanding How
People With Vision Impairment Use Smartphones.” Disability and Society
forthcoming.
§ Ellis, Katie, Mike Kent, Kathryn Locke, Leanne McRae, Duc Dau, and Gwyneth
Peaty. “Smartphones, Disability and the Australian Experience of the COVID-19
Pandemic for People Who Are Blind and With Low Vision.” Disability Studies
Quarterly, forthcoming.
§ Locke, Kathryn, Katie Ellis, Mike Kent, Leanne McRae, and Gwyneth Peaty.
“Smartphones and Equal Access for People Who Are Blind or Have Low Vision.”
Curtin University, 2020, https://ccat.curtin.edu.au/events-and-conferences/
acat-seminar-series-2/
§ McRae, Leanne, Katie Ellis, Mike Kent, and Kathryn Locke. “Privacy and the Ethics
of Disability Research: Changing Perceptions of Privacy and Smartphone Use.” In
Second International Handbook of Internet Research, edited by Jeremy Hunsinger,
Matthew Allen, and Lisbeth Klastrup, 413–429. London: Springer, 2019.
§ Kent, Mike, Katie Ellis, Kathryn Locke, Scott Hollier, and Anne-Marie Denney.
“Using Smartphones to Navigate Urban Spaces: People with Disabilities and the
Role of Mobile Technologies in Three WA locations.” Curtin University, 2017,
https://espace.curtin.edu.au/handle/20.500.11937/70858.
Working through the publication process on these papers has been an invaluable
learning opportunity, and has allowed the generation of chapters for this thesis that
have benefitted from the editing and peer-reviews that published work goes
through. Moreover, utilising these previous research projects has resulted in a thesis
that is reflexive in both form and content, providing a rich source of qualitative data
to balance the theoretical arguments being made, but also becoming a point of
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critical reflection and reflexivity on the problematic nature of disability research, and
the ways in which it contributes to definitions of disability and accessibility.

1.6. Chapter outline
This thesis began with an introduction into the research question, approach and aims
of this thesis. It also provided a discussion of the key terms and concepts addressed
across each chapter. Specifically, the introduction defined accessibility, addressing
the relationship between disability and accessibility, and the different concepts that
have been used to resolve inaccessibility – from usability to inclusive and universal
design. Throughout the thesis it is clarified that this critically engages with the way
accessibility is both defined and approached, arguing for an understanding and
application of accessibility as process. The introduction chapter also discussed the
way disability is defined in the thesis, acknowledging my own position, the different
language and labels used, and the politics and histories that have informed them.
Finally, it provided an overview of the methodology, the publications that have
informed and been incorporated into the thesis, and the layout of the thesis.
The rest of the thesis is divided into seven chapters, two of which provide a reflection
on the key texts and ideas which have informed the subsequent chapters – the first
half thus sets the theoretical scene for the analysis and case studies that follow in the
second half. A theoretical approach is needed because it provides the critical, and
social, historical and cultural understanding of how discourses and ‘ways of knowing’
are constructed. This corresponds with the absence of disability in almost all of the
literature on the Creative City, thus the second half of the thesis focuses exclusively
on applied examples and qualitative data on the relationship between disability,
accessibility and the Smart City.
While this thesis, and the case studies and projects which provide the qualitative data
that inform its analysis, is predominantly Australian, and specifically Western
Australian (WA), based, the study also integrates one international case study into
each chapter to balance this largely Australian-based perspective.
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Chapter 2 – Cities, bodies and disability theory – explains the thesis’ roots, not only
in the importance of the social model of disability to cities but also in the ways in
which the ideas from CDS have built on and disrupted the important early work of
disability studies. The chapter also explores the way the relationship between
disability and place has been previously examined, with specific reference to the
social construction of space and geographies of disability, the juncture between
technology and disability and the ways in which urban spaces conjure understandings
of disability and citizenship. In particular, the work in this chapter allows an
explanation of the prioritising of the term denizen, explaining how the traditional
rights, responsibilities and practices of the citizen are often reconfigured, or
imagined, in different urban spaces and according to different urban paradigms. This
is pertinent for explaining how the rights of people with disabilities are
modified/interpreted and fluid.
Chapter 3 – From Creative Cities to Smart Cities – reviews the histories, definitions
and representations of the ‘preferred user’ in the literature surrounding the Creative
City and its successor, the Smart City. It also reflects on the ways in which both
contemporary urban paradigms have defined disability, including how disability is –
and is not – represented within them. This discussion is then taken up and extended
on in subsequent chapters, with a focus on the ways disability is tethered to
technology in the Smart City.
Chapter 4 – The city prosthesis: Disability constructions in the Smart City – introduces
the concept of the narrative prosthesis to examine the way disability is used in the
Smart City discourse. In reflecting on the absence of disability in the Creative City,
this chapter provides a media representation analysis of the Smart City discourse
exclusively, focusing on the way disability has appeared in media regarding the Smart
City between 2014 and 2019. The chapter argues that disability operates in this
context as a narrative prosthesis; the body – specifically the disabled body – is used
as a metaphor for the paradigm’s capabilities. Moreover, disability is paired with
technology to activate this metaphor; that is, disability is articulated as a
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vulnerability, a frailty, yet something which is resolvable via technology, just like the
Smart City which aims to alleviate urban problems through smart technology.
Chapter 5 – Urban screens – grounds the discussion of disability and urban space in
the specific location of the screen. While the remaining chapters of the thesis revolve
primarily around the mobile screen – the smartphone – this chapter focuses on the
fixed urban screens as markers of cultural citizenship that mediated cities before, and
after, the smartphone became central to these citizen–space interactions. This
chapter also provides a focused example of the trajectory of the Creative to the Smart
City, including a review of significant Australian urban screens, as well as Times
Square and the UK-based ‘smart urban screen’ the Starling Crossing. This chapter
argues that the urban screen works to construct understandings of the citizen and of
accessibility via a review of both the accessibility of the urban screen and the public
spaces in which they are located.
Chapter 6 – Mobility and mobiles: [Smart] Cities and place navigation – argues that
the main way in which urban space is currently mediated is via the smartphone, and
that this screen also permeates the Smart City discourse as the conduit between
citizen and city. For people with disabilities this conduit role is reviewed as prosthetic,
thereby introducing the premise of the smartphone ‘prosthesis’ and extending the
discussion of narrative prosthesis made in Chapter 4. As discussed in Chapters 3
and 4, technology defines Smart City disabled denizens, thus the chapter investigates
the accessibility of the smartphone prosthesis. The chapter evokes the case study of
Sidewalk Toronoto, as well as the research project I worked on in tandem with this
thesis. The findings and qualitative data from the aforementioned Navigating Urban
Spaces project is discussed, which investigated the ways in which people with
disabilities – specifically vision-, hearing- and mobility-based – use smartphones to
help them navigate in urban space. The intersection between the accessibility of the
screen – in this case the smartphone – and urban space is considered.
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Chapter 7 – Pokémon Go and urban accessibility – examines the relationship
between disability, mobile technology and gaming, with a specific focus on the
augmented reality (AR) game Pokémon Go. The chapter emphasises the merging of
digital and urban access. It draws from one of the key findings of the Navigating
Urban Spaces project and the associated findings in the proceeding chapter that,
while smartphones are an important accessibility tool for people with disabilities,
they do not resolve the inaccessibility of urban space.
The example of Pokémon Go is used to explore this argument because it is an AR
game, thus played in real world environments, blending the online gaming context
with the offline environment. This chapter looks at the layered nature of access,
within and outside of the game, and the issue of responsibility for access. It also
explores options and opportunities to utilise gaming in an expanded understanding
of disability, bodies and access in cities. Findings from interviews with players with
disabilities highlight the central role of creative accessibility, a common theme that
is taken up again in the final chapter.
Chapter 8 – From analogue to digital cities: Smart technology and disability in a
pandemic – is the final chapter, and brings together the different arguments put
forward throughout the thesis about the relationship between bodies, screens,
disability and accessibility. The discussion is anchored by the results of interviews
with the Australian blind community, revealing the frictional aspect of access, namely
that the smartphone both produces and dismantles inequalities. The research was
completed during the unique context of COVID-19, thus acknowledging this
historically significant moment. It also was a moment which magnified the role of the
screen in the experience of disability in a dramatic and rapid shift from the analogue
to the digital city, whilst also challenging many of the values and assumptions of the
Smart City.
Combined, these chapters map the process of access-knowing, tracking the different
components, discourses and tensions that make up accessibility. This map is laid on

24

top of the tangible experiences of urban accessibility in shifting city spaces,
identifying that access is translated through city discourses. As the Creative City and
the Smart City have worked to define both city space and its preferred user, the
disabled denizen has both been constructed by and helped to construct the meaning
of accessible urban environments. These environments are thus reflexive spaces –
where citizenship is played out and performed, but also where, via exclusion,
delineation and inaccessibility, the non-normate body is defined and relegated to a
denizen identity.
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2. Cities, bodies and disability theory
2.1. Introduction
This thesis is about intersections, and primarily about the intersection of experiences
of disability and cities, framed by the primary urban development paradigms of the
last twenty years – Creative and Smart Cities. While the chapters that follow
investigate these experiences, and the discourses and artifacts that mitigate them,
they do so informed by a body of literature from disability studies, CDS and
geographies of disability. Specifically, the thesis is concerned with the relationship
between bodies, screens and the paradigms of urban space that inform their
meaning. This thesis argues that urban discourses often present normative
assumptions about bodies and space which align with the aims and purposes of the
urban discourse, but in doing so diminishes the rights and identities of its citizens.
As this thesis is concerned with the intersection of experiences of disability and the
city, it seems appropriate that the theoretical backdrop to this scholarly investigation
likewise is located at intersections. Whilst not dismissing the sometimes
contradictory or conflicting aspects of each field of study, I also recognise the value
in each and the combined knowledge they bring to an understanding of experiences
of disability in urban environments. As a scholar with cultural studies roots,
interdisciplinary approaches to a subject were a favourite pastime. However, the
arguments made and theories put forward are nevertheless based on a literary
journey, which this chapter outlines.
This chapter does not attempt to be an exhaustive compilation of key disability
theorists and approaches but rather offers a set of reflections on a theoretical
journey taken in order to understand how and why disability remains on the
periphery of, if not largely absent from, urban paradigms, and yet still entirely
omnipresent. Lastly, these fields have, in combination, been crucial in informing
theories of accessibility that are analysed, applied and unpacked throughout each
chapter of this thesis.
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2.2. Reflecting on the social model of disability
I prefix this section by stating this thesis is not formally aligned with either disability
studies or CDS, and in part this is based on a personal and professional perspective
that CDS is not the binary other to disability studies; in fact, as Meekosha and
Shuttleworth identify, CDS is a “move away from the preoccupation with binary
understandings”.55 Instead, this thesis argues that CDS is an evolution, in some cases
(but not all) a divergence, a maturing of the discipline of disability studies, and a field
of study with critical awareness of its history and the conceptual frameworks from
which it is based.56
The politics of CDS is as complex and far reaching as the topics it covers – from queer
theory, feminism, race and gender studies, post-colonialism and globalisation.
Garland-Thompson frames CDS as “a correction to and expansion of” the ways in
which disability was traditionally studied in the health sciences, and an
interdisciplinary practice, “to consider it as a civil and human rights issue, a minority
identity, a sociological formation, a historic community, a diversity group, and a
category of critical analysis in culture and the arts.”57 It is a field of study which not
only critiques but uses the dynamic nature of disability and disability politics to query
other practices, discourses and ways of knowing. As Goodley argues, it will “start with
disability but never end with it: disability is the space from which to think through a
host of political, theoretical and practical issues that are relevant to all”.58 In this
way, CDS could be framed not as a distinct subject area but as a methodology and a
way of unpacking and critiquing the ways in which society normalises and excludes.
Yet the value of the discipline(s) from which this methodology emerged, including
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disability studies, does not render these foundation disciplines as irrelevant. For
example, CDS has evolved and diverged yet is still historically tied to and informed by
disability studies. Thus, this thesis does not align directly with any of the specific subfields of CDS but incorporates elements of the diverse critical work that has emerged
in the past two decades. Importantly, this thesis also returns to the key concepts of
disability studies, with the intent to provide a perspective that reveals both
intersections with the social model and critiques of a quiet reemergence of the
medical model.
Thus, it would be remiss to not formally outline the social model of disability, and the
work of the disability rights movement and disability studies in challenging and
shifting entrenched perspectives on disability. Indeed, the recognition of the rights
of people with disabilities may seem to be well established, yet this shift in history is
less than fifty years old. Moreover, as several theorists have identified, “the global
majority of disabled people are [still] excluded from the dominant disability
discourse” that recognises disability rights and validates different types of bodies.59
The social model of disability emerged in the 1970s in Britain via the Union of
Physically Impaired Against Segregation (UPIAS), with the aim of “replacing
segregated facilities with opportunities for people with impairments to participate
fully in society, to live independently, to undertake productive work and to have full
control over their own lives.” 60 Initially an activist group of individuals with
disabilities, the UPIAS also began developing connections with universities,
influencing and promoting disability politics and establishing what would become
known as the social model of disability:
In our view, it is society which disables physically impaired people. Disability is
something imposed on top of our impairments, by the way we are unnecessarily
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isolated and excluded from full participation in society. Disabled people are
therefore an oppressed group in society.61
The social model was critical at destabilising the normalised body (and how the
disability category is socially constructed), challenging the individualisation and
pathology of disability, promoting agency (that is, countering the construction of the
disabled body as passive), and identifying the assumptions, attitudes and social
institutions which generate exclusion.62 The social model therefore created a clear
distinction between impairments that people have and the limits placed on them by
society and, in this separation, defined disability as a social construction and
oppression.63
The social model was constructed as the alternative and response to what was a
dominant medical model of disability, characterised by a focus on the individual’s
functional limitations and impairments, and the requirement for treatment or cure.
The social model operated as a hegemonic challenge both to this dominant
perspective – that positioned disability as a personal tragedy, biological deficiency
and psychical trauma64 – and to the exclusions and disadvantages experienced by
people with disabilities in a world designed for a singular body type. In doing so, the
social model identified that discrimination was created outside of the body, not
within it. It was a rallying perspective, claiming a collective voice and identifying an
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oppressed social group, providing a common cause and opportunity for unified
disability activism.65
As disability studies evolved, other distinct but overlapping fields of enquiry
developed, including critiques of the limitations of the binary model of disabilities.
From this, CDS emerged, breaking from and responding to disability studies on
several key points. For example, it critiqued the British/North Americanisation and
mono-cultural approach to disability (white disability studies), 66 and contributed
feminist perspectives and queer interpretations. But, most pertinent to this thesis,
and to the way in which the social and medical model of disability currently appears
in contemporary urban discourse, was the critique of the disembodied social model.
In particular, CDS re-emphasised the role and place of embodiment and impairment.
This critical perspective stressed the importance of acknowledging impairment and
the body, not just the disabling of individuals by society. It posited an entwined,
relational approach to disability, where the body was as important in experiences of
disability as the society which conjured and normalised the able-bodied experience.
In this critique, the definition of disability and the norms that define what is
considered an impaired body were also examined – ageing and illness, for example,
or the more universalistic approach to disability and the perspective that “everyone
is only temporarily able-bodied”. 67 CDS was also important in recognising the
diversity of disability (particularly at a time in which disability categories were
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expanding)68 and the multiple identities held in addition to and beyond disability,
thereby affecting again the experience of disability.
However, there are issues with this approach to destabilising ableism. For example,
if being disabled “is an intrinsic feature of the human condition”, Bichenbach et al.
argues it cannot form the basis of minority group status.69 The thesis also touches
on the neoliberal co-opting of accessibility in subsequent chapters and the risks of
dislocating disability from the narrative of universal access. Yet this thesis argues that
the fluidity of the label of disabled – a label or status most will experience, yet some
may acquire only temporally – does not reduce the political capacity or position of
individuals who identify as disabled. Instead the thesis argues that the multitude of
experiences of disability are integral to developing a critical understanding of access
as not an end goal but a process in “inclusive world building” and understanding.70

2.3. The relationship between disability and place: Geographies of
disability
Indeed, it was my attempt to locate disability in the contemporary discourses of the
city that led me towards a critical interpretation and reimagining of access and
accessibility. The ways in which disability was conjured in space, how space and
screens intersected with understandings of (normalised) bodies, and the ways in
which meanings of place interacted with definitions of access were first introduced
to me by contributions from the subdiscipline of geographies of disability:
Disability scholars, activists, and disabled people themselves always ‘got’
geography. There seems something deeply and essentially material about the
encounter with space in the everyday lives of disabled people. To live, to be
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embodied, is to occupy space and to experience, of necessity, its socially
constructed forms as enabling and disabling objects, sites, and environments. This
phenomenal reality seems never lost on disabled people.71
Indeed, the field of study which has critically informed this thesis and thesis question
emerged from geographies of disability. An initial task in researching this thesis was
establishing how and where disability was located in discussions of the Creative City.
As explored in the subsequent chapter, there was virtually no reference to disability
in the Creative City; however, the fields of geography and urban studies did provide
an important critique of the ways in which this city imaging strategy created
exclusion. Importantly, this work looked at both how sites and spaces of city
contribute to normative discourses and constructions of citizenship, and how the
discourse of the Creative City informed the meaning and creation of specific city
spaces.72
From this work, I therefore expanded my reading to incorporate specific texts which
explored the way meanings of space are created, but with specific intersections with
disability and, as a result, I was introduced to the sub-discipline of geographies of
disability. Starting with the work of Brendan Gleeson, and his own admission that, in
his extensive career in the social sciences, experiences of disability remain
“quartered to the margins of knowledge”,73 this thesis tracks back to the moments
where geography collided with disability studies. It was also an intersection which
called to the aims of this thesis, and beyond, to provide both a critique and an
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opportunity in which the benefits of preferencing disability in urban paradigms can
be highlighted. As Gleeson articulated, disablement can be a place where power is
created, enacted, and contemplated, just as it is a site of disempowerment and
delimitation.74
There are several key discussions that emerged from geographies of disability that
frame this thesis. The first is the social construction of space.75 This is not an idea
exclusive to geographies of disability; indeed, the notion that space is socially,
culturally, economically and politically defined is key to many fields of social enquiry.
As Henri Lefebvre argued, space is a place of power and struggle over meaning.76
Likewise, the social construction of space aligns closely with the social model of
disability which underpins this thesis. Indeed, the two are not simply aligned
ideologically, but the construction of disability is, in part, a product of the social
construction of space – space can disempower, exclude and normalise certain bodies.
In the mid to late 1990s, theorists such as Sibley,77 Butler,78 as well as Imrie79 and
Gleeson80 were important in establishing the multiple ways that space was able to
create, envisage and define certain types of citizens, offering direct and critical
intersections with disability studies; at this time, geographies of disability emerged
as a distinct, though small, field of study. 81 The second wave of geography and
disability extended this initial research, examining different types and experiences of
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disability, engaging more in the politics of disability and offering ways in which spaces
might become more enabling and inclusive.82
Thus, the second way in which geographies of disability informs this thesis is via the
emphasis on the lived, and embodied, experience of impairment. The work of
geographers such as Massey,83 who argued for a relational sense of space – spaces
as made up of relations and, as such, always being “made, unmade, and remade” –
are useful here. Imrie emphasised the way in which social (and indeed) disability
identity are affected by and affect “spatial or geographical points of reference”,84
breaking away from the theorising of disability through the two binary lenses of the
medical or the social model. Likewise, a key argument of CDS that is deployed in this
thesis is that disability theory should break away from the medical/social binary
perspective in order to better incorporate the “interplay between the biological
reality of physiological impairment, structural conditioning (i.e. enablement/
constraints) and socio-cultural interaction/elaboration”.85
Pertinently, studies in geography and disability have articulated the spatial
experiences of disability as fluid, complex and diverse.86 In the context of the Smart
City, this is particularly important as moves are made to define what may be an
inclusive space. Yet what defines a space as accessible and inclusive is fraught with
non-relational assumptions, that is, assumptions about how, what and who the space
will be used for. This thesis argues that this is also bound up in assumptions of
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citizenship and, indeed, dominant notions of abilities “within the ecosystem of
neoliberalism”.87
Thirdly, while geographers have been important to the examination of issues of
accessibility and barriers in the built environment, geographies of disability have also
played an important role in the critical analysis of the relationship between the body,
space and technology. This includes the understanding of places as “encountered,
performed and fluid”, 88 and relational theories of access. These arguments are
reinforced throughout this thesis and through the practice of critical accessibility
studies which propose access is a process or relationship between “people,
technologies and design”. 89 This includes contributions to the deconstruction of
technological determinism, both in the conjuring of technology as ‘alleviators’ of
disability and as those that “privilege the movement of those considered to be
productive bodies”.90 The recognition of (particularly assistive) technologies as not
“a neutral artefact or thing, but rather as a ‘limb-object’ or a constitutive part of the
body and spatial practices”91 is an argument entwined throughout this thesis, and
one that specifically informs the chapter on the smartphone as prosthesis.
However, while access to space has been integral to geographies of disability, there
is a lack of theoretical enquiry into the definition of access (as discussed in the
Introduction of this thesis). This is a critique which continues beyond the boundaries
of geographies of disability, having been taken up by disability scholars such as
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Hamraie and Ellcessor, most recently in response to shifting digital environments and
technologies.92

2.4. The juncture between technology and disability
This thesis is also positioned not simply at the juncture between geography, disability
and CDS but between technology and disability, evoking important debates with
science and technology studies (STS) and employing arguments from crip
technoscience, specifically a critical interpretation of accessibility (detailed below).
As this thesis consistently evokes the role of the smartphone as an integral prosthesis
in the Smart City, the relationship between technology and disability must also be
unpacked. A significant body of research can be found on the ‘alleviating’ potentials
of smartphones for people with disabilities; however, this research has largely
derived from the fields of STS, a field with a historically problematic imperative to
fix. 93 Beyond the specific realm of STS, Reeve also identifies a broader “well
documented history of how technology was problematically associated with
normalisation, rehabilitation and cure”. 94 This continues through the body of
research on the relationship between smartphones and disability.95 The critical work
that punctuates this field is acknowledged, particularly that which exposes the power
structures and discourses at play between disability and new technology,96 and the
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investigatory research that aims to extend and deepen the understanding of the
relationship between smartphones and people with disabilities, including the
research projects conducted throughout the duration of this thesis.97 However, the
predominant narrative “fails to identify the way in which [a medical discourse of
disability] fundamentally shapes… analysis and taken-for-granted views of the
disabled body”.98 Therefore, much of the research on smartphones and disability is
predicated on an assumption that the ableist environment can be resolved by apps
and features, employed by people with disabilities to render their experiences less
disabling. As a result, engagement with disability has tended to be focused on
(individualised) technological solutions to accessibility issues, and frames the body
with disabilities as non-normative and the technology as depolitical – “such fixes are
understood as de facto goods, services for (supposedly) unfortunate disabled people,
and ultimately depoliticized”. 99 Likewise, bodies with disabilities are commonly
conceived of as the receivers of technology, rather than active participants in their
development and use, and are often a key driver of and for technological change.
Crip technoscience, and related crip studies, have been especially important in
presenting an alternative to this dominant narrative, challenging assumptions that
disabled bodies ‘need to be fixed’, representing people with disabilities as experts
and designers of their everyday life, and questioning the politics of studies of new
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technology and disability and the processes involved in “knowing, making, and
doing”.100 In the latter, crip technoscience thus is an important tech-focused tool in
a broader critical understanding of accessibility, questioning how ways of
understanding access have come to be, how experiences of access and inaccess are
often written out of dominant ways of making/designing accessibility, and how
disability is centred as an object, rather than protagonist, in technological
innovations. 101 Thus, this thesis employs the mandate of crip technoscience as a
methodology – “we refuse to treat access as an issue of technical compliance or
rehabilitation, as a simple technological fix, or a checklist. Instead, we define access
as collective, messy, experimental, frictional, and generative102 – in order to unpack
the discourses and ways of knowing disability in the context of the Creative City and
the Smart City.
A central concept at play in translating what access means, and to whom it is applied,
is therefore bound up in the knowing-making of citizenship, and specifically to the
conjuring of the disabled citizen at a local, urban level. As Waldschmidt and Sépulchre
articulate, citizenship is integral to disability studies but remains an “ambivalent
concept”.103 The final section therefore of this literature journey is a discussion of
the way the disabled citizen is constructed and understood in space, and specifically
the way this understanding is via diluted and mutated versions of the citizen. The
term denizen is mobilised in this thesis as a way of identifying the shift (from a rightsbased approach to a consumer model, based on constructions of the preferred user)
in manifestations of disability and accessibility in city discourses.
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2.5. Disability and the denizen
The term denizen has largely fallen out of favour in contemporary discussions of
citizenship. It was more commonly used prior to the eighteenth century as a term for
residents of a town or city. 104 As suggested by Turner, this version of citizenship
recognised only the legal rights of the city resident. However, since this initial
definition, denizen has been taken up in literature on immigration,105 with theorists
such as Hammar providing detailed depictions of this type of “alien resident”:
A new status group has emerged, and members of this status group are not regular
and plain foreign citizens anymore, but also not naturalised citizens of the
receiving country. They are a group of alien residents that we will call denizens…
The term denizen [is applied to] persons who are foreign citizens with a legal and
permanent resident status.106
A third interpretation plays at the edges of both conceptions, perceiving the denizen
as belonging to any sphere of governance such as shopping centres, university
campus or parks. This version of denizenship is concerned with the mass
“privatisation of public space”107, and how this trend generates new categories of
membership and belonging outside of normative understandings of citizenship. This
thesis locates the denizen between these three definitions for the purpose of
understanding the identity and status of disability in contemporary urban discourses.
Just as historical definitions situated the denizen in the city, so too is this geographical
limitation evoked – the denizen is located in and understood according to urban
space and urban governance. This association is important in recognising that the
denizen identity breaks away from the traditional sets of assumptions, rights,
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responsibilities and practices that were established in the 1950s between the citizen
and the nation state. It was at this time, in developed nations, that the idea of the
modern citizen and their rights and responsibilities as members of a nation state
were established. The thesis argues that the denizen’s national citizenship is not put
into play, and is therefore not recognised in Creative City and Smart City literature.
Rather, the denizen’s rights, responsibilities and practices are reconfigured (or
imagined) to allow for the preferencing of their identity and role in the contemporary
city. Therefore, denizenship is both a role played by and a role allocated to citizens
in urban space.
T. H. Marshall was well known for his landmark definition of citizenship in the
1950s.108 He argued that the citizen was defined by their civil, political and social
rights; these three core elements have become widely accepted as forming the base
of the definition of modern citizenship. All citizens were conceived of as equals and
were entitled to both equal rights and the opportunity for equal participation in
society, inclusive of legal, political, social and cultural participation. However,
disability has played an unequal and problematic role in this definition. Historically,
people with disabilities were overtly denied citizen rights, institutionalised and
restricted from contributing to and within society, and disability theorists such as
Oliver argue that this denial has extended overtime through lack of access and
exclusion.109 Meekosha and Dowse further detail the varying formal and informal
ways in which being disabled diluted citizenship rights and increased social control –
from restrictions on freedom in the care industry, to rights to reproduce and financial
restrictions.110 While several of the examples of reduced rights have been legislated
against, others have not (such as the forced sterilisation of women with intellectual
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disabilities);111 the recent Disability Royal Commission (ongoing) has found ongoing
practices and policies that negate the full citizen rights of people with disabilities,
resulting in significantly greater risk of violence and abuse, neglect during
emergencies (including the COVID-19 pandemic), and over representation in the
criminal justice system. 112 This work regarding the ways in which people with
disabilities are denied fundamental human rights therefore blurs and challenges
traditional understandings of citizenship.113 Yet, while this work is important, it also
reveals a simplified, often problematic, definition of citizenship and does not seek to
extend nor critique the discourse around what (and how) it means to be recognised
as a citizen in different urban spaces.
In a scoping review on research on citizenship and disability (according to peerreviewed literature in English from 1985–2015), Sépulchre found that 53% of the
literature did not define citizenship, framing it as “self-explanatory”.114 The fluidity
of the term was also largely unaddressed. The study also found that the contributions
of people with disabilities were largely neglected (only addressed in 3% of articles),
framing citizenship as top down and failing to recognise the participatory, interactive
nature of practices of citizenship. Finally, the other finding that this thesis hopes to
address is the limited engagement with practices of citizenship in public space
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(determined in the literature to be only 3%) and via/involving technology (4%).115 As
such, this thesis contributes to absences in the field on citizenship in disability by
both adding to these voids and conceptualising the different ways it manifests
(specifically addressing the ways in which citizens are represented and configured as
denizens) that which Chouinard described as the disparity between rights as
represented and rights as lived.116
While citizenship has always been an unstable category,117 the more dramatic shifts
occurring through globalisation has further induced a questioning of this assumed
relationship. As this thesis has proposed, there has been a rise in the central role of
cities in a globalised world. The thesis argues that this destabilisation has been a
major facilitator in the development of the Creative City and Smart City discourses
and the desire of urban planners, city leaders and politicians to establish ‘their’ city
in a global network. This shifting relationship has also had impacts upon the
subsequent power (cultural, economic and political) of local institutions and actors,
and has destabilised the linear relationship between citizen and nation. Vando argues
that a “cosmopolitan” understanding of citizenship is also required, which
acknowledges that cities, as sites of public spaces, encounters and informal and
formal social groups, are thus significant spaces for the performance of a number of
different types of citizenship.118
Though the traditional notion of citizenship may not have disappeared, the primary
role of the city in defining spaces in which citizenship can be performed makes
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citizenship more dynamic and reflexive, “with citizens reinterpreting the basis of their
collective life in new ways that correspond to their evolving need and ideals.”119 As
a consequence of this, the denizen – the inhabitant of the city – will subject, and be
subject, to changing preferences of their citizenry identity. For people with
disabilities, this has resulted in shifting visibility and priority; in the urban space of
the Creative City, people with disabilities were invisible, while in the Smart City
disability is envisioned and reconstructed (and resolved) through the screen.
Cresswell defines this as a “prosthetic citizenship”.120
Tim Creswell also theorises the denizen as a result of “changing geographies” and
notions of citizenship. Importantly, he emphasises the role of the privatisation and
digitisation of public space. Drawing on the work of the changing nature of citizenry
by Saskia Sassen, Cresswell perceives the denizen as a “prosthetic citizen”. He writes:
Issues of mobility lie at the heart of the process by which citizens and their other
come to be defined and lived. Recognising the geographical constitution of the
citizen means thinking about the citizen not as a self-sufficient individual body but
as a prosthetic citizen who is a product of the assemblage of the body and the
world.121
Where this thesis differs from Cresswell’s argument is in his conjuring of people with
disabilities as “shadow citizens”. In his argument, denizens are privileged inhabitants
of multiple and divergent landscapes, whereas shadow citizens (“homeless people,
non-white people (in majority white nations), travellers, gay people, lesbians and
bisexuals, disabled people”)122 are legally citizens but do not benefit from many of
the rights associated with that status. Chouniard also uses the term shadow
citizenship to identify the uneven distribution of citizenship rights for disabled
women, arguing that, despite liberal rights, agendas and laws, “rights as represented
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do not necessarily equate to rights as lived”.123 However, while the thesis agrees with
Chouinard’s depiction of legal rights as “slippery”, it also argues that the experience
of disability is likewise unstable, nor always located at the periphery.
This thesis thus employs a broader understanding of the term denizen – an inhabitant
of, or visitor in, space but without rights (acknowledged or experienced), and whose
visibility and value is determined by the social construction of the space. The thesis
argues that disability is not a fixed category of shadow citizen but rather the disabled
denizen’s identity in the contemporary city discourses is fluid, made momentarily
valid or visible. This position is pertinent to this thesis, whereby it is argued that the
screen has both redefined disability and become a form of prosthesis by which
disability can be ‘resolved’ in urban space.
Furthermore, as I finish this thesis, I have observed how the discourse around the
rights of citizens in city space are particularly unstable, both for people with and
without disabilities. The denizen, as a citizen without rights to the city, may be a
significant by-product of pandemic regulations. Likewise, the shift to digital
interactions relocates us all to “denizens of the internet”. As digital denizens, a
different set of rights are evoked. The UNCRPD is often cited in research and policy
on digital accessibility:
On the fundamental issue of accessibility (Article 9), the Convention requires
countries to identify and eliminate obstacles and barriers and ensure that persons
with disabilities can access their environment, transportation, public facilities and
services, and information and communications technologies.124
However, the way in which it is interpreted and implemented for digital technologies
remains varied and deficient across the world. 125 Furthermore, these rights, as
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articulated by Waldschmidt and Sépulchre, will not necessarily align with definitions
or practices of citizenship;126 this is despite specific mention of access as pertaining
to information and communication technologies (ICT).
There is a range of social, economic, political and cultural reasons for a limited
interpretation (and indeed manifestation) of these rights; however, this thesis
focuses on two specific issues – the understanding of access and the relationship
between citizenship and digital access. The thesis argues that access is undermined
by assumptions around what constitutes disability (for example, represented by the
wheelchair), individualising of responsibility (the person with disability/ies is
responsible for access), and a conflicting narrative that both emphasises the
revolutionary capabilities of technology whilst also denying the importance of digital
access to, and the accessibility of, screens. The social model of disability, which is also
a rights-based model, was developed in a pre-digital era, and the translation of this
model to digital environments, screens and technologies remains lacking.
The link between digital space and citizenship is well made by van Dijk, 127
Ragnedda

128

and Darcy et al.

129

All three researchers identify that digital

inequalities, differences or limitations can undermine the capacity of an individual to
fully access and participate in society. Ragnedda in particular emphasises that digital
inequalities tend to both reflect existing differences and marginalisation in society
(for example age, education or ethnicity) and further create inequality. Furthermore,
digital inequalities, while related, are not akin to the digital divide – digital inequality
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is generated by inaccessibility (which, as has already been detailed throughout this
thesis, is a layered concept), inequalities in socio-economic capital, and literacy
barriers, or a combination of these factors.

130

Recently, the Human Rights

Commission project on Human Rights and Technology (initiated 2018) has reiterated
the central role of new technology in defining inclusivity and equality, but in
particular the pivotal function of accessibility to human rights.131
The smartphone is of focus in this thesis for three core reasons. The first is its
important role as a mobile assistive device for people with disabilities, commonly
used for its assistive technology (AT) capabilities beyond the home. Secondly, the
smartphone exemplifies the converged, digital technology environment. Lastly, it
remains the most popular and ubiquitous device for digital communication and
information access globally.

2.6. Conclusion
In part, the intersection at which my initial interest in the geography of disability
collided with the larger body of work from disability studies and, more recently, CDS,
was at the assumption of citizenship. Concurrent to the marginalisation of studies of
disability, there was a surge of interest across multiple disciplines in new city
paradigms in the last twenty years regarding the ‘new societies’ that the turn of the
century would herald. The Creative City and the Smart City, two prominent concepts
at this time, also contributed to the neglect of critical considerations of disablement
and the embodied experience of the cities in which they envisaged. As Edwards
identified, there was a lack of engagement with people with disabilities and disability
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was absent in most urban regeneration policies.132 This thesis therefore questions
for whom the popular paradigms of modern cities were designed, and which
discourses they circulated on the good, productive citizen. The visibility (or indeed,
invisibility) of the body in these cityscapes resonated with Bacchi and Beasley’s claim
that inhabitants with control over their bodies are regarded as citizens and “those
reduced to their bodies are constituted as lesser citizens”133 and with Hasting and
Thomas’ argument that embodied citizenship is socially created to exclude disabled
bodies.134
Within disability studies the way cities are created, designed and managed for certain
types of bodies has always been central to the argument for a social model of
disability; this thesis argues for a continued reference to the social model in the Smart
City. Moreover, it argues that the identity of disability is recognised (and the rights
of people with disabilities), and that these are not individualised or reduced to
something that requires resolving. The Smart City emphasises what technology can
do for both cities and citizens, but inclusivity should not equate to ‘resolving’ and
fixing disability, eradicating abnormalities from our social presence and render them
invisible135; rather, the spaces of the city (digital and non-digital) should be accessible.
It is therefore the first aim of this thesis to locate the disabled citizen within the
Creative City and the Smart City. This thesis proposes that it is not a citizen – in the
traditional modern conceptualisations of the term – that is found in this discourse.
Instead, the thesis argues that the contemporary urban discourses develop a set of
normative assumptions about bodies and space. The consequence of framing
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inhabitants as denizens, rather than citizens, is that rights and identities are
deprioritised over the aims and purposes of the urban discourse.
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3. From Creative Cities to Smart Cities: A literature review
3.1. Introduction
This chapter locates the disabled denizen in two of the most popular urban
paradigms of the past twenty years, the Creative City and the Smart City, and the
transition between them. The previous chapter untangled the complex theoretical
relationship between disability – as imagined, contested, constructed – and the way
the disabled denizen is configured in urban space. This chapter examines the
relationship between disability and urban space from another perspective,
recognising that disability is also created via specific urban discourses. Moreover, it
aims to fill a void in the literature on contemporary city discourses and citizenship,
identifying the way disability is located inside (or outside) of the Creative City and the
Smart City. Thus this chapter explores the key ideas, theorists and proponents, and
tangible manifestations of the Creative City and the Smart City, and the way they
frame both the meaning and purpose of cities, and the citizens who should inhabit
them. These dominant, contemporary urban discourses offer context to the analysis
of how accessibility and disability are defined in urban space. In tracking the legacies
and transitions from the Creative City to the Smart City, this thesis recognises
consistencies and differences in how urban discourses represent disability and how,
in layering meaning on urban space, they work to construct the normate citizen and
the preferred user of the city.
This chapter begins with a focus on the Creative City, the time in which it emerged
and was popularised, and how it shifted and evolved since its origins in the early
2000s. While this thesis is primarily focused on an Australian experience, it also
recognises the global movement of the discourse, its origins in British and Australian
policy, and particularly the impact of North American and British interpretations and
proponents. The thesis then tracks the shifting social and economic factors and
narratives that ignited a new urban paradigm in the Smart City, and the different
ways this has been interpreted and critiqued, particularly in the last decade. The
second half of the chapter reviews the ways in which the Creative City and the Smart
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City connected with ideas of citizenship, disability and accessibility, noting the key
junctures these urban discourses have with disability theory.
It should be noted that the initial aim of this thesis was to focus on the relationship
between screens and disability in the context of the Creative City, which was an
urban discourse I had previous research experience in. However, it became clear that
this urban agenda was becoming less and less popular, and there was an obvious
global shift towards a new paradigm, Smart Cities. Moreover, while disability was all
but absent from the Creative City discourse, accessibility and inclusivity were overt
components of the Smart City discourse. I argue that, the screen – particularly the
mobile citizen interface of the smartphone – played a pivotal role in this new
visibility.
One potential option for my thesis was to abandon that initial focus on the Creative
City; however, I believe the transition from one urban discourse to another was
perhaps even more important than what one singular paradigm revealed. While
there were obvious distinguishing features of each discourse, there were also key
fundamental connections – including instigating ‘urban noirs’136 and the underlying
neoliberal rhetoric. These consistencies were particularly pertinent in the location of
disability in urban space – one of the key findings of this thesis was how fluid disability
is in the social and cultural construction of urban space, the way it is made visible and
invisible according (in part) to different discourses and, specifically, the way
knowledges inform these discourses. Therefore, I have included both contexts of the
Creative City and the Smart City in this thesis and, in doing so, argue that it is not
simply spaces that create disability, but the knowledges, languages and urban
frameworks that define the meaning of that space.
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Remaining contextually relevant also meant responding to the COVID-19 pandemic
that emerged in 2020 which I argue has been pivotal in understanding the
relationship between screens, disability and urban space – thus the last chapter of
the thesis incorporates and analyses this moment. Indeed, while the Creative City
has dispersed and diminished internationally, in part as a result of the global financial
crisis, the Smart City too has been challenged and critiqued in the context of a global
pandemic. These dominant urban discourses will continue to shift and mutate as
larger economic and global forces influence urban life, however this thesis
contributes a critical focus on the ways in which both the normate body and patterns
of exclusion remain in these changing city paradigms.

3.2. The Creative City
The Creative City emerged in the late 1990s as a panacea for the “decaying urban
centre”. 137 It was presented as an aspirational remedy, one which resolved the
dystopian city narratives prevalent both within and outside of urban planning
discourse at this time. 138 Contextually, these representations of ‘noir urbanisms’
reflected a time of post-industrialism, technological change (specifically the
proliferation of mobile and internet medias), global environmental concerns, as well
as changes to the global economic hierarchies. Theorists, planners and other
proponents of the Creative City discourse billed it as a city with a “changed mind-
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set” 139 that approaches globalisation, post-industrialisation and urban social and
economic degradation with strategies of imagination, sustainability and the
harnessing of (a specific type of) human capital.
This Creative City was depicted as anchored by a flourishing arts and culture scene,
as a space that exudes and actively pursues creativity in its business, urban planning
and hospitality sectors.140 The Creative City turns upon ideas and inventions, not
bricks and mortar or dirty factories.141 It is a “space you want to be in, a place to be
seen”142 that attracts the talented, diverse, innovative and discerning individual.143
It is a global competitive city because of a uniqueness and strength in local character
rather than a dominant business or industry. 144 It is vibrant, 145 branded 146 and
desirable.147 Yet it is also imaginary, invisible, and “did not exist”.148 That is, while
the Creative City had real implications and effects, and many cities claimed the title,149
it was not locatable, a place one can visit.150 As several theorists have identified, “it
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is no simple task to indicate precisely what a creative city is”.151 Despite this, this
chapter reviews the ways in which the Creative City was defined, reviewing the key
literature, both at the time in which it emerged and was popularised, and how it
shifted and evolved.
The Creative City discourse emerged as a response to multiple political, economic,
social and cultural dialogues. Some theorists track it as a global movement; others
perceive it as originating in specific local contexts. McGuigan, for example, argues
that Cool Britannia and the rise of the Creative City discourse in the United Kingdom
was the product of “a national hubris that reproduces Britain’s historical problem of
coming to terms with its declining significance in the world”. 152 Richard Florida
perceives the creativity discourse as slowly coming into being since the 1950s as a
product of largely economic forces. 153 Charles Landry locates the Creative City’s
lineage in the late 1980s, originally in the form of an “aspirational idea”154 which
paralleled globalisation and the emergence of new information technologies and the
digital economy, post-industrialisation. Landry argues that this global context “left
many counties and cities flailing as they searched for new answers to creating a
purpose for themselves and jobs, whilst their cities were physically locked into their
past”. 155 As such, the discourse of the Creative City has multiple histories and
meanings, depending on the context, the discipline or the institution in which it is
being read.
Other theorists have grounded the Creative City paradigm in neoliberal ideology,156
arguing that Creative City strategies essentially prioritise urban or regional profit,
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individualism and the free-market over, for example, social objectives. Indeed, in its
definition, neoliberalism aligns with many of the mandates of the Creative City –
neoliberalism, in its contemporary form (that is, post-1970) emphasises the role of
the state in shaping strategic economic goals; traditional non-economic spaces are
framed in economic terms (such as citizenship or political and cultural spaces), and
competition is emphasised as the most valuable component of a city/state.157
The relationship with neoliberalism is further emphasised by the political and
geographical origins of the Creative City, specifically with Tony Blair’s Cool Britannia
policy and the formation of the Creative Industries Task Force in 1997.158 When Tony
Blair was elected in 1997, his party made the politically strategic move to
simultaneously reinvent the British Labour Party and the stalling British economy via
the branding strategy labelled Cool Britannia.159 Described by Kate Oakley as a “time
of optimism and hope”,160 Cool Britannia celebrated Britain’s existing creative talent
– symbolically marked by Blair’s invitation to iconic musicians, designers and popstars
to 10 Downing Street – and marked a movement towards a knowledge, information,
and a new and creative economy. A pun on the patriotic song Rule Britannia, it was
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meant to mark a new era for Britain as a global hub and one with a successful
economy of ideas and creativity.161 Politically, this strategy helped to distinguish Blair
from ‘old Labour’ and its “left leaning old Labour values”.162
Economically, the rhetoric of Cool Britannia began to take shape in a variety of new
policies and taskforces, including the formation of the Creative Industry Task Force.
A focus on the development of the creative industries, as opposed to Britain’s
historical industrial base in manufacturing, saw thirteen key sectors signalled out as
providing Britain with a new economy. Identified by their “origin in individual
creativity, skill and talent”, the development of these sectors were targeted for their
potential for “wealth and job creation through the generation and exploitation of
intellectual property”,163 namely advertising, architecture, arts and antique markets,
crafts, design, designer fashion, film, interactive leisure software, music, television
and radio, performing arts, publishing and software.164 These were also areas that
disability studies focused on as the sites of disability representation.165
Within Australia, Creative Nation, launched by Paul Keating in 1994, similarly
emphasised the economic opportunities in facilitating a creative and cultural
industry. While not as high profile or influential as the creative industries policies that
emerged from the UK, it was arguably the first.166 Creative Nation framed Australian
culture as separate and distinct to Britain’s, and noted the central role of migrants,
of cultural diversity and of Indigenous culture in Australian identity. However, as with
the UK’s Cool Britannia, whilst it was a cultural policy, it was also a decidedly
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economic policy, framing the value of the creative and cultural industries distinctly
in monetary terms. 167 However, the emphasis on the media industries and new
technology was met with criticism, as “an overriding techno-utopian belief in high
finance and technology as the ultimate panacea for what may ail our culture”.168 The
tension over what would define creativity, and debates over high and low culture,
creativity versus technology would continue to permeate through both the Creative
City discourse and into the Smart City of the mid 2000s.
Over the next decade the creative industries would become a popular model for
economic growth strategies within developed countries across Europe, the United
States, New Zealand, as well as throughout Asia, including Korea, Hong Kong,
Malaysia, Taiwan and China. However, as the idea was transferred culturally and
geographically, the boundaries and policy language of the creative industries
changed according to the “alignment of their culture” 169 and to economic or
geographic realities. Specifically, we would see a de-coupling of national cultural
policy from its initial iteration and a shift towards localised creative place-making
strategies. Essentially, the national creative industry development approach would
become translated into an urban discourse.
It was in this movement – from the confines of national government offices into
cities, academic departments and popular publications – that the Creative City
paradigm flourished. It was not the ‘second wave’170 of the creative industries, nor
an alternative label for new economy theory. Instead, it became a specifically placebased paradigm which sought to join up this economic strategy with new ways of
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understanding a city’s role and identity in a globalised and competitive economic
environment. The seamless way the Creative City brand moved between small
locales, to cities, regions and nations, is an example of the flexible nature of this
discourse which was used and moulded to ‘fix’ a variety of national goals and local
conditions.
3.2.1. Critiques of the Creative City and its manifestations in urban space
Due in part to the utopian mantra that underpinned the Creative City, it was always
going to be subject to critique. These were generally centred around the gap
between the reality and rhetoric, the inadequacies within creative industry working
conditions, and the marginalisation of the non-creative class. This section of the
thesis, however, focuses on the critiques of the spatiality of the Creative City, and the
way policies manifested in urban, and specifically public, space. The Creative City
projects often manifested in public urban space via strategies to increase art and
cultural content, but also through the control, commercialisation and often
privatisation of these spaces. For example, efforts to develop the active public spaces
of Federation (Fed) Square in Melbourne and Northbridge Plaza in Perth (as
discussed in Chapter 5) saw both a demarcation of the purpose (and preferred user)
of the site, and a shifting, blurred meaning of private, commercial and public space.
As the Creative City paradigm became a fixture within multiple governments’ policy
documents and urban strategies – in Australia, this was evident in almost all of the
major and second tier cities – so did critiques on the way the discourse manifested
in urban environments. Critics suggested that the discourse of the Creative City
diluted the cultural, social and historical fabric of a city, and implemented traditional
regeneration strategies that prioritised specific inhabitants (the creative class) whilst
excluding others, justifying inequalities on economic development grounds.171 Kate
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Oakley has expressed specific concerns with the use of what she calls the “cookiecutter” approach in which cities use the same few ingredients to generate the
Creative City brand with little regard for the social, cultural or economic specificities
of place. Oakley identifies that:
It appears that everywhere need a university, some incubators and a ‘creative
hub’, with or without a café, galleries and fancy shops. In an industrial economy,
we had a framework for understanding regional differences; some places had steel
or coal or shipbuilding, others traded or just moved money about like the City of
London. We seem to have forgotten this in our rush to develop regional creative
economies.172
Oakley is among several theorists concerned that a vague and context-less model
was being adopted by cities and localities without regard for their own specificities.
Her views aligned with observations by theorists such as Atkinson and Easthope173
who identify that the practice of the Creative City often incorporates gentrification
of lower-cost neighbourhoods, social policing and control of urban spaces, and the
displacement of welfare and other agendas such as housing affordability.
There have been many examples put forward of these problems associated with the
manifestation of Creative City projects. In unpacking the disjuncture between
Creative City policies or projects and the historical, cultural and social dynamics of a
place, authors are able to reveal the tensions and patterns of exclusion that underpin
the discourse. For example, Jakob uses the case study of the cultural and art tours
run by Kolonie Wedding in Berlin to explain how a perceived successful cultural
strategy operated as a veneer sitting on top of, but largely disconnected from, the
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community in which it was located. With the artists living outside of the art hub,
commuting to the predominantly immigrant area only for staged exhibitions for
tourists, Jakob states they “created a separate and elite socio-spatial enclave for
themselves that is detached from the actual neighborhood in which they are
located”. 174 The development of the project by a neighbourhood management
organisation and a major real estate holder revealed that the intention of Kolonie
Wedding was largely revitalisation and gentrification, aligning with one of the most
consistent critiques of the Creative City.
Likewise, Wilson argues the discourse has manifested in “separate cities within a
city”, using the locations and redevelopment experiences of Glasgow, UK and
Cleveland, US.175 Again, the author exposes the complex history, economic context
and social fabric of the cities in order to reveal the jarring implantation of ‘glittery’,
hyper-entrepreneurial creative redevelopment projects such as Cleveland’s Lake Erie
waterfront which, in its design and its demolishing of high-rise public housing,
businesses and cultural places both constructed the ‘ideal’ creative denizen and
displaced the largely African–American community that lived there. Across the
ocean, the regeneration of another waterfront, Glasgow’s Clyde Waterfront, also
silently displaces and relocates immigrant communities and the unemployed into the
isolated, distanced areas. These types of Creative City developments align with
Gibson and Brennan-Horley’s depiction of “inner/outer zone binaries, where the
boundaries of the Creative City are drawn between the central city space, the
creative zone, and the outer suburban sprawl”.176
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McLean adds another perspective to the patterns of (predominantly class-based)
exclusion mapped out by authors such as Gibson and Brennan-Horley, Wilson and
Jakob, identifying what has perhaps been less vocalised in critiques, the ways the
Creative City also reproduce spaces of white privilege and heteronormativity. 177
While McLean uses the example of Creative City programming in Toronto to illustrate
ways in which critical, feminist and queer artists were co-opted in projects
“entrenching exclusion, accelerating displacement, and normalizing an individualistic
and competitive understanding of culture”, 178 she also identifies practices of
“creative troubling” and critiques by feminist activist artists in this process. McLean’s
analysis is important to understanding how the Creative City discourse not only
constructed the ideal, ‘creative’ citizen, and replicated other normative
understandings of race, gender and bodies, but also ways in which these
representations were challenged and exposed.
3.2.2. Departure of the Creative City
Critiques of the Creative City became particularly dominant during and after the
global financial crisis of 2008. Not only were the regenerative capabilities of the
paradigm undermined by the severity of the crash, particularly in the US, but the
social displacing effects were magnified within this financial environment. As Oli
Mould explains, the lack of creativity in the Creative City paradigm was more overt
at the time of the global financial crisis, and the gentrifying and exclusionary
components of the discourse became evident:
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The Creative City in all its various guise has engendered and crystallised longstanding and existing urban conditions of economic inequality, social exclusion,
cultural desertification and disengagement, and in some cases, social and political
unrest.179
Just as the financial crisis both highlighted and exacerbated existing disparity
between the wealthy and the poor, it also highlighted the failings and limitations of
the Creative City paradigm for both individuals and cities that were most affected by
economic decline. Even Richard Florida – one of the most well-known US-based
proponents of the Creative City, and specifically the creative class theory – responded
with three publications addressing the key impacts that the financial crisis had on the
Creative City discourse, namely urban segregation, poverty and “creative
destruction”.180
Therefore, a decade after it emerged as a popular panacea and strategy for urban
decline, three key factors would signal the Creative City’s decline in popularity and
eventual almost complete disappearance: the perceived inability of the Creative City
paradigm to address the changing global pressures on cities (primarily economic); an
increased awareness of ways in which the paradigm can facilitate exclusivity and
social disparity; a proliferation of alternative (yet aligned) iterations (such as the
Media City, Networked Cities, 181 the Digitized/Digital City 182 ) that emphasise the
increasing prominence of new and media technology; and the “increased
convergence of mobile and pervasive media with urban space”. 183 These factors
would combine to upend the Creative City, and the search began for a new utopian

179

Oli Mould, Urban Subversion (New York: Routledge, 2015), 3.

180

Richard Florida, The Great Reset (New York: Harper Collins, 2010); Richard Florida, The Rise of the
Creative Class Revisited (New York: Basic Books, 2012); Richard Florida, The New Urban Crisis (New
York: Basic Books, 2017).

181

Manuel Castells, The Rise of the Networked Society. 2nd edition (Oxford: Blackwell, 2000).

182

Charles Landry, The Digitized City (London: Comedia, 2016); Nicos Komninos, “Intelligent Cities:
Towards Interactive and Global Innovation Environments,” International Journal of Innovation and
Regional Development 1, no. 4 (2009), https://doi.org/10.1504/IJIRD.2009.022726.

183

Maja Klausen, “Making Place in the Media City,” Culture Unbound 4 (2012): 559–577.

61

urban discourse. As a result, within the last ten years, the Smart City, defined and
analysed in the subsequent section, has emerged as the dominant urban paradigm.

3.3. The Smart City
Since the mid 2000s, the Smart City has rapidly grown in popularity as a new planning
and city management paradigm. It is characterised by the role of ICT in urban space
and generally, though not always, involves the facilitation of data-led governance via
the application of sensors, big data and the Internet of Things.184 The origins of the
Smart City are diverse and difficult to define, as is the discourse itself. Cugurullo, for
example, explores a long lineage of interest in the role of and synergy between
technological development and urban development, from New Atlantis of 1626, a
novel written by Francis Bacon and published in 1626, depicting a utopian future, to
the articulations of Los Angeles as a “computer city” in the 1970s and Singapore as
an “intelligent island” in the 1980s.185 Albino, Berardi and Dangelico state the term
Smart City was first used in the 1990s.
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However, the proliferation and

popularisation of the discourse as an urban development strategy, and indeed the
constructions of new, Smart Cities in greenfield sites only occurred from around
2008. This current version is presented – akin to the Creative City – as a remedy to or
strategy for the economic, environmental and, to a lesser extent, social problems
experienced in the modern city. While it offers place-based applications, the
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discourse is not entwined with city identity, nor designed to articulate or reimagine
the cultural and social fabric of a city in the way that the Creative City was.
While the Creative City never ‘existed’ but was elucidated via projects, urban
developments and policies, the Smart City has, in some cases, manifested itself into
actual cities – new, constructed Smart Cities have been built on greenfield spaces or
reclaimed land, including Masdar City in Abu Dhabi187, Songdo in South Korea188, and
Belmont in Arizona.189 However, more often, the concept is applied in part, or via
specific projects, through the application of smart technology to existing cities. These
projects, or smart solutions to urban problems, range from autonomous self-driving
vehicles to stream-lined waste management and disposal, data-visualisation maps,
and smartphone integration.
The definition (and application) of the paradigm is as diverse as the Creative City, but
variations extend more broadly, in part due to the variety of disciplines that have
taken up and contributed to the discourse. 190 With ICT at the centre of most
definitions, the concept is applied across disciplinary fields such as STS, engineering
and computer sciences, as well as urban studies, architecture, sociology and other
fields within the humanities. As is argued later in this thesis, the use of the Smart City
in science and technology fields have impacted both the technology focus of the
discourse, and the way the citizen of the Smart City is envisioned. Albino, Berardi and
Dangelico argue, however, that the Smart City is not defined entirely by its
technology, rather “the diffusion of ICT in cities has to improve the way every
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subsystem operates, with the goal of enhancing the quality of life”. 191 Critics,
however, argue the discourse overemphasises technical solutions, is based on
primarily top-down implementation and technocratic governance, accentuates
corporatisation and privatisation, and reinforces social divides and inequalities,
surveillance and privacy violations. 192 The following paragraphs outline these
critiques.
While an overarching theme within the Smart City discourse is the beneficial and
revolutionary potential of new technology (albeit problematic in its basis in
technological determinism), the central role of tech companies in the propagation of
its mythology makes its relationship to understandings of governance and citizenship
particularly unstable. 193 Unlike the Creative City proponents, the Smart City
discourse is driven and disseminated primarily by ICT corporations. The newly built
Smart Cities citied above exemplify the central role of the corporate in translating
and constructing the Smart City – Masdar is a renewable energy company, Belmont
is being funded by Microsoft, and Songdo was developed in partnership between
Gale International, a real estate company, and POSCO Engineering and Construction.
Other projects which were proposed – but eventually stagnated – included Sidewalk
Toronto designed by Google/Alphabet and PlanIT Valley in Portugal proposed by
Living PlanIT AG, a software development company. In these examples it is easy to
identify the influence corporate, and particularly large ICT corporations, have on the
design, function and lived experience of the city. Indeed, Chapter 6 outlines several
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of the tensions that arose over the construction of Sidewalk Toronto and the
ownership of citizen data by Google/Alphabet. Yet, as several critics have identified,
the influence and power of companies, including Google, Facebook, IBM, Siemens,
Alibaba and Cisco, are, perhaps less overtly, still increasing via a range of specific
Smart City projects in multiple cities. 194 Indeed, the increasing power of ICT
corporations affects not only the way urban data is gathered, managed and used but,
as Mosco explains, also defines the parameters of the discourse itself. 195 The
companies, as the new proponents of the Smart City, promote the technology that
they create, control and sell as the most valuable component of the discourse and,
likewise, what and for whom this technology should be used.
However, while many of the critics of the Smart City have focused on the emphasis
on technology as ‘all resolving’, and lacking in citizen engagement and an
understanding of social and cultural need, the discourse itself has pivoted to respond
to this representation. Trencher argues that a “second version” of the Smart City
emerged in response, one which is “framed as a decentralised, people-centric
approach where smart technologies are employed as tools to tackle social problems,
address resident need and foster collaborative participation”.196 However, Cardullo
and Kitchin197 argue the latter, citizen-centric approach to the Smart City remains
tokenistic, and in these attempts there lacks analysis of the conceptualisation of the
citizen itself.
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To date, however, there has been minimal research on the way citizens are imagined
and engaged by Smart City technologies, nor the way the model of citizenship has
enacted within the discourse.198 Thus, the ways in which the citizen is assumed, and
the preferred user of the Smart City is discursively constructed, are central points for
investigation in this thesis. As the latter part of this chapter articulates, regardless of
the capacity of these approaches to incorporate the citizen in the discourse, the
Smart City still identifies and engages citizens via technology – both their use of, need
for, and identification by. As such, throughout this thesis, the prosthetic role of the
smartphone as the citizen gateway and user interface to participation in the Smart
City is unpacked.
Another critique offered is based on the intrusive surveillance and privacy violations
of the Smart City. As Smart City technology operates to monitor and gather
information on the environment in order for automated, digitised and adaptive
systems to operate effectively, citizens become objects of “constant surveillance”
and “data products”.199 Thus, theorists such as Krivý, Sadowski and Pasquale argue
that the discourse promotes a Deleuzian “society of control” where the constant
tracking and surveillance of citizens (as and via data) is the modern mechanism of
control.
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The Smart City discourse promotes, rationalises and normalises

technology that tracks, surveils and invades for the purpose of urban efficiency and
resolution of urban faults.201
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Consequently, the question around how the smart technology in these cities is
controlled, and who is being controlled and for what purpose, becomes particularly
important in the way accessibility is addressed in this new urban space. As discussed
in Chapter 6, access – though not always access for people with disabilities – is
commonly put forward as an achievement of the Smart City, yet the way accessibility
is understood is important in disconnecting assumed relationships between bodies
and technology in order for effective and inclusive citizenship to be achieved.

3.4. Connections between Creative and Smart City discourses
How and what aligns the Smart City with the Creative City has been debated, in part
due to the definition of Smart Cities incorporating a “large spectrum of
heterogeneous solutions and city programs, involving different types of technologies
and aiming to reach a very large set of different and not well-defined goals”.202 While
some theorists and consultants depict the Smart City and Creative City as competing
and distinct urban paradigms, others view them as entwined, neo-liberal urban
agendas, only differing in their methodology.
Smart City imaginary is premised on a similar narrative about urban crises that the
Creative City evoked, and both employ new urbanism principals. However, the
resolution to these crises comes in a different form – there has been a distinct shift
from creatives as ‘cure-alls’ in the Creative City, to the Smart City which spruiks
technological salvation.203 That is, while the Creative City, in all its iterations, posited
creative industries and the creative class as both drivers and consumers of
regenerated urban space and economies, the Smart City looks to new technology and
ICT companies to better manage and regenerate urban environments. Moreover, as
Vanolo 204 identifies, the trajectory of the Smart City is distinct from that of the
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Creative City. The latter was grounded in and developed from urban policies and was
popularised and globalised by academics and pseudo-academics, whereas the Smart
City has been primarily developed and perpetuated by a few multinational
companies such as IBM and Cisco.
Hatuka et al.’s analysis of the similarities and differences between the Creative City
and Smart City, however, identifies that there are few similarities between the
discourses other than an underlying neoliberal value.205 They also identify that each
concept remains abstract in nature, and yet are transformed in practice to concrete
frameworks, projects and policies. Thus, while urban terms may be used
interchangeably, sometimes in conjunction with one another and in broad ways, it is
also useful to understand the consistencies and differences between them. The
authors argue that while there have been numerous studies and policy papers that
define different urban paradigms (from the Global City, to the Sustainable City, the
Resilient City, the Creative City and the Smart City – the latter two being the most
prominent and persistent in urban policy) there have been few that have looked at
the differences and consistencies, and indeed the gaps and critiques that persist
across each discourse. Included in their analysis is how residents (denizens) are
perceived – both the Creative City and the Smart City rely on classed, neoliberal
depictions of the citizen. While both offer citizen centric policies, these tend to
typically follow neoliberal, paternalistic patterns, and remain disassociated from the
rights of citizenship and authentic participation.206 This thesis also contributes to this
comparative work, establishing an understanding of how the preferred citizen and
the normate body is consistently constructed across the Creative City and Smart City
discourse, what ideals persist and what change.
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This thesis argues that while the citizen of the Creative City was overtly advertised
for – via the Floridan call to attract the aforementioned ‘creative class’ – it was also
specified through the construction of spaces of exclusion, such as the public square,
as discussed in Chapter 5. In the Smart City, the citizen’s identity is minimised,
resembling denizenship playing, as Vanolo argues, a subaltern role 207 which is
reduced in part to data sets but also to participation only through personal
technological interfaces, specifically the smartphone. The following section thus
investigates the different and consistent ways in which the disabled citizen is framed
in discourses of the Creative City and the Smart City.
3.4.1. The Creative City and disability
What is evident in the review of literature on the Creative City and particularly the
pro Creative City literature is that there is very little, if any, engagement with
disability or disability politics. Across the key Creative City texts – written by
proponents such as Richard Florida, Charles Landry, Charles Leadbeater or John
Howkins – both disability and accessibility208 are absent. Even in the critiques of the
Creative City and appraisals of the exclusivity of the paradigm, consideration of
people with disabilities is rarely made, and reference to accessibility is confined to a
brief sentence or acknowledgment. Exceptions include articles that examined the
representation of disability in the creative industries (such as film or music), or in
relation to innovation (which also aligns with the literature on technology and
disability in the Smart City).209
Exclusion has certainly been discussed in response to the neoliberal ideology of the
Creative City, including women, the service sector or immigrants210 but, yet again,

207

Vanolo, “Is there anybody out there?”.

208

Note, accessibility is referenced in several of Florida’s publication, but this version of accessibility
is for “young creative workers”, rather than people with a disability.

209

Gerard Goggin, “Innovation and disability,” M/C Journal 11, no. 3 (2018),
https://doi.org/10.5204/mcj.56.

210

Leslie and Catungal, “Social Justice and the Creative City,”; Mary Donegan and Nichola Lowe,
“Inequality in the Creative City: Is There Still a Place for ‘Old-Fashioned’ Institutions,” Economic

69

disability remains largely missing. When it is mentioned briefly, it is as a marker of
diversity alongside, gender, ethnicity, sexuality, age or social class.211 Diversity (and
indeed tolerance for diversity) was a key attribute of the Creative City, with Florida
articulating and measuring this via a “melting pot index”, the percentage of the
population that is foreign-born. 212 However, while the framing of diversity as an
important, valuable component was perhaps one of the more positive legacies of the
Creative City discourse, several have critiqued the tokenistic, sanitised role of
diversity. Luckman, Gibson and Lea, for example, use the example of Darwin’s
promotion of the Creative City whilst maintaining an “Itinerant Strategy” that
allowed for the removal of Aboriginal people – whose culture and creativity Darwin
aimed to promote – who were living in the public spaces now demarcated as creative
public space.213 Whilst, again, the focus here is on race and ethnicity, rather than
disability, the same demarcation of people with disabilities outside of/absent from
the Creative City facilitates the inaccessibility of public space.
Central to the lack of disability in the Creative City is the way in which creative citizens
were configured as a class defined by their work, and moreover as “hyper-mobile,
active and flexible” workers.214 In contrast, Barnes and Mercer identify that disability
has generally been absent from theories of work, and people with disabilities have
systematically been excluded from paid work. 215 The UN estimates that in
“developing countries, 80% to 90% of persons with disabilities of working age are
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unemployed, whereas in industrialized countries the figure is between 50% and
70%”, 216 while in the creative industries similar patterns of exclusion continue
unchallenged.217 Thus the disabled denizen was located both outside of Creative City
spaces (via inaccessibility) and outside of the creative class.
3.4.2. The Smart City and disability
The intersection between the Smart City paradigm and disability is complex – some
theorists have raised concerns about the way accessibility is defined and people with
disabilities are integrated in the paradigm (including critiques of newly built Smart
Cities, for example Sidewalk Toronto, discussed in Chapter 6), 218 and several
research papers have also proposed a more inclusive version of the Smart City
concept,219 whilst the body of scholarly work that investigates disability in the Smart
City paradigm offer the discourse as a contextual backdrop to accessibility technology
or software.220 To date, however, there has been almost no engagement by disability
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studies nor CDS on the Smart City’s approach to disability – a search of both the
dominant journals in this field, Disabilities Studies Quarterly and Disability and
Society, herald only two results (collectively) on a search for the ‘Smart City’. The
literature that does seek to locate disability in the Smart City discourse has largely
emerged from STS or computer technology fields, and is literature that is generally
already invested in the problems of accessibility in urban space. The reason the Smart
City is conjured in these examples is because of the emphasis on ICT and, in
particular, sensor systems that can monitor and record human activity within urban
space. Thus the role of the Smart City is therefore contextual in this research – a
backdrop for proposed accessibility tools – rather than evoked as an accessible urban
paradigm in and of itself.
For example, Mora et al.221 evokes the Smart City in proposing a model for evaluating
urban accessibility, with the objective of generating information on how accessible
specific urban sites are. The proposed model uses the technology associated with the
Smart City – monitoring tools, sensor-based ubiquitous computing, wireless
communication technologies and a cloud-based application system. Essentially, the
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model uses GPS (global positioning system) and RFID (radio frequency identification)
to establish an individual’s location based on receivers such as smartphones and tags.
Data on the user’s location and disability type is then collected via user input, and
KAIs (key accessibility indicators) are established. These include patterns of
movement (e.g. if people with disabilities use the same path as people without
disabilities), and self-reporting on inaccessible routes and spaces.
This research exemplifies four consistent issues found across the literature that
discusses disability in the context of the Smart City: static, limited definitions of
access, a lack of definition of disability, minimal critical engagement with the Smart
City, and a confluence of citizen as data. Specifically, the Smart City itself is only
briefly discussed in this reviewed article. While it is alluded to that a Smart City is not
necessarily an accessibility city, stating that “despite the growth of this field, there
are still many issues to resolve,”222 what makes it inaccessible is not discussed. The
authors state that accessibility is a right of citizens, an “essential element of life
quality”, but what defines citizenship is assumed. Disability is neither defined – it is
also not clear what category of disability is addressed in the research – nor examined
in the context of the Smart City discourse. Moreover, the monitoring of individual
movements and the use of the data is an assumed, depoliticised and rendered as a
neutral cooperative if not passive process. Thus, the project is designed to show that
citizens are constructed as components, “citizen components,”223 identifiable via the
user interface of their smartphone.
Indeed, as detailed in Chapters 6, 7 and 8 of this thesis, the smartphone is the
primary focus of the analysis of the relationship between disability and the Smart
City. While the smartphone is neither confined to the Smart City discourse, nor is the
only component in the vast array of ICT that are utilised in Smart City projects and
spaces, it is the primary user interface or citizen gateway used to both monitor and
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surveil, as well as participate in the city. Moreover, as Chapters 6 and 8 reveal, it is
also a site which has now accumulated over a decade of studies into accessibility and
thus can contribute a wealth of qualitative and quantitative data on the experiences
of disability and smartphone use.
This work, and particularly the findings of the research projects which inform
Chapters 6 and 8, aligns with another line of literature on the Smart City which offers
an alternative contribution to the “critiques and the celebrations” – the various ways
in which new urban technologies are used, negotiated and even subverted by
citizens.224

3.5. Conclusion
This review of the Creative City and Smart City ultimately serves as a critique, an
investigation into the way the discourses frame citizens and construct the preferred
user of the city. However, this critique is offered with historical awareness and an
appreciation that while the lived experiences and policies of the Creative City and the
Smart City may perpetuate exclusions and normate urban design, the interest and
investment in these paradigms come from genuine points of urban reflexivity, to
rethink what the city is. The Creative City and the Smart City are both, at their core,
a series of questions and considerations of how the city could and should respond to
changing global and local conditions. I take on the words of John Hartely who, in
reviewing a presentation I gave, said there would be something lost if we dismissed
ideas such as the Creative City because of its flaws and did not recognise the
achievements made. In fact, in drawing from the contributions that the Creative City
discourse made, particularly in reviewing and reinscribing the meaning of public
space, intersections and questions can be raised of the depolitical technological
agendas of the Smart City.
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This chapter, and this thesis more broadly, aims to fill a void in literature that analyses
consistencies in the way contemporary city discourses frame citizenship and,
specifically, the way disability is located inside (or outside) of this frame. This work is
important for tracking both the ways in which the normate body is perpetuated, and
the ways patterns of exclusion are maintained, albeit in different ways. In doing so,
it provides more complex, layered understandings of how these discourses continue
to construct simplified and medical interpretations of disability. This chapter thus
sets the scene for the critical work in subsequent chapters that examines case
studies, as well as qualitative data, regarding the ways in which urban space is
experienced by people with disabilities, how the screen increasing works to both
construct and mediate these experiences, and the way city discourses frame these
experiences.
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4. Disability constructions in the Smart City: A narrative
prosthesis
4.1. Introduction
Both the Creative City and the Smart City have operated in the last twenty years of
urban planning as a utopian other – an alternative, a solution, to varying dystopian
impacts on changing city scapes. These discourses of utopian cities, however, require
depictions of the ‘unideal’ in order for them to not simply make sense but to reinforce
existing knowledges. Finkelstein, the recognised father of the social model of
disability,225 predicted that the ‘third phase’ of society (known as the Information
Age) would see the shift in gaze move away from the body and back onto society.226
However, this thesis investigates how the city discourses of Creative Cities and Smart
Cities, the cities of the Information Age, engage with disability whilst simultaneously
using the disabled body as a metaphor for the paradigm’s capabilities, that is, to
‘resolve’ urban problems, including disability. It argues that both paradigms continue
to rely on traditional discourses of disability and reductionist representations of
disability.227 This chapter identifies a consistent tethering of disability to technology
in an analysis of media coverage of the Smart City. However, it also concludes that
whilst disability continues to play a prosthetic role in the Smart City discourse, it does
so in a way that also presents an opportunity to rethink the way the meanings of
urban space are created, how the normate body is imagined, and the form of the
delineation between real and digital space.
In contrast, whilst some critical work emerged when the Creative City (and its
proponents) were at their height of popularity, and specifically critical work on the
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exclusive nature of this city discourse, 228 people with disabilities were largely
unacknowledged and absent from Creative Cities. As articulated in Chapter 3, the
Creative City perpetuated a “compulsory able-bodiedness”.229 As Tom Shakespeare
argues, in doing so, this urban discourse maintains an unchallenged and normalised
non-disabled identity. One purpose of this chapter, therefore, is to “deconstruct the
normality which is to be assumed.” 230 In an earlier publication, Shakespeare also
highlights the way the Creative City’s lack of engagement with disability revealed a
disjuncture between culture and disability more broadly. 231 Snyder and Mitchell
might argue, despite their premise that general images of disability abound in
history, in this context, in this city, that “disability’s absence proves evidence of a
profound cultural repression to escape the reality of biological and cognitive
differences”.232
More recently the Smart City paradigm has heralded a shift in the visibility of
disability in urban planning paradigms. The majority of research and media coverage
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of disability within the paradigm of Smart Cities has focused on the opportunities
that smart technology provides in increasing accessibility and inclusivity in urban
space,233 thus also perpetuating the role of disability as “a crutch upon which literary
narratives lean”. 234 This thesis argues that, throughout history, and across urban
paradigms, disability has almost always been constructed as a problem in need of a
solution, and in the Smart City discourses it has again been evoked to illustrate how
Smart Cities can resolve ‘anything’, including the disabled body. This chapter,
therefore, queries whether the Smart City’s use of disability as a narrative prosthesis
also confines disability to a “medical/body ability deficiency lens”, 235 identifying
deficient abilities and then proposing how certain robots/apps/smart tools can ‘fix’
or ‘normalise’ the individual. This chapter analyses the role of disability in this
contemporary urban discourse – identifying that “disability is foundational to both
cultural definition and the literary narratives that challenge normalising prescriptive
ideals” 236 – via a review of media representations of disability in articles on the
Smart City. The thesis borrows methodology from Beth Haller and John Clogston to
explain how media framing works to construct these representations, and reference
the work of Michel Foucault to position media framing as integral to discourse
creation.
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This chapter begins with an outline of the narrative prosthesis, including critiques
and alternative discussions, and how it is useful in the analysis of representations of
disability in media texts on the Smart City. It then anchors this methodology in two
important theories – discourse analysis and media framing – before outlining the
parameters of my media representation analysis. The findings of this analysis are
lastly discussed.

4.2. The narrative prosthesis
The narrative prosthesis was a concept developed by Sharon Snyder and David
Mitchell in the publication Narrative Prosthesis: Disability and the Dependencies of
Discourse (2000), 237 and in the later Narrative Prosthesis and the Materiality of
Metaphor in The Disability Studies Reader (2006) 238 to explain the way in which
disability is used throughout literature – and, as the thesis argues, contemporary
media as well – both as a metaphor or narrative shorthand for difference, deviance
and deficiency. For example, Mitchell and Snyder use the children’s book The
Steadfast Tin Soldier, a fairy tale by Hans Christian Anderson, to show how difference
is indicated via the presence of disability. When the child in the book receives a gift
of tin soldiers, the anomaly, the exception from which the narrative develops, is the
presence of one ‘disfigured’ tin soldier in a box of uniform, ‘normal’, soldiers. The
representation of the disability of the soldier who is missing a leg thus is the
prosthesis of the narrative, “the ‘lack’ calls the story into being”.239 Disability is thus
used for its “representational power, disruptive potentiality and social critique”;240 it
is a way in which writers make meaning and evoke tactic knowledge.
David Wills explored the term prosthesis five years earlier, in reflecting on his own
father’s leg prosthesis, unpacking the dual operation of this artifice, “prosthesis is the
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idea of that and at the same time the insistence on this instance”.241 In doing so, Wills
examines the meaning of wholeness, artificial and natural, and the way in which
prosthesis also occurs in a “performative mode”.242 This notion of performance – the
role that disability plays in text, shifting in and out of the text itself to engage longestablished discourses and knowledges – is important in considering why
experiences and representations of disability inform one another.
Whilst Mitchell and Snyder focus their analysis on literary texts, and others have
applied this framework to art, the thesis argues that an able-bodied normalcy is
present in all discourses, including urban paradigms, planning, development and
management. An important part of their theory is that the disability prosthesis works
to “alleviate discomfort by removing the unsightly from view”.243 In the context of
contemporary city paradigms, and specifically the Smart City, disability is not
removed, but resolved. The experience of disability itself is resolvable, able to be
alleviated via technology, but, further, performs a metaphorical role in representing
any urban problem via ICT; for example, the Smart City claims to provide solutions to
many issues, be they economic, environmental, urban design and/or social welfare.
The prosthesis metaphor, however, has another role in the Smart City paradigm, as
it can be viewed as the technology which connects the individual, disabled or
otherwise, with the city – this technology as prosthesis. This thesis primarily focuses
on the role of the smartphone here as the conduit between the citizen and the tech
of the Smart City. Richardson also highlights the ways in which mobiles affect the
experience of bodies, claiming they are “tools which impact upon our body limits,
shifting the variable boundaries of embodiment, and altering our sense of having a
body”.244 The notion of the smartphone ‘as prosthesis’ is explored later in this thesis,
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but it is important to acknowledge here the multiple ways in which the prosthesis is
conjured. As critics such as Sobchack and Jain identify, “prostheses are discursive
frameworks”245 and “lived artefacts”246. Their work thus informs my deployment of
prosthesis theory and its multiple functions in narratives as a metaphor, as
technologies (and, specifically, technologies that intersect with disability), and as a
concept at which understandings of disability, bodies and accessibility intersect.
Sobchack highlights the tensions between the prosthetic as a form of literary
interpretation, as an object and as a lived-body experience. In particular, she is
critical of the “metaphorical displacement of the prosthesis into other contexts
(because of its analogical usefulness in pointing out certain vaguely specified
structural and functional resemblance between ideas)”247 for, in doing so, the agency
of the individual is replaced or trumped by the object. It is precisely this concern that,
in the Smart City, the smartphone (as extensions of, tools for, and identifiers of the
citizen) and its functions become more important, more valued, than the experiences
and uses of the operator, that has propelled this chapter. Tucker refers to this
problematic relationship between disability and technology as the technocapitalist
disability rhetoric, where agency is attributed to technology rather than the
individual.248
The preferencing of technology also inaccurately depoliticises the technological
device, framing it as outside of social, economic and political structures from which
it is developed and used. As Ellis and Kent identify, exclusion is often exacerbated via
technology:
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Technology is often presented as an automatic source of liberation; however,
developments associated with Web 2.0 show that this is not always the case. The
uneven interface of the virtual and the analogue indicate that this inclusion is far
from an inevitable consequence of development.249
It is the contradiction of the prosthesis that Jain likewise unpacks, how technology as
prosthesis creates both a deficiency and an antidote to deficiency. 250 Jain and
Sobchack highlight the issues with the simplification of prosthesis as technology,
where technology as an extension of the body does not take into account the social
construction of abilities, the way certain bodies are “already dubbed as not fully
whole”,

251

and how the term prosthesis assumes the disabled body need

supplementation. The thesis thus employs the term prosthesis not unaware of the
limitations of both metaphoric and literal readings (and indeed metonymical and
synecdochical approaches),252 instead using the term to offer a critique of both how
representations of disability are used as a narrative prosthesis, and how the
emphasis on smart tech as a form of prosthesis in the Smart City operates to “displace
agency from human to artefact”.253
The relationship between disability and technology, and the way disability is used in
the paradigm of the Smart City – and specifically in media representations of the
Smart City – is important in recognising the cyclical way in which language informs
discourses of disability. Foucault’s theory of discourse is thus utilised in the following
section to explain how disability is used to convey meaning in city discourses.
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4.2.1. The role of discourse analysis
Disabled bodies are thus deployed in city paradigms as evidence of their capabilities
(to ‘resolve’ urban problems) whilst also reinforcing specific narratives or ideologies
about disability itself.
The treatment or deployment of ‘deviant’ or subversive bodies in texts that seek to
assert heteronormative ideologies is, in effect, a way in which difference, or the
threat of difference, is created so that normalcy can then be enforced or enacted.254
This process can be understood by applying Michele Foucault’s “rules of
discourse”. 255 Discourse is understood as the continual interaction between
language and practice. Terdiman defines discourses as:
The complexes of signs and practices which organise social existence and social
reproduction. In their structured material persistence, discourses are what give
differential substance to membership in a social group or class or formation, which
mediate an internal sense of belonging, an outward sense of otherness.256
Foucault was important to disability studies in many ways, defining the body as a
politicised space,257 and most pertinently to the way in which he questioned ideas of
what is natural, normal and inevitable. 258 His theory of discourse is pertinent to
understanding how the language of a topic is generated via a relationship between
the language and its practice.259 Foucault also argues that discourses are social – the
words used, and their meanings, depend on where, when, who and how a concept is
talked about. Foucault emphasised not simply the work of dominant discourses, but
how they come into being – the formation of a discourse requires an active process
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in which institutions put into play a concept, an idea.260 In Fairclough’s reading of
Foucault he stresses that discourse is shaped by a “recursive rather than unidirectional relationship between language and power”.261 He argues that discourses
operate along historical and horizontal lineages – they are informed by other
discourses, past and present. They are not formulated on eternal truth, but from
other knowledges produced by other discursive formations. As Fairclough identifies,
the formation of a discourse is not something that just happens; it involves
institutions and actors putting into play a specific concept or idea:
The essential insight in respect of the formation of objects is that the ‘objects’ of
discourse are constituted and transformed in discourse according to the rules of
some particular discursive formation, rather than existing independently and
simply being referred to or talked about in a particular discourse.262
An important part of this formation is the role of the institution, specifically media
institutions, in the construction of discourse. This is significant to how and where the
discourse is generated and popularised. In the same way that discourses are social,
they are also historical. The historical location of disability is considered in relation to
the way it is now conceptualised in the Smart City. This chapter therefore questions
how seemingly new discourses borrow from old discourses in order for the former to
achieve relevance and meaning. As Stuart Hall clarifies, knowledge gets “put to work,
through certain technologies and strategies of application, in specific situations,
historical contexts and historical regimes”.263 Lastly, this chapter is concerned with
how discourse excludes and, specifically, how it concerns itself with certain objects
and privileges certain concepts at the expense of others. As McHoul and Grace
explain, this function of discourse is used for both ruling in and ruling out ways of
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talking about a certain concept.264 Indeed, exclusion is overt in the Creative City –
discursively, disability is omitted from media and policy. In the Smart City, disability
is again framed as an excluded group, but in this recent city paradigm technology is
presented as a resolution to this exclusion and the prosthesis which ‘permits’ people
with disabilities into the utopian city.
4.2.2. The role of media framing
The representation of technology in this way – as a cure or remedy for experiences
of disability – is not new, though, as Goggin and Newell argue, changes to
telecommunications, as well as the convergence of media and digital technologies,
have exaggerated “the constitution of the technology as liberatory for its projected
users”:
People with disabilities are often valorized as a special case in point: technological
solutions are held out for their potential to abolish or ameliorate the disability that
is seen to lie within the individual. That the social and discursive shaping of
technologies proceed via a promissory note that they will confer unalloyed benefits
upon people with disabilities reveals a fundamentally flawed approach to
disability.265
The most pertinent location for this representation can be found in news media. This
location, as opposed to, for example, government policy documents or white papers,
provides a publicly accessible narrative and source of representations which in turn
generates a “circuit of culture”, of encoding and decoding meaning, within the
framings offered by the media. 266 As the analysis of media representations of
disability and the Smart City found, the framing of disability is not simply encoded
with meaning around disability, but also with specific ways of talking about new
technology. This pairing works to reinforce the traditional discourses of disability.
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The argument that technology ‘resolves’ disability is also considered by Haller et al.267
in an analysis of US and Canadian print media that discuss people with disabilities
(specifically communication disabilities) and new technology (specifically, “Apple
products, as well as other new tablet and smartphone technology, being used as
communication devices”) between 2007 and 2012. 268 Haller et al. identifies that
while new technology is positioned as ‘changing’ the experience of disability, the
stories themselves repeat old tropes and stereotypes, relying on entrenched, old
media frames. This perspective is reiterated by scholars such as Bonnie Tucker 269
who, in a similar analysis of Microsoft advertisements, argues that ableism is
reinforced when technology is prioritised and valorised for its capacity to increase
accessibility, whilst also representing disability as something to be fixed.
Haller et al.’s articulation of the way in which disability is framed in news stories
about new technology derives from a legacy of framing theory whereby specific
expectations are made (and read) “based on prior experience, against which new
experiences are measured and interpreted”. 270 Frames are socially and culturally
constructed, yet are taken for granted as normal or natural, both in the construction
of a news text and in the way they are read by the audience. In 1990 John Clogston
argued, after an analysis of 363 new sources across 16 newspapers, that specific
media frames were consistently used to represent disability.271 He found that two
key frames or models are used – a progressive model that is focused on disability as
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being located in society (a person is disabled by inaccessibility, for example), versus
a traditional perspective which views disability as an individual dysfunction. In a
progressive model people with disabilities are characterised as being disabled by the
physical, social or occupational environment and the attitudes within it. In a
traditional model, people with disabilities are represented as limited, less capable,
deviant, or even less human. These frames are further delineated into five sub
categories – two progressive (a minority/civil rights model and a cultural pluralism
model) and three traditional (a social pathology or economic model, a medical model
and a supercrip model) – and are analysed in conjunction with reporters’ attitudes
and experiences.
Haller, building on the work of Clogston,272 identified a further three types of frames
– the business model, the legal model and the consumer model (the first of which
was identified as a ‘traditional’ representation and the latter two ‘progressive’ –
therefore identifying a total of eight specific models that are utilised in the
representation of disability. 273 Haller argued that the introduction of significant
legislation in the US (namely the ADA) had “shifted the disability paradigm,”
acknowledging the full citizenship rights of people with disabilities, and subsequently
affected the way media represented disability. 274 Specifically, the expansion of
models came from an analysis of news coverage of the ADA. As Haller

notes, these

models should be revisited and adapted over time to reflect the changing status of
the disability community.275
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Of the traditional representations of disability Clogston identified, the social
pathology model is defined as framing people with disabilities as charity cases,
requiring support via the state, and from society more broadly. Of note, this support
is framed as a gift rather than a civil right. For example, Clogston explains how an
article titled “Coma-victim’s husband starts head-injury fund” positions the individual
with a disability as requiring donations, and as a passive victim, reliant on financial
support and charity. The medical model also represents disability as illness, but in
this frame the focus is on the individual’s dependency on health professionals, and
here the physical aspects of the disability are central to the article. In these
representations there is often a consistent narrative around ‘finding a cure’ or
resolving the disability. Finally, the ‘supercrip’ model, where a person with
disability/ies has overcome their impairment, is often used in conjunction with
sporting coverage. Here the individual is still defined by the physical characteristics
of their disability, but the focus shifts to their ability to overcome these physical
‘abnormalities’. For example, people with disabilities are applauded for their capacity
to either ‘live a normal life’ despite their ailment, or for ‘superhuman’ feats such as
participating in high-level sport. The business model (added by Haller as another,
modern form of traditional media representations of disability) focuses on the cost
of disability to society or businesses. The cost of accessibility, for example, is
represented as excessive or victimising business owners. Haller cited that, at the time
of the release of the ADA, articles commonly framed the legal requirements of the
Act as being detrimental to business. For example, she cites new headlines such as
“Disabilities Act closing popular meeting room”, and “Suburbs face challenge, costs
of satisfying Disabilities Act”.276
In contrast, progressive models re-orientate the focus of articles away from the
individual and back on to society. The minority/civil rights model represents people
with disabilities as a specific community seeking civil rights. Here people with
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disabilities are framed as legitimately seeking equality and political change, and there
is a focus on activism and advocacy. The legal model (another representation Haller
added to Clogston’s progressive models) is typically deployed in news articles where
disability rights are being fought in court but, in contrast to the minority/civil rights
model, the representations tend to focus on individual legal cases. The consumer
model positions people with disabilities as a new consumer group; this is the
opposite to the business model. People with disabilities in these news stories are
often heralded as a new or untapped consumer group, whereby increasing access in
society is an economically beneficial strategy. In this model a common rationale
presented is that increasing access will allow people with disabilities to gain
employment, thus generate their own income and be less dependent on government
services and pensions. Lastly, the cultural pluralism model is perceived to be in place
when people with disabilities are represented no differently to non-disabled people.
Haller et al. found that, in their analysis of ‘iTechnology’ and disability news, the most
prevalent themes277 relied on the frames of the supercrip and the social pathology
model. They also noted that disability was refined and represented via specific types,
in this instance, children with autism. Lastly, and pertinently for this thesis, the
technology, rather than the individual, was emphasised:
The news media tended to give credit to the technology as enabling people to
communicate rather than credit being given to people with disabilities who make
the technology work.278
This theme persistently carries through the news articles analysed in this chapter.
Employing Haller et al.’s methodology, a qualitative analysis of news articles about
Smart Cities and disability was undertaken. The stories were evaluated for themes
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(using the eight frames of disability presented in their research), disabilities (which
disabilities are mentioned), the role of technology, and the representation of the
Smart City. The aim here is not just to analyse representations of disability within this
urban paradigm, but to also develop an understanding of how the relationship
between the representations of disability, technology and the city intersect to inform
narratives of modern citizenship.

4.3. An analysis of news articles: disability in the Smart City
In an attempt to capture how media representations of disability work to reinforce
old discourses within ‘new’ Smart City paradigms, I examined the first 30 news
articles which were returned through a refined Google search of news articles
containing the term ‘smart city*’ and ‘disability*’ (see Appendix 1). The parameters
included the most relevant news articles between January 2014 and December 2019,
and excluded articles that did not specifically discuss disability within the context of
Smart Cities. The resulting articles came from a range of news outlets, from formal
online news corporations such as The Age, online only newspapers and online
newsletters, and from varying countries.

Figure 1. Themes present in newspaper articles on Smart Cities and disability
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While there was a diverse range of the aforementioned models used in the news
coverage (Figure 1), a point which is explored later in this section, the consistent
tethering of disability to technology, and specifically the representation of
technology as the remedy to disability, was the most significant outcome of this
textual analysis. However, the way in which this connection was created varied – in
two articles the supercrip model was evoked via technology, e.g. the person with a
disability was able to ‘overcome’ their disabilities via smart tech. In the CNN article
“The tech empowering disabled people in cities”, for example, technology – from
wheelchairs that climb stairs to smart walking sticks – is positioned as alleviating or
resolving disability. Specifically, the physical impairment, not the environment in
which it is located, is the ‘problem’ which requires the tech solution. Also noteworthy
in this article is that in two of the three images used, the people with a disability are
wearing athletic clothing and partaking in sport such as a marathon. These
athleticised representations also work to frame the article and mobilise the supercrip
theme.279

In 27% of articles there was a clear demarcation of people with disabilities as a group
which had the right to be included in society, thus the minority/civil rights model was
utilised. In a Forbes article reviewing the Milton Keys Smart City project,280 people
with disabilities are only briefly mentioned as a special interest group which should
be consulted and engaged with in order to ensure disability rights. However, in most
other articles, people with disabilities were not framed as a minority group. Instead,
the (growing) size and significance of this group was often highlighted, with multiple
articles noting it was only getting bigger with an ageing population. Likewise, the
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elderly were often conflated with disability, as requiring similar accessibility
requirements. For example, in The Hindu article “Digital push must be disabilityinclusive”,281 the author not only references the size of the disabled population (10%
of India), but also the size of the aged population (a further 10%), establishing from
the beginning of the article that the accessibility of ICT is required for both,
associated groups. This is a pertinent point as it also demonstrates a shifting
representation of disability beyond static medical definitions and instead as a more
normalised life phase, and part of everyday life.
The majority of articles, however, framed people with disabilities as a consumer
group (of smart technology), and that “making society accessible could be profitable
to businesses and society in general”.282 This profitability was expressed in multiple
ways. In the Financial Times and the Hindu Business Line283 both the business and
the consumer model were considered, cited as “the balance of costs and benefits of
making infrastructure more accessible”. 284 In the InDaily newspaper article “New
‘smart’ tram and bus stops to be installed around Adelaide” expenditure on
accessible transport was justified as it would “mean they [people with disability/ies]
will also be more easily connected to social, cultural and economic aspects of the
community”.285 Lastly, the Smart Cities Dive website, in an interview with the Blind
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Institute of Technology founder Mike Hess, framed people with disabilities as both
an untapped employment and a consumer group.286
Yet, despite the consistencies in representations of disability analysed in the media,
it is also recognised that discourses are not static nor fixed, but rather:
Complex and unstable processes whereby discourse can be both an instrument and
an effect of power, but also a hindrance, a stumbling block, a point of resistance
and a starting point for an opposing strategy.287
Thus the way in which disability is evoked and represented in the Smart City, both in
news media, policy and corporate contexts, has also been responsive to critiques.
This can be seen overtly in the coverage of the Smart Cities 4 All Toolkit in seven of
the thirty articles. The toolkit, designed by consulting group World Enabled and
advocacy initiative The Global Initiative for Inclusive Information and Communication
Technologies (financially supported by Microsoft), was constructed (and framed in
media coverage) as a response to the ‘threat’ of increased digital divides occurring in
Smart Cities for people with disabilities. It emphasises accessibility and inclusivity (via
a “a step-by-step checklist of impactful actions”) 288 in the development of Smart
Cities and projects. The presence of this toolkit, and the subsequent media coverage
of it, performs an important intersection in what Clogston articulated as traditional
frames of disability, through challenging assumptions that Smart Cities are inclusive
and accessible and increasing an awareness of the importance of ICT accessibility,
the focus of the toolkit. However, as discussed in the introduction to this thesis and
reiterated in subsequent chapters, accessibility checklists and toolkits often simplify
access, stripping it of its relational aspect, instead offering it as an end goal.
Moreover, the Smart Cities 4 All Toolkit locates access in design and in smart
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technology, again separating it from the social, cultural and historical constructions
of disability.
Indeed, critical intersections in dominant discourses do not reverse pervasive ways
of talking about disability, yet it was evident in the analysis of representations of
disability in the Smart City that “a point of resistance” had emerged, and a broader
understanding of non-normative bodies – particularly in relation to smart technology
– had begun. In comparison to the results of both Haller et al.’s 2016 and Clogston’s
1990 analyses of representations of disability, my analysis found both a broader
representation of types of disability, and the emergence of a potentially new or
alternative model. Noting in my analysis that the articles often did not clearly align
with any one of Haller’s eight models of disability representation, and that most
articles instead evoked different themes at different points, I looked for other
consistencies instead amongst the results. Pertinently, the theme of inclusivity
emerged as a consistent one – over half of all articles framed disability as an issue of
inclusivity.
This inclusivity model, this chapter proposes, is distinct to the other eight models in
Haller’s analysis for two reasons. Firstly, it presents disability as neither distinctively
the product of society nor as solely a medical condition, prioritising instead
experiences of disability. This perspective aligns with Tobin Siebers’ theory of
complex embodiment 289 in which he highlights the variety and differing of
experiences of disability. Siebers argues that disability will contribute to social
experience, and yet social experiences and structures help to construct disability.290
Secondly, this model places access (that is, inclusivity is achieved via access) at the
forefront of the narrative. This narrative emphasises that people with disabilities are
often excluded from society as the result of inaccessibility of services, ICT and the
built environment. This model is therefore an important ‘point of resistance’ for
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disability policy and specifically design and city management policy, as it opens a
discussion of what defines accessibility and how (and if) this achieves inclusivity.
As noted, in contrast to Haller’s analysis, my representations of types of disability
were broad – vision loss and mobility-based disabilities (including people who used
a wheelchair) were the more common representations appearing in 46% and 43% of
articles respectively, and hearing loss was mentioned in 13%. Cognitive disabilities
were mentioned in 23% of the articles analysed, and the same percentage of articles
also mentioned ageing or the elderly as examples of disability. In 10% of articles no
specific disability was mentioned and, interestingly, not speaking the local language,
race, poverty and illiteracy were all discussed as factors which may be disabling. In
contrast, Haller et al. found that the majority of articles she analysed represented
disability in a limited and narrow way (in this instance, children with autism using
iTechnology for educational purposes),291 neglecting a broader representation of the
disabled population.
In line with Clogston’s findings, representations of disability were more likely to be
pluralist if the author experienced disability, or if the person they interviewed did.
While Clogston’s research focused on whether a journalist’s co-worker had a
disability, as opposed to whether they did themselves, these research parameters
may be more reflective of the lack of reporters with disabilities in his study, and
perhaps the lack of reporters with disabilities in total thirty years ago. In this
chapter’s findings almost 30% of articles were either written by a person with a
disability (self-disclosed in-text) or included an interview with someone who
identified as having a disability. This suggests that Clogston’s final suggestion – for
news outlets to hire more people with disabilities “whose stories are being told
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inadequately”, made off the back of the Kerner commission advice in 1965292 – may
have finally begun to be realised.
Overall, the findings of this media analysis suggest there is a clear continuation (or
conflation) of technology as enabling, as ‘resolving disability’, and facilitating
inclusion, mirroring Haller’s earlier findings. This aligns with Tucker’s analysis of the
discursively influential role of tech companies in the Smart City as “discourse on
technology and disability is framed by tech companies rather than disabled activists…
suggest[ing] that well-designed, accessible technologies provided by corporations
are the solution to disability”. 293 While the articles themselves often appeared to
show pluralistic representations of disability, the consistent theme and focus on
technology as enabling also concurrently reduced representations back to
traditional, medical models, whereby disability was still a fault or deviance that
needed resolving. Yet the dual, almost paradoxical nature of these representations
may allude to a point of resistance, or a starting point for an opposing strategy for
which a different discourse of disability, specifically in Smart Cities, may be
developing. As Cardullo and Kitchen summarised, Smart City initiatives are
responding to critiques of being overly technocratic and, as a result, a more citizencentric approach, including a dialogue of inclusivity, is being promoted.294 Likewise,
Cowley, Joss and Dayot295 argue the Smart City has entered a new, second phase
whereby policies have become (at least on paper) citizen-focused and peoplecentred. In their research the authors conclude that a more long-term analysis and
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application of the paradigm is required to determine whether Smart City practices
will foster an evolved notion of “publicness”. They argue dominant socio-political
institutions and economic actors and associated discourses remain as the structures
in which Smart Cities are enacted, thus change is “incremental at best”. However,
they also contend that there is space and opportunities within this paradigm in which
public ownership, civic engagement, and the enabling of political participation
through Smart City technology can form “the distinctive spatialities of the ‘smart
public’”.296 Indeed, the prosthetic nature of the smart technology for people with
disabilities, as discussed in Chapter 6, establishes both practical and discursive
conduits for inaccessible city spaces, if access is critically considered. There lies an
opportunity here, therefore, in the ways in which disability is reintroduced or
visualised through technology to, in turn, rework or re-examine the relationship
between disability, space, citizenship and technology.

4.4. Conclusion
While the findings from the media analysis of news articles on disability and Smart
Cities found a consistent tethering of technology to disability, evoking the technology
as prosthesis, the diversity of ways in which this connection was represented and the
multiplicity of the models of disability that were utilised did not demonstrate a
simplistic reversion to a medical model of disability. Instead, a more complex
representation of disability emerges, one which reflects both the discursive and
literal interpretations of technology as prosthesis. Further, as some theorists suggest,
this may illustrate ways in which the discourse of the Smart City is responding to
critical understandings of both publicness and disability.
The term prosthesis has a significant function in the Smart City as we enter a moment
of city paradigms which constructs, performs and represents citizens via the medium
of new technology. Thus, subsequent chapters of this thesis evoke the term
prosthesis in another way, beyond the theory of the narrative prosthesis. As argued
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in Chapter 6, the smartphone becomes a conduit, or prosthesis, between the citizen
and the city – allowing interaction, identification and validation in the city that
monitors and provides access to those that have the technology that ‘speaks to’ the
city’s technology. As such, this chapter returns to the concept of prosthesis in
Chapter 6 to explain the role of the smartphone as “augmentations of our
sensorium” 297 and as devices which shift the relationship between body and the
environment, and between actual and digital space. Campbell alludes to this
recreation of citizens in a time of a “new kind of human subjectivity – intersubjectivity
if you like – technological humans”. 298 Indeed, the conflation of technology and
humanness shifts the way we think about the boundaries of all bodies, disabled or
otherwise, and about human ontologies. Though Sobchack and Janis warn of the
reductionist tendencies when conflating technology (as prosthesis) and disability,299
there is also a discursive opportunity here to move away from both simplistic views
of new, smart technology as either good or bad, and the notion of the disabled body
as something that could be curable, that is via technology. Instead, the Smart City’s
emphasis on the technological citizen might, as Shakespeare suggests, “let us
deconstruct the normality-which-is-to-be assumed”.300 Indeed, the shifting visibility
of disability in popular urban discourse itself suggests a destabilising of an
understanding of the normate citizen.
The following chapter tracks the shifting ways that urban discourses have defined
and framed disability, not just through media representations, but through the
manifestation of the discourses in urban projects. Specifically, in the analysis of the
ways that urban screens – an artifact of Creative City reimaging and regeneration
strategies and a way in which performances of the civic were framed – are envisaged
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in urban space, and the ways in which their accessibility is defined, allows for an
understanding of how the preferred user and normate citizen is constructed.
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5. The urban screen
5.1. Introduction
Disability and screens, or digital media, have recently become a well researched
topic, especially since the proliferation of the personal mobile screen, the
smartphone. 301 The accessibility, usability and potentials of these mobile screens
have been explored from multiple disciplines and fields (as detailed in the following
Chapter 6). Yet, in the research that addresses disability and urban screens, the
screen remains configured as a personal or individual device, located outside of
conceptualisations of public space. In contrast, the role of the public screens in urban
space has been significant in affecting the meaning of space – from the “technological
sublime”, 302 to the commercialisation of public space, to the framing of a public
square, and as a site for civic participation and cultural production. This chapter
argues that the urban screen works to both define who is considered as a participant
in and of public space, and the ways in which disability is constructed and
experienced.
To date, the urban screen has been overlooked in studies of disability. As such, this
chapter explores the idea that the ‘fixed’, public urban screen can also work to
construct understandings of disability, the citizen and of accessibility. Indeed, Erkki
Huhtamo argues that urban screens have not simply been overlooked in disability
studies, but more generally in academia, but for similar reasons – the urban screen
sits outside of dominant interior or private screen discourse:
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Public screens remain peripheral when it comes to media scholarship. Cinema and
television studies, as well as ‘new media’ research, have largely ignored them.
Most scholars of audiovisuality seem prone to look toward segregated and
‘interiorised’ (both psychologically and physically) experiences.303
This framing of screens as occurring within the personal/private realm runs parallel
with the trajectory of research on disability and screens as, despite a focus on
accessibility (or lack thereof), an individualised (rather than social) view of screens
remains. 304 For example, the screen is typically framed as rehabilitative 305 or
prosthetic.306
This chapter revisits the role of the urban screen, in part as a seminal feature of
Creative City designs, where cultural and media space entwine and activate physical
space. However, the diminishing influence of the large urban screen, especially in
emerging Smart City discourse, is also pertinent to this chapter. As such, the thesis
tracks the urban screen’s emergence, from a purely commercial artefact, to a marker
of public culture and civic or community engagement, to its re-individualisation and
invisibility in the Smart City. This chapter is therefore concerned with how these
screens – as frames for how the city is experienced and citizenship is constructed –
intersect with citizens with disabilities. In reviewing the evolution of urban screens,
this chapter allows for an analysis of the way in which the understandings of
citizenship and public space is mediated via the screen, specifically in terms of urban
accessibility.
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The chapter begins with one of the first and certainly the most infamous urban screen
sites, New York’s Times Square, which provides a historical perspective on the role,
function and evolution of the urban screen. From this notoriously commercial urban
screen(s), it moves to a discussion of large public urban screens in Australia,
highlighting two examples where the screen played a role in Creative City-based
planning and public space construction – Perth’s Northbridge Piazza and
Melbourne’s Federation (Fed) Square. In this review the accessibility of the screen is
established, again highlighting the public/private tension of disability, and reviewing
the role of closed captions and audio descriptions. Lastly, the chapter considers the
way in which the urban screen is both reduced and reconstructed in the Smart City
using the example of the Starling Crossing as a focal point.
Not only does this chapter examine different screens, it also examines their role from
different perspectives and disciplinary approaches. This allows for an understanding
of how urban screens – as architectural fixtures and part of the built city
environment; as cultural artifacts and features of the Creative City’s (and other new
city paradigms) planning components; and as forms for civic engagement and
facilitation – can affect experiences of disability in multiple ways. Furthermore, it
mirrors the overall argument of the thesis that experiences of disability, and
accessibility, should be approached from a multidisciplinary position, allowing for a
critical understanding of access-knowing.

5.2. Defining the fixed urban screen as a marker of cultural citizenship
Urban screens include “screens of various scale – from the small handheld screens of
mobile phones to the large screens dominating the streetscapes of global cities”.307
However, this chapter is concerned with the latter, and specifically with fixed, large
screens positioned in central public places, squares or civic centres; later chapters in
this thesis detail the role of the smartphone in the configuration of disability. While
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the thesis touches on their historical function and form, and current and future
manifestations, these screens are broadly described as LED urban screens of the late
1990s onwards, symptomatic of what Scott McQuire refers to as the Media City.308
McQuire’s 2008 publication is an integral text for understanding the complex role the
urban screen plays in framing city experiences and understandings of citizenship.
McQuire is less concerned with the screen as a site of representation, but rather as
part of urban space; often analysing the urban screen as an architectural component
of the city. The appearance of the screen in public – and specifically the movement
of television outside of the private domain (the home) and into the public realm –
was, as McQuire argues, both “the most visible and influential tendencies of
contemporary urbanism” 309 and a new format in which the public could be
constructed. This is achieved in several ways – from a ‘colonisation’ of public space,
to media art and performances promoting public agency, to providing a ‘hinge’
between private and public life.
Contextually, the publication is also pertinent, published at a time in which the
Creative City was well established as a planning paradigm (forming part of a broader
urban planning emphasis on regenerating urban centres), but also when
smartphones (and thus what would become a second, personalised version of the
urban screen) were introduced to the market. This timing, at an “in between
phase”310 where the personal smartphone had yet to become an omnipresent fixture
of screened experiences of the city, but where interest in (and installation of) the
urban screen had become a common inclusion in the physical construction of public
space, influenced McQuire’s focus on their potential in facilitating collective culture
and public inclusion.
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In the past ten years, and specifically since the proliferation of the smartphone, less
attention has been paid to the role or prominence of the public urban screen. While
they continue in the form of large, fixed, LED screens in public space, they have also
expanded to encompass more interactive content 311 (such as the responsive
transport screen), or be responsive either to touch, gaming interfaces or via the
user’s own smartphone and apps. McQuire et al. argue that the interactive urban
screen “offer[s] different opportunities for disseminating public culture and fostering
civic engagement”. 312 Indeed, over time, the role of the screen has shifted, from
representational to an urban artefact, and later as a site for “social potential” in the
formation of a public sphere.313
This social potential of the urban screen and its function in the demarcation and
performance of public space is linked to the notion of cultural citizenship. Chapter 2
of this thesis explored the relationship between shifting understandings of citizens,
specifically in the city context, and how this affects the visibility of and access to
urban space for certain bodies. In this chapter, the concept of cultural citizenship is
specifically employed to reveal how urban screens work to define boundaries of
participation in public culture and civic engagement. While citizenship more broadly
is tethered to the legal rights and obligations of a person within a state, cultural
citizenship is explained by Turner as “the capacity to participate effectively, creatively
and successfully within a national culture”. 314 Thus, access to cultural sites and
institutions frames this form of membership. As Turner posits, one of the problems
of modern cultural citizenship is the premise that there exists a unified, homogenous

311

Scott McQuire et al., “Public Screens: From Display to Interaction,” International Journal of EPlanning Research 1, no. 2 (2012): 22–43, https://doi.org/ 10.4018/ijepr.2012040102.

312

McQuire et al. “Public Screens,” 26.

313

Mirjam Struppek, “The Social Potential of Urban Screens,” Visual Communication 5, no. 2 (2006)
173–188, https://doi.org/10.1177/1470357206065333; Martin Tomitsch et al., “The Role of Digital
Screens in Urban Life: New Opportunities for Placemaking,” in Citizen’s Right to the Digital City, ed.
Marcus Foth, Martin Brynskov and Tim Ojala, 37–54 (Singapore: Springer, 2015).

314

B. S. Turner. “Outline of a General Theory of Cultural Citizenship,” in Culture and Citizenship, ed.
Nick Stevenson, 11–32 (London: Sage, 2001), https://doi.org/10.4135/9781446217665.n2.

104

national culture. The diversity of forms of both cultural identities and expressions of
these identities further compounds the fluidity of the term. Elsewhere, Pakulski has
defined cultural citizenship as:
[Involving] not only tolerance of diverse identities but also – and increasingly –
claims to endignifying representation, normative accommodation and active
cultivation of these identities and their symbolic correlates.315
This definition has been utilised by disability theorists to discuss ways in which the
rights of citizenship intersect with representations of disability and inaccessibility in
the built form. Without negating the complexity and breadth of debate around this
concept, the primary focus of this chapter is to locate disability in a relationship
“between city as space and citizenship as political, social and cultural practice”316 at
the site of the urban screen. Moreover, as this thesis resituates citizenship in a
localised, urban context, this chapter is thus concerned with how people with
disabilities are incorporated in cultural citizenship, but also how certain urban sites
likewise reinforce what constitutes cultural citizenship in the inclusion or exclusion
of the non-normative body.

5.3. The trajectory of the fixed urban screen
Screens have played an increasingly consistent, ubiquitous role in urban space,
particularly since the mid 1990s – from early iterations and commercial advertising
platforms, to sites for cultural engagement, through to the role of the urban screen
in the central plaza (marking a transformation of public space) and, most recently, to
a new emphasis on the personal screen (specifically the smartphone) in navigating
and engaging with urban space. Yet, despite their consistency visibility, they have
evoked little academic attention. 317 However, this thesis identifies that attention
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should be drawn back to the urban screen – in its multiple guises and forms – as well
as the complex relationship between screens and citizen participation in urban
environments.
Before the urban screen, the notion that urban spaces both produced and
communicated meaning were identified by theorists such as Kevin Lynch and Henri
Lefebvre. Kevin Lynch (1960)318 discussed how spaces in the city are read, comprising
of identity, structure and meaning. Henri Lefebvre’s ideas (originally published in
1974) are also important in considering the screen as a type of “production of
space”319 that facilitates urban space “both as a product of social practices and as
their instrument, medium, and milieu”.320 In the following examples, we see how the
location, design (including capabilities) and function of the screen inform both the
meaning of the space (the large urban screen as a marker of the public square) and,
equally, how these screens are products of contemporary urban discourses. The
relationship between the smartphone and the user, for example, is increasingly
informed by the digitisation of cities and of citizens.
It should also be noted here that the content and representations projected through
the screen is another, significant component in understanding how screens produce
and are produced by social practices. However, representations of disability on the
screen are beyond the parameters of this thesis, and have been thoroughly explored
elsewhere.321 Instead, this chapter focuses on the screen as a cultural, social, political
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and urban artefact, using the examples of New York’s Times Square, Northbridge
Plaza in Perth and Federation (Fed) Square in Melbourne.
5.3.1. Case study: A Screened Times Square, New York
One of the most globally recognised sites of urban screens is Times Square in New
York. It is the location of thirty-seven LED screens, fixed to walls of commercial spaces
within and surrounding Times Square. While this site is renowned for its largely
commercial screens, it is significant for this purpose and for its history as one of the
first sites of urban screens – Papastergiadis highlights the launch of The New York
Times building at Times Square in 1928 which displayed news bulletins via the
‘zipper’, a 400 foot screen that was illuminated by almost 15,000 lightbulbs322. In 1976
it became the first programmable urban screen with the capacity to show different
types of content, from broadcast, to advertising, to art. By the 1990s, LED technology
had matured to a point in which it became a cost-effective, viable, 24-hour screen;
that is, it could be viewed effectively in daylight.
As a result, the urban screen proliferated, and Times Square exemplified this, moving
media images dominating the famous streetscape. Initially a source of information
and communication, the purpose and function of the Times Square screens have also
evolved with both the technological evolutions – from LED, to architectural facades
and building wraps, to the contemporary dynamic interfaces – and the shifting socialcultural dynamic of screened citizenship. Indeed, the urban screen changed the
“social experience of urban space”323 – they did not simply represent events, but
became a part of them; they defined the boundaries and purpose of space in their
(predominantly commercial) content; they both signalled a demise of public space
and facilitated cultural engagement.324 In the past ten years, this summary appears
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antiquated, as the clear divisional lines between screen and audience, content and
producer, digital and analogue space blur and entwine. However, tracking the
shifting role of the urban screen in situ allows for reflexivity and critical interjection
in ways in which screens define bodies and space.
The thesis argues that the evolution of the urban screen also parallels evolutions in
the way accessibility is considered and configured – initial iterations lacked any
engagement with or consideration of normalised bodies, and citizens were framed
as able-bodied (typically white and male) consumer citizens. As the urban screen
became bound up in expressions of publicness, some awareness of accessibility
emerged, though typically in fragmented and simplistic ways.325 As Hamraie explains,
accessibility (until recently) tended to standardise and simplify the disabled body and
experience (e.g. the white, middle class, older man in a wheelchair).326 Alternative
ways of watching a screen (such as via closed captions and audio descriptions) had
been developed but were deployed in piecemeal, confined to small percentages of
television broadcasts in the privacy of home.327 Today the emphasis has shifted once
more, from accessible technology, to individual use of the screen as an AT to achieve
accessibility. CDS theorists such as Ellcessor and Hamraie have warned, this
reatomises disability, and frames access through the lens of the medical model;
disability is located within and becomes the responsibility of the individual. The
following section provides qualitative data for this argument, identifying how and
where accessibility is articulated in urban screens across Australia.
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5.4. Access and Australian urban screens
Despite an increased awareness and implementation of accessibility features for
screens, access remains relegated to the responsibility of the individual. This thesis
identifies this at that urban screens remain largely inaccessible and provide
inconsistent and incomplete interpretations of access. Between 2019 and 2020 the
accessibility policies, interpretations and inclusions were reviewed for large urban
screens across Australia. This component of the thesis looked specifically at the
screens’ provision of closed captions and audio description, whilst also reviewing
accessibility policies at the screen site. Those reviewed include the screens at the
Perth Cultural Centre (Perth, WA), the Northbridge Piazza (Perth, WA), Fed Square
(Melbourne, Victoria), Harmony Square (Dandenong, Victoria), Bunjil Place
(Melbourne, Victoria), The Concourse (Sydney, New South Wales), Darwin
Waterfront (Darwin, Northern Territory), The Cube (Brisbane, Queensland),
Bleenleigh Town Square (Logan, Queensland), and The Loop (Hobart, Tasmania). This
review found a piecemeal approach to closed caption provision and an almost
complete absence of audio description. This review considered how the screen was
managed and programmed, how disability was configured and defined, if and how
accessibility was framed and incorporated at the screen site, and the presence of a
DAIP (Disability Action and Inclusion Plan). Private large screens (such as outdoor
cinemas) were excluded from the analysis. Most screens were situated in public
squares; however, not all were managed/owned by government bodies or local
councils (see Table 1).
Despite the presence of accessibility policies at half of the screen sites, the
accessibility of the actual screen was not prioritised. Closed captions were
incorporated for four of the screens, but not consistently; rather their inclusion was
dependent on the content source/producer. One screen coordinator expressed that
the inclusion of captioning was “a lot more work, effort and cost”. Other responses
to accessibility information requests expressed that captioning was “provided if
available” but was the responsibility of the content producers.
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Table 1. Accessibility of Australian urban screens
Name and location

Management/
ownership

Site
accessibility
policy

Closed captions

Audio
description

Perth Cultural
Centre Screen –
Perth CBD / Cultural
Centre, WA

Perth Theatre
Trust and City
of Perth

Yes

Yes: some

No

Northbridge Piazza
– Northbridge, WA

City of Perth

No

Yes: some

No

Fed Square –
Melbourne, VIC

Fed Square
Pty Ltd

Yes

No: hearing loop
available for some
events. “Unfortunately
currently the films do
not come with closed
captions but we [are]
working on a solution
for future screenings”

No

Harmony Square –
Dandenong, VIC

City of Greater
Dandenong

No

Yes: some. Film festival
events provide
subtitles

No

Bunjil Place – Narre
Warren, VIC

City of Casey

Yes

Yes: most. “Since
November 2019 we
have actively aimed to
increase the captioning
of all content on the
Outdoor Screen”

No

The Concourse –
Chatswood, NSW

Willoughby
City Council

Yes

No

No

Darwin Waterfront
– Darwin, NT

Darwin
Waterfront
Corporation

No

No

No

The Cube –
Queensland
University of
Technology (QUT),
Brisbane, QLD

QUT

Yes
(university
guidelines)

No

No
(looking at
adding)

Beenleigh Town
Square – Logan,
QLD

City of Logan

No

No: “investigating”
hearing loops

No

The Loop – Hobart,
TAS

City of Hobart

No

No

No
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At other sites, hearing loops – which work in conjunction with hearing aids to
improve sound quality – were noted as being “investigated” at Beenleigh Town
Square, and were also available for limited events at Fed Square. At The Cube, closed
captions were not considered as “the projects have been created without the
requirement for audio cues or dialog. Text and image prompts are used primarily for
engagement.” However, The Cube also classifies itself as “an interactive space that
focuses on visual engagement” as justification for not offering audio description.
Indeed, audio description was not incorporated in any of the urban screens.
While the results of the review suggest an ableist rendering of these screened spaces,
the way in which disability was configured in the space was more complex, entwined
with ways in which disability was defined, the way the screen was defined
(Papastergiadis et al. propose three typologies of the large urban screen – public
space broadcasting, civic partnership, and art),328 what constitutes performances of
cultural citizenship and, importantly, the multifarious relationship between the way
in which “the value of access is spoken of, acted upon [and also] resisted”.329
Though each urban screen lacked accessibility, considered and extensive accessibility
plans denoted that the site was planned for inclusion. However, what, where and
how accessibility was manifested varied greatly, not simply between sites but within
them. Firstly, definitions of accessibility have always been bounded by definitions of
disability which have changed and evolved over time. However, understandings of
what constitutes access lags behind evolved understandings of disability, specifically
beyond mobility-based conceptualisations. While hearing and vision based
disabilities are both frequently occurring in the general population and have
extensive histories of AT development, the ways in which deafness and blindness are
incorporated in screen cultures is still fragmented and inconsistent. In addition, other
‘invisible’ disabilities, including cognitive and sensory disabilities, are becoming more
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recognised categories of disability, yet have only very recently become incorporated
and explored in the design of the built and online environment. Moreover,
intradisability diversity – that is the range of experiences of disability within
categories, impacted by both levels of impairment, e.g. from low vision to total
blindness, and other socio-cultural factors – and the experience of multiple
disabilities are rarely acknowledged in the access paradigm. As discussed in Chapter 2
of this thesis, these categories are historically, socially and politically constructed,
and continue to be debated in the field of CDS.
Yet disability identity politics is not written in to disability inclusion plans for spaces,
despite (and because of) an entrenched normate template in understandings of
space and belief in the “mythic average user”.330 While in most public urban spaces
and within disability inclusion plans the wheelchair symbol is prominent, and
universally accessible toilets, ramps, lifts and wider doorways are written in to
building and space design, other disabilities enter into accessibility considerations in
far less consistent ways. Notably, while Braille signage, tactile ground surface
indicators and audio tactile pedestrian crossings have become consistent markers of
the accessibility of urban space, audio description on screens is far less prevalent, as
the review of urban screens in Australia substantiated. In part, this is related to the
ways in which accessibility is impacted by technological development and histories.
Katie Ellis, Mike Kent and I have elsewhere argued that this absence is bound up in
socio-cultural assumptions about disabled citizens and audiences, that “blind people
don’t watch TV”.331
Beyond the construction of the preferred user and assumptions of the normate body,
the urban screen is also inserted into these (semi)public spaces with specific intent.
The function of the screen varies between each example – informed by the history
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of the space, the established purpose of the screen, and the discourses that inform
this purpose – notably, as discussed in the subsequent section, discourses of the
Creative City and Smart City.
One of the most interesting observations in the screens reviewed is how the
accessibility of the space varies significantly across the public square. This is most
notable in sites such as Fed Square, Bunjil Place and the Perth Cultural Centre. All
three sites have accessibility policies, two registered with registered DIAPs, which
incorporate a range of accessibility feature and services; however, it should be noted
that there are significant variances in the way disability is incorporated in these plans.
For example, the Perth Cultural Centre which incorporates the urban screen is
managed by the Perth Theatre Trust which also manages other cultural venues in the
city, including multiple theatres and the Perth Concert Hall. While the Perth Theatre
Trust details an accessibility plan, which includes the use of hearing loops, tactile
tours, some captioned and audio described performances, as well as wheelchair
accessible spaces, these inclusions do not extend outside of specific spaces such as
the theatres. Thus, the urban screen sits outside of the accessibility policy.
This shifting of responsibility for accessibility, and fluidity in where and how access
should be incorporated, is a common narrative, in both built and online spaces. The
thesis argues that it also reveals a more entrenched problem of the medicalisation of
disability in seemingly social model-based initiatives to increase access. Essentially,
when accessibility is only partially incorporated, restricted to specific activities,
spaces and indeed screens, it relegates disability as being the ‘problem’ of the
individual:
This is a fairly common ableist (and sexist) response, shifting responsibility for a
disadvantage onto the disadvantaged group. It is often seen in simplistic demands
that people change their desires, activities, and need rather than ask for social
change.332
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In this instance, disability is acknowledged only in specific spaces, and the urban
screen falls outside of this space. This is arguably a result of two key assumptions –
the first is the way in which specific practices of cultural citizenship are validated
more than others, that is, tied up in embedded notions of high and low culture;
secondly, just as the responsibility for accessibility is often fluid, the audience and
participants in the urban screen are not fixed and static, “[they are] mobile, there is
ambient exposure, and there are contingent encounters.”333
The purpose and history of these public squares are important in understanding the
ways in which citizenship and public participation were constructed and reinforced
in the design of these sites. The following historical and cultural analysis of the
Northbridge Piazza and Fed Square provide context to how urban screens define
ability/disability and citizenship. These two case studies both represent urban
screens which were erected as parts of Creative City strategies, and reflect the
discourse imaging of the ideal, preferred citizen.
5.4.1. Case study: Northbridge Piazza, Perth
The Northbridge Piazza in Perth was constructed in 2008 and was designed as a
“community space”, encompassing a community building, stage, green wall and large
LED screen; it was completed in 2009. Julie Meehan designed the 3,500m2 space. The
screen itself is programmed by the City of Perth, which “aims to celebrate artistic and
creative spirit in Northbridge and act as a provider of artistic expression and provide
entertainment, arts, cultural, community, sporting and educational-based
programming opportunities.”
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Examples of programming included creative

projects such as an interactive ‘people’s screen’, 335 film festivals, broadcasting of
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culturally significant events such as the results of the same-sex marriage vote, as well
as music and arts events.
The redevelopment of the Piazza and construction of the urban screen was a
component of the Creative City plan for Perth. The Creative City was activated within
the city and state bureaucracies, including the establishment of a Perth Creative
Bureaucracy group combining policy advisors from the Department of Planning and
Infrastructure, the City of Perth and LandCorp. However, the discourse was also
maintained and propelled within the broader public sphere.
In the policies and strategies of the City of Perth since 2003, the language of the
Creative City and the method of city envisioning has also been implicit; these were
an active proponent of this city discourse. Not only were senior bureaucrats and
councillors consistently involved in the Creative City circuit of experts and advisors in
Perth, there were also dramatic strategic shifts in the Council and the administration
over this period, and policies, strategies and visions for the city were rewritten and
re-languaged along noticeably Creative City-esk terms of vibrancy, regeneration and
creativity. This discourse is visible through a range of policy and strategic
documentation, including the 2008 City of Perth 2029 Vision and Four Year Strategic
Plan336 and several Creative City mapping projects.337
Included in the planning for the City of Perth were aims to both preserve and develop
public spaces that engaged citizens and fostered cultural capital. Influenced by
visiting experts such as Jan Gehl and Charles Landry, the design and construction of
the Northbridge Piazza was undertaken to achieve this version of an active public
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space.338 Included in the design was a large urban screen which would be specifically
programmed to encourage public participation. This location was significant for two
reasons. Firstly, it was part of the Council’s broader strategic plan to enliven the city
centre; secondly, it was a tangible, design-led strategy to resolve long-held social
tensions within Northbridge, and specifically the fostering of a safe and familyfriendly environment at night.339 The Piazza, and the urban screen, therefore, were
always premised on orchestrating a specific type of citizenship. This helped define
how the space would and should be used, and by whom.
In interviews with coordinators and programmers of the site, accessibility was
expressed as both expensive and complex, thus demarcating people with disabilities,
specifically vision impairment and hearing loss, as outside of the intended audience
or screen public. While accessibility for people with (specific) mobility disabilities was
incorporated into the site, such as the inclusion of universally accessible toilets and
a lift to the community centre building, the accessibility of the screen itself was
inconsistent.340 Mirroring accessibility issues in Australian television, there is a lack
of awareness of, or reluctance to incorporate, captions and/or audio description
across different media platforms, and activist and advocacy groups are relied upon
to highlight inaccessibility.341 In the case of the inclusion of captions at screenings,
interventions from the Access and Inclusion Advisory Group, and specific
recommendations from representatives from the WA Deaf Society, eventually lead
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to closed captions being included for most screenings. 342 However, this occurred
after the screen had been operational for almost a decade, despite past screened
films already having captioned content, and was not required for 'artistic content.
Indeed, this discrepancy between the availability of accessible content, the capacity
for technology to display the content, and the decision to ‘turn on’ access, continues
across all forms of television.343 Closed captions were thus displayed on the screen
incidentally and sporadically, only occurring when the content producer had
provided a readable format. Moreover, the provision of captions for people with
disabilities was only justified due to its applicability to other intended audiences such
as people with English as a second language. The less mainstream accessibility
feature of audio description was also marginalised, both through cost and
technological complexity – “we would need a player that does two tracks. And the
bulk of material we screen does not have audio description”. 344 When audio
description was available its use was unintentional – “we did accidently play audio
description once!”.345 Accessibility was, for this screen, never intentionally planned
nor designed for, and thus also not accommodated in budgets. Titchkosky articulates
this problematising of disability:
Disability is not yet recognized as a present and important participant. Disability is
apprehended as a problem for bureaucratic organisations and thus is in need of a
bureaucratic solution.346
Moreover, as evident in the reviews of accessibility policies at other urban screen
sites, disability itself is restricted and redefined (equated to simplistic categories – an
individual in a wheelchair), and diversity of disability, and indeed intradisability
diversity, is negated and replaced with simple renderings of the intended audience.
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Of course, the intended audience is likewise socially and historically constructed, in
this case via the contest over the use and purpose of Northbridge itself, and is
impacted by the rhetoric of the Creative City. As this thesis argues, urban discourses
such as the Creative City work to construct understandings of the preferred citizen
and, in doing so, often perpetuate understandings of the normate body.
The following case study of Fed Square also identifies ways in which accessibility of
public space intersects with the meanings layered upon the space itself.
5.4.2. Case study: Federation (Fed) Square, Melbourne
Federation Square, or Fed Square, as it became known and was later rebranded in
the process of the development of the space, began in 1998. It was opened as a civic
precinct in 2002, consisting of a several layers of open spaces, shops and cafés,
galleries, performance venues and the urban screen. It was an ambitious and
expensive project, born off the back of Australia’s first (national) Creative City
strategy, Creative Nation, released in 1994.347 This ‘creative turn’, bolstered by the
global interest in the Creative City paradigm, was critical in the design and funding of
projects such as the aforementioned Northbridge Piazza project and Fed Square.
However, in comparison to the Northbridge Piazza, a relatively small and localised
urban screen project, and one driven by local council, Federation Square was
designed as a flagship state project that would produce a large-scale, modern and
internationally recognisable civic square. Melbourne had already invested
significantly in the Creative City agenda, evident in the 1996 Arts policy, Melbourne
2030, 348 and urban renewal projects such as the Docklands and the laneway
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development strategies, all heavily influenced by the language (and consultant
visitations) of Charles Landry and Richard Florida.349
There was a distinct emphasis on the ‘civic’ in the original design of and charter for
Federation Square, managed by a private company Federation Square Pty Ltd which
is owned by the state of Victoria. The civic and cultural charter articulated ‘civic-ness’,
primarily in the site’s capacity to attract and communicate to visitors. However, core
foundations of citizenship – civil, political and social rights – were absent from the
charter.
The underlying purpose of Federation Square as determined by the Government of
Victoria and the City of Melbourne is to achieve specific cultural and civic objectives
for Victoria:
•

to provide a stimulating, educational, comfortable and entertaining
destination venue to Victorians, and to interstate and international visitors.

•

to represent Melbourne as a leading city for the arts and for innovation and
creativity in all forms of cultural expression.

•

to communicate the City’s leadership in contemporary ideas and expression.

•

to provide a focal point for arts and cultural festivals and activities and
important civic commemorations.

•

to reflect Melbourne’s cultural diversity in its overall operations and
programming.

•

to attract local, national and international visitors to Federation Square.350

The key absence of citizenship in the charter is discussed by the community group
Citizens for Melbourne who articulate public spaces are often and increasingly at the
intersections of public and private interest and governance – “These privately-owned
spaces look public on the surface, but citizens do not have the same rights in these
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spaces as they would have in public space.”351 Elsewhere, Margaret Kohn posits the
same problems in the site of the airport, often a place of private management but
government ownership, and heavily regulated. 352 Levels of ‘publicness’ therefore
compound the contested understanding and experience of citizenship in each
specific context. For example, in emphasising ‘visitors’, civic and cultural charters for
public spaces such as that used to guide Fed Square negate rights and responsibilities,
and reconstruct the individual as a denizen.
Moreover, the lack of inclusion of participation – both in the construction of the
charter and in its core values – preferenced the public as an audience rather than coproducers. It should be noted that this tendency is mirrored in designs for
accessibility, where people with disabilities are omitted in the design process and
conjured as passive rather than active participants in access, or as users of a space in
specific and defined ways.353 In the research for this chapter, as an example, some
aspects of the urban screen site were designed for accessibility, others (including the
urban screen) were not, predicating how parts of the site would be used, and by
whom.
The balance between commercial interests – specifically the intention the square
‘pays for itself’ – and the civic and cultural purpose has been raised in recent critiques
and challenges to proposed development plans such as the now abandoned inclusion
of an Apple store at the site.354 Citizens For Melbourne has also entered the debate,
developing a ‘People’s Plan’ that calls for a review of both the civic and cultural
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charter, as well as the funding model, board structure and heritage management of
the site.355 As a result of increasing criticism of the management of the site, and
increasing financial concerns about its viability, a review of Federation Square was
undertaken.356 One of the key outcomes of the review was the recommendation to
develop a community-informed vision, and an emphasis on becoming more civicminded. Further, a $20 million investment by the Victorian government has been
made to improve and increase its civic purpose – included in this is increased
accessibility of the site.
This newly branded Fed Square was also designed to be inclusive, with ‘planned’
accessibility. However, accessibility has been made incrementally rather than via an
initial accessible design. As Dale Sheppard, the accessibility consultant, identifies,
when Fed Square was opened it received high levels of criticism on its inaccessibility
– “when I began working with Fed Square disability complaints featured as one of the
highest (if not the highest) reasons for complaint.”357 In the current DAP (Disability
Action Plan), a page of thirty modifications, improvements and upgrades to access
are listed from 2004–2015. This includes the establishment of an Accessibility Action
Group. This group comprised of all Fed Square staff members, and one access
consultant. One reading of the accessibility trajectory at Fed Square shows a
piecemeal, retrofitting approach designed to accommodate rather than incorporate
people with disabilities. However, it also reveals the contextual, historical and
complex nature of accessibility. As has been discussed in this chapter, accessibility of
and at urban screen sites is entwined with definitions of disability and
understandings of intradisability diversity, of access-knowledge and, indeed, shifting
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approaches to design for access such as inclusive and universal design, and
technological evolutions. For the urban screen, the rapid nature of technological
change has increased the complexity of accessibility approaches.
The large urban screens discussed here were entwined with the specific social,
cultural, architectural and historical dynamics of a specific site, and the discourse of
the Creative City. However, the urban screen as it appears in the Smart City are
mutating, multiplying and disengaging from set, definable public squares. Thus the
last part of this chapter reviews a case study, the Starling Crossing, in which
accessibility and the urban screen are highlighted from within the Smart City
paradigm.

5.5. New iterations of the urban screen: The Smart City screen
However, the movement from the screen as marker of public space in the Creative
City, to the emergence of the (non-mobile) urban screens as part of the Smart City
paradigm has shifted the conversation around accessibility once again. In this final
section of the chapter, the case study of the Starling Crossing is examined. While it
functions as an urban screen, it is selected as being representative of the shift from
the Creative City screen – which was cast as a distinguishing, central figure in the
public square and facilitated civic engagement – to the Smart City screen which
emphasised efficiency and mobility and which cast citizens as data denizens. The
thesis argues that while the urban screens of the Creative City were entwined with
notions of the cultural denizen, Smart City screens revolve around ‘functional and
efficient’ citizens, but again disengage from traditional notions of citizenship. These
screens do not demarcate a public square like the screens of the last three decades
have. That is, though the large urban screens do still exist, and indeed are still
frequently embedded in public space, their role, characteristics and relationship to
the civic has shifted considerably, “functioning as nodes situated in relation to more
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extensive media flows”.358
Indeed, the term ‘urban screen’ all but disappeared in both academic and popular
discourse after 2010. Tomitsch et al., who provide one of the few academic
discussions of urban screens in the last five years, explain that despite their
proliferation, “the programs running on these screens still seem to be stuck in the
cinematic model”359. Indeed, the civic and cultural purpose that were espoused on
the urban screen of the ’90s and early 2000s has not appeared to evolve with the
shifting technological, interactive and smart capabilities. Scott McQuire characterises
the new urban screen as “geomedia” – defined by convergence, ubiquity, locationawareness and real-time feedback.360 A poignant part of McQuire’s theory of the
contemporary urban screen is that they place a dual, paradoxical role – enabling
emancipation from place, as well as being a key part of placemaking.361
Indeed, what has perhaps more obviously replaced the large urban screen of the
1990s – as a media form that connects the citizen to the city in public space – is the
smartphone. They map, define, interact and entertain us and our environments. The
majority of this thesis recognises the central role this screen, the smartphone, plays
in connecting the citizen to place, and the prosthetic way in which it likewise
challenges and changes definitions of disability. However, this chapter aimed to find
a comparative, contemporary, non-mobile screen from which to analyse how
accessibility was being configured in the integrated and connected Smart City urban
screen.
The urban screen of the Smart City is defined less by a timeline – though the Smart
City emerged as a popular discourse at a point in time, that is, the past decade – and
more so by its capacity to integrate and connect with urban environments through
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the Internet of Things. The ‘un-obviousness’ of the Smart City screen, therefore, is a
key distinguishing feature, separating it from the large urban screens discussed this
far in this chapter. As Caprotti explains, much of the literature on smart cities is based
on the invisible:
The broader smart city is essentially invisible and subtly integrated within the
urban fabric, and is defined more by its practical invisibility than by its
architectural, infrastructural, built or other form of visibility.362
As many critics of the Smart City have highlighted, the characteristics of this urban
development discourse – flows of data, networked communication technologies,
automation and monitoring, surveillance, the Internet of Things and big data – are
essentially hidden, and their effectiveness measured in part by how unobvious, and
often unchallenged, they are. 363 The concern in this section, then, is that the
invisibility of the Smart City screens likewise camouflages or reduces the experience
of disability and disabled identities. Indeed, the invisibility of the disabled individual
has been a key concern of CDS; for example, Ghai argues experiences of disability are
already rendered less visible as they are categorised outside normal, able-bodied
experiences, but that this is accentuated when disability intersects with other
normative discourses such as through gender, race and sexuality.364 Utopian visions
of new technology (and smart cities) likewise extends the invisibility of disability,
where the “problems of disability, inequality, and prejudice [are seen to] have
technological solutions”.365
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5.5.1. Case study: The Starling Crossing, London
The Starling Crossing (STigmergic Adaptive Responsive LearnING Crossing),366 is not
a traditional urban screen, instead exemplifying the ‘hidden screens’ of the Smart
City. Whilst still a fixed, urban screen in public space, it is not cinematic, instead acting
as an interactive pedestrian crossing. The tangible screen is placed as a layer on top
of a road, thus the road itself becomes the screen, changing according to different
times and situations, all in real time. Essentially the pedestrian crossing appears and
disappears, according to the approach, speed and direction of the pedestrian, while
also alerting traffic and cyclists to the pedestrian that is crossing the road. It works
by using computer-controlled LED lights embedded in the screen/road which are
designed to be able to support the weight of vehicles. The lights interact with
cameras via a “neural network framework” and are programmed to respond
according to movement across the screen surface and motion picked up by
cameras.367 Designed by Umbrellium, the crossing’s prototype was located in South
London in 2017. Umbrellium became an independent company in 2020, Starling
Technologies Ltd, which is extending the trial in coalition with Colas, a road and
transport construction company.
While the screen is designed to improve urban access more broadly, the connection
to the concept of accessibility as a disability construct is not made. Indeed, the Smart
City discourse often refers to and incorporates access as a goal, but not consistently
in reference to accessibility for people with disabilities. Umbrellium’s creative
director and founder clarified that the screen’s capability, accessibility or interactions
with all bodies was limited in its prototype form:
The original Starling Crossing was built as a full-scale prototype rather than a
complete solution, and did not in that iteration incorporate people with disabilities
in its design process – this is different to the approach we would typically take with
a project, but in this case we recognised from the start of the research that many
of the issues that relate to ‘shared space’ urban design in general would apply
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here, and tackling those would need a specific and larger but quite different
project, which was beyond our scope at that point.368
How and if the crossing cameras detect non-normative bodies, wheelchair users as
pedestrians, or how the lights may interfere with individuals with sensory disorders
is a line of enquiry and critique levelled at the automated, AI-orientated approach of
Smart City projects (for example, theorists have investigated the ethics of AI) 369 .
Moreover, the Starling Crossing represents the broader narrative of the role of
technology in mitigating the bodily experience of the city – that smart technology
provides increasing inclusivity in urban space. 370 Yet this assumption relies on a
medical narrative of disability, as something which need to be resolved. Smart Cities,
as is detailed in Chapter 7, perpetuate a narrative of technology as enabling, and thus
as resolving disability. Furthermore, as Chandler argues, in smart cities the ideals of
civic engagement are relocated to technical infrastructures and processes,371 but
reduces this engagement to passive use of, rather than active engagement with and
in, the meaning of space.372
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5.6. Conclusion
While this thesis has articulated that the notions of the civic, of public space, and of
citizenship are fluid, these terms often appear in their idealised, utopic interpretation
via designs of and plans for a public site such as Fed Square. Yet, in the
implementation and experience of these ideals, the contested nature of the ‘civic’ is
revealed. Thus, the urban screen works to both define who is considered as a
participant in and of public space, and the ways in which disability is constructed and
experienced. Whilst accessibility has become a part of the urban screen discourse, it
is in limited, piecemeal approaches, influenced by the fabricated meanings of the
space in which the screen is located and the urban discourses that inform these
meanings. Moreover, as we have seen in the slow emergence of closed captions and
audio description on Australian television, with each new technology, advocates
have to start again to argue for accessibility373 and, for urban screens, with each new
site. The accessibility of the urban screen therefore epitomises the way in which
layers of normative discourses inform its meaning and use – definitions of disability
(and access), the purposes of urban public space, and the role of the media in
mediating citizenship all entwine at these sites.
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6. Mobility and mobiles: [Smart] cities and place navigation
6.1. Introduction
This chapter expands on the exploration of the configuration of disability in the Smart
City offered in Chapters 3 and 4 which identified that whilst the discourse recognised
disability – as opposed to the Creative City in which disability was all but absent – it
did so via a technological tether. That is, technology was utilised to mobilise the
immobile but also to reinforce the value of the normate citizen. This chapter takes
two key findings from the analysis of representations of disability in the Smart City
discourse – the use of smartphones as a conduit between citizen and Smart City, and
the challenge of datafication, privacy invasion and control of its ‘techno denizen’ – to
establish the importance of critical accessibility approaches to the conflation of
disability, technology and citizenship. It provides a focused analysis and qualitative
data on the way the smartphone – the conduit between the citizen and the Smart
City – mediates the experience of disability in urban space via the findings of the
Navigating Urban Space research project. This project, which I was employed as a
co-researcher on whilst writing this thesis, incorporated a pilot project funded by the
WA Disability Services Commission and the 2016 Dr Louisa Alessandri Research Grant
which investigated the use of smartphones as a navigational tool by people with
disabilities in WA. The findings and analysis of this project is discussed and
contextualised in the argument put forward in this chapter that smartphones, as
citizen interfaces in the Smart City paradigm, work to define accessibility and
disability. The latter part of the chapter examines the (ultimately unsuccessful)
development of Sidewalk Toronto as a representation of the techno denizen
critiques.
This chapter begins with a discussion of the mobile citizen as a marker of the normate
body across city discourses, identifying that the Creative City assumed mobility,
whilst the Smart City mobilised, identified and engaged the citizen through the user
interface of the mobile, specifically, the smartphone. For people with disabilities, the
smartphone is envisioned as a form of prosthesis – “a bodily prostheses embedded
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in circuits of data exchange”374 – and a way to access the city. Identifying that the
relationship between mobiles and disabilities have an extensive history, this chapter
details some of the recent research on this relationship. Next, the chapter provides
an overview of the Navigating Urban Spaces research project which investigated the
way in which smartphones are used by people with disabilities to assist with place
navigation.375 The outcomes and issues presented in the research are then explored
utilising critical accessibility perspectives. Two specific findings from the focus groups
within this research are highlighted – the socio-economic factors that disable
individuals, and the ‘trade off’ of privacy for access. Returning to the Smart City, the
chapter reveals ways in which this latter finding from the Navigating Urban Spaces
project reappears in the built Smart Cities, via the case study of Sidewalk Toronto.
This chapter argues that the Smart City paradigm continues to contain problematic
assumptions about the experience of disability and accessibility, and therefore it
provides a moment to reevaluate how accessibility is, and should be, defined.

6.2. Mobility and mobiles: The Creative City experience
As noted in Chapter 3 of this thesis, the investigation of the way disability and
accessibility are configured in urban discourses began with an analysis of the Creative
City, only to find that disability was absent. The Creative City imagined its citizens as
embodying a specific, normative form. Disability was not only neglected, but mobility
was further emphasised, both between and within cities.376 This was epitomised in
the discussions of reimaging and regenerating the Perth CBD during the mid 2000s.
When Charles Landry, one of the leading authors on the Creative City and advisor to
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many cities, was employed to help Perth to develop from a mining town to a Creative
City, he commented on the inability to walk easily through the city and on the
emphasis on cars over pedestrians. 377 Visiting urban planner, Jan Gehl, similarly
employed by the City of Perth to review the public spaces of this transitioning city,
emphasised the importance of walkability for the future of the city. These reflections
prompted the publication of a Walkability Study commissioned by the City of Perth
to gauge how pedestrian friendly the city was which, in its title alone, presumed a
particular embodiment and ability. 378 What was notably absent from these three
perspectives – which all emphasised the public use of city space – was multiple types
of mobilities, variances in bodies, and the importance of access to the city for people
with disabilities. So, while access to the Creative City was emphasised, the
accessibility of the city was obscured. Gleeson has argued that the geography of cities
and accessibility of space have always been prioritised by disability scholars,379 yet
that the experiences and voices of those who are most excluded by inaccessible
spaces goes notably unmentioned in Creative City discourse.
However, attention to urban accessibility has been recently reignited in the context
of Smart Cities and, as such, is the discourse that propels this chapter. As discussed
in Chapter 3, an array of literature has emerged that utilises the paradigm to both
promote accessibility technology, and question and critique how accessible the
Smart City is. In this literature, mobility within cities is again emphasised but, unlike
the Creative City, it extends to include multiple types of bodies rather than exclude
immobilities. In fact, as Rose et al. argues, many Smart City apps “facilitate corporeal
mobility through urban space.”380 However, the article, and this thesis, also argue

377

Charles Landry, Perth: Town or City? (Perth: FORM, 2006).

378

City of Perth, “Walkability Study: Final Report,” (ARUP Pty Ltd: June 15, 2015),
https://engage.perth.wa.gov.au/8262/documents/34660.

379

Brendan Gleeson, “The Geographical Imagination of Disability,” in Foundations of Disability
Studies, ed. Matthew Wappett and Katrina Arndt (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2013).

380

Rose et al., “Platform Urbanism”.

130

that, in this emphasis on mobility, there is a revaluing and promotion of the normate
body.
While in Chapter 5 the focus remained on fixed urban screens as a site in which urban
discourses, space and accessibility collided, this chapter highlights that the
smartphone now functions as a pivotal but mobile urban screen, mediating the
experience of the city, and the engagement of the citizen. Moreover, this mobile
urban screen also intersects with the practices of mobility, thus operating to mediate
and mobilise citizen experiences of urban space.

6.3. Smartphones, disability and urban space: A prosthetic
relationship in the Smart City
As articulated in Chapter 3 of this thesis, the Smart City emphasises the role of ICT in
urban space and data-led governance via the application of sensors, big data and the
Internet of Things. 381 Yet, despite the emphasis on ICT, there is little overt
recognition of the central role of the smartphone as the user interface – or citizen
gateway – to the way in which the citizen intersects with these systems of
monitoring, automation and data-gathering. This role generates a type of “platform
urbanism”,382 where the device and its software mediate the experience of the city,
the way the city recognises and identifies the citizen, and the level at which the
citizen can engage with its urban space and systems. Rose et al. extends on this
relational dimension, arguing that the smartphone and apps are also not “neutral”
interfaces but instead, in design and data use, generate and perpetuate normative
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values.383 Thus, this chapter locates the disabled denizen in the Smart City at the site
of the smartphone.
This chapter focuses on the role of the smartphone in the Smart City for two main
reasons. Firstly, an extensive body of literature already exists that details the
possibilities, and shortfalls, of mobiles for people with disabilities. It is important
thus, both for this thesis but also for future research into the accessibility of Smart
Cities, that this research is used to inform a broader understanding of the critical
juncture of digital and spatial accessibility. Secondly, as previously noted, while
definitions of Smart Cities focus on big data, sensors and the Internet of Things, the
citizen of the Smart City is identified, surveilled and engaged through the user
interface of the smartphone. This device and its software acts as a prosthesis –
connecting the citizen with the city.
A broad definition of prosthesis is used here to incorporate more than its traditional
definition as a limb replacement, but rather as an addition or augmentation, a device
designed to make the body work better. The thesis also includes Medard Hilhorst’s
interpretation of prosthesis as bound up in place and meaning, not merely as an
artefact nor substitute for a body part. Likewise, Hilhorst recognises the varying
connotations of prosthetics, “to make a body more complete, to fill up what is lost
or missing, to repair a deficient body, to restore normality.384 Therefore, while this
argument refers to smartphones as performing a type of prosthetic role, it does not
claim the smartphone to be a prosthesis but, rather, to both have a prosthetic nature
and conjure a prosthetic imaginary.385 The framing of the smartphone as prosthesis
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is tied to previous work, particularly in the early 2000s, on cyborg culture.386 Such
entwining of human and machine has been a common metaphor within popular
culture and science fiction representations, but was also utilised in descriptions of
the shifts in everyday life, describing the new ways people were using technology,
and particularly the smartphone.387
The smartphone as a type of prosthesis then is not unique to people with disabilities
– they use smartphones as an “extension of their minds and part of their selves”.388
However, in the intersection with recent attention in science and technology fields
to provide accessibility features and apps, the smartphone is also evoked as a specific
tool for people with disabilities. Moreover, as is explained in the following chapter
(Chapter 7), the smartphone also operates to mediate and moderate representations
and experiences of disability in an urban framework.
More than “augmentations of our sensorium”,389 the smartphone acts as a device
which shifts the relationship between body and the environment, and between
actual and digital space. Well before the popularisation of the Smart City concept,
and indeed before the full capacities and everydayness of the smartphone,
Richardson predicted how they would affect the reconfiguration, design and planning
of urban space. Richardson also highlights the ways in which mobiles affect the
experience of bodies, claiming they are “tools which impact upon our body limits,
shifting the variable boundaries of embodiment, and altering our sense of having a
body”. 390 The smartphone is therefore an important focal point for the body of
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research that has investigated what the benefits and limitations are of the
smartphone for people with disabilities, but also because it presents a tangible
(rather than theoretical) space from which to engage with experiences of disability.
Both within and outside of the Smart City discourse, researchers have been exploring
the multiple ways in which smartphones might affect how people with disabilities
traverse the urban environment, from increasing independence to facilitating access
to inaccessible urban spaces. For example, Natasha Saltes looks at the ”embodied
practices of mobility” or ways in which smartphones are used by people with
disabilities as a way to gain or negotiate access to spaces.391 Saltes argues that spaces
that exclude are made porous or flexible via the use of the smartphone, but also that
access incorporates multiple forms – access for information, for connectivity and for
advocacy. The notion that access is not a singular concept or solution – typically
manifesting in the inclusion of wider doorway or wheelchair ramps – is reflected in
the variety of research, from multiple subject areas, that addresses the impact of the
mobile on disability.
One particular focus has been on the socially empowering capacity of mobiles.
Research by Söderström392 and Naslund and Gardelli393 discusses the benefits and
limitations of smartphones for increasing social access and inclusion, “revealing its
twofold property as a mainstream technology simultaneously functioning as an
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assistive technology”.394 Here, they emphasise the role of the smartphone as socially
and culturally assistive. Of note, most research in this arena is focused on young
people with disabilities’ use of smartphones. In these studies, smartphones and ICT
more broadly are shown to provide people with disabilities personal development,
safety, empowerment, agency, independence, participation and the maintenance
and generation of social ties and support.395 The rise of smartphones has also had a
significant impact on the social inclusion of people with disabilities – that is, this
population uses mobile media in the same way as the non-disabled population.396
Interestingly, the socio-cultural value of smartphones is nevertheless largely
neglected in Smart City discourse; instead, the mobile device is defined as a type of
“functional and sensorial prosthesis”397 framed as AT that connects the individual to
the city, but not to each other.
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The smartphone as an AT 398 or prosthesis 399 is not unique to the Smart City
discourse; this frame has been used to investigate the capacity of smartphones in
mitigating the experience of disability from the origination of the smartphone itself.
For example, Abbott et al. highlights their increasing role as AT in enabling learning.400
They identify smartphones in particular as challenging providers of and research into
AT to move “away from being solely oriented around product evaluation and towards
a user-centered approach”.401 Likewise, Doughty identifies the breadth and depth of
areas in which smartphones act as an AT – from health service delivery, education
facilitation, accidents/incidents detection, personal communication aids, to mental
health and wellbeing support.402 While not focusing solely on people with disabilities
– his analysis cites smartphone use as an AT which encompasses “a range of
vulnerable groups” – Doughty frames the smartphone and its applications as a low
cost and “boundless” extension of existing telecare/health services. Network
limitations (including rural access), battery reliance and possible security weaknesses
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are cited as some of the risks associated with the use of smartphones as an AT,
ongoing issues which reoccur in associated literature and in the Navigating Urban
Spaces project almost a decade later.
The configuration of the smartphone as an assistive device403 has been specifically
examined in relation to their use as a navigational tool. The Navigating Urban Spaces
research project, detailed later in this chapter, strove to contribute to this field of
enquiry, examining how people with low vision or blindness, or mobility-based
disabilities use their phones to help them navigate urban spaces.404 Shen et al. 405
and Livingstone-Lee et al. 406 also explore the role of the smartphone in the
navigation, access and use of urban space, the former focusing on vision-based
disabilities and the latter on those with cognitive disabilities or injuries. While Shen
et al. proposed a system that operated on the pre-smartphone mobile phone, since
then multiple apps and products have been created that utilise smartphone
technology, and primarily the phone camera, to assist in space navigation for the
blind, for example Ariel Object Detection, GeorgiePhone and ViaOptaDaily.
In conjunction with research into the capabilities of the smartphone as an assistive
device, another body of research is concerned with how the design of the
smartphone may inhibit its assistive potential or add another layer of inaccessibility
to the experiences of people with disabilities.407 Recent critiques of the Smart City
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have likewise taken this approach, providing alternative models that respond to the
potential increased digital divide caused by inaccessible technology for people with
disabilities.408 Limitations of and issues with the ease of use, specifically for blind and
d/Deaf users, is reflected in the research into more accessible mobile design, the use
of universal design principles, and specific adjustments required for use by those with
specific or multiple disabilities. Ornella and Buisine identify that the universal design
of mobiles should not be specialised for one particular population but be suitable for
most users. 409 However, for this principle to be applied to mobile and mobile
application design, research has tended to focus on the current use (and limitations
of) by people with specific types of disabilities, primarily those with vision and
hearing loss. Cavender et al. examine the potentials and current limitations of video
sign language communication,410 whereas Park et al. focus on voice over and typing
functions of iPhones for the blind.411 Additionally, there has been research into the
design of smartphones (thus touchscreen technology) for people with motor
disabilities, specifically hand and finger; see Godinho et al.412
While this research is important, it remains focused on specific, rather than the
diversity of needs and limitations. Park et al. further recognise that while companies
have programming guidelines that address accessibility issues, developers and
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designers are not always aware of such guidelines, 413 and that there exists no
international set of standards and guidelines for accessibility. Indeed, as discussed in
the introduction to this thesis, just as there lacks international standards of
accessibility, there lacks overarching consensus on what accessibility – nor universal
or inclusive design – incorporates.414
Across the studies that have been outlined here, there is a consistent
acknowledgement of the limitations of current research in this field. For example,
greater diversity or variation of disabilities needed to be incorporated to understand
the range and breadth of mobile use by people with disabilities. The sample groups
in the studies outlined often did not represent all disabilities, whereas “previous
research has been criticized for collapsing differing types of impairments into a single
homogeneous category.” 415 Indeed, issues with the diversity of participants
represented in research on people with disability and mobile/smartphone use were
not confined to definitions of disability, but a lack of awareness of intradisability
diversity. For example, Kane et al.416 and Naftali and Findalater’s417 earlier research
acknowledged age and socio-economic status were particularly relevant factors
influencing the use of mobiles generally, as well as for people with disabilities. More
recently, Naftali and Findalater’s research also found the fluency/literacy in and
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regular use of smartphones varied greatly across participants.418 My research into
smartphone use by people with vision based disabilities in 2020 reaffirmed these
earlier findings – that while uptake of smartphones had increased overall for this
disability group, there was a broad range of levels of engagement and mobile
literacy. 419 Chib and Jiang emphasise that the ideal of mobile technology as
empowering people with disabilities should be balanced with the inequalities that
the mobile can accentuate, and the impact of intradisability diversity on these
differing experiences.420
In addition, in part due to the relative recency of the proliferation and speed of
technological evolutions in smartphone use, the impact on smartphone technology
for people with disabilities remains under researched, yet it is almost consistently
positioned in a positive, prosthetic frame. What literature exists expands across two
main research areas – the design of mobiles/mobile technology for people with
disabilities (or application of universal design principles), and the mobile as a socially
empowering device. Research on the relationship between smartphones and
(predominantly physical) disabilities is concentrated on how they may aid those with
visual and/or hearing disabilities.421 However, the benefits of smartphones as both
an AT and to maintain or establish social networks intersect with statistics/research
(e.g. PEW Research Center) that suggest people with disabilities have less access to
smartphones and other ICT. Indeed, there exists a significant body of critiques that
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highlights the digital divide, exacerbation of existing power differentials, and the
socially disenabling impact of mobile technology for people with disabilities.422
Chib and Jiang provide perhaps the most comprehensive review of the existing
literature on the relationship between ICT, smartphones included, and their benefits.
They argue that there exists a relatively uncritical approach to these benefits. In
particular, they question the biomedical approach underlying this uncritical research
and the premise that physical (and mental) impairments can be overcome by utilising
a technology substitution:
The ideology of liberation from the impaired body proposes that disabled people
can carry out an independent life with a mobile phone (Abascal and Civit, 2000),
with the device portrayed as an assistant to carry out hitherto unattainable
functions (Bertini and Kimani, 2003)... Paradoxically, the medical paradigm, thus
stated, strips the disabled individual of agency, placing the onus of the
transformation firmly on the technology.423
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While recognising the existence of more critical work,424 they highlight the potential
of smartphones/mobiles in creating social dependencies, security risks and further
intensification of socio-political and economic gaps, not unlike similar research into
the risks associated with smartphones for people without disabilities. Goggin further
emphasises the need for more critical discussion of the communication–social policy
nexus. 425 Other research has emphasised the distinction between the acquisition
and use of smartphones/mobiles by people with intellectual and developmental
disabilities, in particular, but not exclusively, arguing that an underutilisation of these
technologies across the population remains.426 Here, the complexity of technology
and socio-cultural expectation of use creates new disabling barriers and levels of
exclusion. It is therefore integral to return to this research in order to establish
historical context and informed approaches in Smart City projects.

6.4. Smart technology and disability in urban spaces: The Navigating
Urban Spaces project
Understanding the relationship between new technology, specifically smartphones,
and disability was a core aim of the Navigating Urban Spaces project. The project
aimed to review the research on disability and smartphones, gauge how people with
disabilities used smartphones (via focus groups and interviews), specifically, how/if
they used smartphones for navigation, and what additional or ‘ideal’ smartphone
features/apps would aid in place navigation. In doing so, it hoped to discover how
effective smartphones were in mitigating accessibility issues and enabling (both
socially and in navigation) the experience of urban space for people with disabilities.
Using Smart Phones to Navigate Urban Spaces was a project funded by the WA
Disability Services Commission and the 2016 Dr Louisa Alessandri Research Grant,
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and further supported by the School of Media, Culture and the Creative Arts at Curtin
University. In this project, people with vision impairment and wheelchair users were
considered for this study in three WA locations – metropolitan Perth, the Curtin
University Bentley campus and the regional city of Bunbury. Focus groups and oneon-one interviews with participants were used to ascertain how and what they used
their smartphones for, the benefits (and disadvantages) of their smartphone, and
what they would like their smartphone to do. The project also initially proposed to
use an app designed to track how participants used their smartphones; however, as
will be discussed later, this component was abandoned due to a lack of participant
uptake. Finally, the Navigating Urban Spaces project aimed to highlight the
arguments made around concurrent Smart City critiques.427
In the focus groups and interviews participants revealed what the previous research
had already established – that smartphones are an important part of people with
disabilities’ everyday lives, and are important for social identity and independence.
They used their smartphones to access a number of apps, websites and features
including Google Maps, banking technology, Snap Send Solve, Health Direct, SMS,
Facebook, Messenger, Twitter, web browsers and GPS technology. Smartphones
were further identified as an important navigational tool, with participants utilising
built-in GPS functionality, mapping applications, web searches for (and about)
locations, environmental monitoring (e.g. weather apps), digital assistants (e.g. Siri),
screen readers and optical character and image recognition apps.
Distinctions were found between wheelchair users and people with low vision or
blindness – a broader range of accessibility apps and built-in functions such as screen
readers and image recognition apps were utilised by low vision or blind users,
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whereas wheelchair users were more reliant on GPS functions, route-finding
applications and digital assistants. The reliance on and trust of these navigational
tools varied however; participants expressed problems with GPS accuracy, a lack of
use indoors, and an absence of up-to-date environmental information, e.g. a broken
pavement. Furthermore, people with vision impairment had generally less
confidence in GPS functions and often required support workers or family and friends
to help them to set up and use the phone initially. The role of the support worker as
a mediator and educator of smartphone capabilities was also evident in new users
compared to more experienced users, though support workers were not always
confident with their capacity in this role. Whilst the smartphone had, for some,
reduced a reliance on support workers (as digital assistant functionality can now
facilitate their practices more independently), for others it had increased and shifted
the importance of their role. Regional and city participants also differed in how their
smartphone facilitated navigation, with regional participants unlikely to use public
transport apps (due to the lack of services), and GPS accuracy being diminished due
to network range limitations.
Overall, while the use of smartphones to navigate urban spaces was deemed
essential by all participants, there are a number of issues and a wish list for potential
future technological developments. For wheelchair users this wish list included: more
information on the accessibility of urban spaces such as topographical information
about slopes, accessible buildings and wheelchair-specific access paths; indoor GPS
functionality; and easier access to current information – resources such as the toilet
map and Access WA are not produced as apps yet, and using the information on a
website through a smartphone is less convenient. For people with low vision or
blindness, this wish list included: regular update of useful apps (certain apps such as
the Guide Dogs NSW/ACT and devices like the Captain are not being updated,
meaning that once-useful options cannot be used any longer); and the reduction in
the cost of apps (a number of useful apps such as Blind Square and KNFB Reader are
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expensive compared to other apps which can make it challenging for some people to
purchase the best access solution).428
The discussion of navigating urban spaces often came back to the inaccessibility of
spaces themselves – either through inaccessible design, temporary faults (e.g. road
works), or maintenance faults (e.g. potholes). These environmental dimensions were
also not typically included in mapping software used. Of note, the use of
smartphones for navigation was entwined with notions of trust and safety, with
vision impaired participants articulating that while they might feel confident
navigating their phone, they felt less confident using their phone for navigation. The
accuracy of the GPS function was discussed at length, specifically in relation to the
inability to use it indoors and the diminished accuracy of digital maps in regional
areas. Identified issues included navigation app accuracy (whether this be outdated
GPS information or a lack of proximity accuracy), a lack of awareness of ‘good’
available accessibility apps (and changes to accessibility features of smartphones),
and inaccessibility of spaces more generally. The cost associated both with data use
and accessibility apps – which are consistently higher than ‘non’ accessible navigation
apps – was also a regular issue. Likewise, the need for people with a disability to have
consistent and affordable Wi-Fi connections was noted.
The findings from this project support the theory that smartphones have become an
important accessibility tool for people with mobility and vision impairments. But they
also reveal that accessibility is neither a one size fits all consideration – people with
different disabilities not only had different accessibility requirements but also
addressed inaccessibility in distinctive and diverse ways. Furthermore, despite all the
supposed accessibility features and functions of the smartphone, the technology
could only alleviate the inaccessibility of urban spaces in limited ways. The
socio-economics of disability, specifically the increased cost of living with a disability,
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continued to impact participants’ ability to affect technology use – of note, this was
in a sample group that had already purchased a smartphone, and did not account for
those who could not afford one.
Lastly, despite the benefits of smartphones for people with disabilities, participants
revealed concerns about how their smartphone use also undermined their privacy
and security. This particular finding was an important, if unexpected, outcome of this
research. It was also an issue expressed in two ways – both within focus groups
discussions (in particular in relation to social media use) and in the reluctance of
participants to use a proposed app designed for this research project. As such, the
methodology for the project was adjusted to reflect the expressions and concerns of
participants. The app we had initially proposed to use would allow researchers to
monitor participants’ smartphone use and how this intersected with their
experiences of their environment. What the app would capture, how the data would
be used and stored, and the exclusive use of the data by the researchers were all
clearly explained to potential participants, yet there remained a general reluctance
to use the app due to privacy concerns.
Privacy concerns are currently a significant and topical issue experienced by most
individuals engaged in any variety of digital engagement. The complexity of the
privacy/information transaction and the ambiguity surrounding how personal
information is gathered, used and stored by digital companies has resulted in digital
data security becoming a global issue.429 Furthermore, people who already engage
in privacy management on a daily basis most keenly feel the value of privacy –and
the need to navigate the complexity of privacy/access ‘transactions’:
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People with disabilities are sometimes treated as nonpersons and sometimes like
‘open persons’ (Goffman 1963, 126; Cahill and Eggleston 1994, 304) that can be
approached by anyone at any time.430
As such, for people with disabilities, the visibility of some disabilities, the
surrendering of personal privacy to obtain assistance, and the importance of the
relationship between privacy and independence 431 accentuates the value of and
desire to protect personal privacy.
What the results of our study found was that while all participants used a
smartphone, the way in which they used it and the extent to which it aided in place
navigation was incredibly varied. While the discourse of the Smart City assumes that
smart technology, and smartphones, will connect and integrate all bodies, the
barriers to accessibility often remain outside of any design consideration. The cost of
access – from smart devices to network access – and the education or awareness of
smart device capabilities can significantly affect their capacity to alleviate both social
and physical isolation. Furthermore, as the case study of Sidewalk Toronto reveals,
while accessibility may be considered in the design of a Smart City via the smartphone
as citizen interface, it often comes at the cost of the relinquishing of autonomy and
privacy.
6.4.1. Case study: Sidewalk Toronto
This Smart City project, at Port Lands on the waterfront of the city of Toronto, was
initially presented as a highly accessible urban space. In the design phase, Sidewalk
Toronto (as it was dubbed) was described as “a new type of place that combines the
best in urban design with the latest in digital technology to address some of the
biggest challenges facing cities, including energy use, housing affordability, and
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transportation.” 432 The developers also promoted a large public engagement
component, including public talks, roundtables, neighbourhood meetings,
workshops, pop-up stations, reference panels, design jams, civic labs, a free summer
kids’ camp, a fellows program, and a small grants program. This public engagement
includes the development of an Accessibility Plan via multiple public workshops and
in partnership with accessibility organisations, including the Canadian National
Institute for the Blind as well as smart accessibility companies Access Now, 433
Hyperlight Systems434 and Key2Access435. In February 2019 they put forward a draft
of Accessibility Principals 436 which emphasised co-development and co-design,
engaging public and the accessibility community through events and roundtables.
However, despite the appearance of inclusion and emphasis on accessibility,
Sidewalk Toronto could never be fully analysed or critiqued beyond the conceptual
stage, as it was aborted in 2020.
The general principles of the concept plan included to: enable experiences that were
not possible before; do “nothing about us without us”; make infrastructure simple,
durable, reliable and easily maintainable; design predictable, intuitive experiences;
be future proof by default; make the accessible path the most convenient, delightful
path; prioritise end-to-end accessibility; and prioritise autonomy first. 437 Further
physical and digital accessibility principals were also drafted. These accessibility
principles evoked the language of universal design, 438 thus emphasising that the
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cause (and the resolution) to inaccess lay in design. However, the complexity of the
experience and process of access – specifically the intersection between access,
privacy and control – became a pertinent point of critique to the attempts to present
(and design) Sidewalk Toronto as an inclusive Smart City. Soon after the tender was
won, questions were raised over the transparency of the relationship between the
developer, the “urban innovation company” Sidewalks Lab, and Waterfront Toronto
(the public authority partnered on the project), the gentrification of the area and
displacement of existing residents,439 and overarching privacy concerns.
The most persistent critique of the plan itself is based on the politics of big data and
specifically the capacity for a large global company – Sidewalks Lab is owned by
Alphabet, the parent company of Google – to monitor, gather and control
information on the citizens of the Smart City. Indeed, the role of a private dataorientated company in designing Sidewalk Toronto has brought into question what
Smart City citizens exchange in return for the technology that characterises this
urban paradigm. As Carr and Hesse explain, Smart Cities have reignited old debates
around data ownership and control:
The circulation of data around the globe invokes questions about who owns and
regulates them when stored and processed in remote geographic locations. This
uncertainty is also not new. But scholars are more and more concerned about the
implications of data-driven markets, algorithmic capitalism, and algorithmic
governance.440
In the case of Sidewalk Toronto – or Google City as it has become labelled by critics
– the purpose and origin of Smart Cities is questioned. They argue that the discourse
of the Smart City has been manifested and propelled by the tech companies that are
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most to gain from the value of “surveillance capitalism”.441 In extracting “personal
and environmental data as an economic resource” 442 the resident is therefore
reconfigured as a commodity rather than a citizen.
As a result of these concerns, the #BlockSidewalk group443 was formed as a group of
key detractors, made up of residents, City Councillors, academics, and city planners
(including Saadia Muzaffar who was initially a member of the project’s advisory
panel). Another consultant on the initial project, privacy expert Dr Ann Cavoukian,
had also quit after learning that third parties would be able to access information
from the city. Furthermore, the Canadian Civil Liberties Association is also suing the
government over the project on the basis that it was “inappropriate for a firm like
Google to design privacy policies to govern city neighbourhoods, and comprehensive
data collection online is harming individuals and groups”.444
This awareness of the transactions involved in the relinquishing of data (and privacy)
in such a scenario is perhaps most acute for individuals with a disability. As McRae
et al. explain, “people with disabilities consistently engage in privacy management in
their daily lives as they encounter professionals, friends and strangers who press up
against the privacy barriers that able-bodied people take for granted.”445 Thus, the
forfeiting of privacy rights via/in exchange for the use of new technology can become
a further (and often unwelcome) trade. The ambiguity surrounding consent, private
data security (such as the sale of data to third parties), and passive surveillance have
become significant issues for the way both people with and without disabilities
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participate with new media and smart technology446 and, in the case of Sidewalk
Toronto, have also impacted the response to this Smart City development. Whilst the
Smart City of Sidewalk Toronto promoted its understanding and application of
accessibility, it did not define accessibility as a process, as relational, nor bound up in
politics of disability. Specifically, in order to gain access to the Smart City, people with
(and without) disabilities had to allow the city access to them. Note that, after this
chapter was completed, Sidewalks Lab released a statement that the Toronto
development would be abandoned. Citing economic uncertainty and “sustained
unpredictabilities stemming from the coronavirus pandemic”, 447 the Quayside
project was deemed no longer financially viable.

6.5. Conclusion
While the paradigm of the Smart City incorporates accessibility more than previous
city discourses and planning approaches such as the Creative City, it still remains
ableist, 448 with technology defining the experience of urban space and the
experience of disability:
In their drive to promote the city, proponents of new urban mobilities deploy the
rhetoric of liberty, security and sustainability while the actual government policies
supported by this rhetoric entail systematic contradictions that confine human
bodies in relative stasis, differentiate populations based on their profitability and
legitimate pervasive forms of surveillance.449
In much of the literature on the Smart City, considerations of people with disabilities
are confined to appropriations of the technology that characterise the paradigm.
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Furthermore, disability is still rarely addressed as a mainstream topic; instead, it is
located in the work of those who already facilitate accessibility. Therefore,
accessibility is an add on layer not built into the discourse, and is often a layer that
addresses a limited definition of accessibility. This chapter argues that accessibility
requires a broader definition, involving accessibility of experiences, participation and
production of space, of access between spaces – and between Smart Cities. The
complex

relationship

between

smartphone

and

disability

is

specifically

contextualised in the findings of the Navigating Urban Spaces research project which
highlighted the diversity of experiences of disability and the layered, relational
nature of accessibility. Access should also be considered as a point of transaction –
in the Smart City this perspective becomes more prominent as the paradigm (both in
theory and in practice) entails that the city also has access to bodies and their data.
While the language of the Smart City appears to recognise multiple mobilities and
non-normative bodies, the role of the smartphone as citizen gateway is often
constructed as a prosthetic device and, moreover, as one which resolves any
immobility rather than engages with critical accessibility. Furthermore, as the case
study of Sidewalk Toronto reveals, the definition of citizenship in the Smart City is
vague, morphing into representations of denizens. Participation in and access to this
city requires the investment in or relinquishing of privacy and data. This privacy–
access transaction has impacted the never-to-be-realised Sidewalk Toronto project,
generating a significant opponent base. The importance of privacy – and privacy
protection – for people with disabilities has been established as a pertinent issue,
also affecting our own research into and uptake of relevant accessibility tools and
applications. But, perhaps most significantly, as the opponents to the Sidewalk
Toronto project express, it is important to recognise that while the Smart City may
indeed be more accessible, it can reduce the citizen to a commodity, a body of data,
and thus the person with a disability back to being defined by their body rather than
citizens and occupants, participants and producers of space.
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7. Pokémon Go and urban accessibility
7.1. Introduction
The previous chapter identified the prosthetic role the smartphone has taken for
people with disabilities, whilst accounting for the complexity and contradictions in
this framing of technology as ‘resolving’ disability. In the Smart City, as articulated in
Chapters 3 and 4, disability is consistently tethered to technology; however, this
relationship is not typically contested. This chapter further probes the contradictory
nature of this assumed relationship and the complexity of accessibility in the
mediated urban space of the Smart City, using the specific case study of the ways
that people with disabilities experience the AR game Pokémon Go. This case study is
particularly useful for this thesis, revealing experiences of mediated urban space that
emphasise mobility, but also as one where the meaning of and engagement with
public space is reignited.
Current research and commentary on people with disabilities’ experience of
Pokémon Go and other AR mobile games have focused on either inaccessibility
(specifically for people with mobility-based disabilities) or the opportunity these
games provide as a learning tool (specifically for people with intellectual disabilities
and autism). This chapter reviews this commentary, arguing the nature of this game
– located both within and outside of the mediated format of gaming – allows for an
extended understanding of access. As Ellcessor has discussed, the definition of
accessibility has become blurred in the contemporary media context.450 This chapter
expands on this discussion by questioning how accessibility in the new media
environment operates and extends to non-media spaces. In particular, utilising the
social model of disability,451 this chapter considers how AR mobile games such as
Pokémon Go can reveal exclusions in ‘real’ urban space, and highlight the “possibility
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or concept of access rather than the substantive reality”. 452 The chapter uses
interviews with players with disabilities to discuss the process of access. These case
studies were provided by players who had commented on their experience as players
with disabilities on the Reddit forum “Pokémon Go for people with disabilities”. The
‘responsibility’ of access is identified as a significant impediment in digital
accessibility dialogues, and the performance of Pokémon Go in both a gaming and
non-gaming environment presents an important challenge to this reductionist
tendency.
Lastly, this chapter offers tangible methods for deconstructing or extending
accessibility debates in digital environments. By connecting with theories of ‘playful’
urban space, and with research being undertaken at the University of Bologna by
Catia Prandi et al., 453 this chapter builds on the research that has identified
accessibility opportunities in the technology of the Smart City. It considers how
future mobile games which similarly utilise mapping could be a critical accessibility
tool harnessed to facilitate both accessible gaming opportunities and understandings
of accessible urban space, whilst destabilising assumptions of the normate body in
digital and urban space.

7.2. Pokémon Go, accessibility, and the social model
Pokémon Go emerged on the gaming scene in 2016 and quickly became a highly
successful and popular gaming phenomenon. Though not the first, it is largely
accredited as being the most significant location-based AR mobile game, one which
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essentially brought this game type into the mainstream. It was created in a
collaboration between games developer Niantic, video game company Nintendo and
The Pokémon Company, and is based on the Japanese fictional characters pokémon
or pocket monsters. Pokémon was originally a game developed for the Nintendo
Game Boy in the mid 1990s and went on to become a multi-media franchise.
Pokémon Go has been a significant part of this franchise, both monetarily and in
terms of its global reach. In its first month it set a world record when it grossed
$US206 million and had recorded 130 million downloads. By the end of 2018, it had
been downloaded over a billion times, earned over $3 billion in revenue; at its peak
it attracted 28.5 million players and had been played in over 120 countries.
Unlike traditional online games which tend to be played in the private space of the
home, Pokémon Go, as an AR, location-based game, is played in a real world
environment but with some augmented or computer-generated elements. Players
use mobile devices, generally smartphones, to find and ‘capture’ Pokémon creatures.
These creatures can also be trained and used to fight other creatures. The GPS on the
mobile device is used to locate the Pokémon which are ‘placed’ in real, public spaces
across the globe. This intersection between gaming environments and the real world
has become a defining feature of both the game’s popularity and the debates and
discussions that ensued. For example, the game was applauded for its promotion of
physical activity 454 which contrasted one of the persistent critiques of gaming in
general as a sedentary pastime. Yet the shift from private to public realm also came
with concerns about safety and security and, in the height of its popularity, players
were constructed as a public nuisance. Sensational stories tended to monopolise
public discourse – from armed robberies, disrespectful behaviour at war memorials
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or other significant public spaces, and players themselves becoming injured or being
hit by cars.455
In addition, performing in a hybrid space ultimately challenged both the
representation of the digital game itself (it was no longer simply an artefact within
private space), and the representation and production of urban space more broadly.
For example, theorists explored the way in which players connected in real spaces,
forming a sense of belonging and reigniting what was once perceived as the
diminished importance of local community.456 Others queried how the digital layers,
and our technological prosthesis used to engage them, further constituted
opportunities for another/multiple versions of urban space. As Hjorth and
Richardson summarise, the “cultural moment” of Pokémon Go offers a format for
playful resistance and local forms of subversion.457 The primary focus of this chapter
is therefore to examine the way in which this text, or cultural moment, aligns with
the Smart City discourse, both in the digitalisation of space and in the construction
of its preferred user. Thus, Pokémon Go challenges our understanding of the
binarised digital versus real space and, in doing so, also contests how and by whom
it is accessed.
Furthermore, because of the very physical nature of the game – that is, requiring
players to get to specific locations in order to play – Pokémon Go is an interesting
case study for disability studies theorists, raising issues of accessibility that
discussions of traditional gaming in private space have not. Yet it is also a problematic
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space for the discussion of responsibility for accessibility. Whilst the social model of
disability places disability as socially constructed, and thus accessibility as a social
responsibility, 458 in practice accessibility is something which is allocated and
relocated. For example, accessibility has shifted from being a moral requirement to
a legal one. Likewise, it is allocated to departments, companies (or outside of a
company’s obligations), or back to the individual themselves. The accessibility issues
with Pokémon Go exemplify the problems of accessibility in practice, especially in the
Smart City environment where technology is positioned to ‘resolve’ both inaccess
and disability.
Indeed, as discussed above, as a game which entails players being physically in the
environment in which the AR game takes place, the bodily requirements of the player
are emphasised in a way that they are not in other games. Indeed, disability and
gaming are often associated with a level of disembodiment, or delineation between
“synthetic” and “real” bodies,459 particularly in games that involve avatars. Thus, the
experience (and discussion) of disability in this particular game is unique. As a result,
although the accessibility of, or within, games have been critiqued by theorists such
as Yuan et al., Heron, or Powers et al., the accessibility of Pokémon Go reframes the
discussion, shifting it beyond the confines of the game itself and into the broader
realm of urban accessibility.460
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The accessibility of the playing environments in Pokémon Go, namely various urban
(and suburban) spaces, has been scrutinised publicly. Disability activists and
commentators such as Dr Michael Peckitt,461 The Mighty, AbleGamers and AbilityNet
have all highlighted a range of accessibility issues. Likewise, media coverage of
Pokémon Go and disability has focused on the limitations the game places on people
with physical disabilities, specifically people with mobility-based disabilities. 462
Discussions on Reddit, gaming forums and Tumblr also reiterate these concerns:
And it‘s not “a few people”, there are a significant number of disabled persons in
the world. The only way to catch Pokémon in Pokémon Go is to travel. By foot. If
your [sic] in a car, it will limit the number of Pokémon you find and any you do find
you’ll be past before you have a chance to enter the encounter. It doesn’t count
anything over a certain speed for hatching eggs. There’s no way to trade Pokémon
in game. Again, the only way to play his game is to be able bodied and to walk, a
lot.463
In the game there is therefore a reiterated valuing of normative mobility, a value
which has consistently appeared across urban discourses.464 However, there remains
a lack of critique, including from disability theorists, on both the inaccessibility within
and outside of AR games and the ways in which the preferred user is consistently
constructed. As Pokémon Go illustrates, this normative user moves beyond the
boundaries of the game, apparent in the mobility narrative of the urban spaces.
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In addition, academic engagement with the lack of accessibility of this popular game
has been minimal, despite the prevalence of literature recently focused on the
relationship between new mobile media and disability. The little research that does
exists on disability and Pokémon Go has, instead, explored the role of AR games such
as this as a learning tool for people with developmental disabilities or autism. MartínSabarís and Brossy-Scaringi465 found AR experiences for people with Down syndrome
are “useful for moving around public spaces, which enables autonomy” and “were
helpful in maintaining attention, acquiring information and long-term memory”.
Research by Walker et al. builds on a broader body of work that has argued that AR
games can be used as an educational tool for students with autism and intellectual
disabilities, enhancing engagement and learning.466
Whilst this perspective is in line with current research into the positive benefits of
mobile technology for people with disabilities, Wästerfors and Hansson467 are critical
of this tendency in gaming and disability literature that emphasises a “habilitation
frame”, that is, the way gaming can be used to improve and train, or as a tool for,
young people with disabilities. “The element of ‘fun in games’, as Goffman calls it, is
essentially disregarded or subordinated by therapeutical purposes” and “tends to
reproduce a narrow image of disability, youth and gaming”. 468 Instead, they
emphasise the social and cultural aspects of gaming for young people and people
with disabilities. Moreover, scholars such as Finklestein 469 and Oliver 470 have
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critiqued views of disability as an inherent individual problem, and thus one which
can be readdressed using specific techniques or tools such as the smartphone.
Indeed, the social model of disability redefines the problem of disability as being
located in social processes and constructions such as inflexible social policies,
prejudicial attitudes, and inaccessible public space. Therefore, this chapter argues
that Pokémon Go and other AR mobile games are poignant social and cultural
artefacts that can be analysed for what they reveal about accessibility in
contemporary urban space.

7.3. The process and responsibility of access in urban space
As detailed in the introduction of this thesis, accessibility is a complex concept, and
is often ill-defined. Ellcessor provides an important discussion of the “blurriness” of
accessibility. 471 In her research she tracks both the historical legacy of the term
accessibility and the ways in which shifting definitions, particularly in a digital media
context, have both progressed and constrained accessibility aims. The prioritisation
of access as a universal goal, 472 a part of consumer choice, not one tethered to
disability, has potential implications in how disability is also defined and what
experiences of disability are given both visibility and voice.
These questions are also embroiled in the distinctions made between accessibility,
universal design and usability. While accessibility is the most commonly used term to
discuss the design and distribution of goods, services, environments and information
so that they may be used by people with disabilities (and this term is also consistently
employed in this thesis), usability and universal design have also been used to
describe this aim, at different points in time and for distinct reasons. For example,
some researchers argue that useability is less stigmatising and more processorientated;473 others are concerned that the disengagement with disability that the
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term usability offers (in appealing to broader audiences) may undermine the
importance of disability identity, disability politics and civil rights.474 Concurrently,
the term universal design is often critiqued as “reductive and functionalist”475 and
having a lack of connection with legal protections and rights.476
The previous chapter referred to the individualisation of accessibility and, while this
is used in reference to the shifting of responsibility for accessibility from companies,
organisations or government to the individual with a disability, it is also an important
concept from which to explore how and what the individual does to deal with
inaccessibility. David Wästerfors details the shared and tailored methods utilised by
people with disabilities to mitigate inaccessibility. Pertinently, he notes that, despite
the various promises and policies for creating universal access, accessibility is often
placed in direct competition with other social aims and norms:
Norms of equality are easily outcompeted by other norms – e.g. efficiency,
economy, safety, speed, aesthetics, the protection of cultural heritage – so that
accessibility is celebrated in society at large but marginalized or temporarily
forgotten in many everyday situations.477
Furthermore, Wästerfors highlights the “plastic” nature of accessibility, affected by
specific circumstances, individual projects, tactics, interpretations and impairments.
Employing ethnographic “go-alongs”, he and his research team tracked the
experiences for thirty participants, revealing not just creative and ‘folk’ methods of
accessibility, but also “strained creativity, situated in the tension between formal
promises and modest results”478. An example of this was the need for one participant
who uses a wheelchair to request assistance from shop staff for the final part of his
shopping, taking items out of his trolley, and his expression of frustration towards
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the shopping centre that he was therefore not able to shop by himself. This tension
can be seen in the game Pokémon Go, with many players with disabilities requiring
help, or piggybacking, to acquire accessibility. The game also highlights broader
tensions between the structures and rules of the game and the experiences of
disability on the border of real and game environments.

7.4. Creative, community and collaborative accessibility:
Workarounds to Pokémon Go
One of the ways that players with disabilities addressed both physical limitations and
any accessibility issues involved in playing was through the role of ‘spoofing’ or the
use of emulators; this involves using a third party software to falsify your location,
thus allowing a player to avoid needing to tangibly be in the required location.
Indeed, several forum discussions, such as on Reddit, were set up to detail how
people with a range of disabilities, including vision- and mobility-based disabilities,
could still play the game without having to travel to the PokéStops. For example, one
user responding to a post about how Pokémon Go could be played by a user who,
experiencing vision and hand mobility disabilities, was not able to drive, explained:
Hey, I have both vision and joint problems. My boyfriend, while able-bodied,
doesn’t have a phone that can run it, but he’s been using a program called
Bluestacks which allows you to run phone apps from your computer. You basically
click instead of tapping, and use another app called FakeGPS to move around. If
you don’t mind playing entirely from your computer, you could probably use this
method. Here’s a tutorial for how to set it up: http://mspoweruser.com/playpokemon-go-windows-pc/479
These forum discussions and workarounds are exemplary of what Branham and Kane
refer to as “collaborative accessibility”, 480 whereby people with disabilities take
active roles in co-creating an accessible environment. Kent and Ellis also describe this
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process as “community accessibility”.481 However, this practice, while allowing for a
level of accessibility that was not provided by the game developer itself, resulted in
players becoming blocked or banned from the game. Using an emulator, that is
falsifying one’s GPS location, was classified as cheating by Niantic.482 In doing so,
Niantic clearly defined the preferred user of the game.
Niantic never formally responded to the critique, other than via broad tweets stating
“we continue to add new resources to accommodate everyone. Thank you for your
patience” (9 July 2016).483 Some additional accessibility features and additions were
then added, perhaps in response to feedback on the lack of accessibility of the game,
with Niantic offering an update which measures distance (rather than simply steps)
for wheelchair users if they are using an Apple Watch.484 Other bloggers cited ingame inclusions (e.g. ‘incense’ which are rewards which make the Pokémon come to
you) which could be loosely considered as attempting to make the game accessible.
However, most of the tips and hacks posted by accessibility bloggers involved
participants finding their own workarounds. Again, accessibility here becomes
individualised rather than a social responsibility.485
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The following case studies, which expanded on the Navigating Urban Spaces project
in providing perspectives of ‘navigation’ within both the game and urban space,
illustrate the layered process of generating accessibility for players with disabilities.
The two reflections on the experience of playing Pokémon Go with a disability were
offered via email interviews in late 2019 with players who had posted previously
about their experience in the Reddit forum Pokémon Go for People With Disabilities.
Of ten users contacted, four replied, two of whom offered detailed responses to
questions about their location, disability, use of AT and gaming preferences. The
interview questions also asked specifically about why and how they play Pokémon
Go, if their disability affected the way they play, and what experiences they had in
playing the game in real urban space. In both examples, the creative, community and
collaborative processes of accessibility were highlighted in the strategies used to
mitigate both the constructed preferred user of the game and the normative citizen
of the urban space in which it was played.
7.4.1. Case study: Margaux, Canada486
Margaux is 25 and lives in Quebec with her boyfriend. She has cerebral palsy and uses
a cane. Both her and her boyfriend are avid Pokémon Go players, and Margaux also
plays games such as The Sims 4, Animal Crossing and Mario Kart. She talks about
these games as “sandbox games – you have no specific goal, and can do whatever
you want without any specific restrictions. You can progress at the game the way you
want and I’m a sore loser so I don’t get angry if something goes wrong”. She plays
most days, for an hour or two. Margaux began playing Pokémon Go about a year ago
and it became beneficial for her in multiple ways, allowing her to discover the city
she had just moved to and increasing spatial orientation. But the game was not fully
accessible to her as “It lacks ‘physically disabled’ options that can make some aspects
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of the game difficult to enjoy, such as egg hatching, buddy candy, adventure sync
rewards, special evolutions (Feebas... ugh), pokestop [sic] spins streaks”.
Furthermore, weather, specifically the Canadian winter, and particular Pokémon Go
events which required a lot of moving around, limited her ability to participate. This
required her to develop creative and collaborative accessibility strategies, from
playing a different type of Pokémon Go (PokéCar), or using a wheelchair and asking
her boyfriend to push her, or the “sock trick”, where her phone is placed in his sock
when he is playing. But collaborative accessibility also affects the relationship she has
with her boyfriend and his capacity to play. As he expressed:
Sometimes it’s hard to keep up. I want to grind at my pace or faster, get more
catches, but can’t because I’m carrying her over. Go-tcha does the work while I
drive. Misses many shinies. She has low stamina and balance. She has to sit
somewhere every 15 minutes. During that time I try to grind at my pace.
Sometimes I feel kind of cheap to leave her right there.
This reflection is what Wästerfors labels the “micro-politics” of accessibility.487 Here
inaccessibility is a dynamic part of Margaux’s relationship. Though Margaux
articulated the inaccessibility of the game to the developer (as well as to friends and
via forums such as Reddit), the resolution to (or acceptance of) exclusion was
returned to Margaux. Indeed, Niantic’s response to Margaux’s feedback was simply
that accessibility was not a part of the game nor their design decisions:
Pokémon GO is an augmented reality game where it requires to interact with real
world objects. We don’t currently have plans to make the game accessible to
physically handicapped people. Thank you for your feedback – it will help us to
enhance your gameplay experience.
As Margaux’s boyfriend commented, it was a response that essentially said “sorry,
but we don’t care”. Moreover, it demonstrated that, despite the presence of
organisational policies for accessibility, anti-discrimination acts, UN conventions,
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public campaigns and advocacy, accessibility in practice remains an optional extra, or
one which is allocated and relocated.
7.4.2. Case study: Susan, The Netherlands488
Susan is 38 and lives in Rotterdam. Due to failed back surgery her mobility is limited
and she has strength loss in her hands. She uses a wheelchair, mobility scooter,
walking frame or crutches, depending on the location and distance she has to travel.
She has always enjoyed games, especially role-playing games, but has been unable
to play these as often as a result of her weakening hand strength. She has been
playing Pokémon Go for four years, and cites the strong local community and outdoor
interaction as the main reasons why she enjoys playing. Despite accessibility issues,
she is able to play the game with her disabilities by adjusting her gaming approach.
For example, the repetitive tapping during Raids and Battles mean these aspects are
inaccessible to her, but using a Go-tcha and limiting game play to under an hour
allows her to keep playing. She hasn’t complained about these experiences,
managing the inaccessibility herself and “lowering expectations – I can play the game
well enough”.
These case studies not only provide qualitative insights into the lived experience of
screened urban space, but they do so at a socio-cultural site, in this instance, an AR
game. This site is significant as an intersection between the individual experience of
urban environments, and frames citizen participation and interaction within the
meanings of city space. The players experiences show processes of creative and
collaborative accessibility, and proactive engagement with the structures which
create inaccess. However, they also reveal how the social and cultural perceptions of
accessibility, and what is perceived as ‘accessible enough’, continue to inform
experiences and understandings of disability.
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7.5. Learning from the Pokémon Go experience: Accessing public
space digitally
Whilst Pokémon Go was criticised for excluding people with disabilities, the emphasis
of this critique was unique in that the exclusion was beyond the boundaries of the
game, that is, via inaccessible spaces. Therefore, from this critique there is both an
opportunity to reframe and broaden accessibility discussions, recognising the
intersections between digital (in this instance, gaming) and real world environments,
but also to reignite a discourse on continued exclusivity and barriers in urban space.
AR mobile games allow for new meanings and experiences of spatial landscapes, and
new understandings of accessibility and inclusivity in places. In the context of the
Smart City, this is particularly valuable in adding depth and complexity to the current
way accessibility is configured in the discourse, that is, moving beyond access as
being individual and/or achieved via technology.
Some researchers have attempted to capture this experience directly from people
with disabilities’ smartphone use and/or their experiences navigating urban
environments. For example, Taylor and Jozefowicz provide a focused analysis via an
extensive empirical study in Poland of people with disabilities’ experiences –
specifically in relation to access and mobility – of urban space for recreation and
leisure.489 Other, earlier quantitative research include: Matthews, Beale, Pictone and
Briggs’ study and GPS mapping of wheelchair users in Northhamptonshire, UK; 490
Casas’ study using GIS mapping which tracked access for people with disabilities via
a ‘one-day travel diary’ across the Buffalo-Niagara region in New York;491 and, more
recently, as discussed in the previous chapter, the Navigating Urban Spaces
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project. 492 Consistently, across each of these studies, participants found urban
spaces were not only often inaccessible, but that the emphasis remained on the
individual to achieve or mitigate these access issues. Increasingly, and particularly in
the Smart City, smartphones are being utilised as an accessibility tool to improve
these experiences of urban space yet, as previous chapters have argued, this role
often neglects the constructed, performed and fluid process of access.
There are, however, also accessibility projects that utilise smartphone apps and
mapping systems to move beyond singular, tech-orientated interpretations of access
such as those that aim to highlight, track and detail inaccessible spaces. Projects such
as Megafone aim to capture these experiences of urban space by both people with
disabilities and other people marginalised within society through the use of mobile
phone technology. The Megafone app was designed with the aim of creating a
location-based taxonomy of obstacles, barriers and “incivilities” as well as points of
accessibility. 493 The project, first started in Barcelona by artist Antoni Abad, now
captures experiences across urban centres globally.494 As detailed in the previous
chapter, other apps and prototypes have also been developed to facilitate the use of
the smartphone as an AT for the purpose of increasing the accessibility of urban
spaces. These apps aim to provide either accessibility information (e.g. AXS Map,
WheelMate and AccessNow), object identification for people with low vision or
blindness (e.g. BeMyEyes and TapTap See), and/or accessible paths or navigation
(e.g. NotNav or WheelyApp). However, as both Chapters 5 and 8 detail, the role of
these apps in the everyday lives of people with disabilities varies significantly. As
such, rather than resolving inaccessibility, their varied uptake and success is
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reflective of both the diversity of disability (and intradisability diversity) and the
multiple layers and components which cumulate in the process of accessibility.
Indeed, as the creators of accessibility apps concur, their success has been varied,
with urban space information, or geospatial data, a specifically limiting factor. This is,
in part, due to normative spatial arrangements – mapping software is constructed
according to the mobile user (bikes, ‘normate’ pedestrians, cars and public
transport), and landscapes are depicted as fixed and stable. Information about the
accessibility of an environment – whether a footpath is broken, a curb is steep, the
presence of potholes or the incline of a hill, all key factors in urban access, as
highlighted in focus group responses in Chapter 5 – is not provided via GPS mapping
software (e.g. Google Maps or Apple Maps) and thus accessibility apps that aim to
provide this information typically require input from either people with disabilities
or the broader public. Crowdsourcing information has a variety of limitations, one
being the motivation of a user to contribute the provision of information. This is even
more so as the opportunity for gaming to intersect with garnering public contribution
to accessibility information offers a potential remedy to this issue. Pokémon Go, and
other AR mobile games, offer opportunities for environmental feedback and the
garnering of geospatial data, while also offering an opportunity to re-examine the
relationship between bodies, technology and the built environment.

7.6. Alternative interpretations of Pokémon Go: Opportunities and
gamification in disability studies
Whilst Pokémon Go was generally criticised for excluding people with disabilities, the
emphasis on this critique was exclusion via inaccessible spaces. Thus, while it was
argued that people with disabilities were excluded as many of the PokéStops were
inaccessible, it could be argued that the onus on accessibility should be redirected to
those responsible for the space itself. This argument is in keeping with Imrie’s
findings that approaches to accessibility (specifically through universal design) have
focused on the inclusive capabilities of technology but have shifted away from
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continued exclusivity and barriers in urban space.495 As argued in the introduction to
this thesis, both the definition and orientation of universal design emphasises that
the cause (and the resolution) to inaccess lies in design, negating the relational aspect
of the process of accessibility.
AR, and specifically AR mobile games, require a relational engagement with space
and, as users become co-producers, allow for new meanings and experiences of
spatial landscapes. Therefore, they also pose an opportunity to reappropriate an
inaccessible space, applying understandings of accessibility and inclusivity in places
and urban discourses. Liao and Humphrey’s work is useful here, 496 making the
distinction between space and place in relation to AR and mobile technology:
We adopt Harrison and Dourish’s (1996) definition that “space is the opportunity;
place is the (understood) reality” (p. 69). Space can be thought of as the more
abstract term that describes the broader three-dimensional (3D) realm in which
we live, whereas place is more socially constructed.497
Pokémon Go creates layered content onto spaces that players can then engage and
interact with, affecting the use of space but also their broader relationship with the
meanings of these spaces. Thus, via the game, new places, or senses of place, are
formed. Returning to Vella et al., this “sense of place, or sense of belonging [to
space], can in turn facilitate social ties and engagement with local communities”.498
For players with disabilities, the game-facilitated engagement with spaces unknown
or less visited can ignite accessibility issues, but also locates the body – indeed all
bodies – as citizens who have rights to belong to and participate in all public spaces.
This conceptualisation of space and place has also informed literature on and
projects for “playable cities”. The term originated in 2012 with a series of projects
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designed by cultural organisation Watershed in Bristol, UK. Aiming to “connect
people with their cities and cultures through urban play”, the projects combined
smart technology, such as apps on smartphones and AR and gaming technology, with
live art in order to facilitate feedback, engagement and expressions of citizenship.499
Likewise, researchers such as Nijholt have recently explored notions of playfulness
and the “playableness” of urban space.500 Troy Innocent argues that this particular
juncture of play and urban space emerged as a pushback on the technology-focused,
and indeed technological determinism underlying the Smart City paradigm.501 Play
emphasises flexibility of spaces, their uses and meanings, and prioritises citizen
engagement with spaces, whereas critics of Smart Cities identified control,
surveillance and the erosion of true, public space as underpinning this paradigm. In
part due to this critique, recent publications (or indeed iterations) of the Smart City
have emphasised citizenship, participatory culture and the co-creation of cities and
spaces.502 The premise that digital games, and particularly AR mobile games, can play
a pivotal role in this co-creation is explored in part one of Nijholt’s edited collection.
For example, Wolff et al. explore how gamification can be used to facilitate citizen
feedback on their city and on urban science,503 and Bedo uses urban game design to
research urban experience, showing how the gameplay builds a “shared expert
knowledge” that can then be used in co-designing.504 In line with Jenkin’s theories,
the playable city is premised on the role and representation of the citizen as a
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producer (of the city and its meaning) not simply as a consumer.505 A such, AR mobile
games, such as Pokémon Go, could offer users with (and without) disabilities a new
way to engage in urban spaces and respond to inaccessible spaces, “enabling a digital
recreation of [the] physical [space]”.506
Indeed, gamification has become a valuable model for obtaining geospatial
information not currently available in popular online mapping applications. It could
thus be argued that AR games have the potential to capture players’ feedback on and
experiences in urban spaces. Several researchers from the Department of Computer
Science and Engineering at the University of Bologna, Italy have developed a critical
body of work that explores the relationship between gaming (and gamification),
smartphones and urban accessibility. From the development of an accessibility
mapping application mPass – “a system designed to collect data about urban and
architectural accessibility and to provide users with personalized paths, computed
on the basis of their preferences and need” 507 – researchers investigated its
limitations, and potential resolutions, in the ability to gather enough information via
crowdsourcing. In keeping with other findings from Comai et al.,508 in their review of
existing city accessibility apps and prototypes, the researchers recognised that the
amount of data required for an app such as this to work successfully was dependent
of “critical mass engagement”, and it was often difficult to generate motivation for
this mass collection of data.509 They resolved that gamification of mPass (that is, the
use of games or game elements to increase motivation in performing certain tasks)
was a useful strategy to increase motivation in the broader community (in particular,
beyond people with disabilities), to contribute urban accessibility data, and to ensure
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trustworthiness of data.510 In doing so, they developed two location-based games
that encouraged players to report accessibility barriers, obtaining points or vouchers
for reporting inaccessible places or accessibility features. The increase in reporting
and motivation to report on urban inaccessibility increased significantly via the
gamification of the mPass system.511
This reporting of inaccessibility in (and outside) of games already happens in
unmapped, informal ways. Players post on forums, social media and in-game groups.
However, the capacity to quantify and visualise this data is rarely available. Using the
game’s maps – developed using both Ingress mapping data, Google Maps and, more
recently, the crowdsourced OpenStreetsMap and the GPS function of players’
phones – the opportunity for player feedback on environments in Pokémon Go and
other AR mobile games is there. This harnessing of the engaged community of game
players to provide accessibility feedback would not only allow for important data to
be gathered about the experience of disability in urban space, but also facilitate a
move away from ableist approaches to both game and urban design. Moreover, this
type of engaged ‘smart citizenry’ is an important intersection in a Smart City
discourse in which the preferred user is a receiver of, rather than a co-creator in,
smart technology.

7.7. Conclusion
Pokémon Go is an important case study beyond limited readings of gaming and
disability in a habitual frame in its ability to highlight the complexity of accessibility,
namely that accessibility is not singular or relegated to within or outside of
technology, but that the two are interrelated and affect each other. Further, it
reveals that accessibility is often achievable and identifiable, but requires multiple
parties – in this case both game developers and those that manage, design and
regulate public space – to recognise its value. As the case studies reveal, access was
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achieved (in part) via creative and collaborative accessibility that pushed back against
both the inaccess of spaces and the construction of the preferred user of the game.
The chapter continues the work of Chapters 5 and 6 in identifying the way mediated
urban space emphasises mobility and normative citizens, but also adds to this
previous analysis in highlighting (and offering continued opportunities for) ways in
which the Smart City denizen may extend and expand its role, contributing to the
meaning of and engagement with public space.
As this chapter was written, a new AR mobile game was being released by Niantic –
Harry Potter: Wizards Unite. The game, created from the Harry Potter franchise and
launched in June 2019, was based largely on the successful format of Pokémon Go.
As such, there was an assumption in the playing community that the game would
address the limitations and critiques levelled at its predecessor, yet the inaccessibility
issues that surrounded Pokémon Go were not only replicated but exceeded in
Wizards Unite. The game has had compatibility issues with the accessibility options
for most smartphones, dexterity and vision requirements limit the capacity to
complete ‘portkeys’, the speed required to play (e.g. walking pace) limits those who
use cars or motorised wheelchairs and scooters, and the inaccessibility at the location
of ‘inns’ (the equivalent of PokéStops) further limits players with disabilities.512 A
change petition to Niantic to make the game accessible was started after its launch
and has received almost 400 signatures. However, despite the experiences of
inaccessibility in Pokémon Go, and this feedback and critiques, the game format
remains rigidly tied to ableism and, pertinently, to the dichotomy of ‘inside’ and
‘outside’ games.
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Returning to Ellcessor’s contribution to critical accessibility, she argues for both an
understanding of the history of accessibility, but also a shift beyond a focus on
definitions:
Instead of defining disability, access, or accessibility, it is more useful to think in
terms of relations between people, technologies, and design.513
Moreover, and what has become pertinent in this study of Pokémon Go, Ellcessor
presents the concept of cultural accessibility, “a kind of participatory, open process
that combines the best elements of coalitional politics with the possibilities for
collaboration that characterise digital media spaces and technologies”. 514 The
complex relationship between players, accessibility (in and outside of the game) and
socio-cultural contexts exemplifies an informal version of this cultural accessibility.
Yet, in order to shift this cultural accessibility beyond individual experiences of
creativity and collaboration, an extended and critical understanding of access
(including how access is creatively attained) need to be recognised. In part, this also
requires consistent attention to the social construction of disability. In the following
chapter, the way accessibility is simplified in the Smart City discourse is a shown to
be a consequence of continued medicalised representations of disability and the
preferencing of the technological citizen.
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8. From analogue to digital cities: Smart technology and
disability in a pandemic
8.1. Introduction
This thesis has exposed the ways in which urban screens – fixed and mobile – have
contributed to understandings of the citizen, of access to the city, and of disability in
the eras of Creative Cities and Smart Cities. This final chapter of the thesis adds a
further contextual layer to the analysis of the ways in which the screen operates in
contemporary urban discourses to construct and perpetuate understandings of the
normate body and the preferred citizen. As I entered the last year of writing this PhD,
both the discourse of the Smart City and the experience of the analogue city were
fundamentally disrupted by COVID-19. This chapter therefore identifies how the
experience of the pandemic added to but also challenged constructed
understandings of both the citizen and accessibility. Building on the findings from
Chapters 4, 5 and 6 – each of which examine different ways screens mediate the
experience of urban space – this chapter analyses the experience of the smartphone
as citizen interface by people with low vision or blindness in Australia in March 2020.
For people with disabilities, the issue of digital access came to the fore during the
COVID-19 pandemic as technology became central to both maintaining social
interactions and accessing the city. 515 The spread of COVID-19 across almost all
countries by mid-2020 resulted in the closure and redefinition of public space, and
what it meant to be able to access the city. Moreover, it has revealed both the
constructed and frictional nature of the process of accessibility. Therefore, this
chapter at the end of this thesis examines the new impetus on digital spaces,
platforms and technologies, and how these intersect with experiences of disability.
Utilising crip technoscience as a critical tool, this chapter investigates whether an
emphasis on digital space over physical space also changes the relevance and
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understanding of the Smart City. Crip technoscience utilises CDS to unpack and
question the assumptions around technology, accessibility and the normate body.
Thus, this chapter revisits the Smart City discourse in the contextual moment of the
pandemic in order to challenge and contest the knowledges around disability and
smart technology.
This chapter begins by reflecting on the impact of COVID-19 on the discourse of Smart
Cities, primarily from an Australian experience and perspective, with a particular
focus on how social distancing, city lockdowns and travel restrictions have increased
the use of and reliance on digital space over analogue urban space. The Australian
experience of COVID-19 has been unique and, in comparison to many other
countries, a far less significant health emergency. Thus, while not negating the health
impacts of COVID-19 on people with disabilities globally, this chapter focuses on the
shifts the pandemic-elicited restrictions created in the digital experience of everyday
life in Australia. This chapter argues that, for people with disabilities, this digital pivot
revealed both the complexity of disabled experiences in the context of a Smart City,
and accessibility as a historical project of knowing and making access. Smart
technology and digitisation of urban space might have offered some remedies to
inaccessible aspects of the analogue city, yet they also highlighted digital inequalities,
the diversity of the disabled experience, the ways in which inaccessibility works
across both digital and analogue interfaces, and the critical ways in which people with
disability engage and negotiate with inaccess.
The second part of this chapter details the findings of the latter part of the Navigating
Urban Spaces project (described in Chapter 5) and discusses the findings of
interviews with a sample of participants to establish the impact of COVID-19 on
smartphone use. This sample was taken from a large survey of people who are blind
or have low vision which asked participants about how and what they use their
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smartphone for.516 This survey was conducted at the very beginning of the global
pandemic, in February 2020, at which point Australians were largely unaffected. As
such, I reinterviewed a sample of the survey participants in late March to ask how
their use of smartphones had changed during the initial experience of COVID-19 in
Australia. These insights, though limited to one technology for one category of
disability, add to an increasingly important dialogue about both access to the digital
environmental as a fundamental right of citizens, and the limits and exclusions
experienced by people with a disability. Furthermore, it allows for insights into the
way smart technologies intersect with but also work to define disability. While many
Smart City policies and narratives appeared to be reinforced in the onset of the
COVID-19 pandemic, as discussed in the final section of this chapter, the unstable
relationship between identity, autonomy and the denizen of the Smart City was again
raised in the rejection, if not critical response to, contact tracing apps. At this
poignant moment pre- and during the COVID-19 pandemic, the results of the survey
and interviews reveal that a more reflexive understanding of accessibility is required
in order to deconstruct entrenched understandings of the preferred user and the
normate citizen.
Finally, this chapter examines the creative uses of smartphones (highlighted in the
follow-up interviews with participants), and the use of smartphones to hack, create
and innovate accessibility. The field of crip technoscience is again utilised here,
examining the use of the smartphone by people with disabilities as both a site of
innovation and, in the current COVID climate, an opportunity to review accessibility
(and the politics of disability) as a precondition of future Smart City aims and
developments.
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8.2. The effect of COVID-19 on denizens with disabilities
Chapter 4 of this thesis investigated the urban screen as a critical juncture where
media space and physical space combine. It also tracked important points or
historical moments in the transition from analogue to digital, and smart, cities . Of
course, the analogue city still continued despite the increasing presence and types of
urban screens. Public space was mediated, but still fully operational, if not promoted
and popularised as an integral site for the performance of citizenship. However, the
emergence and spread of COVID-19 in 2020 has resulted in a dramatic shift away
from public urban space and ignited renewed prominence of the idea of a digital city
mediated by screens517 as digital space shifts from “amenity to necessity”.518 The
global mass movement out of public spaces, or any space in which people gather,
and an immobility of populations have significantly affected the way cities are
spatially envisaged across almost all sectors. From urban planning and architecture,
public transport, community engagement programs, and throughout most urban
industries, the way citizens interact with the city is being both temporarily and, in
some cases, permanently altered. As a result, the relevance of the way we work, live
and move in cities are being questioned – is physical engagement necessary? Can it
be replicated in a digital setting? How adaptable and capable are work/life structures
when faced with change? And, indeed, how important or valuable were past ways of
being in cities, of third places and public space?
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Wolfgang Munchau in the Financial Times argued that the COVID lockdown “marked
the moment the world finally abandoned the analogue age”, as the digital
compilation and use of information displaces many of its analogue equivalents.519
Low and Smart question whether “we can have sociality without public space” and if
digital communities can create authentic global villages.520 Refuting this perspective,
Andrew Wilkens responded to the article, arguing that our new digital habits were
instead temporary masks “that we easily and enthusiastically removed when
allowed” and that the frames of the city – essential and medical workers,
organisations and structures – remained and emphasised their critical, analogue
function in cities.521 In The Guardian, an article written by Alex Hern and Julia Wong,
both technology writers, similarly emphasised the value of the analogue and the local
– rather than believing that the digital life had surpassed the analogue, they
expressed that COVID-19 had “laid bare” the limitations of the digital city.522
For people with disabilities, the COVID-19 pandemic has been one of paradoxes. The
dramatic digital shift provided options, services and flexibility the analogue city did
not, but also revealed the complexity of the experience of digital accessibility.
Moreover, it has further challenged normalised ways of thinking about the
relationship between bodies and spaces. The sudden introduction of nationwide
restrictions in Australia in March 2020 meant that technological and digital
accommodations were instigated rapidly, and the mobile, normate body usually
valued and prioritised across urban discourses became less essential.
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Though welcomed by people with disabilities, the digital changes were accompanied
by reflections that previously sought online content and accommodations to work
remotely have often been denied or deemed too difficult. 523 Writer and activist
Adele Aria writes in a blog post in March 2020:
As my health and mobility has deteriorated, technological advances have changed
the sense of connection and availability of alternatives. It is also somewhat galling
to observe how quickly many of the systems that have denied access and inclusion
to the disabled community have pivoted, almost overnight, to accommodate the
pandemic demands for isolation and alternative arrangements. For those of us
who are privileged to access functioning internet and computers, whether through
a mobile device or PC, there is more out there that we can connect with than has
been previously available.524
She argues that, during the pandemic, digital technology has helped further access
and inclusion, potentially enhancing connection and decreasing the isolation that
many people with disabilities have experienced as a way of life. However, as she
notes, access to the digital city is an assumed rather than given part of everyday life.
In reality, for many people with disabilities, access is layered, comprised of the
challenges regarding the physical access to digital devices and internet connections,
as well as the accessibility of these devices, their software and online content. Viki
Chinn, who is profoundly deaf, captures this experience, reflecting on the “pros and
cons” of working remotely from home:
Working from home full time is a whole new ball game. One that has pros and
cons, one that poses challenges that can make me feel like giving it all up on some
days yet on others makes even the smallest of wins feel like the greatest of
achievements. Adapting to new technologies, many of which fail abysmally on the
accessibility front, dealing with technical hiccups whilst struggling to access the
information needed to resolve them quickly, experiencing extreme screen fatigue
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and increased screen exposure… have all exacerbated an already difficult
situation.525
As Goggin and Ellis further explain, COVID-19 regulations rendered many everyday
lived experiences of disability as the new normal, including working from home,
limited access to public space, and reliance on digital participation. Yet an ableist
rhetoric in response to the pandemic also exacerbated existing inequalities across
multiple sectors, from health, emergency planning and socio-economic policies.526
For example, in the Disability Royal Commission report on the Experiences of People
with Disability During the Ongoing COVID-19 Pandemic found “the experiences of
people with disability during the COVID-19 pandemic lays bare uncomfortable truths
about systemic inequality in Australia”527 and issued twenty-two recommendations
to address the neglect of people with disabilities particularly in the early stages of
the pandemic. For example, The Australian Federal Government’s emergency
response plan did not incorporate people with a disability, people with disabilities
and representative organisations were not consulted in the early stages of the
pandemic, and there was a lack of both personal protective equipment and health
supplies for people with disabilities and the disability workforce.528
Beaunoyer, Dupre and Guitton further argue that COVID-19 exacerbates digital
inequalities,529 in part as analogue options are removed and replaced with (often
inaccessible) digital services, communications and information. Scott Hollier
identifies that the reliance on a digital way of life thus also emphasises that “there is
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little argument now, especially considering our reliance on the Internet during
COVID-19, that access to online content is not just essential but a fundamental
human right.”530 Thus, if COVID-19 marks the final departure of the analogue city,
and validates the dominance of the digital city, there is an opportunity to both
increase broader citizen participation by increasing the normalisation of accessibility
whilst also recognising existing digital inequalities.

8.3. The effect of the pandemic on the Smart City
The emphasis that COVID-19 brought on digital space, digital communications and
digital services has, in many ways, reinvigorated interest in the Smart City discourse.
Sharifi and Khavarian-Gamsir531 identified that the Smart City was a key thematic
category in academic discussions of the effect of the pandemic on cities in the first
eight months since the beginning of the outbreak in January 2020. However, as this
chapter outlines, the pandemic and digitisation of public space did not automatically
correlate to a broad acceptance of all aspects of the Smart City narrative as it found
itself impacted by global economic downturns and renewed criticisms of the
reduction of privacy and “datafication”532 of citizens.
As commentators across multiple media sources identified, one of the first impacts
of the pandemic was a collapse of many of the pillars of globalisation and a rise in
nationalist sentiment. 533 As the pandemic grew, city/region approaches and
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boundaries were prioritised. In Australia in particular, there was also a renewed
emphasis on city/region as the dispersed nature of Australian cities allowed for
parochial policies and strategies to trump national ones. WA, in particular, essentially
detached itself from the country, closing the borders to those outside of WA. At the
peak of community transmission, the government of WA also divided the state and
controlled movement between the ten regions, creating clear divides between Perth
city and rural and regional areas. This method was also employed in Victoria during
its second wave. Other countries, such as the US, have likewise seen an emphasis on
regional/city boundaries. On the other hand, the initial spread of COVID-19 primarily
in cities saw a shift away from crowded urban centres, though the role of the city as
a key mechanism in the spread of the pandemic shifted as the spread likewise
extended into regional areas. Fitjar 534 identified that the perceived strength and
appeal of the city, particularly large urban centres – those with high levels of
connectivity to global networks and density of both people and industry – rapidly
became perceived as the most vulnerable, and thus unappealing, places in a
pandemic.
As such, discussion papers and journal articles have begun to unpack the
ramifications of COVID-19 on cities and public space, 535 and several key concepts
emerge consistently – the transformative nature of the COVID-19 pandemic on the
relationship between bodies and space, and the central but problematic536 role of
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technology in this transformation. Surveillance, contact tracing and digital permits
have all become central strategies in most countries’ public health management
approach and, despite public and academic concern about their growing prevalence
over the past decade, COVID-19 was seen to legitimise their widespread
implementation.537
The use of contact tracing apps as a means of tracking and recording citizen
movements (and therefore possible exposure to COVID-19), was one of the most
overt ways Smart City approaches were accelerated by the pandemic while also
exemplifying the contested nature of the paradigm. Arguments abounded in many
countries utilising this approach about the tracing apps’ effectiveness at controlling
infection rates, the lack of public trust around tracing technology and use of personal
data, 538 and the reliability or accuracy of the technology such as Bluetooth
capabilities. 539 Attempts to convince the general population of the benefits and
security of the apps – including a shift from a centralised approach (where data is
gathered by the government) to a decentralised method (data is stored on the
individual device), as was undertaken in the UK – have still failed to see a broad use
of the app. In December 2020, the UK tracing app had been downloaded

537

Honey-Rosés et al., “The Impact of COVID-19 on Public Space”

538

This distrust of being digitally traced, despite embedded tracing in many popular social media
apps, was also evident in the Navigating Urban Spaces project, detailed in Chapter 6, in which
participants rejected the proposed app that would track and record their experiences of urban
space.

539

Stephen Snyder, “How Do Contract Tracing Apps Around the World Compare?” The World, May
27, 2020, https://www.pri.org/stories/2020-05-27/how-do-contact-tracing-apps-around-worldcompare; Vinh Thong Ta, John Dempsey and Max Eiza, “England’s New Contract Tracing App Fixes
Privacy Problems – Whether it Will Work is Another Matter,” The Conversation, August 18, 2020.
https://theconversation.com/englands-new-contact-tracing-app-fixes-privacy-problems-whether-itwill-work-is-another-matter-144617; Melvyn Zhang, Aloysius Chow and Helen Smith, “COVID-19
Contract-Tracing Apps: Analysis of the Readability of Privacy Policies,” Journal of Medical Internet
Research Publications 22, no. 12 (2020), https://www.jmir.org/2020/12/e21572; Michael Parker et
al., “Ethics of Instantaneous Contact Tracing Using Mobile Phone Apps in the Control of the COVID19 Pandemic,” Journal of Medical Ethics 46, no. 7 (2020): 427–431,
http://dx.doi.org/10.1136/medethics-2020-106314.

185

21.08 million times, equating to an uptake by 35.5% of the population. 540 In
comparison, Australia’s centralised government tracing app, COVIDSafe, has been
downloaded 7.3 million times, reflective of 28.7% of the population. Apple and
Google have also released contact tracing systems which, while contentious in their
own right, do not collect personal and GPS data that other, centralised apps created
by governments have. The discourses around privacy, surveillance and control that
have emerged from the launch of these apps have intersected with, and in some
ways undermined, Smart City narratives, revealing a clear push-back against ‘control
creep’ and the invasion of surveillance technology in everyday life. As discussed in
Chapter 5, these themes are also pertinent to the intersection of CDS in this
discourse. As Honey-Rosés et al. reflect, COVID-19 might therefore offer an
opportunity to challenge the dominant assumptions around the techno denizen
within the city discourse of the Smart City, and “reimagine and plan cities” along
more equitable and inclusive lines.541 A critical understanding of both disability and
accessibility is therefore an important theoretical tool and interruption in the
perpetuation of the normate citizen.

8.4. Crip technoscience: A critical response to Smart City solutions
The Smart City is problematic as a “techno-utopian” narrative542 which generates
policies and urban strategies that present technological solutions that mask, and
often exaggerate, existing inequalities, or are detached from the experiences and
perspectives of its citizens. If the Smart City premised organisation and technology
as remedies to the challenges of the modern city, COVID-19 identified the failings
and instabilities of this proposed solution. Moreover, in the synopsis of the
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interviews of blind and low vision smartphone users during COVID-19 (discussed in
the following section), individual innovation and adaption were highlighted as
integral to their management of and adaption to this urban crisis. The importance of
disability insights, interventions and inclusion in a broader discussion of digital
developments and inclusion are increasingly valuable. This is in line with critiques of
the Smart City which preference an empowered and participatory citizenship as
central to reversing techno-dominant and corporate-driven approaches to urban
developments. Smart citizenry, it is argued, is the prioritisation of bottom-up and
local innovative strategies rather than top-down projects, “focusing on people – not
technology – as the primary actors”. 543 Crip technoscience is therefore a useful
concept in understanding the premise of smart citizenry as reflexive, critical and
relational relationships between people, cities and (particularly personal) digital
technology.
Crip technoscience emphasises the individual and diverse use of and intersection
with technology, and is a “relational practice” 544 . Importantly, crip technoscience
works against the dominant narrative of designing for people with disabilities as
passive recipients, instead emphasising design with and by people with disabilities.545
It also critically unpacks and politicises accessibility, and the relationship between
disability and technology as being fluid and political. 546 This chapter therefore
borrows from the field of crip technoscience as, while the relationship between
people with disabilities and smartphones may not always involve an act of hacking
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and designing as a form of disability activism or politics, the concept provides a
critical insertion in dominant narratives of technology and disability. Furthermore,
whilst crip technoscience emphasises disability (and technoscientific) activism and
critical design, in this chapter it is used to also consider the everyday and mundane
intersections between smart technology and the user as both a site of and for
reflexive accessibility.

8.5. Navigtaing Urban spaces: Capturing the dynamic between
smartphones, pandemics and disability
This process of accessibility in the wake of the COVID-19 pandemic was explored in
the final component of the Navigating Urban Spaces project. Having previously
established the complex and multifaceted ways in which people used smartphones
to navigate urban space (discussed in Chapter 5), the final stage of the project aimed
to accumulate a large data set which would quantify some of the findings from the
initial focus groups and interviews, but also develop a broader understanding of the
impact of inter-disability diversity on accessibility, and specifically on smartphone
use. In the context of both the Smart City discourse and exacerbated by COVID-19,
understanding access as a process and the complexity of the disability experience
was critical to interrupting assumptions around the preferred, normative user.
In February 2020, just prior to COVID-19 accelerating as a health crisis in Australia,
and in conjunction with Vision Australia, I designed and implemented a survey to
establish the extent of the uptake and use of smartphones in the Australian blind
community. The results revealed complex relational factors that impacted
perspectives on and uses of digital technology. Of the 845 participants that
completed the survey, 79% owned a smartphone. This showed a 365% growth in
smartphone use by low vision or blind people in less than five years when compared
with a similar 2015 survey conducted by Vision Australia which found 16.7% of clients
used a smartphone. However, the survey results found there was a significant range
in the way the smartphone was used, and whether accessibility apps or built-in
assistive features were utilised. The diversity of disability was pertinent to the
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findings, with age, variation or level of vision impairment, and length of time
participants had experienced vision loss, all impacting the role the smartphone
played in their everyday life.
The significance of these relational factors, and indeed the complexity of
accessibility, became particularly overt as the survey concluded and COVID-19 (and
subsequent social distancing regulations) surfaced in Australia. This poignant
moment in which digital interactions replaced physical ones prompted a
spontaneous extension of the research project to incorporate post-survey interviews
with a sample of participants about how the pandemic had affected their
smartphone use. The following details the context in which the interviews were
conducted (that is, the specific Australian experience of the pandemic in March 2020)
and the post-survey interview results and discussion.
8.5.1. The Australian context and experience of COVID-19
A large island continent with a geographically dispersed population clustered around
the coast, Australia was in a unique position at the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic,
marked as 25 January 2020 with the first confirmed case. After a long dry summer,
marred by the most extensive bush fires the country had experienced for decades,
the emergence of cases of COVID-19 came at a time characterised by both disaster
fatigue and increased nationalism. As international travellers, notably from cruise
ships, became the first recorded cases of COVID-19 in the country, federal and state
governments began implementing restrictions on travellers entering Australia. The
breach of quarantine restrictions at Sydney Harbour in the case of the Ruby Princess
cruise ship preceded the closure of Australia’s border to all non-resident
international travellers and bans on Australians leaving the country. Border controls
were not the only feature of the Australian Government’s strategy in the Australian
Health Sector Emergency Response Plan for Novel Coronavirus, incorporating
extensive contact tracing, self-isolation and enforced isolation regulations. As a
result, the experience of COVID-19 in Australia became both geographically and

189

politically segmented – each state or territory determining their own border controls
and movements of citizens and internationals. It was this capacity to control borders
that ultimately affected the ability for Australia to manage and contain the spread of
COVID-19, therefore enabling the pursuit of an elimination strategy.
In March 2020, the experience of the pandemic regulations was most widely felt in
the closure of schools, shops and restaurants, work-from-home mandates,
restrictions on gatherings, and state-wide lockdowns. It was at this moment, when
the broader community began adapting to the regulations that ensued in Australia
as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic, that our surveys took place. For people with
disabilities in Australia, the experience of the pandemic-led restrictions and
regulations were distinct from other parts of the world in which health risks and
concerns were far more acute. This is reflected in the responses in the follow-up
interviews conducted at the end of the survey in May 2020.
8.5.2. Smartphone use by people with low vision or blindness: Interview results
The COVID-19 pandemic emerged in Australia as the initial survey was being finalised.
The survey results revealed complex relational factors that impacted perspectives on
and uses of digital technology. I responded to the COVID-19 ‘moment’, and a shifting
dynamic between disability and digital space, by extending the parameters of the
research. The project was adapted to incorporate post-survey interviews with a
sample of participants in order to capture how this global health emergency changed
the way our participants used their smartphone, as well as to garner broader
perspectives on the effect of COVID-19 on their everyday lives. These interviews
revealed reflexive and creative use of these citizen interfaces when faced with the
digitising of the city and services, and highlighted the significance of geography, not
simply the distinctions between countries, but between urban and regional residents
(as also discussed in Chapter 6). The interviews also prefaced a more complex
discussion around the role of contact tracing and apps, privacy, validity and
vulnerability. This discourse is important for ensuring support for the disability
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community pre- and post-global health emergencies, but also offer a valuable
exemplar for understanding the relationship between digital inclusion, social equality
and accessibility. Moreover, the individuals and their diverse use of and intersection
with technology, align with the principles of crip technoscience which locates
accessibility as a relational practice.
The interviews were conducted with a small sample of thirteen individuals across
Australia who had completed the initial survey and indicated they would be willing
to participate in further research. Interviewees were asked (either via phone or
email) eight questions about their smartphone use during the COVID-19 pandemic.
Questions explored if and how their use had changed due to individual health
concerns, regulations around social distancing, and increased isolation via stay at
home mandates. The semi-structured interviews were conducted with participants
over a one-week period at the end of May 2020. The age range of participants was
23–83 year-olds, all but one of whom owned a smartphone; the cohort were from
different cities and towns across Australia.
Overall, smartphone use increased for all but one participant (who did not own a
smartphone) from when the COVID-19 pandemic appeared in Australia. For most
participants, the types of uses did not differ significantly as can be seen from these
three responses:
I always did use social media to connect with many friends and family and that
didn’t change, other than, I did use it more often.
I’ve used it a lot more. It was very helpful as I was working from home.
I used my phone for a lot of different things before Covid, so I guess I generally just
use it more. In particular, I used Teams and shopped more online.
Conversely, for people who were newly blind, or undergoing life changes, the
COVID-19 pandemic had a more broad-ranging impact on the way they used their
phones. For these individuals, different functions, apps and combined online/offline
strategies were employed to adjust to social distancing regulations and the inability
to use face-to-face services:
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I’m newly blind, or have been for less than a year. I was going to get assessments,
voice readers... but this was halted or attempted over zoom. And zoom was really
challenging and hard for this.
I had just received my guide dog and we weren’t able to finish training, and then
the trainer couldn’t come because of Covid. I used my smartphone to help finish
the training.
For others, isolation was seen as an opportunity to use their smartphone for more
leisure-based purposes such as reading or watching television and videos:
I was connected to it 12 hours a day! A lot of streaming tv/entertainment purposes.
I used the Vision Australia library a lot.
I used it for reading as I had more time.
Another participant noted, however, that other leisure practices, such as playing
games on a smartphone, were limited for people with low vision (as discussed in
Chapter 6 in reference to Pokémon Go), with COVID-19 highlighting that
inaccessibility in areas had become more prominent at a time in which we had
become more reliant on digital platforms.
Across all participants who used smartphones, there was an increase in the use of
and reliance on communication apps and features such as Zoom, social media and
various messaging apps. Zoom, Skype and Teams were utilised more in professional
contexts (such as for people working at home), with several participants noting that
learning how to use these apps was a challenging and frustrating process.
Interestingly, despite accessibility barriers, most expressed that they would use the
apps they adopted during COVID-19 again:
I will use YouTube more, not Zoom which I don’t really like... its messy and you
have to be very proficient to use it... I prefer Skype.
Learning how to set up Zoom meetings was difficult... but I will use Zoom again.
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The context in which individuals became reliant on digital platforms thus both
magnified accessibility issues, and “fostered active and self-directed relationships”547
with digital media. Difficulties with setting up and using communication apps were
also not always perceived as issues with the accessibility of the app itself – for
example, participants who used an app such as Zoom or Microsoft Teams often
stated it was “easier” using programs on their computer. As Robinson explains:
As inhabitants of a material world that can be inaccessible to them, individuals
who live with physical impairments sometimes must choose between two options:
wait for someone to address disabling circumstances or find alternative ways to
do the things they want and need to do in life.548
Moreover, over half of the participants interviewed saw the shifts in increased use of
smartphones and related technology during the pandemic would illicit a cultural shift
and continue beyond the alleviation of social distancing restrictions:
Our workplace is using Teams a lot more and I think they will continue to do this.
I will use the note taking app and online shopping from Woolworths. And I’ll try
and get a new, better phone. I assume I will use Zoom etc, as I think people will be
working from home more, the office culture is changing anyway regardless of my
vision.
These responses highlighted how the context of the COVID-19 pandemic was
perceived as being an opportunity to alleviate some barriers and challenges for
people with (and without) disabilities such as (long campaigned for)549 flexible and
digital working arrangements. This aligns with arguments made throughout this
thesis that access is a social, cultural and historical construction (and is created or
impeded accordingly), and not located simply within a technology.
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The cost associated with increased smartphone and associated technology use was
varied; while many did not identify a direct increase, other participants experienced
a financial impact through increased internet use, cost-per-minute services such as
Aira (an app that connects sighted professionals as visual aids for blind and low vision
users), or a reliance on support workers, taxis and tech support. However, it should
be noted that the interviews did not ask a question about the financial impact of
COVID-19 on participants more broadly, with the question only pertaining to
increased costs related to smartphone use. As Ellis and Goggin have noted, the
pandemic was likely to have exacerbated economic inequalities for people with
disabilities550 who already experience a higher cost of living yet experience greater
socio-economic barriers and disparities.
Smartphones were also used creatively to circumnavigate the restrictions that
COVID-19 brought on people’s everyday lives. Creative uses include everyday hacks,
actorobject interventions and workarounds implemented to make technology
usable. “Life-hacking”, as explained by Jerry Robinson, “allow[s] people to deal with
the obstacles they encounter in a specific context through their skilled use of artifacts
and environmental affordances” 551 and thus involves modified or non-prescribed
uses of the smartphone:
My support walker would come and video the walks [with my new guide dog], I
would send the videos to the trainer, and we would later call to discuss how things
were going.
I took photos of my disability card, which allowed people to come and take me for
a walk, and not be stopped by the police for breaking the rules.
Participants often used a combination of informal and formal strategies for
mitigating COVID-19 regulations and an increased (and not always temporary, such
as Telehealth) digitisation of services or relationships. The alternatives put forward
by our participants were never framed as ‘creative’ or ‘innovative’ approaches to an
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inaccessible technology, rather they were explained as everyday, mundane, ordinary
discoveries, and often reluctant remedies to an accessibility challenge. Chinn
describes this experience of fragmented technological access as a process of “piecing
together…. It’s like being asked to complete a jigsaw with most of the pieces
missing”552. For some participants the smartphone provided a creative remedy to a
problem: one participant, when health assessments were delayed due to COVID-19,
began using Google Keep to record information because it is backlit which he could
use with a magnifying glass; another used their smartphone video to replace a faceto-face training activity. These tactics, described by Wästerfors as “piggybacking”,
involve the use of features not explicitly designed for people with disabilities as an
AT. 553 Ellis notes that, in turn, many specialised AT innovations have become
important mainstream everyday devices.554
However, for other participants the smartphone was not a remedy for but a source
of exclusion, to which creative approaches and life hacks had to be applied. When
everyone was using Zoom or Skype for meetings no longer able to be held offline,
one participant learned to recognise the patterns for each app in order to navigate
across small icons and links his magnifier did not reach. Many participants also noted
the use of others (either family, friends or paid professionals) as important actors in
mitigating the challenges of using new or inaccessible smartphone apps. For
example, five participants noted that partners/family members were used to set up,
modify or download apps to their smartphone, evoking a type of everyday creative
accessibility or “life hack” 555 . The impetus that COVID-19 had on people (with or
without low vision) to expand their smartphone use emphasised the ways in which

552

Chinn, “When the Adjustments Need Adjustments”.

553

David Wästerfors. “Required to be Creative: Everyday Ways For Dealing With Inaccessibility,”
Disability and Society 36, no. 2 (2021), https://doi.org/10.1080/09687599.2020.1720610.

554

Katie Ellis, Disability and Digital Television Cultures: Representation, Access, and Reception (New
York: Routledge, 2019).

555

Robinson, “Individuals with Physical Impairments as Life Hackers”.

195

the device places people “in situationally disabled conditions”

556

where an

understanding of access changes across contexts (e.g. pre-, during and postpandemic), disabilities and individual purpose and intent.
The smartphone during COVID-19 thus epitomised a type of disability paradox, both
providing a solution to the restrictions brought about by the health emergency, and
creating a source of exclusion, frustration and inaccess. Goggin and Ellis explain that
this paradox of experiences peppers the different ways disability has been addressed
and experienced, highlighting clear structural exclusion and yet a normalising of
many of challenges people with a disability face, prior to and post-pandemic.557
The Australian experience of the COVID-19 pandemic provides some unique insights
into how people perceived the health concerns/threat, experienced isolation, and
interacted with the social distancing regulations. Though infection rates in Australia
rapidly increased for a brief time, the spread of the virus was relatively contained,
and was experienced very differently in each state. For example, in WA, the initial
spread of COVID-19 and rapid rise in infections in mid-March elicited a state of
emergency, and a series of restrictions (including school closures, regional and ‘hard’
state border closures and limits on social gatherings) by the state government.
However, by the time of the interviews in late May, there were no cases of local
transmission, most restrictions had been lifted (other than the state border closure)
and the fear of infection for many people was both brief and relatively localised,
primarily to city centres. In comparison, after concluding the interviews, there was a
significant increase in rates of infections in Victoria in late June 2020 which would
likely have affected the perceptions and experiences of people responding to the
interview questions. Instead, most of the people interviewed in May were not overly
concerned about the impact of COVID-19 on their own health as they believed they
had a statistically insignificant chance of contracting the virus. Many expressed that
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the threat of the virus was minimal in their area and did not affect everyday practices
significantly:
I wasn’t as worried as my area wasn’t affected/there weren’t cases near me. I used
hand sanitiser etc more, just for peace of mind.
I didn’t really avoid touching things or going places, I just washed my hands more.
My human guide/support worker still worked we just took more precautions.
However where I live there was very few cases so I wasn’t as concerned.
This feeling of being unaffected by the pandemic was also reiterated in the response
to the question about whether they had downloaded the government’s COVIDSafe
app. The significance of geography, not simply the distinctions between countries,
but between urban and regional residents, was evident in the responses of
participants. In the interviews, participants often noted, unprompted, if they lived in
a rural or regional area in reference to the impact of COVID-19 on changes to their
everyday lives or to their uptake of the COVIDSafe app. Several participants did not
believe the app was relevant to them as they either lived in a rural/remote area, and
did not travel beyond their local area nor use public facilities often. Furthermore,
most participants expressed some scepticism about the app, both its effectiveness
and the way their privacy/data would be used:
I didn’t download the App because, of the adverse reports on it’s [sic] tracking
capability, particularly on IPhones. If I had felt confident it would do what was
intended, I would have been more than likely to have installed it.
I did [download it]. I felt it was socially responsible. Not many people I know have
it. They don’t trust the government, the amazon cloud, whatever.
I didn’t get it. I wasn’t sure where my information would end up.
I downloaded the app, but then I took it off, my wife was concerned about privacy.
Other participants stated that the app was not accessible to them:
When it was first downloaded onto my phone there was only one button that was
unidentifiable.
I tried but it was quite difficult.
I did download it, but my son had to do it for me.
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The responses from people interviewed about the effect on their smartphone use
during the COVID-19 pandemic identified that the role of this everyday device is
amplified in a health emergency context. The smartphone is used more, but not
always in new ways. When participants did attempt to learn a new function or app,
the process was often difficult and exacerbated by inaccessibility yet, once mastered,
the new app was appreciated and embraced.
The limitations and inaccessibility of the device for different individuals is also
magnified when alternative support structures are removed, exacerbating isolation
and disconnection. Blind and low vision users employ creative and adaptive
techniques, combining technology and human support, to remove accessibility
barriers and limitations imposed in a health emergency setting. A lack of uptake and
scepticism of the role of the government-led COVIDSafe app mirrors findings on the
broader community’s perspective, 558 but may also be influenced by findings in
previous research that there is increased privacy concerns and management for
people with disabilities.559
8.5.3. Discussion
The core aim of the Navigating Urban Spaces research project was to gain a deeper
understanding of the use of smartphone technology by people with low vision and
blindness as a specific response to the predominant approach (particularly in the field
of STS) in research on the relationship between disability and digital technology use
which tends to be technology-led, focused on the role of the device in the tech–user
relationship. 560 Examples of this in the specific research area of vision loss and
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smartphones includes studies of the ways in which the smartphone can provide a
wayfinding system for blind users,561 be used as an object sensor,562 or interact with
adapted tactile maps.563 Research on smartphone capabilities is often framed by an
accessibility discourse – where an app or technological development may be able to
alleviate inaccessibility – but the interpretation of accessibility is reduced and
simplified rather than critically interpreted as a multifaceted relationship between
bodies, cultures and technologies. 564 Utilising the theory of crip technoscience,
which emphasises the individual and diverse use of and intersection with technology,
this chapter argues that a static understanding of accessibility – rather than the
reflexive and user-orientated definition preferenced in crip technoscience –
continues to hinder opportunities to create accessible cities, smart or otherwise.
The results of the survey and interviews depict what has been often highlighted in
critical accessibility studies – that access is neither one dimensional nor achievable
when the definition of both disability and impairment is reduced to fixed, simplified
categories. The results instead show how accessibility is entwined with age, health,
impacts of impairment, geographical location and economics of disability:
Disability in its diversity and intersectionality offers many insights as well as
practical, design, conceptual, and policy ideas, for rethinking digital inclusion to
meet the new challenges of emerging technologies and their social coordinates.565
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The diverse experiences of disability – even within similar disability categories such
as vision impairment – require an equally diverse and broad understanding of how
accessibility is designed for and achieved. In the field of digital technology, access is
also layered, affected by (at least) three components of use – device, software and
content.
While the broad uptake of the smartphone by the blind community demonstrates
one level of access is being achieved (evident in the 79% of survey participants who
used a smartphone), three further tiers of accessibility were identified – the use of
the device (indicated by the breadth of use), activation of its various accessibility
features, and further extension of its capabilities through accessibility app uptake.
Furthermore, the accessibility of the technology itself is highly influenced by cultural
accessibility, “not merely technical access, but [the] cultural relevancies, affective
experiences, and shared interests and need”.566 Thus socio-cultural context (from
the Smart City discourse to the COVID-19 pandemic) will shift and impact cultural
accessibility.
The COVID-19 pandemic further laid bare the impact of context and of
socio-historical processes on access. What was deemed economically unsound or
logistically impossible became not simply possible (and possible relatively
instantaneously) but widespread digital practices. The context of COVID-19 did not,
however, shift the definition or experience of disability, but rather shifted the
parameters of able-bodiedness. Thus, the changes and allowances made to
accessibility in the digital environment were instigated by the disabling nature of the
pandemic, and not a changed social awareness or critical understanding of access.
Indeed, throughout this project, the digital experiences of people with disabilities
magnified the instabilities and issues of equality in the emphasis on digital space.
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These reflections are important in providing a critical review of both accessibility in
general but also as part of the Smart City narrative.

8.6. Conclusion
The results of an extensive survey of the blind community in Australia in 2020
revealed a complex relationship with the citizen interface of the Smart City, the
smartphone, yet that, when these experiences intersected with a global pandemic
and a digitisation of urban space, understandings of the preferred user and the
normate citizen were further disrupted. While the smartphone has rapidly become
an everyday device for people with disabilities, the breadth of variance of use and
dispersed interactions with accessible apps and features demonstrates the
problematic assumptions around accessibility and “common sense notion of people
with disabilities inherently benefiting from new technologies” 567 . Moreover, the
response to the COVID-19 pandemic in follow-up interviews provided further insights
into fluid and political relationship between disability, technology and accessibility.
Responses depicted the frictional aspect of accessibility; the smartphone could in this
context “both produce and dismantle”568 inequalities. As Hamraie highlights, many
of the new requirements to operate in a Smart City were both being used by people
with disabilities, and also being denied by ableist structures, well before the
COVID-19 pandemic.
As this thesis goes to print, a year on from the beginning of the pandemic, the effect
of COVID-19 on ableism and the way society builds for disability rather than for ability
may be more significant than this chapter initially assumed. Anecdotal evidence of
long-term effects of COVID-19 on many of the 30 million people who have contracted
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the disease may be the “mass disabling event”569 that upends long-held perceptions
of both disability as a minority experience and of the normate body.
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9. Conclusion
This thesis investigated the relationship between screens and disability in the context
of the dominant contemporary urban discourses of the Creative City and the Smart
City. It questioned how the screen worked to define both urban space and who is
recognised as a valid and valued denizen of this space. As the body of research grew,
it became apparent that the Smart City was defining the embodied experience of
space in dramatic ways, specifically through the citizen interface of the smartphone.
Whilst the smartphone is not confined to the Smart City discourse, it takes on an
increasingly pivotal role as citizen interface. Moreover, for people with disabilities, it
is framed as prosthesis, working to define and engage disability and accessibility.
While the Creative City became less relevant as the thesis developed, particularly
regarding the lack of engagement with disability across its literature, it remained
integral to track the way entwined understandings of citizens and spatial meanings
and values both change and persist over time, and across urban discourses.
Highlighting the importance of context, and shifting perceptions of accessibility, the
final chapter of the thesis also recognised the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic both
on iterations of the Smart City and on access to the city.
This was thus a reflexive thesis in multiple ways, responding to changing contexts and
popularity of urban discourses and methodology. This thesis used CDS theories,
qualitative research and case studies to analyse both the topic (screens and disability
in urban space) and the research into the accessibility of screens. I acknowledged and
critiqued my own contributions in this qualitative research to the way accessibility
has and continues to be defined, contributing to the process of access-knowing. This
thesis recognised its own limitations in the way disability research is undertaken,
noting the invisibility of many people with disabilities in research agendas and data
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gathering, 570 and the importance of interdisciplinary approaches in providing
critically reflexive work.
In detailing my findings, I also emphasised that this thesis is not conclusive, but
hopefully the beginning of a broader movement to insert CDS, and specifically critical
accessibility approaches, across the fields which define and implement urban
strategies, development, management and planning now and in the future.
Chapter 2 of the thesis provided a theoretical discussion of bodies and cities and the
ways in which disability has been framed, represented and examined. The chapter
identified the pivotal role that the social model of disability has taken in challenging
the responsibility and location of disability as social and cultural. However, it also
argued that despite the work across multiple fields – from disability studies, to CDS,
to geographies of disability – an individualisation of disability persists and is
maintained in urban discourses via the perception of the normate citizen.
While who and what the ideal citizen is shifts over time, the normate body persists.
Non-normative bodies are both written out (as in the Creative City) and recalibrated
and resolved in (Smart City) urban discourses through interpretations of access. In
Chapter 3, the insistence of normate bodies can be tracked across the last two
decades of utopian urban discourses. How disability is configured and defined in
these discourses is significant, as the Creative City and Smart City were not confined
to a utopian narrative but have manifested in cities across the world and changed
the way urban spaces are constructed. These two discourses were focused on in the
thesis because of their tangible impact.
As the Creative City began to disappear from urban narratives and media
representations of future city strategies, the Smart City significantly increased in
popularity and impact across multiple fields beyond urban development,
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management and planning. The tech-dominant feature of the Smart City allowed it
to resonate and permeate multiple fields of enquiry, including science and
technology studies invested in accessibility. As a result, disability went from being an
invisible constituent of modern urban discourse to a recognised citizen. However, in
tracking the representation of disability in media coverage of the Smart City in
Chapter 4 of this thesis, it was established that representation of disability was
acutely and consistently tethered to technology. Via a media framing analysis, it was
revealed that disability was more visible, but it was still located outside of the
perception of the normate citizen. Indeed, it was mobilised in the Smart City
discourse as a narrative prosthesis, as a problem in need of a solution that the Smart
City can resolve.
This resolution of disability has been predominantly constructed at the site of the
screen. This thesis thus focused on an analysis of the relationship between screens
and urban discourses, predominantly in an Australian context, for the purpose of
refining the scope, but also because the screen has increasingly become a citizen
interface and conduit between urban discourse and citizen engagement. These
screens work to define who and what citizenship entails, demoting the nonnormative, less-preferred user as a type of denizen identity. While the latter half of
the thesis focused on the smartphone as a mobile urban screen that mediates urban
experiences, Chapter 5 also identified ways in which the fixed urban screen that
punctuated Creative City representations of public squares also worked to define the
normate citizen through (in)accessibility. These fixed urban screens, situated in
public squares for the purpose of promoting and fostering a type of mediated civic
engagement, would be the prelude to the prominence of the personal, mobile urban
screen which now not only mediates our experience of urban space but, for people
with disabilities, plays a prosthetic role.
Chapters 6, 7 and 8 of the thesis focused exclusively on the role of the smartphone
in the Smart City, in the recognition that this is a pivotal location in which disability,
accessibility and citizen engagement with the city is being constructed. As such, it is
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also the most significant site at which to inject critical accessibility theory. Each of
these chapters approach this role from a different direction, applying a different lens
to the use of the smartphone as a citizen interface with the city and a prosthesis in
the experience of disability. In Chapter 6, I identify that the smartphone now
mediates our experience of public space, and in the Smart City it is framed as
performing the role of citizen interface. For people with disabilities, the smartphone
is also increasingly positioned as both an accessibility tool and citizen interface,
performing a complex prosthetic role. This complex role is contextualised in the
findings of the Navigating Urban Spaces research project which highlighted the
diversity of experiences of disability and the layered, relational nature of
accessibility. Importantly, this chapter challenges and problematises the ways in
which the smartphone as prosthesis reinforces medical models of disability and
confines experiences of disability to appropriations of the technology that
characterise the paradigm. Chapter 7 once again examines the complexity of the
relationship between accessibility and mediated urban space through the case study
of Pokémon Go. In highlighting the experience of disability within and outside of the
augmented reality game, the process of access is exposed as layered across urban
space, socio-cultural constructions of the mobile body, and technological and
corporate understandings of access. The dismissal of disability in Pokémon Go also
challenges many of the assumptions of the Smart City, thus the chapter presents it
as an opportunity to intervene in the way in which both the meanings of space and
of disability are constructed. Chapter 8 likewise utilises a particular moment – the
emergence of COVID-19 in Australia – to highlight and critically examine the
assumptions around digital access citizenship and disability. This final chapter, which
contextualised the analysis and arguments put forward in the thesis in the
experiences of smartphones for people with low vision and blindness at the
beginning of the global pandemic, emphasised that the relationship between urban
screens, disability and citizenship has never been more pertinent. Each of these latter
chapters offer an opportunity to provide qualitative data to support the theoretical
arguments made in the first half of the thesis, specifically that the diversity of
206

disability is overlooked and the process of access, especially in the complex
digital/analogue experience (that epitomised the Smart City experience), should be
emphasised over the design and end goal of accessibility.

9.1. Findings
While I began this thesis assuming that understandings and interpretations of
disability, particularly in the discourses of the Creative and Smart City, impacted the
accessibility of urban space, in the examination of both fixed and mobile urban
screens I have recognised that understandings and manifestations of accessibility are
likewise working to define disability. Moreover, I argue that these screens work to
define what is considered a preferred user of the screen and the spatially defined
normate citizen.
This thesis makes an original contribution to knowledge through the analysis of the
role of the screen in dominant urban discourses to the way disability and accessibility
are defined, and the increasing prosthetic role of the mobile urban screen
(smartphone) as citizen interface. It contributes to research literature on several
fronts – with the aim to represent and promote an interdisciplinary approach to
accessibility, it aims to thus contribute a CDS approach to urban studies and science
and technology fields, and introduce contemporary urban studies topics to the
broader disability studies realm. This thesis was designed to fill gaps or simplified
approaches across multiple fields. While I have categorised and identified my key
findings and contributions to resolving these gaps under three broad categories, it
should be noted that these findings are not disparate but are entwined and inform
one another.
9.1.1. Reflexive, contextualised critical accessibility
Specifically, this thesis contributes to an extension of understanding of accessibility
which remains limited beyond a small number of specific CDS theorists. Despite the
work of theorists such as Elizabeth Ellcessor and Aimi Hamraie, there is a lack of
reflexivity and contextualisation in the understanding and manifestations of access
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for people with disabilities, particularly beyond the CDS field, and specifically in the
increasingly interwoven digital and analogue urban space. Every chapter of this thesis
highlights different ways in which access continues to be inadequately interpreted
and ill-defined. I argue that access is undermined by assumptions around what
constitutes disability (which has shifted significantly over time), an individualising of
responsibility (the person with disability/ies is responsible for access), an inadequate
and inaccurate division between digital and analogue experiences of space, and a
conflicting narrative that both emphasises the revolutionary capabilities of
technology whilst also denying the importance of digital access to and the
accessibility of screens. The social model of disability, which is also a rights-based
model, was developed in a pre-digital era, and the translation of this model to digital
environments, screens and technologies remains lacking. My aim, in part, for this
thesis is that it aids in bridging this gap – reimaging a critical interpretation of the
social model in a screened urban context.
9.1.2. Ideologies of ability in an accessibility frame
Another finding of this thesis is the continuance of a medical model of disability in
the manifestation of mediated citizenship. Research on and discussions of the
relationship between screens, disability and cities reignites a medical model of
disability and an “ideology of ability”, 571 whilst also helping to shift and promote
accessibility. While contemporary urban discourses, such as the Smart City, appear
more inclusive and considered than previous popular paradigms, they revolve around
the premise that technology can resolve disability, negating and veiling the premise
of the social model of disability – that disability manifests and is defined by the
society which excludes and omits via the prioritisation of the normal body:
A consequence of the valorisation of mobile bodies in the apps’ environment of
expected use is that bodies that do not enact this disposition towards rational
mobility are rendered as a problem that has to be fixed. That is, if app interaction
assumes mobile bodies, a body that is not mobile become “constantly problematic.
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It does not fit with the standardized environments that allow agency to flow
without constant interruption (Moser, 2006, 384)”.572
This aligns with Kafer’s argument that we perceive technologically-enabled futures
as spaces without disability, that “the value of a future that includes disabled people
goes unrecognized, while the value of a disability-free future is seen as selfevident”.573 Thus while the appearance of disability in the Smart City (as opposed to
the disappearance of disability in the Creative City), and the use of disability as a
narrative prosthesis and an individual condition that need resolving via apps and
interfaces shows that ideologies of ability persist despite an amplified attention to
access.
This argument draws on Alan Foley and Beth Ferri’s conclusions that understanding
the relationship between disability, access and technology is critical to intervening in
the continual perpetuation of the normalised body:
Rather than designing technology around impairment or relying on a retrofit
model, we argue that people’s relationship to technology must be understood in a
larger social, historical and cultural context.574
A significant hurdle (and resolution) to achieving a reflexive understanding of
accessibility and disability is located in the way we conduct disability research. In an
attempt to increase technological accessibility, research in this field commonly
compartmentalises and minimises the broader contexts, discourses and ‘ways of
knowing’ that both define access and disability. While this thesis contributes to this
resolution in a small part – providing an understanding of how city discourses
construct accessibility via the capturing of various experiences of screens in urban
space – my intent is that future research is fundamentally shaped by the lived
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experience of disability. Moreover, that this research not only incorporates disabled
voice and reflections but elevates the experience of disability as a position of
expertise575 in all levels of research, from conception through to implementation.
This not only mitigates the fundamental problem of speaking for others, regardless
of disability allyship, 576 but also in reducing and simplifying the diversity of the
disabled experience.
9.1.3. Diversity of disabled experiences and intradisability diversity
Diversity within, and intersectional aspects of, disability categories tend to be
minimised in the research and design of digital technology577 despite contemporary
accounts and theories of disability. 578 Further, this research often solely captures
those who are already engaged users. For example, existing accounts of the digital
experiences of people with disabilities often omit those who have chosen to be
digital-free, 579 thus the voices of those who do not use citizen interfaces such as
smartphones, can be neglected both in academic research and product
development. Reflecting on the recruiting process throughout the Navigating Urban
Spaces research project, many potential participants who did not use a smartphone
believed they did not have the capacity to use one, or used it in a limited manner (for
example, just for phone calls), and therefore felt their responses were not of value
and, as such, either did not complete the survey or skipped most questions. Thus,

575

Aimi Hamraie and Kelly Fritsch, “Crip Technoscience Manifesto,” Catalyst 5, no. 1 (2019),
https://catalystjournal.org/index.php/catalyst/article/view/29607/24772.

576

Elisa Abes and Megan Zahneis, “A Duo Ethnographic Exploration of Disability Ally Development,”
Disability Studies Quarterly 40, no. 3 (2020), https://dsq-sds.org/article/view/7038/5707.

577

Gisela Reyes-Cruz, Joel Fischer and Stuart Reeves, “Reframing Disability as Competency:
Unpacking Everyday Technology Practices of People with Visual Impairments,” in Conference on
Human Factors in Computing Systems (ACM, 2020), 1–13.

578

Gerard Goggin, “Disability and Digital Inequalities: Rethinking Digital Divides with Disability
Theory,” 2016,
https://ses.library.usyd.edu.au/bitstream/handle/2123/15844/2017Goggindisability%26digitaldivide
.pdf.

579

Panayiota Tsatsou, “Digital Inclusion of People With Disabilities: A Qualitative Study of IntraDisability Diversity in the Digital Realm,” Behaviour and Information Technology 39, no. 9 (2020):
995–1010, https:/doi.org/10.1080/0144929X.2019.1636136.

210

despite the intention to accurately capture intradisability diversity, in losing these
voices and experiences in research, the ways in which digital inequality manifests
becomes reduced and simplified. That is, only the experiences of those who already
have access are the ones who comment on accessibility. This is compounded by “a
lack of systematic participation of people with disabilities in design, implementation,
or consideration of emerging digital inclusion issues”.580
My research across chapters found that assumptions about how and what
participants could use their smartphone for significantly affected use, and these
assumptions were in turn affected by cultural accessibility, including (but not limited
to) the availability of information about smartphone use for people with low vision
and blindness, education or support for training in smartphone use, communication
of the capacity of smartphone accessibility features and apps, and the applicability
of accessibility features and apps to the lived experiences of people with low vision
or blindness, specifically “intentional and unintentional need and wants”. 581 The
assumptions within the Smart City about what citizen need and wants involve thus
perpetuate a techno-deterministic approach 582 while at the same time also
simplifying and reducing the preferred user.

9.2. Opportunities
Despite the intention of this thesis to locate problems and gaps in existing literature
on disability, several chapters also highlight potential opportunities in the increased
popularity and visibility of discussion of access, particularly motivated by or via the
Smart City discourse. Indeed, evoking a crip technoscience perspective, the results of

580

Gerard Goggin, Katie Ellis and Wayne Hawkins, ”Disability at the Centre of Digital Inclusion:
Assessing a New Moment in Technology and Rights. Communication Research and Practice 5, no. 3
(2019): 290–303, https:/doi.org/10.1080/22041451.2019.1641061.

581

G. Reyes-Cruz et al., “Reframing Disability as Competency: Unpacking Everyday Technology
Practices of People With Disabilities,” in Proceedings of the 2020 CHI Conference on Human Factors
in Computing Systems (CHI ‘20) (Association for Computing Machinery, New York, 2020), 1–13,
https://doi.org/10.1145/3313831.3376767.

582

Alberto Vanolo, “Is There Anybody Out There? The Place and Role of Citizens in Tomorrow’s
Smart Cities,” Futures, 82 (2016): 26–36 https://doi.org/10.1016/j.futures.2016.05.010.

211

the case studies, interviews and surveys highlighted in this thesis demonstrated the
importance of creative accessibility in mitigating experiences of disability. 583
Furthermore, increased attention to digital and smart accessibility has offered
“possibilities of action, of choice and ultimately… the conditions for the exercise of
freedom.”584 Halperin’s statement here is pertinent to thinking about the way the
pivot to digital access also holds opportunities to reignite a discussion of rights that
perhaps had become mutated and diminished in analogue urban spaces. The
discussion of access to the Smart City indicates an awareness of other bodies,
mobilities and citizens and “norms without producing effects of normalization”.585
The promotion of the smartphone as citizen interface for people with and without
disabilities, and the shifting value and manifestation of urban public space (especially
in a post-COVID-19 world), therefore also provides an opportunity to rethink and
challenge the reality of the normate body, and the delineation between real and
digital space.
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