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Abstract
Photovoice is widely regarded as a critical participatory method that promotes social change by centering the visual narratives of marginalized communities. This paper offers a methodological and epistemological critique of photovoice grounded in critical disability studies, examining the ethical tensions that arise from its reliance on visibility as a pathway to recognition and social change. Drawing on the concept of ocularnormativity, we argue that photovoice reproduces dominant hierarchies of knowledge by relying on a postpositivist epistemology that equates visual imagery with legitimacy, and by relying on visual tropes of dysfunction, decay, and debility to signify harm. These tropes rely on disability aesthetics to make oppression legible to a wider audience, but with ethical consequences rarely acknowledged in the literature. Using cripistemology as a guiding framework, we interrogate how photovoice, as a participatory visual method, risks reinscribing ableist ideologies. Rather than simply reform the method, we ask researchers to imagine how cripping photovoice may better align the method with the aims of disability justice. This paper contributes to ongoing conversations about the ethics of representation and accessibility in qualitative research.
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Interrogating the Ethics of Visual Methods: A Critical Disability Studies Critique of Photovoice
Photovoice is a qualitative method commonly used within a participatory action research paradigm to document and critically assess lived experiences through participant-generated photography. Conceptualized as a tool for empowerment and social justice (Langhout, 2014; Wang & Burris, 1994), photovoice has been widely embraced by researchers seeking to amplify marginalized perspectives by making their realities visible to key stakeholders (Higgins, 2016). In this paper, we offer a critical disability studies-informed (McRuer, 2010; Minich, 2016; Schalk, 2017; 2022) methodological and epistemological critique of photovoice. Specifically, we examine the ethical implications of its reliance on visual representation as a primary mode of knowledge production. Following Schalk (2017), we understand critical disability studies not merely as a topical focus on disabled individuals, but rather a methodological approach for interrogating the social, cultural, and institutional practices that produce and regulate disability. Critical disability studies asks how certain bodyminds – understood as the inseparable integration of mental and physical experiences that shape and give rise to one another (Price, 2015) – and ways of knowing are made intelligible or excluded, while foregrounding power relations embedded in practices of representation and knowledge production. This perspective is especially important to our critique of photovoice, a method that is often adopted for its participatory process but rarely scrutinized on the basis of its underlying visual epistemology. 
This paper reflects an interdisciplinary collaboration that draws on insights from critical disability studies, social-community psychology, and visual media studies, enabling us to examine photovoice from multiple vantage points simultaneously. Our critique is further informed by our positionalities, including lived experience with disability and longstanding engagement with photovoice across diverse contexts, including nearly two decades of experience using the method in research and community settings. 
In the sections that follow, we argue that photovoice’s reliance on visual representation introduces three unique ethical implications for qualitative research: 1) an ocularnormative bias (Author, 2014) that privileges sight as the default mode for knowledge construction; 2) an alignment with postpositivist epistemologies that treats visibility as a proxy for truth; and 3) a reliance on visual depictions of debility or suffering that reproduce hierarchical relations between viewer and viewed. 
By drawing connections between photovoice and visual genres like graphic pathography, we ask how visual research practices that document vulnerability or harm may unintentionally operate in alignment with, and thereby reproduce, ableist logics. More broadly, we examine how visual methods that aim to make injustice visible may simultaneously reinforce normative ideas about ability even in well-intentioned or critically grounded projects. Underlying our critique is an understanding that standards of evidence and credibility are shaped by broader epistemic and institutional power relations rather than operating as neutral criteria of truth (Ladson-Billings, 2000). From a critical disability studies perspective, these dynamics are structured through normative assumptions regarding embodiment and perception such that recognition depends upon making suffering perceptible in culturally sanctioned ways (Garland-Thomson, 2002). Photovoice participates in broader regimes of power by translating lived experience into visual evidence that aligns with dominant expectations. This framing helps explain how photovoice may be experienced as affirming or empowering by participants while still reproducing normative demands surrounding visibility and the visual presentation of harm. 

Photovoice as a Qualitative Visual Method
As a visual method, photovoice invites participants to capture meaningful aspects of their lives and communities through photography, which they then contextualize through a systematic reflection process. For individuals involved in photovoice, the process of making photos and collectively constructing meaning through dialogue can foster a critical analysis, strengthen relational bonds among group members, and enhance sense of agency (Agarwal et al., 2013). Developed over three decades ago by Caroline Wang and Mary Ann Burris as a method to engage rural Chinese women in health policy advocacy (Wang & Burris, 1994; 1997), photovoice has since been adopted across a wide range of disciplines (Molloy, 2007; Seitz & Orsini, 2022; Wass et al., 2020) as a tool to access the perspectives of those who are often excluded from mainstream decision-making processes. Rooted in the principles of participatory action research, photovoice aligns with traditions in critical pedagogy (Freire, 1970/2018; Stambe & Fryer, 2014) and feminist participatory action research (Wang, 1999), emphasizing collective knowledge production and social transformation (Langhout, 2014; Liebenberg, 2018). 
Because photovoice does not require familiarity with social science research methods, it is widely considered to be an inclusive tool for democratizing knowledge production, positioning participants as co-researchers rather than objects of study (Dassah et al., 2017). This detail is particularly important in the field of disability studies, where a long established principle opposes the marginalization of researched groups and individuals, as in the clarion call for Nothing About Us Without Us (Charlton 1998; Crowther 2007). Indeed, photovoice has been used in collaboration with children, immigrant communities, first generation college students, disabled veterans, and many other groups who have been historically excluded from the research process (Johnston, 2016). Photovoice invites individuals to construct their own narratives rather than being spoken for by researchers or policymakers, with the act of selecting and interpreting images considered an exercise in self- and community-representation and resistance (Langhout, 2014). The use of photography ostensibly creates a democratic approach to data collection, representing a departure from conventional postpositivist formulations that demand quantifiable evidence that can be subjected to statistical analysis. Instead, the use of photos encourages engagement with participant subjectivity. At the same time, photography offers participants a meaningful way to generate data that can be analyzed and subsequently shared with policy makers as evidence of community needs, strengths, and priorities.   
In the course of a photovoice project, participant-generated photographs are typically subjected to analysis via a systematic approach structured around a set of discussion prompts (Seitz & Orsini, 2022). One of the longest established frameworks for such photo analysis is the “SHOWeD” approach (Shaffer, 1983; Wang & Burris, 1997), an acronym for the following discussion prompts: What do you See here? What is really Happening here? How does this relate to Our lives? Why does this concern, situation, or strength exist? How can we become Empowered through our new understanding? And, what can we Do? A key point to note about this analytic framework pertains to the juxtaposition of the first and second prompts: What do you see here? What is really happening here? The first prompt works on the level of description but also resonates with ocularnormative assumptions about epistemology, that seeing is knowing. The second prompt, however, shifts to a deeper analytical mode and in so doing encourages discussion beyond the obvious or ostensible content of the photograph. In this detail the photovoice analytical method departs from ocularnormative epistemology. What is seen becomes displaced in favor of what is really happening, a progression underscored by the sixth prompt: How can we become empowered through our new understanding? This new understanding is an effect of the research method; it represents the epistemological gain but notably differs from what is seen in the first prompt.
The analytic framework’s departure from ocularnormativism notwithstanding, photovoice demands increased social and political recognition of marginalized experiences by making them publicly visible. A critical component in the photovoice process is the presentation of photos in public forums, exhibitions, or print and digital media with the goal of raising awareness and fostering social change (Latz, 2017; Mitchell, 2015; Wang & Burris, 1994). It is this stage of the photovoice method that is theorized to hold the greatest potential for social, political, and material transformation for communities (Johnston, 2016). In their original formulation of the method, Wang and Burris (1994) themselves suggest that curating an audience of receptive public leaders and community members is crucial for successful outcomes. A primary goal of exhibitions is to shift dominant narratives and bring attention to structural inequalities in hopes that those with decision making power will enact change (Johnston, 2016). It is this element of the photovoice process – the public exhibition of participant photographs – that is of primary concern in our ethical critique, as this stage is not only vulnerable to commodification, but also rests on the belief that photographs carry a special kind of truth, necessarily accessed by normative means. 
Ethical Tensions and Critiques 
In addition to the documented benefits of photovoice for participants and communities, ethical, theoretical, and practical tensions within the method have been elaborated in the literature. Although a comprehensive review of these critiques is beyond our scope, we briefly highlight several prominent lines of critique to illustrate the breadth and nuance of existing methodological debate surrounding photovoice. Among these are concerns about the method’s tenuous theory of change (Harper, 2002; Johnston, 2016; Latz, 2017; Mitchell, 2015), the navigation of power dynamics between researchers and participants or “co-researchers” (Evans-Agnew & Rosemberg, 2016; Ng et al., 2023), unchecked assumptions regarding authenticity – that photographs represent more genuine expressions of lived experience (Shankar, 2016), contending with the bureaucracy of institutional review boards (Stambe & Fryer, 2014), and inconsistent reporting on project outcomes (Seitz & Orsini, 2022). Reviewers have also noted the proliferation of photovoice projects that are incongruous with its transformative intentions (Derr & Simons, 2020; Liebenberg, 2018), for example, using photovoice exclusively for identity-development work or for the purpose of raising critical consciousness rather than for institutional or policy change. Finally, some scholars have described ethical issues related to photovoice with disabled co-researchers (Dassah et al., 2017; Mitchell et al., 2016). 
Collectively, this scholarship demonstrates that photovoice has already been subjected to robust critical analysis. Yet, despite the diversity of these critiques, relatively little attention has been paid to photovoice as a visual method, specifically how its reliance on visual documentation may itself carry ethical implications. Existing critiques have largely focused on implementation and facilitation outcomes or alignment with participatory principles rather than the method’s reliance on photographs. This is a gap we seek to address. 
A Cripistemological Interpretation of Photovoice Methodology  
Existing critiques underscore the need for researchers and practitioners to consider more carefully the ethical implications of photovoice. As three disabled scholars whose expertise spans cultural and critical disability studies, social-community psychology, and visual methodologies, we draw on our own experience and interdisciplinary training to consider how photovoice, despite its liberatory aims, remains entangled in ableist and postpositivist logics that constrain its emancipatory potential. In bringing our unique scholarly backgrounds together, we highlight ethical issues that have received little to no attention in the existing photovoice literature, particularly those concerning the centrality of vision and visual representation. In problematizing the assumption that visual methods like photovoice are inherently inclusive, we urge researchers to challenge ocularnormativism and expand the range of what counts as knowledge. In doing so, we take the position that disability is not merely a trait located in individual bodyminds, but a cultural and political framework that shapes how we come to know, represent, and assign value to populations. This moves us beyond disability-as-identity to disability-as-analytic, or what is referred to as an epistemological field (McRuer, 2010; Schalk, 2022). 
The field of epistemology has been explicitly enhanced by disability studies – and, by extension, the lived experience of disabled people – for more than a decade (Johnson & McRuer, 2014; Johnson & McRuer, 2024). Cripistemology builds on the familiar reclamation of the offensive term cripple by invoking it in relation to knowledge. This cripping of epistemology results in non-normative perspectives, nuances, and complexities, “new ways of thinking, knowing, and communicating across difference” (Johnson and McRuer, 2014, p. 254). Epistemology may well have long since valued criticality towards ocularcentrism, how, for example, “we are often fooled by visual experience that turns out to be illusory, an inclination generated perhaps by our overwhelming, habitual belief in its apparent reliability” (Jay, 1993, p. 8). Cripistemology, however, privileges the positionality of those most impacted, closest to the implications of the visual bias on the sustained level of lived reality. Ocularcentrism becomes critically reframed as ocularnormativism on the grounds that sight tends to be accepted as the right and proper means of perception, problematic in its irrelevance to many blind and visually impaired people. This being so, moreover, it becomes appreciated that those very same blind and visually impaired people can contribute their own particular forms of understanding to the broader field of knowledge.    
In a disruption of ocularnormative knowledge, one of us is a blind professor who has conducted much research on the metanarrative of blindness (Author, 2014; Author, 2021). Beyond the critical analysis, the methodology of this work involves countering the ocularnormativism of the grand stories of blindness with personal narratives defined by lived experience. This approach has developed into autocritical disability studies, from which the concept of cultural stations has emerged (Author, 2023; Author, 2024). A cultural station of blindness is a work or body of work that someone visits on the road to their understanding of life beyond ocularnormativism. Methodologically, the formative text is identified by the blind or visually impaired person and revisited as a source of influence, emotions, and anecdotes. In keeping with cripistemology, blindness becomes a way of knowing the world.  
Like Author B’s work on blindness, Author A’s scholarship interrogates the metanarratives of disability, specifically those surrounding chronic pain, as part of a broader project to complicate conventional psychological notions of embodiment and representation (Author, 2021; Author, 2026). For nearly two decades, Author has integrated photovoice as a component of participatory action research, working with first-generation and disabled college students, elementary school children (Author, 2011; Author, 2012), incarcerated psychiatric survivors, and community organizations conducting needs assessments. This sustained engagement with photovoice across diverse contexts has provided a deep appreciation for its possibilities as well as its limitations. Author has also engaged visual- and arts-based methods as both a workshop trainer and participant. Their current research focuses on the social psychology of disability and ableism, particularly on how individuals with chronic pain and illness build community and resist marginalization. Recently, this work has centered on digital graphic medicine and graphic pathography (e.g., Author, 2026) – highly visual mediums that serve as important sites for collective meaning-making and resistance. 
In their role as a university instructor, Author C utilizes photovoice as an in-class experiential learning activity with students that allows exploration of meaningful locations on campus collectively, especially in relationship to students’ development of critical consciousness. They also teach a class on Disability Justice and Psychology, a course designed to explore the impacts of ableism while also considering approaches to unsettle and undo ableism.
Together, our positionalities reflect a shared investment in unsettling dominant visual epistemologies, challenging ableist assumptions embedded in research methods, and advancing ethical considerations that center disability. 
Ocularnormativism and Postpositivist Epistemological Alignments in Photovoice
An ocularnormative bias assumes that vision is both a neutral and superior epistemological tool. Photovoice reproduces an ocularnormative stance in which visual evidence is treated as the most credible or persuasive way to record lived experience. The reliance on visual representation as a primary mode of documenting experience and injustice carries both ethical and political implications; it risks flattening the complexity of people’s lives, excluding those whose experiences of oppression may not be easily visualized, and reinforcing hierarchies of perception.
It is important to emphasize that our critique of photovoice as a predominantly visual methodology is not a critique of blind or visually impaired individuals engaging in photography or visual art. On the contrary, blind photography, or “sensory photography,” challenges dominant assumptions about creative expression. Artists such as Sonia Soberats, Evgen Bavčar, Pete Eckert, and Bruce Hall (to name only a few) create photography that disrupts the assumption that sight is a prerequisite for visual storytelling (Candlin, 2010; Kleege, 2018; Rothenstein & Gooding, 2016). Our concern is not with the participation of blind or visually impaired individuals in photovoice or other visual methods (though we do note a considerable dearth of photovoice projects in the literature that include blind and visually-impaired folks), but with the underlying ocularnormative assumptions that go unexamined in such projects, no matter the sensory experiences of their participants. In foregrounding these concerns, we aim to trouble the uncritical elevation of the visual within photovoice projects.
In scientific research, validity is frequently tied to replicability and visibility, resting on the belief that if something can be observed and empirically documented, it is more credible. Photovoice inherits this logic, as participants are asked to capture injustice through photography. For example, photovoice participants may be prompted to photograph “barriers” to access or equity, which are then exhibited as part of an effort to generate support for the allocation of resources or policy changes. Although photovoice is framed as a radical departure from conventional research methods, it remains epistemologically aligned with Western postpositivist traditions that treat visibility as the precondition for validity. The method’s reliance on photography thus reinscribes the philosophical assumption that equates seeing with knowing, echoing the same empiricist frameworks it seeks to resist.
We draw here on Wegner’s (2020) analysis of graphic pathography[footnoteRef:1] – visual depictions of trauma, illness and disability in graphic forms and photo essays – to illuminate the representational assumptions embedded in photovoice. Rather than offering an alternative to textual or medical representations of pathology, Wegner argues that graphic pathographies reproduce the epistemological foundations of biomedicine by centering visual evidence. She contends that the visual registration of bodily experience (e.g., pulse tracings, radiologic images) has historically been central to medicine’s claim to objectivity. In this tradition, making impairment visible is what renders it knowable. Yet we know that medical reliance on visual evidence leads to medical gaslighting, medical neglect, and under- and mis-diagnosis, particularly for health and mental health conditions that are not easily captured through visual means (Author, 2026; Jones, 2016). [1:  The article to which we refer was initially given as a presentation for the Centre for Cultural Disability Studies, which was filmed and is available on the CCDS YouTube channel at: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HvUwXs4Kw6U] 

Photovoice similarly operates within this visual epistemology when participants are asked to translate lived experiences into photographs, which are then expected to function as both evidence and as a catalyst for change. Indeed, the photovoice literature is saturated with claims that photography holds a uniquely privileged capacity to elicit accounts of experience that are exceptionally authentic and critically insightful. In one of many existing examples in the literature, Liebenberg (2018) writes: 
“[I]mages prompt a different kind of reflection on lived experiences. First, images are able to prompt emotions and thoughts about experiences in ways that narrative alone cannot (Harper, 2002). Furthermore, the act of interpreting an image creates a slower and more critically reflective space within the research process … Collectively then, images introduced into narrative research create important links that participants can use to more critically reflect on their lived experiences and to more accurately discuss and share these experiences with others” (p. 4; emphasis ours). 
In this passage, the photograph’s capacity to generate deeper, more accurate knowledge is treated as self-evident. The cited evidence relies largely on the anecdotal impressions of the researchers, most notably Harper’s reference to John Collier’s midcentury ethnography on environmental stressors. In his assessment, Collier (1957) asserted that photo-assisted interviews yielded more “precise and at times even encyclopedic” memories, compared to the “rambling” nature of interviews conducted without images (p. 856). Yet these claims are under-explained and rest on an undefined notion of “precision” which itself reflects an ocularnormative bias – one that assumes visual data are more organized, trustworthy or objective than verbal accounts alone. Harper furthers this line of reasoning, stating: 
I believe photo elicitation mines deeper shafts into a different part of human consciousness than do words-alone interviews. It is partly due to how remembering is enlarged by photographs and partly due to the particular quality of the photograph itself. Photographs appear to capture the impossible: a person gone; an event past. That extraordinary sense of seeming to retrieve something that has disappeared belongs alone to the photograph, and it leads to deep and interesting talk” (2002, p. 22-23). 
This passage exemplifies a common tendency toward ocularnormativity in suggesting that visual stimuli access more authentic or emotionally salient truths than other senses. By privileging visual memory, these ideas reinforce ableist norms about which senses count as valid conduits for knowledge. Although photographs may indeed evoke powerful associations for some participants, their impact is not universal nor inherently superior to other sensory modes. Rather than assuming photographs “retrieve” truth, it may be more accurate to understand them as culturally situated prompts that can shape but do not transparently reveal meaning.
Taken together, recurring claims regarding the photograph’s unique epistemic power position the camera as not just a tool for expression, but a device for generating credible evidence that can be acted upon by policymakers, funders, or institutions. As Wegner (2020, p. 69) notes about postpositivism in science, “the medical field seems to cling on to the visual mode as epistemological anchor,” and photovoice, too, often mirrors this commitment. 
Furthermore, although photovoice is often described as an arts-based method that encourages creativity and self-expression, its primary aim is instrumental. Indeed, the photographs generated within photovoice share a niche with the documentary photograph (as opposed to, say, commercial photography). Like documentary photography, photovoice images “seem to be transparent windows onto reality that ensnare truth” (Garland-Thomson, 2002, p. 57). Rather than centering artistic exploration and autonomy, photovoice uses visual techniques (e.g., attention to framing, lighting, scale, symbolism, scene construction, etc.) to document lived experience with the goal of influencing policy or promoting community change (Shankar, 2016). In this way, photographs serve as tools of advocacy, emphasizing their capacity to make social issues visible and persuasive to decision-makers. 
An emphasis on the social-change potential of photovoice averts critical questions about how audiences interpret and act (or avoid acting) upon the images they encounter. In privileging that which can be acted upon, photovoice imposes a utilitarian logic on visual meaning. In practice, this may take the form of culling photographs that researchers perceive as unusable or irrelevant. Although the extent of this practice has not been systematically documented, existing scholarship notes that researchers often retain influence over the selection (and rejection) of photos prior to participant analysis, including decisions based on image clarity and perceived relevance to photo elicitation prompts (e.g., Anderson et al., 2023). In other words, photos are selected or rejected with an assumed audience’s interests in mind, an audience who may be particularly persuaded to intervene when confronted with images that evidence what Tobin Siebers calls “eyesores - the quaint but not so innocent name for the painful sensation accompanying the perception of ugliness, disunity, or dilapidation in the built environment” (2003, p. 200). 
For example, in a photovoice project with children, one of us anticipated the need to discard at least some of the first round of photos, based on the assumption that they would be unusable. Indeed, many of the photos in the first round depicted friends and family, people in posed shots, pets, and beloved objects in the home (but consult Luttrell, 2010, for an argument in favor of preserving these kinds of “unusable” photos). Importantly, in relation to our critique, photovoice risks presenting photographs as unmediated truth – unfiltered visual representations of participants’ voices. But the photos are necessarily negotiated by the researchers who are facilitating the process as well as the medium of photography itself, in which photos are always constructed, framed, partial, and culturally mediated (Garland-Thomson, 2002). 
We raise this point not to diminish the creative aspects of photovoice, but to highlight an important distinction that shapes how images are made, shared, and interpreted. Because a goal is often to present photographs as evidence, there can be a tendency to treat them as straightforward reflections of truth: what we see is what is. Our ethical critique is concerned with how this evidentiary framing can reinforce assumptions that visual exposure fosters understanding, or that images can communicate complex realities. Attending to these dynamics opens up space for deeper reflection on the visual politics of photovoice, including how we might engage with images beyond their immediate legibility.
Of course, the alignment of photovoice with postpositivist orientations is driven at least in part by institutional pressures. The demand for evidence from funders, policymakers, and institutional gatekeepers is both real and persistent. In this context, photovoice offers a compelling response, a visual product that can “speak for itself.” Yet, attending to the historical uses of photography reveals how institutional demands for visual evidence are not politically neutral. On the contrary, visual documentation has frequently served as a tool of surveillance and imperialist exclusion. For example, U.S. immigration authorities at Angel Island required Chinese immigrants (but not European ones) to submit photographic documentation, where officials relied on the presumed objectivity of visual evidence to distinguish between respectable and criminal bodyminds, treating the image as proof of (im)morality (Menchaca, 2014; Pegler-Gordon, 2009). Photography, in this context, was used for naturalizing the idea that moral character could be seen. Similarly, Lydon (2014) traces the complex histories of photography for Indigenous communities who have been misrepresented through colonial photography, leading to exploitation and violations of autonomy. In the context of disability, Garland-Thomson (2002) explains that “the flourishing of photography after 1839 provided a new way to stare at disability” (p. 57), noting that for disabled people, photography extended a long history of being displayed for public consumption. Together, these historical examples underscore the need for scholars to attend to how institutional desires for visual proof may reproduce similar dynamics, privileging what can be recorded and made visible.
Ethical Tensions in Visualizing Harm
Photovoice participants are often invited to photograph community strengths or aspirations. Anecdotally, in our experience, even when photovoice projects are framed around hope, possibility, or imagining new futures, participants often end up making photos of what is broken, such as cracked sidewalks, locked doors, and littered playgrounds (see Jardine & James, 2012, and Author, 2012, for similar accounts). Rather than conceptualizing this as a failure to follow the prompt, this may reflect both the realities participants are navigating and the way photovoice tends to frame the purpose of visual data, which is to demonstrate evidence of a problem to elicit change. It may also reflect participants’ strategic attunement to dominant expectations about the kinds of images that will be persuasive to external audiences. Yet this can lead to a troubling dynamic where harm and neglect are put on display for consumption rather than transformation.
This helps us understand why the draw of visual methods like photovoice lies not only in their potential to democratize participation, but also in the allure of the visual itself. As Wegner (2020, p. 66) observes regarding visual representations of trauma and harm, “a significant appeal…lies in their satisfaction of a voyeuristic desire.” This appeal is not incidental, but rather integral to the cultural production of meaning through vision, wherein trauma and disenfranchisement become available for consumption through visual representation (Garland-Thomson, 2002). 
Critiques of photovoice have noted the method’s susceptibility to voyeurism and its tenuous theory of change, which assumes that first-person accounts, once presented to institutional authorities, will lead to social transformation (Johnston, 2016). Indeed, the political record offers little support for this assumption. The graphic documentation of racialized state violence, from the 1991 video of Rodney King to the widely circulated footage of George Floyd’s murder, has not yielded significant structural change. The failure of the George Floyd Justice in Policing Act in 2021 underscores the limits of visibility as intervention. As Williams (2021) notes, activists have increasingly questioned whether the circulation of images of Black trauma that fails to produce justice constitutes harm in itself. This concern resonates with critiques of pain- and poverty-tourism (Freire-Medeiros, 2013; Sontag, 2003), wherein the visual spectacle of suffering is used to prompt awareness even while reproducing asymmetrical power relations between those who look and those who are seen. 
Such critiques can be extended further by drawing upon the insights of critical disability studies, which elucidate the cultural significance of visualizing oppression. As an example, ethical guidelines that discourage the inclusion of identifiable individuals, however well-intentioned, may result in imagery that presents damaged environments absent of bodies, spaces that evoke neglect but elide the complexities of embodiment. These disembodied images rely on an aesthetic of disability (Siebers, 2003) to constitute a visual discourse framing certain communities as broken or abandoned spaces. Yet images of urban disrepair and dilapidation are never neutral; they are read through existing cultural codes of race, class, and disability (Erevelles & Minear, 2010; Author, under review; Lipsitz, 2007; Taylor, 2024). As such, the stigma associated with marginalized embodiments remains visually present, reinforcing dominant narratives of deficiency and social neglect. As Jina B. Kim (2025) articulates, infrastructural violence produces conditions in which poor and working class communities and communities of color are pathologized, excluded from normative participation, and imagined as burdens to the body politic. 
Photovoice may reinforce a discursive association between marginalization and disability by relying on the aesthetic of disability: visual tropes of dysfunction, decay, and disorder that signify a problem in need of fixing. Siebers (2003) argues that public aversion to so-called eyesores, whether in the form of actual disabled people or in the form of infrastructure in the built environment, is rooted in the cultural symbolism of the disabled body. The disabled figure becomes shorthand for social suffering, where environments that appear “unhealthy” provoke anxiety about community decline. In Siebers’ assessment, “the notion of the eyesore would make no sense if not for its dependence on the underlying symbolism of the disabled body” (p. 200).  
Critical disability studies also urges us to question the role of the audience: what work do images perform in the context of photo exhibitions? Photovoice exhibitions are often intentionally designed to elicit an emotional response (Macdonald et al., 2022), whether to evoke concern, empathy, or outrage, in order to spur action. Indeed, photographs are understood not only to engage participants in unique modes of reflection, but also to hold particular appeal for audiences. Garland-Thomson’s (2002) theorizing on the politics of staring traces the historical connection between disability, deficiency, and perceived worthiness for aid. Photography, she argues, frames disability through the “visual rhetoric [of the] sentimental” (p. 63). These aesthetic modes are embedded in a bourgeois culture of feelings that equate suffering with moral worth, prompting those with access to resources to feel moved to humanitarian action. Even in the absence of visibly disabled individuals, the visual rhetorics of debility perform cultural work by framing certain communities as lacking capacity and in need of repair (Garland-Thomson, 2002). This raises an ethical tension underlying photovoice, as the method is designed to mobilize communities and advocate for structural change, but often relies on visual conventions that risk reifying deficit-based logics. Images that center broken infrastructure or environmental neglect may indeed generate political pressure, but they do so by drawing on the aesthetic of disability that make marginalization legible through recognizable signs of nonnormativity.
Adaptations of Photovoice and the Limits of Reforming the Method
We acknowledge that photovoice is not solely a visual method. It is typically a multimodal approach that pairs photographs with written or spoken narratives, often developed through participant reflection and group discussion. In this sense, photovoice is dialogic, facilitating the use of storytelling to deepen the context and meaning of images, and to convey symbolic or emotional insights. This integration is central to the method’s aim of fostering understanding beyond what is immediately visible. 
Our argument is not at odds with this understanding. Instead, we draw attention to how these processes remain structured by the visual. Photographs do not need to function as literal “proof” to participate in a visual epistemology. The role of the photograph in grounding and organizing collective meaning-making may still position it in alignment with a postpositivist valuing of observable phenomena. For example, a participant’s account of feeling unsafe may be taken up as more credible when accompanied by an image of a broken streetlight even while the image does not prove the experience itself. 
Our critique, in other words, is not that photovoice overlooks narrative or context, but that it is embedded within a visual epistemology that positions the photograph as the primary, and often necessary, vehicle for truth-telling. Even when paired with narrative, the image functions as the element that renders a participant’s experience “real” or “credible” to viewers or policymakers. This privileging of the visual reinforces ocularnormative assumptions about what constitutes valid and persuasive evidence and who is presumed to be the viewer. 
Photovoice has been adapted in some contexts to use the photo-making and narrative-crafting process as a means of fostering critical consciousness and problem identification, rather than as evidence for external policy audiences. When photographs are used primarily among participants and facilitators, this shift may circumvent some of the ethical concerns outlined in our critique, and certainly constitutes a meaningful departure from the method as originally conceived. Yet, we gently caution against assuming that externally-oriented and internally-oriented uses of photovoice are mutually exclusive in terms of their alignment with ocularnormativity. It would be generative to ask of any photovoice project: does the method continue to rely on visual representation as the central mode of knowledge production? Indeed, critical and participatory approaches do not necessarily disrupt ocularnormativity, as the broader methodological infrastructure of photovoice continues to organize reflection and analysis around the visual.
At the same time, not all applications of photovoice reproduce all of the assumptions outlined in this paper. Community psychologist Brinton Lykes, for instance, has reimagined photovoice within feminist and decolonial frameworks, using it as a tool for collective testimony, memory work, and healing, particularly among communities affected by state violence and forced displacement (e.g., Lykes et al., 2006; Lykes, 2010). In these contexts, the method is oriented less toward persuading external audiences and more toward fostering community dialogue, shared analysis, and political consciousness. This shift away from framings of photovoice as a tool for advocacy directed at policymakers offers an alternative orientation that foregrounds relationality and collective meaning-making. Such approaches point toward productive directions for rethinking how photovoice might be mobilized beyond conventional efforts that prioritize external visibility and persuasion.
Concluding Thoughts
In the visual methodology underlying photovoice, participants are invited to make marginalization visible. The photograph becomes a mode of proof, an image that transforms lived experience into a legible artifact for institutional recognition or policy action. This approach, while seeming to democratize representation, relies on ocularnormative assumptions while reinscribing a liberal demand for legibility that assumes justice can be pursued effectively through the visual disclosure of harm. We urge researchers to consider these ethical issues in their undertaking of photovoice projects.
More broadly, this critique invites researchers, funders, and policymakers to reconsider how assumptions about evidence and accessibility are embedded in research design. Attending to these dynamics has implications beyond photovoice to include participatory research more generally, particularly where visual or other sensory norms shape what is recognized as credible knowledge. For those with institutional decision-making power, we suggest considering forms of evidence that are more in line with epistemic plurality.
Limitations of Our Critique
In the spirit of reflexive methodological critique, we acknowledge several limitations and tensions in our analysis. We discuss these here in order to highlight the contributions of our critique while clarifying the unresolved questions it raises for future work. 
One limitation of this critique is that some of our claims draw upon practice-based and anecdotal knowledge. We approach this paper as researchers with extensive experience in both conducting photovoice projects and engaging in critical disability scholarship, which informs our analysis. Such experiential and reflexive insight constitutes an important form of situated knowledge within qualitative inquiry (Finlay, 2002). Indeed, many of the practices we critique (e.g., editing, curating, or omitting participant photographs) are rarely discussed in published accounts, as methodological reporting often smooths over the messy or contradictory dimensions of the research process (Fine, 1994). Moreover, photovoice may be used as one component of larger projects, with many implementation decisions never fully documented in formal written accounts. Thus, while some of our observations are necessarily anecdotal, they emerge from extensive firsthand experience and sustained dialogue with other photovoice practitioners regarding practices often taken for granted as simply how the method is done.  
In addition, we note a tension in our critique for researchers and participants who have experienced photovoice as empowering or transformative. Many of us, including some of the authors of this paper, have found the method meaningful in practice. Participants often report that image-making and collective reflection on those images facilitate rapport-building and create opportunities that feel both validating and engaging. While these experiences should not be dismissed, the affective impact of photovoice does not necessarily resolve the epistemological concerns we raise. On the contrary, photovoice may feel powerful in part because visibility is culturally coded as impactful. Our own investment in the method therefore heightens rather than diminishes the need to reflect on why visual methods are so compelling and what assumptions underlie that appeal. 
Finally, a limitation of this critique is that we do not offer a concrete set of procedures for resolving the ethical tensions identified. This omission is intentional. Yet, we recognize that readers may desire more concrete exemplars of what anti-ableist alternatives might entail, and we consider the development of such approaches to be an important direction for future methodological scholarship. We offer one path forward by proposing that practitioners of the method “crip” photovoice. 
Cripping Photovoice
The purpose of this paper was to offer a critical disability studies-informed critique of photovoice that unpacks some concerns regarding the method’s association with the visual. Rather than attempting to resolve these issues through prescriptive solutions, our aim has been to foreground ethical concerns and contribute a critical intervention in ongoing conversations around photovoice and visual methods more broadly. To reiterate, our critique is not simply that photovoice excludes blind or visually impaired participants, which could be addressed through modifications. Rather, we contend that photovoice is tied to an over-reliance on the visual, with important implications for what counts as knowledge and how social change happens. 
This brings us back to critical disability studies. To take disability seriously in methodological critique means interrogating the normative assumptions embedded in research design, including but not limited to the privileging of visual evidence. Imagining anti-ableist possibilities for photovoice is thus an invitation to crip our methods (Dokumaci, 2018; Kafer, 2013; Mills & Sanchez, 2024). Cripping involves attending to what is taken for granted as natural or necessary, such as the primacy of sight, and asks how these norms shape perceptions of valid data and credible research practice. Following Kim (2017), we understand cripping as a critical orientation that “shift[s] disability from noun – an identity one can occupy – to verb: a critical methodology” (para. 1), that challenges the normative assumptions through which photovoice has traditionally been accomplished. Cripping photovoice would require questioning the epistemological norms that grant visual representation privileged status. We resist offering a model for a cripped photovoice that would risk reinscribing the standardization that a crip orientation seeks to disrupt. Cripping is necessarily contextual, relational, and responsive to local conditions, not reducible to prescriptive procedures (Hamraie, 2017). As Mills & Sanchez (2024) put it, “cripping is not a technical protocol and it does not always ‘work’” (p. 10). Nevertheless, a crip approach to photovoice may involve loosening the method’s attachment to the visual as a privileged mode of conveying meaning. It may also involve welcoming forms of expression that do not make experience visually available for consumption. 
Importantly, such an approach means engaging disability not merely as an identity or difference to be accommodated, but as an epistemological field and methodological orientation (Dokumaci, 2018; McRuer, 2010; Minich, 2016; Schalk, 2022). That is, disability should not enter methodological reflection only when disabled participants are present. Disability offers a critical analytic for examining how norms of embodiment, communication, and even evidence shape research practices more broadly. Disability as method attends to the “epistemic possibilities that emerge from embodiments of disability” and entails tracing disability’s disruptions in order to “mark what otherwise goes unmarked in everydayness” (Dokumaci, 2018, para. 6). As scholars and practitioners put photovoice into practice, they must critically reflect on its underlying structures, questioning not only what photovoice makes visible but also what it leaves unexamined. In this sense, our critique centers the methodological and institutional structures that demand those representations in order to validate experience. 
Finally, we find it surprising that ethical critiques of photovoice rarely address the method’s reliance on ocularnormative assumptions. From our positions within critical disability studies, where the politics of the visual are a well-developed and evergreen area of inquiry, this absence is striking. Perhaps this surprise reflects the ways disciplinary orientations and personal experience shape what questions feel urgent. The landscape of psychological research methods would be enhanced by integrating a critical disability studies perspective that invites us to reconsider research methods that privilege visual evidence, like photovoice, not simply in terms of accessibility and inclusion, but in terms of the deeper assumptions they carry about what is recognized as valid knowledge and how ethical relationships are enacted in the research process. 
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