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From the Persistence of Ableism to
its Deconstruction in the Evolution
of Collective and Individual
Narratives around Prosthetic
Amputee Bodies

Valentine Gourinat and Paul-Fabien Groud

 

Introduction 

1 Given the extent of the physical trauma experienced, the stigma left on the body by the

amputation, and the use of this particular object, the prosthesis, the amputee has long

been part of the collective imagination1. From the wooden leg to the « bionic » hand,

from the mutilated war soldier to the sportsman fitted with carbon blades, the figure of

the « amputee » occupies a special place in the history of representations of disability2

within Western societies (European and North-American3). After a transformation in

the  amputee’s  images  from  the  19th  century  onwards,  a  quick  shift  in  these

representations  took  place  during  the  20th  century.  The  recognition  of  amputees

(through  the  visibility  and  recognition  of  amputee  soldiers)  correlated  with  the

development of the prosthetic field and physical rehabilitation medicine, has led to the

production, over the course of the century, of new individual and collective narratives.

At  the  beginning  of  the  21st  century,  a  new  techno-enchanted  narrative  emerged

around  the  amputee  figure,  driven  by  surgical,  medical  and  fitting  progress  and

influenced by the mass media. As we shall see, while this historical development is far

from uniform, it is nonetheless persistently affected by the filter of an ableist4 ideology

that needs to be examined in depth.

2 Drawing on philosophy, anthropology, history and the information and communication

sciences, this article analyses the development, from the 19th century to the present
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day, of Western narratives around the figure of the amputee. The aim of this critical

analysis  is  to decipher and study those narratives through the prism of  the ableist

norms and prosthetic fascination on which they were built and disseminated. Using a

diachronic and iterative approach, this work will lead us to examine the ambiguous

consequences of these narratives on contemporary representations of disability on a

collective and societal scale. We will also look at the impact of these narratives on the

life stories of amputees, while these narratives cannot be thought of in isolation from

their performative dimension5.  From a methodological point of view, the analysis is

based, on the one hand, on a survey of archives and works on amputees from the 19th

to  the  21st  century,  and  on  the  other  hand  on  documentary  monitoring  of  media

content  from  the  general  press  for  the  21st  century.  It  is  also  based  on  several

ethnographic surveys (observations, videos, interviews with amputees, their relatives

and healthcare professionals) carried out in France in rehabilitation centres, prosthesis

manufacturing companies, an amputee association and in the homes of several of the

participants in our research.

3 In this three-part article,  we begin by tracing the evolution of collective narratives

based on ableist norms with regard to the figure of the amputee soldier over the course

of the 19th and 20th centuries. Our analysis then focuses on the first two decades of the

21st century, which saw the emergence and dissemination of techno-enchanted and

ableist  narratives  around  this  same  figure,  with  significant  repercussions  at  both

individual and collective levels. In the final part, we highlight the contemporary work

of  critically  deconstructing  this  narrative  and  this  prosthetic  fascination  within

Western societies, particularly by the individuals concerned, in order to grasp its full

scope  and  the  current  issues  for  amputees  and,  more  generally,  for  people  with

disabilities.

 

Narratives about Amputees and Prosthetic Devices in
the Late 19th and 20th Centuries: from War Wounds to
the Return to Work

4 Although the practice of amputation has been recorded since Neolithic era6, it was then

only performed as a last resort, and was often refused by the people concerned, even

when their lives were at stake7. It was not until the second half of the 19th century that

surgical procedures evolved considerably (particularly in terms of anesthesia), and the

idea of limb amputation became acceptable to both carers and patients8. Indeed, the

medical and technical advances of the time (linked to the many wars that tore the

period apart) made it possible to make stumps more functional and to restore some

common  activities  thanks  to  increasingly  sophisticated  prostheses9.  While  medical

documentation can be found throughout this period, the narratives and discourses of

amputees  did  not  really  begin  to  be  documented  until  after  the  Great  War,  when

disabled  veterans’  associations  began to  emerge  and relay  the  voices  of  those  first

affected.  This  concerned  above  all  access  to  disability  compensation  rights,  in

particular  by  obtaining  and  increasing  a  disability  allowance,  which  was  the  main

concern of wounded soldiers at the time10. It was also during this period that a certain

structuring of the collective narrative around the figure of the disabled veteran began

to emerge. Historian Sophie Delaporte explains that from the end of World War I : 
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While  the  14  July  parade,  with  its  procession  of  war-disabled  soldiers  in  the

limelight, consecrated the nation’s recognition of those who had suffered in their

flesh to defend it, it also reflected a form of heroism of the wound received in war,

and thus a certain valorization of the disabled.11

5 This narrative of the valorization of the mutilation largely involves the idea that the

loss of their limb is a gift, a sacrifice for a « sacred cause » and, in so doing, « making

sense  of  injuries  in  the  ambiguous  aftermath  of  the  war  required  Union  veteran

amputees to mythologize their victory »12. This heroisation in the collective discourse

seems  rather  paradoxical,  however,  if  we  consider  how  little  social  and  financial

consideration was given to soldiers, as denounced by disabled veterans’ associations. In

addition,  this  heroisation removes  any reference  to  the  pain,  sorrow and suffering

experienced  by  the  first  concerned,  thereby  erasing  the  whole  dimension  of

vulnerability  that  could  hinder  the  process  of  enhancing  the  image  of  the  war

wounded. Unfortunately, this has direct consequences for the population concerned,

since « the denial of pain has undoubtedly helped to encourage amputees to withdraw

into silence »13. Furthermore, despite the unacceptable social misery and psychological

distress in which many war veterans were living14,  they were expected to overcome

their own suffering and situation, a necessary condition for their respectability. Earlier

in the day, Phineas Whitehouse already assured his fellow veterans of the American

Civil War that « With patient and persevering efforts, make the vest of that, and there

is nothing to prevent you from becoming useful, respected and honoured citizens of

our regenerated republic »15. Here we can already see the first snippets of an ableist

socio-political  dynamic  (to  be  linked  with  the  « discourse  of  enjoyment  and

performance »16 highly  valued  by  capitalist  ideology)  that  skews  the  collective

representation of the disabled person, by giving only a carefully chosen partial image.

This  specific  image is  an integral  part  of  the process  through which the disabled's

voices and experiences are stifled and suppressed, which in turn removes any sense of

collective responsibility regarding the societal impact of disability.

6 It  was  within  this  dynamic  of  thought,  that  emerged  the  sciences  of  functional

rehabilitation, which sought to erase the « anomalies » of the mutilated body and bring

it back into line with social norms17. Moreover, it was a direct response to the political

objectives of maintaining (individual) productivity, particularly in terms of returning

to work, in a context of economic reconstruction following the war. It was during this

period  that  physiotherapy  arose,  a  movement  based  therapy  combining  new

paramedical methods (medical and orthopedic gymnastics, therapeutic massages and

manipulations, electrotherapy, etc.). These new methods were aimed at people injured

in the workplace, but also mainly at war wounded, who were sent to « recovery centres

set up by the armed forces health service »18. Functional rehabilitation was formalized

in earnest at the end of the Second World War, with the recognition in 1947 by the

American Medical Association of this new medical discipline, now known as Physical

and  Rehabilitation  Medicine19.  At  the  same  time,  the  constant  improvement  of

functional prostheses has made it possible to regain a certain capacity and autonomy at

work20.  The idea,  once again,  is  to be able to turn wounded people into productive

individuals,  through a return to employment.  Throughout this  century,  a  return to

work has been at the heart of the narrative surrounding amputation and disability.

Here again, it’s hard not to see the ableist bias that runs through the representations

and collective expectations that are addressed to amputees.  As Patrick Fougeyrollas

puts it : 
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The  activity  par  excellence,  as  the  central  Western  value  concerning  men,  is

productive activity, the capacity to work. ‘Accident victims, recover your capacity

to  work’  goes  the  maxim  engraved  on  the  inaugural  plaque  dated  1967  of  the

Quebec City rehabilitation centre built for its clientele by the Work Injuries Board.21

7 However, even if a return to work is an essential aspect of the collective discourse on

disability  and  a  desired  and  beneficial  step  in  individual  paths,  the  reality  of

professional  reintegration  for  amputees  is  more  complex,  and  highlights  a  certain

paradox.  Far  from  political  ideals,  individual  wishes  come  up  against  possible

discrimination by employers.  For example,  Dominique, 74,  a traumatic transfemoral

amputee in the early 1980s, who was urged to return to work and was keen to do so, felt

the full force of the gap between the collective narrative and individual reality : 

I was in the printing industry. I was capable of going back to work. […] But then the

boss said to me : « With your salary, I can pay back two people, so we’ll come to an

“arrangement” »… He fired me.22

8 This approach, aimed at making individuals bear the burden of their own disability and

urging them to return to a « useful » physical condition (while limiting their access to

rights and employment), was also reflected in the evolution of disability policies right

up to the beginning of the 21st century. The biomedical approach to disability, in force

until the end of the 20th century, reflected a collective aim to normalize the individual

by « correcting » him or her in order to adapt to the ableist environment23. It was not

until the second half of the 20th century that people with disabilities began to stand up

for their rights, in order to gain greater autonomy and, above all, self-determination24.

While the figure of the war veteran remains a key figure in these social movements, it

is  gradually  being  overtaken  by  that  of  civilian  amputees,  who  are  increasingly

numerous in the world of rehabilitation and more and more active in the public arena.

While the profiles of amputees gradually changed at the end of the 20th century, the

ableist  bias  that  surrounded their  collective  consideration,  and the  construction of

discourses around them, persisted.

 

From the beginning of the 21st century to the present
day: the story of an effective, fixed and enhanced
prosthetic body

9 From  the  end  of  the  20th  century  onwards,  developments  in  orthopedic  devices

radically  transformed the prosthetic  field and the experience of  people with upper

and/or lower limb amputations. The use of silicone made it possible to manufacture

comfortable sleeves. New types and shapes of sockets are appearing, which are lighter,

more  resistant  and  adapted  to  each  amputee.  The  use  of  new  materials  (carbon,

titanium)  and  prosthetic  technological  devices  equipped  with  microprocessors  and

electronic sensors has led to considerable advances in orthopedic devices. Their arrival

on  the  public  market  and their  reimbursement  by  social  security  (in  France)  offer

amputees the possibility of being fitted with prostheses that enable them to perform

everyday  tasks  more  easily,  more  « naturally »,  and  to  regain  a  certain  degree  of

autonomy.  Not  only  healthcare  professionals,  but  also  amputees  who  have  gone

through this transformation phase—which has only accelerated over the years up to

the present day—describe this pivotal period :
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— Ambroise25: Things have evolved in terms of both substance and form. Patients

are much better cared for before, during and after amputation. Then there are the

advances  in  orthopaedic  devices.  The  upper  limb  prostheses  are  increasingly

sophisticated, and still  very well reimbursed by French social security compared

with other countries. And then, when I arrived here [at the rehabilitation center],

32 years ago [in 1989], there were 2 or 3 types of mechanical knee, there was no

electronic knee, now there are different types of mechanical knee and half a dozen

electronic  knees.  Things  have  "exploded",  especially  in  the  upper  limbs.  It's

fascinating progress. Prostheses are more reliable, lighter, better performing and

more aesthetically pleasing.26

—  Franck27 :  What  it’s  like  to  live  with  a  prosthesis,  especially  now  since  the

[electronic knees]… plus before I didn’t even have a foot with a Carbon blade. I’ve

experienced a lot of things… At the beginning, I didn’t have any silicone sleeves

either, they were made of leather. In the summer, it was crazy, they were all wet,

they didn’t have time to dry. […] All that changed your life, it was like night and

day.28

10 From the 2000s onwards, in conjunction with the emergence of these new prosthetic

devices and the arrival of the internet, there was growing media coverage of amputees

fitted with high-tech prostheses and/or original designs, particularly in Europe and the

USA. The effect of these media figures is to produce new narratives and representations

of amputees and disabled people in general.  A paradigm shift is taking place in the

media and in society, with amputees being shown and understood through the prism of

performing  and  overcoming  disability.  This  « contemporary  prosthetic

enchantment »29 can be seen in the many images, videos and stories about the media’s

staging of a techno-body30 based on a display of the performances of amputees fitted

with prosthetic limbs and an unprecedented estheticization of prosthetic limbs.

11 The parasport movement has been a powerful vehicle for this enchanted and heroic

narrative.  South  African  athlete  Oscar  Pistorius,  a  400m  specialist  who  suffered  a

bilateral  tibial  amputation  at  the  age  of  11  months  as  a  result  of  a  congenital

malformation, fitted with carbon blade running prostheses in competition, was one of

the  most  talked-about  media  figures31.  Between  2004  and  2012,  under  the  media

spotlight, his performances, which were close to those of athletes considered « able-

bodied »,  fueled a  major  controversy about  possible  « technological  doping ».  As  an

analysis of the changes taking place at the beginning of the 21st century, the media

coverage  of  Oscar  Pistorius  and,  more  generally,  of  the  performances  of  disabled

athletes at the London Paralympic Games represents a turning point in the visibility of

people with disabilities in the media. It is the driving force behind a narrative of the

heroic (disabled) athlete and a staging of a body/technology hybridization based on the

ableist  body norms current in industrial/capitalist  societies :  the athletic,  muscular,

technologized, high-performance, powerful body32.

12 The narrative in favor of contemporary prosthetic enchantment was also built  over

these decades on the media coverage of other amputee fitted with prosthesis figures

with varying degrees of short-lived success. Aimee Mullins and Viktoria Modesta were/

are  two  amputee  media  figures  who  have  made  a  name  for  themselves  through  a

variety of artistic and publicity projects, and who are the bearers of a discourse and

narrative in favor of prosthetics as a means of overcoming disability. Claudia Mitchell

and Leslie Baugh are other amputee figures (re)presented as women and men who have

become « bionic », following on from the 20th century ableist narrative of the soldier

fixed by prostheses. They symbolize the capacity and power of (prosthetic) technology

to fix the human body. Hugh Herr, double amputated following a climbing accident, is
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an American engineer at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT) and designer

of high-tech prostheses, but also one of the most representative media figures in the

construction of this techno-enchanted narrative. Prophesying a near future where « it

will be better to be an amputee than an able-bodied »33, he embodies the narrative of

« enhanced man » advocated by the transhumanist currents in vogue in the 2010s.

13 From the prosthetic, athletic and high-performance amputated body to the claim that

the body merges with prostheses, the media figures of amputees and amputees have

helped  to  convey  and  exalt  the  narrative  of  a  body  fixed/enhanced  by  prosthetic

devices.  The  dissemination  of  this  exalted  narrative  is  ambiguous  as  two  analyses

intertwine.  The  first  underlines  the  consequent  and  beneficial  impact  that  these

mediatized individuals have had on society’s image and collective representations of

disability,  in  which  the  amputee  body  is  made,  said  and shown to  be  a  body  with

capacity34. Far from the crippled35 and stigmatized36 amputees, these figures lead to a

redefinition of the boundaries, destined to become blurred, between disabled and able-

bodied people. However, a second, critical analysis reveals the problematic nature of

this  techno-enchantment.  This  narrative  is  partly  rooted  in  ableism,  in  which

amputated bodies are acceptable and desirable since they are fixed and presented as

overly-able37. Moreover, it reveals a significant gap between the narratives conveyed

and embodied by media figures and the reality on the ground and the majority of the

experiences and stories of those affected. Ethnographic observations and interviews

highlight the vertiginous gulf between the prowess and narratives developed by media

figures in favor of an amputated and prosthetic body—a « jigsaw puzzle » whose pieces

could  be  changed without  constraint—and the  experiences  of  amputees  fitted  with

prosthetic  devices.  This  account  masks  the  complexity  of  the  profiles  and  daily

experiences  of  amputees  (managing  the  stump,  phantom  pain,  sometimes  difficult

reconstruction of the body image) and people fitted with prosthetic devices (pain and

difficulties in the stump/prosthesis relationship, fitting problems, limitations inherent

in the amputee/prosthetic body). This can lead to numerous disappointments in the

healthcare process and in the everyday experience of amputation and fitting38, which

are palpable in the narratives given by amputees and their carers :

— Charles39: But come on, when… When you… type « prosthesis » on the… on the

internet, what do you see? [Pi]storius doing, doing… [Pi]storius running. […] But

that’s… aberrant ! [Whereas using a prosthesis] is an obstacle course. It really is !

[…] But I think it’s ignorance. It’s ignorance !40

— Jean41 : There are a lot of traumatic amputees who decide to do sport after an

amputation because they’ve seen videos of so-called enhanced amputees. Even if

the  desire  to  practice  sport  is  a  driving  force  in  rehabilitation  and  in  post-

amputation life, these images make our work in rehabilitation difficult, because we

have to  remind them that  there is  no such thing as  an enhanced amputee.  It’s

sometimes difficult to get this message across to patients who want the latest high-

tech prosthesis they’ve seen on the internet straight away.42

14 

With the  myth of  the  enhanced human being in  the  background,  the  (over-)media

coverage of high-tech prostheses and the performances of media figures are a source of

contradictory injunctions. Held up as a (ableist) model to be followed, this narrative

around  the  fixed/enhanced  body  leads,  in  contrast  to  the  enchanted  narrative,  to

profound  disenchantment  and  disillusionment  for  some  amputees,  with  significant

effects on their healthcare and life paths.
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Deconstructing ableist paradigms and injunctions: the
contemporary development of new individual and
collective narratives 

15 The previous two parts highlighted the way in which stories about amputation and

prosthetic limbs are driven by values of performance and power. From the amputee

soldier  to  the  bionic  man  and  the  top-level  sportsman,  these  are  all  figures  who

embrace ableist norms. This vision of the disabled person who surpasses him/herself in

order to be assimilated into the world of the able-bodied and, more broadly, into the

dominant norms43, amply echoes the figure of the « supercrip », described by Eli Clare44.

Supercrip is a way of performing disability, promoting the values of surpassing oneself,

competitiveness  and  individuality45,  with  the  aim of  normalizing  disability  in  able-

bodied society. In so doing, supercrip « reinforces the superiority of the nondisabled

body  and  mind »46 and  perpetuates  the  hierarchical  mechanisms  of  ableism,  by

discrediting forms of disability that do not seek to correspond to these values.  The

rights and place of disabled people in able-bodied society are evolving and changing,

but the values inherent in ableism remain very strong and tenacious.

16 However, criticism and alternative approaches have gradually emerged in recent years.

The politics of difference, described by Charles Taylor, advocates equal recognition of

all ways of being and universal dignity47. By deconstructing ableist values, people who

do not correspond to the dominant norm, or minority identities, should be able to be

recognized for what they are and celebrated in their differences48. A new narrative then

gradually emerges, on this critical basis, in a contemporary context that tends to renew

the image we have of the amputated body or its prostheses and to become aware of the

need for recognition of identity diversities49.  This narrative is one of negotiation, or

even more, resistance50 to the dominant ableist norms. For a long time, disabled people,

and even more so  disabled women,  have been excluded from narratives  of  beauty,

whose collective criteria seem incompatible with disability51. The recent emergence of

the « body positive movement » is encouraging us to question these norms and change

these narratives52,  calling for a more inclusive acceptance of beauty53.  Kelly Knox, a

young transradial amputee, puts this approach into words on the website of Alternative

Limb Project, a company that manufactures prostheses with a subversive aesthetic : 

I  want to change the way society perceives disability—showing disability can be

cool, fashionable, beautiful and powerful… it’s like my body is a canvas and when

wearing an Alternative Limb, I become the art.54

17 With regard to amputees more specifically, our different fields of investigation have

enabled us to highlight the rapid evolution in the ways in which amputees make their

bodies visible. Just a decade ago, most of the people we met in functional rehabilitation,

medical consultations or ethnographic interviews were trying to hide their amputation

behind realistic or discreet prostheses, and to blend in with the able-bodied55. During

our last survey, it was striking to see that a significant proportion of the people we met

were now trying, on the contrary, to make their prosthesis visible by decorating it with

colors or patterns, or by leaving it without any covering56. In this case, it is no longer a

question of hiding one’s condition, as long as it is not considered to be shameful or

disgraceful. Like Moussa, a 22-year-old double tibial amputee as a result of Covid-19,

who has chosen to leave his prostheses visible : 
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I want to put an identity with the prostheses, I didn’t want to tell myself that I’m

hiding,  I  don’t  really  like  to  say  hiding  my  « difference »…  But  rather  my

« particularity » we’ll say. I want to show it off, expose my particularity.57

18 Further down the line, some people claim that this approach is a genuine attempt to

normalize disability in the face of ableist injunctions, like Claude, 50, a tibial amputee

as a child following a road accident, who encourages the visibility and reappropriation

of the prosthesis as a tool for self-assertion: 

From the moment you start using this object and looking at it as an attribute, like a

tattoo for example, you start accepting it on yourself, because it can also become a

weapon, it allows you to stand out from others […] and you start accepting it, and

above  all  you  start  showing  it  off,  you  start  showing  yourself  off,  so  you  start

asserting yourself. 58

19 But while this type of narrative is becoming more and more common these days, it still

seems difficult to break away completely from ableist paradigms and expectations. One

of the side effects of this more « positive » visibilization of disabled or different bodies

is the forced construction of a narrative with heroic connotations, used as an example

or  collective  model.  This  trend,  greatly  accelerated  by  the  development  of  social

networks,  is  known  as  « Inspiration  Porn »59.  A  relatively  recent  phenomenon,  it

highlights stories associated with the supposed courage to live as a disabled person,

and  features  « fantasies  of  survival  […]  with  personal  stories  from  disabled  people

touching the non-disabled user deeply, motivating them to share this trope »60. In the

same vein as the « supercrip » figure, the aim here is to make people believe that the

disabled condition is being normalized, while still keeping it separated from the able-

bodied  condition,  and  valuing  or  retaining  only  those  traits  that  correspond  to

collective  ableist  values.  This  is  only  an apparent  subversion of  the  ableist  system,

hidden behind the veil of benevolent inclusion and openness to different bodies.

20 Further on, while ableist injunctions seem to be gradually being resisted by the people

concerned, the narratives and images of amputees are not immune to other forms of

dominant injunctions. The amputees currently covered by the media and set up as a

collective  model,  although  seeking  to  challenge  and  go  beyond  the  ableist  vision,

remain  firmly  anchored  in  the  promotion  of  young,  white,  beautiful,  smooth  and

hygienized  profiles61.  We  might  think  here  of  Viktoria  Modesta  and  Tilly  Lockey,

contemporary  icons  of  the  amputee  body  fitted  with  atypical  prostheses,  whose

committed discourse and militant stance have been analyzed by Léna Dormeau and

Amélie  Tehel62,  who  emphasize  the  underlying  need  for  exemplarity  in  both  their

approach  and  public  image.  While  their  commitment  is  to  change  the  image  of

disability,  they  still  never  show themselves  without  their  prostheses,  paradoxically

hiding their bodies while advocating the recognition of different bodies. It therefore

appears that even the claimed dynamics of resistance to ableism remain limited and

constrained in their application. However, while we are showing here the limitations

that still underlie this system, we should nevertheless remember that more and more

of the people concerned are now taking the public stage, putting forward their own

stories and sharing their narratives with the community. Some examples are the young

French Nelia Keciri and the American Kristi Loyall, who present their post-amputation

journeys  transparently  on  social  networks63.  This  is  a  significant  and  beneficial

contemporary consequence of all these dynamics of resistance to the ableist hegemony,

which are sometimes still in their early stages.
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Conclusion

21 From the end of the 19th century to the present day, the stories told about (and by)

amputees fitted with prosthetic devices are part of a historical process of change. As we

have highlighted throughout this article, the ideological filter of ableism is at the heart

of the construction of collective narratives in the 20th century around the figure of the

amputee soldier « fixed » by prosthetic devices. From this figure of the soldier to that

of « bionic » amputee women and men « enhanced » by prosthetic devices, the first two

decades of the 21st century marked a turning point with a transformation of collective

narratives,  combining techno-enchantment  and physical  performance,  disseminated

via  the  growing  media  coverage  of  remarkable  figures  of  amputees  fitted  with

prosthetic devices. In opposition to and in addition to this dominant narrative, other

individual and collective narratives are emerging and spreading. As part of a process of

empowerment, they are deconstructing these heroic and techno-enchanted narratives

and encouraging people to free themselves from the influence of ableist norms. The

emergence  of  these  new  narratives  is  an  ongoing  process,  paving  the  way  for  a

paradigm  shift  and  a  change  of  normative  model  within  contemporary  Western

societies (more specifically in Europe and North America).

22 While  a  necessary  shift  is  underway,  the  ethnographic  work  carried  out  in  close

proximity to amputees nevertheless invites us not to overlook the diversity of their

individual narratives, and to be careful not to essentialize them or categorize them in a

simplistic, dichotomous way. Between collective and individual narratives, the relation

to ableist norms remains ambivalent and oscillates,  depending on the individual,  to

varying degrees, between rejection and aspiration. The path of life before and after,

and the particularity of  having been « able-bodied » before facing the life ordeal  of

amputation, must be taken into account, and for some people also give cause to think

about their identification with and attachment to the dominant ableist norms. Between

the importance of  the critical  discourse  of  deconstruction and the variation in  the

trajectories,  experiences  and  stories  of  the  amputees  we  interviewed,  it  is  the

complexity of reality and its current mutations that come to light. It is in this sense

that we believe amputees fitted (or not) with prosthetic devices to be a particularly rich

socio-anthropological analyzer, as they give us so much to think about, to question, and

to  build  new frameworks,  based  on  the  refusal  of  hegemonies,  the  highlighting  of

plurality and inclusivity.
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ABSTRACTS

This  article  traces  the  evolution  of  the  image  of  the  amputated  body  fitted  with  prosthetic

devices in collective and individual narratives from the early 20th century to the present day in

European and North American societies. As these narratives are persistently permeated by an

ableist lens and ideology, they are not devoid of socio-political issues and consequences for the

people  concerned.  Based  on  these  narratives,  this  paper  proposes  a  socio-anthropological

analysis of their historical development and their impact on representations of disability, insofar

as they are a tool for transmitting social and collective values. More specifically, the aim is to

question the fascination with prosthetics and the culture of the high-performance amputee body,

which are vectors of ableist injunctions and ideals. The aim is also to highlight the complexity

and variety of individual approaches in the face of persistent and collective normalisation over

time.

Cet article retrace l’évolution de l’image du corps amputé appareillé dans les récits collectifs et

individuels de la fin du XIXe siècle à nos jours dans les sociétés européennes et nord-américaines.

Ces derniers étant traversés de façon persistante par un filtre et une idéologie validistes, ils ne

sont pas dénués d’enjeux socio-politiques et de conséquences sur les personnes concernées. Se

basant  sur  ces  récits,  cette  contribution  propose  une  analyse  socio-anthropologique  de  leur

évolution historique et de leurs enjeux sur les représentations du handicap, en tant qu’elles sont

un  support  de  transmission  de  valeurs  sociales  et  collectives.  Cette  réflexion vise  plus

spécifiquement à remettre en question la fascination prothétique et le culte du corps amputé

performant, vecteurs d’injonctions et d’idéaux validistes. Il s’agit aussi de montrer la complexité

et  la  variété  des  approches  individuelles,  face  à  une  normalisation  collective  et  persistante

inscrite dans le temps.

Este artículo trata de la evolución de la imagen del cuerpo amputado protésico en los relatos

colectivos e  individuales del  fin del  siglo XIX hasta hoy en día en las  sociedades europeas y
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norteamericanas. Dado que estos relatos están impregnados de forma persistente por un filtro y

una ideología validistas, no están exentas de cuestiones sociopolíticas y de consecuencias para las

personas afectadas. A partir de estos relatos, este artículo propone un análisis socioantropológico

de  su  evolución  histórica  y  de  su  impacto  en  las  representaciones  de  la  discapacidad,  en  la

medida en que son un medio de transmisión de valores sociales y colectivos. Más concretamente,

se  trata  de  cuestionar  la  fascinación por  las  prótesis  y  el  culto  al  cuerpo  amputado de  alto

rendimiento,  vectores  de  preceptos  e  ideales  validistas.  También  se  pretende  mostrar  la

complejidad y  la  variedad de  los  enfoques  individuales  frente  a  una normalización colectiva

persistente en el tiempo.
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