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Abstract
This article reflects on the phenomenon of the virtualization of culture and its significance in providing accessibility to
people with visual impairment. From this point of view, virtual culture becomes a space of negotiation between social
inclusion and exclusion. By examining the experiences of participants in cultural events and the planners of such events,
I try to identify possible advantages as well as dangers related to the process of transferring cultural life to the Internet.
The scope of my research embraces accessible cultural events offered by selected institutions and non‐governmental orga‐
nizations in Poland. Research data was collected by interviewing both employees and participants of events with visual
impairment. I have also drawn uponmy own experiences as a blind admirer of culture and aworker in the sector of cultural
accessibility. My main research question is: Does the virtualization of culture make events more accessible for people with
visual impairment, or does it increase already‐existing barriers? A further issue is explored—namely new solutions that are
appearing in the accessible remote events on offer. The theoretical framework for this study includes accessibility studies
and disability studies.
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1. Introduction

The Covid‐19 pandemic has changed human life in nearly
every way. To limit the spread of the disease, many coun‐
tries decided to introduce lockdowns, the length and
scope of which varied from country to country. In the
meantime, living habits have changed all over the world,
as people have shifted many of their activities to vir‐
tual spaces. Information and communication technolo‐
gies (ICT) such as computers, smartphones, and tablets
became the principal means of carrying out multiple
functions, for millions of people. Groups who are tradi‐
tionally more vulnerable in crises, such as people with
disabilities, were especially affected by these changes.
Much has been already written about the impact of
lockdowns on this group concerning work (Aydos et al.,
2021), healthcare (Schotland, 2021), personal security

(Katz, 2020; Lund, 2020; Shelton, 2021), andmore. In this
article, however, I address an area that has not been
thoroughly examined to date, namely the participation
of people with disabilities in cultural activities. Except
for very few and fragmentary examples that focus on
Western Europe (Gentry, 2021; Reason, 2022; the audi‐
ence agency, 2021), we lack research on this topic.

To fill this gap, at least minimally, I examine how the
virtualization of cultural life impacted accessibility for
persons with visual impairment. I present the findings
of a study that I conducted in Poland among individuals
with visual impairment and employees of cultural insti‐
tutions and NGOs. I present and discuss the various solu‐
tions being implemented in order tomake virtual cultural
events accessible and indicate the main difficulties from
both the participants’ and the organizers’ perspectives.
I ponder on the benefits for both sides and take into
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account the cognitive, entertaining, and social dimen‐
sions of one’s contact with culture based on the very
broad range of the examined events, starting with cook‐
ing workshops and ending with theater performances.

My main research question is whether the virtual‐
ization of culture makes events more or less accessible
for persons with visual impairment. In other words, does
it contribute to producing new and inclusionary mech‐
anisms, or does it merely increase already‐existing bar‐
riers? Generally speaking, “access can be divided into
physical access (e.g., to objects and places) and intellec‐
tual access (e.g., to ideas and information)” (Jaeger &
Bowman, 2005, p. 63). This article centers on the lat‐
ter aspect and—for the sake of clarity—it is necessary
to define the extent of this access. The focus here is on
the issue of accessibility of culture for personswith visual
impairment: Where I use the term “accessibility,” I refer
only to the accessibility of culture and only for this group
of people. In search of an answer, I analyze examples of
various remote cultural events and divide them into two
categories, which I refer to as online and offline. The for‐
mer are virtual meetings with patrons which are held
in real‐time, also called streaming, organized on a given
internet, social media, or video‐conferencing platform.
These are often interactive meetings, though the degree
of interaction may vary. The latter category includes var‐
ious audiovisual materials, including films and perfor‐
mances, which can be downloaded or accessed at one’s
convenience. In this category, I also include activities
that do not use the internet directly, such as the prac‐
tice of sending CDs with films with audio descriptions
to viewers.

2. Access to Culture and Accessibility Studies

According to the Universal Declaration of Human Rights,
the chance to freely participate in cultural life is a fun‐
damental human right (United Nations, 1948). However,
people with disabilities often face considerable difficul‐
ties in exercising this right. This particular issue was also
addressed in the Convention on the Rights of Persons
With Disabilities, which imposes on states parties the
obligation to take all appropriate measures to ensure
that personswith disabilitiesmay take part in cultural life
on an equal basis with others (United Nations, 2006).

Making culture accessible to persons with disabili‐
ties is a long process, comprising numerous stages and
including factors such as architectural accessibility, digi‐
tal accessibility, the accessibility of events, the training of
staff, andmany others (Come‐in, 2019). Persons with var‐
ious disabilities might need various accessibility services,
and accessibility itself might work differently depend‐
ing on the sphere of life. The main accessibility service
for persons with visual impairment is audio description,
which can be defined as “a verbal commentary provid‐
ing visual information for those unable to perceive it
themselves. AD helps blind and partially sighted people
access audiovisual media and is also used in live settings

such as theatres, galleries and museums” (Fryer, 2016,
p. 1). Other accessibility services are related to the sense
of touch and include 3D models, tactile graphics, touch
tours, and others (Hayhoe, 2017; Kleege, 2018).

The accessibility of culture in Poland does not have
a long history, as the first screening of a movie with
an audio description took place in 2006, in Bialystok
(Jankowska & Walczak, 2019). Since then, accessible cul‐
tural events have appeared in various cities, though
the choice of accessible cultural events in Poland is
still not very wide‐ranging. For a long time, the need
for access was addressed predominantly by NGOs, who
were involved in preparing audio descriptions and closed
captions for selected films and performances. The situa‐
tion appears to have changed at least in theory: In 2019,
after years of efforts from people with disabilities and
their allies, the Act on Ensuring Access for Persons With
Special Needswas adopted. This new legislation imposed
an obligation on public institutions and cultural sites
to adapt their activities to the needs and abilities of a
diverse audience. This is a big step towards increasing
social awareness about accessibility. However, in prac‐
tice, many institutions have still not implemented the
guidelines of the Act.

Until recently, the process of making culture acces‐
sible had received little scholarly scrutiny, and when
examined, it was mainly in terms of technical guidelines.
Audiovisual translation, which includes audio descrip‐
tions and closed captions, has aroused the interest of
scholars for some time. Nevertheless, as Matamala and
Orero (2016, p. 2) assert, “the object of study and
its methodology have outgrown the field where they
were initially studied.” They point to the need for the
emergence of a new research field, namely accessibil‐
ity studies composed of audiovisual translation, assistive
technologies, new media technologies, audience devel‐
opment, tourism management, and many others.

Accessibility studies in Poland, especially research
into the accessibility of culture for people with visual
impairment, have hardly been explored. The majority of
works on this topic have considered it within the reha‐
bilitative paradigm and highlight its compensatory and
therapeutic dimensions (Kłopotowska, 2016; Paplińska,
2016; Szabała, 2019). This approach strengthens the
medical model of disability, which is based on the
assumption that disability is a dysfunction that should be
eliminated through a process of rehabilitation or medi‐
cal intervention. This methodology was criticized years
ago by members of the disabled persons’ rights move‐
ment and scholars from the field of disability studies
(Barton, 1989; Oliver, 1983) as it is considered a harmful
and oppressive approach with a devastating impact on
emancipatory and empowerment processes. Disability
studies and the closely‐related area of accessibility stud‐
ies are based on the social model, the principle asser‐
tion of which is that disability is not a result of the
bodily dysfunction of an individual, but a social con‐
struct triggered by defects in the social environment,
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which is designed to satisfy the needs of a privileged
group of users only (Finkelstein, 1981; Oliver, 1983;
Shakespeare, 2006).

Accessibility studies suggest considering accessibility
as a human right (Greco, 2016). When thus conceptu‐
alized, accessibility goes beyond the narrow structures
of adaptive or rehabilitative tools for a specific excluded
group. It resonates with the concept of universal design,
defined as “the design of products and environments
to be usable by all people from all ages to the greatest
extent possible, without the need for adaptation or spe‐
cialized design” (Mace, 1985, p. 147). The use of univer‐
sally designed spaces and products is equitable, flexible,
simple, and intuitive. It provides perceptible information,
shows tolerance for error, and generates low physical
effort. Understood in that way, universal design is a fun‐
damental principle of social inclusion.

Establishing standards for designing universal and
accessible solutions urgently requires the development
of an interdisciplinary field for knowledge transfer
(Greco, 2018). It is necessary to reflect on what solu‐
tions support the development of accessibility andwhich
merely seem to perform a task. Therefore, it is hoped
that this article will contribute to the process of devel‐
oping theoretical considerations and practical solutions.

3. Methodology

The study discussed in this article was conducted
between 1 November 2020 and 30 June 2021. First
and foremost, the examinedmaterial includes structured
interviews with the participants of cultural events and
representatives from institutions and NGOs that offer
accessible cultural events. It is supplemented with the
autoethnographic material based on my own experi‐
ences as a blind participant in cultural events online
(Anderson, 2006), which were collected in form of short
diary notes taken after each event in which I participated
(Anderson & Glass‐Coffin, 2016). Furthermore, the core
ethnographic material is complemented by the informa‐
tion acquired from the websites and social media pro‐
files of cultural institutions. Due to safety concerns at
the time, related to the ongoing pandemic, all interviews
were conducted by telephone.

The group of participants in cultural events num‐
bered 20; there were 14 blind and six low‐vision people
(12 women and eight men), ranging from 25 to 52 years
of age. The interlocutors came from the following cities:
Ciechocinek (north of Poland, ca. 10000 habitants),
Gdynia (north of Poland, ca. 240000 habitants), Lublin
(east of Poland, ca. 340000 habitants), Łomianki (cen‐
tral Poland, ca. 25000 habitants), Otwock (central Poland,
ca. 45000 habitants), Poznań (central Poland, ca. 530000
habitants), Sieradz (central Poland, ca. 41000 habi‐
tants), Skierniewice (central Poland, ca. 48000 habitants),
Warsaw (the capital, central Poland, ca. 1800000 habi‐
tants), Wrocław (west of Poland, ca. 640000 habitants),
and Zduńska Wola (central Poland, ca. 42000 habitants).

The study was conducted following the ethical stan‐
dards of qualitative research. Before starting the inter‐
views I contacted all potential interlocutors, presenting
myself, the aims of the project, and the conditions of the
interview, namely: the approximate length of the inter‐
view, the fact that I would be recording them, and the
general topic of the interview. All the interlocutors were
informed that they could withdraw their consent at any
moment during the research and that they could skip any
question if they found it uncomfortable. Each interview
took place only after prior consent has been obtained.

In the case of blind and visually impaired interlocu‐
tors, I ensured all of them that I would not use their
true names. However, I asked them for consent regard‐
ing using true demographic data and wrote about them
only after this consent was granted. The names of visu‐
ally impaired interlocutors will not be disclosed through‐
out this article: Their sex, age, and city of provenancewill
be provided instead.

Demographic data, including age and place of living,
are important information that allows the reader to sit‐
uate a given respondent in a context, which may be per‐
tinent to the numerous issues discussed in this article,
such as the digital divide.

In the case of representatives of cultural institutions
and NGOs, their personal names won’t be disclosed
either. Demographic data, in their case, were found to
be irrelevant.When referring directly to their statements,
I provide the name of the institution or organization they
are related to.

Participants in my research were reached through
announcements posted on two Facebook groups for
the blind and visually impaired in Poland: Niewidomi
i Niedowidzący—Bądźmy razem (The Blind and the
Visually Impaired—Let’s Be Together) and Trzecie Oko—
Niewidomi i widzący razem (The Third Eye—The Blind
and the Sighted Together).

The group of accessible culture providers was com‐
posed of six people, representing the following cultural
institutions and NGOs: Zachęta Narodowa Galeria Sztuki
(Zachęta National Gallery of Art), Fundacja Kultury bez
Barier (Culture Without Barriers Foundation), Fundacja
Wielozmysły (Multisenses Foundation), Okręgowe
Muzeumw Nowym Sączu (The District Museum in Nowy
Sacz), and Centrum Sztuki Współczesnej Łaźnia (Łaźnia
Centre for Contemporary Art). It should be noted that all
of them had previous experience working on issues of
accessibility to culture before the pandemic.

Participants from this group were known to me
before the research started, and I reached them through
my private network.

The collected empirical material was subjected to a
thematic analysis. To examine the data for the most rel‐
evant themes, a six‐step analytical process was imple‐
mented: (a) familiarizing with the data; (b) initial cod‐
ing; (c) searching for recurring themes; (d) reviewing
themes; (e) identifying themes, and (f) producing the
final research report (Braun & Clarke, 2006; Madden,
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2010; Saldaña, 2011). The recurring subjects were ini‐
tially organized into topical themes—such as events
organized by a particular institution—and subsequently
grouped into broad categories of overarching themes—
such as advantages of remote participation in cultural
events (Bailey, 2018). Finally, five main categories were
defined and are examined below: The first two cate‐
gories embrace the analysis of the variety of techniques
to make remote cultural events accessible depending on
the type of event; the remaining three categories refer
to the challenges, advantages, and disadvantages of a
remote contact with culture.

4. The Accessibility of Remote Cinema and Theater

It is worth mentioning that the process of making
culture accessible in a remote form for persons with
visual impairment had begun in Poland long before the
Covid‐19 pandemic started. The “De Facto” Association
sends CDs to its members by traditional mail, with
an audio‐described film that may be viewed at home.
After a certain period, it must be returned (“De Facto”
Association, n.d.‐a). The Barrel Organ Foundation car‐
ries out a similar initiative: It established and runs the
website Adapter (https://adapter.pl/filmy), where films
with audio descriptions and closed captions are system‐
atically uploaded. Unlike the “De Facto” Association, the
Adapter website offers access to its resources without
any restriction on time or quantity. Moreover, theater
lovers may visit the website of the Polish national film
archive (https://fina.gov.pl) and view selected plays from
The Television Theater provided with audio descriptions
and closed captions (https://ninateka.pl).

In 2020, these activities turned out to be far from suf‐
ficient; therefore, audio descriptions were prepared for
manynewperformances and films. Theaters put themon
platforms such as YouTube or VOD, free of charge (Teatr
Kamienica, 2020; Teatr Polski w Bielsku‐Białej, n.d.).
The 17th edition of Millennium Docs Against Gravity
Festival took place in the autumn of 2020 in a hybrid
form, and spectators could watch selected films pro‐
vided with audio descriptions in theatres as well as on
the internet. Watching films on the website was free
of charge and made possible during the entire festival:
“After logging in, you have 24 hours to start watching and
then, after you start, [you have] about four hours to fin‐
ish,” explained a representative of the Culture Without
Barriers Foundation.

The 10th Culture and Art for Blind Persons
Festival (https://fkison.defacto.org.pl), organized by
the “De Facto” Association was held entirely online; it
is one of the most representative cultural events for
the blind in Poland, lasting one week and providing
participants with culture in every form—mainly film,
though it included concerts, performances, and meet‐
ings with writers. While usually based in the city of
Płock, in 2020 it took place on an internet platform
called BigBlueButton.

The shifting of cultural life towards the remote mode
has introduced cultural events to the internet that do
not need accessible services for the blind, for example,
author’smeetings or concerts. It has thereby contributed
to broadening the scope of cultural life for audiences
with visual impairment. Interestingly, as my interlocutors
indicated, they often found out about certain kinds of cul‐
tural activities for the first time when they were made
online. One participant (female, 52, Otwock) said:

In the first lockdown, I discovered stage reading
online. Kwadrat Theater, for example, did that. It was
an event completely open to thewide public, but also
accessible to us because they read stage directions as
if it was an audio description.

5. The Accessibility of Remote Museums and Galleries

The most common activity organized by museums and
galleries during the lockdown was virtual visits, both
online and offline. In Zachęta National Gallery of Art,
in the spring, educators recorded audio descriptions for
whole exhibitions, as well as particular works. Although
recordings of that kind were usually prepared by pro‐
fessional narrators, in this case, the institution decided
that the recordings would be done by employees from
the gallery, out of a desire to create the most faithful
impression of being at the place: “In order to make it
more natural, to provide a familiar voice, it is recorded
not by lectors but by the educatorswho usually guide the
tours for persons with visual impairment,” a representa‐
tive said.

During the autumn lockdown, the gallery expanded
its activities and organized online visits. I had the oppor‐
tunity to participate in one of them. During such events,
the educator was in the gallery, walking around the
spaces and speaking about the exhibition on the Zoom
platform. Again, the need to represent “being” in the
exact place was addressed. By listening to the educa‐
tor, we could experience an audio description of certain
objects and hear sounds from the exhibition, sounds of
the gallery space, that varied depending on where the
educator was walking. Offline accessible visits were also
carried out by the Łaźnia Centre for Contemporary Art.

In the spring, a unique form of online event that
emerged was “the workshop” (for example, on cooking).
The CultureWithout Barriers Foundation organized them
in collaboration with various other cultural institutions.
I participated in the one arranged by the Royal Łazienki
Museum, during which the educator first spoke about
the culinary customs of the royal court, presented his‐
torical pictures, and audio‐described them. Secondly, she
cooked according to a recipe from the cookbook of the
royal chef and participants were cooking along with her
in our own homes, in front of our laptops and phones.
She observed us on Zoom through our cameras and gave
us feedback and tips.
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6. Challenges to Making Remote Culture Accessible

Researchers on the issue of digitalization concerning dis‐
ability have indicated various underlying challenges to
the process (Ellis & Kent, 2011; Good Things Foundation,
n.d.; Jaeger & Bowman, 2005). The findings of my study
highlight two of them in particular. The first of these
is related to the fact that some people with visual
impairment do not have access to the internet or have
very limited abilities in navigating it. It is the so‐called
“digital divide” or “digital exclusion” (Castells, 2001),
a phenomenon usually associated with poor countries
that have no digital infrastructure. It can, however, be
observed in well‐developed countries like Poland. Here,
there is a gap between digital natives and digital immi‐
grants (Prensky, 2001). Additional demarcation can be
seen between people living in major urban centers and
those from rural areas (Steele, 2019).

Young urban digital natives with visual impairment,
who seamlessly incorporate new technologies, are well‐
accustomed to getting information in that manner and
are more often aware of opportunities for participating
in accessible cultural life in their cities. Therefore, after
shifting to a “remote cultural mode,” it is natural that
they find and enjoy new possibilities. To some extent,
they feel that culture has become more accessible, as
they are able to participate in events far away from their
homes. For those on the opposite side of the digital
divide, however, this new status quo is not as positive:
Their exclusion has become even greater. One partici‐
pant (male, 38, Skierniewice) explained:

In the big cities, in Warsaw and Lodz, many institu‐
tions do audio descriptions and people are used to it.
In my city there is nothing. There is no accessibility in
real life, even less so in the digital one. Our city has
50000 habitants, persons with the disability certifi‐
cate [are] about 400, a fewdozenof themshouldwalk
with awhite cane, but only six of themdo. So how are
they supposed to [consume] digital culture? They do
not know how to use a smartphone.

One of the elements of digital exclusion is insufficient
knowledge of English. The Zoom platform, while fre‐
quently used by various cultural institutions, did not have
a Polish language version for some time. It was men‐
tioned by several of my interlocutors as a significant
factor that hindered their participation in remote cul‐
tural life. One woman (46, Warsaw) said: “I have a prob‐
lem because I do not always understand the commands
in English.” A representative of the District Museum in
Nowy Sacz complemented this idea: “During the first
visit, some elderly people were connecting with the USA
instead of connecting with us, because they did not
understand what was going on.”

To face this challenge, organizations and institutions
tried to offer active technical support. The case of the
“De Facto” Association can serve as an example: Before

their annual festival, the organizers provided all partici‐
pants with a brief training session about how to manage
the BigBlueButton platformwhere the festival was taking
place. A woman (46, Warsaw) recounted:

We received instructions on how to use it. If you had
a problem, you could call them. They prepared short
instructions on how to turn the microphone on and
off and so on. Thanks to that, many elderly people
took part in it.

Since the elderly are more likely to experience com‐
puter anxiety and frustrationwith user interfaces (Gallistl
et al., 2020), referencing well‐known analog technolo‐
gies might be also an accessibility service. That was
the path the Multisenses Foundation chose when imple‐
menting the project of accessible walks; the format of
“radio play” was used. “We don’t call it a podcast so as
not to frighten elderly people. We call it ‘radio play,’ as
if it was on the radio. Radio is a well‐known space,” said
a representative. Another form of adaptation to the dig‐
ital capabilities of the audience is a choice of medium
less problematic to recipients than the internet. Another
representative explained: “We sent the CDs to the Polish
Association of the Blind because there are many elderly
people in this project and most of them don’t know how
to use the internet.”

The second main challenge, as Ellis and Kent (2011)
observe, is the inaccessibility of selected websites and
internet platforms for screen readers used by persons
with visual impairment to manage ICTs. Here, the most
challenging turned out to be platforms for selling tick‐
ets online:

I know that therewas a kind of film festival. It was free
of charge. But you had to generate free tickets on the
website. And many blind persons couldn’t deal with
that because the platform was inaccessible. (male
respondent, 41, Poznan)

Calendars are usually inaccessible to me. So when
I want to buy the ticket and I have to choose the date,
I can’t. (female respondent, 46, Warsaw)

Buying a ticket on the internet…is always problematic
for me. I just ask my friend to do it for me. (female
respondent, 28, Warsaw)

I struggled a lot with the website of the Philharmonic,
first to buy the tickets and then to turn on the concert.
I finally managed to do it, but it is not very accessible.
(female respondent, 40, Łomianki)

These quotes clearly indicate how digital inaccessibil‐
ity is a factor of exclusion that pushes persons with
visual impairment back into the medical paradigm.
The responsibility for participation again rests on the
individuals with disabilities, who personally have to
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struggle with websites or look for the assistance of
non‐disabled persons. As creators of the social model
claim, the disability (or, in this case, digital disability)
is constructed by the inaccessibility of the common
social space, in this case, a digital space (Oliver, 1983;
Shakespeare, 2006).

7. Advantages of Making Remote Culture Accessible

Although all of my interlocutors eagerly awaited to enjoy
cultural life again in person, they also reportedmany ben‐
efits of having a virtual cultural life. For persons with
visual impairment, one of themost essential aspects was
the increased independence inmanaging their own time.
Offline accessible cultural events have allowed them to
choose what film or performance they watch, as well
as where and when they do so. Non‐disabled specta‐
tors can usually go spontaneously to the theater or cin‐
ema whenever they want. However, persons with visual
impairment who would like to participate in the city’s
cultural life are forced to subordinate all their plans to
this desire. Accessible screenings are not common and
frequent events. They are available only for an exact
date, in an exact place. If a person miss the accessi‐
ble screening or performance, she or he will probably
have to wait several months until there will be next
opportunity of enjoying it. Offline accessible cultural
events, such as the audio‐described films and perfor‐
mances that are available on the internet for several
days, are a way to overcome these limitations. It signif‐
icantly increases the probability that persons with visual
impairment will reach it. It may also apply to offline
museum and gallery visits. “For guided tours in person
there were usually eight or ten people coming, and now
these recordings on YouTube have tens or even hundreds
of displays,” said a representative from the Łaźnia Centre
for Contemporary Art.

Additionally, such arrangements allow a spectator to
see the material more than just once, which turns out to
be another type of accessibility service. “A blind person,
after watching a film sometimes doesn’t know what it’s
going on. And it is necessary to watch it twice or even
thrice in case of difficult films,” said a male respondent
(41, Gdynia).

A further, indisputable advantage of having a
“remote cultural life” is the reduction of geographical bar‐
riers. Both the participants of cultural events and their
organizers have stated that due to the virtualization of
cultural life, the rate of participation in cultural activities
beyond one’s place of living increased significantly. “Now,
on our online visits, we have many people from outside
of Warsaw,” said a representative from Zachęta National
Gallery of Art. A male respondent (35, Wrocław) agreed:
“In one day, I can participate in events that take place in
various cities in Poland or [around] the world.” I person‐
ally was able to participate in accessible cultural events
of several European institutions for the first time, thanks
to their remote form.

The removal of this physical, spatial dimension
increased the autonomy of persons with visual
impairment:

I have never been to the National Theatre before.
I will probably never go there in person because
I don’t have anybody who will go with me. But now
I have the National Theater in my kitchen. (male
respondent, 49, Lublin)

One person told me during the online workshop that
she had never gone to that institution before because
she was afraid of getting lost. (representative from
the Culture Without Barriers Foundation)

Accessible remote cultural events are especially signifi‐
cant to persons living in small cities, who are particu‐
larly vulnerable to cultural exclusion. For those who do
not have an opportunity to watch an audio‐described
film or attend a performance in person, the internet
is the only space for contact with culture. For this
group, the increased number of accessible, virtual cul‐
tural events in 2020 resulted in much better access to
culture, in general.

I live in a small city. There is no cinema here. Films
are shown in the theater and of course without audio
description. So I have always watched films on the
internet. The pandemic forced everybody to shift to
the internet and much more accessibility appeared.
(female respondent, 50, Sieradz)

It appears that accessible, remote cultural events have
great potential. The virtualization of cultural events
favors the development and expansion of accessibility
in certain aspects. Nevertheless, there are also inherent
flaws that will be addressed in the following section.

8. The Disadvantages of Making Remote Culture
Accessible

Although remote cultural life creates many promising
opportunities, it may deprive us of many others. Some
of my interlocutors frankly admitted that remote par‐
ticipation in cultural life has much less value to them:
“It definitely doesn’t satisfy my need for theatre. I’m not
as focused as in a real theatre where everything is
happening here and now,” said a female respondent
(28, Warsaw). Even people who appreciated various new
possibilities created by this situation were not uncritical
towards it. The claims that come up address technical
and social aspects.

The first of those is related to the fact that within
the cases of remote accessibility, the scope of accessibil‐
ity services that can be utilized is restricted. In a virtual
theatre, there is no opportunity to touch decorations or
costumes. In a virtual museum, visitors cannot touch tac‐
tile graphics and blind participants can only rely on their
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hearing; due to the low quality of the recordings, this is
sometimes very challenging. When participating in a live
theatre performance, blind people can understandmuch
more of what is happening on stage than when merely
listening to a recording:

When you sit in the theater, even without audio
description, thanks to rustles and puffs you can more
or less see the plot. And in virtual theatre you cannot.
(female respondent, 52, Otwock)

I remember that my sensation was quite similar. While
watching several audio‐described theater performances
on my computer I thought frequently that deprived of
all the embodied experience of being in the place, the
audio‐described show becomes, in fact, nothing more
than a radio play. An interesting strategy of overcom‐
ing these limitations was adopted by The “De Facto”
Association. In the project dedicated to the figure of
Irena Sendler various accessibility services were com‐
bined. The participants could watch the documental
movie with audio description, but also received via tra‐
ditional mail the tactile graphics representing, for exam‐
ple, the medal of the Righteous among the Nations
and others images related to the theme (“De Facto”
Association, n.d.‐b).

The second aspect is related to the social dimension
of participation in cultural life. For many people, the
actual theater or museum is not only the physical space
one gets in contact with art; it is also the space one gets
in contact with other people, where social relationships
are established and maintained:

I don’t feel this atmosphere. I know that I won’t meet
them in person. (male respondent, 38, Ciechocinek)

After these theatre performances, my two friends
and I always went to have a glass of wine. I can now
have a drink at home, but, you know, it is not the
same. (female respondent, 33, Warsaw)

It is necessary to stress, however, that a cultural event
is not only an excuse for meeting others; experiencing
art together is a matter of producing and strengthen‐
ing interpersonal relations. In the case of a group that
is especially vulnerable to social exclusion, such as per‐
sons with disabilities, an experience that can be shared
with people outside of the group is especially important.
Cultural life is a space of social life where raising aware‐
ness and breaking stereotypes leads most naturally and
smoothly to better inclusion. The exchange of opinions
and discussion about films and performances that have
just been experienced is a motive that appeared in the
remarks of many of my interlocutors, as a component of
the cultural event and their social lives. One respondent
(female, 50, Sieradz) said: “I need people. I want to meet
my friends. Go out and talk to the others about what we
have just seen.”

The next drawback pointed out bymy interlocutors is
the lack of interaction with the artists themselves. As it
turns out, for many, the opportunity to express their
applause is an important element of participation in a
cultural event. It is perhaps related once again to the
issue of creating and fostering a sense of belonging to the
community: “I miss the opportunity to scream ‘encore!’
I miss the applause,” said one of my female respondents
(47, Zduńska Wola).

Moreover, for many people, participation in cultural
events is a source of rituals that organize the world and
separate the space of festivities from that of everyday
life. By going out, one draws a natural divide between
what is private and what is public. When participating
in cultural events, people usually enter a public space
dressed elegantly and behave in a specific way. By watch‐
ing films and performances at home, one relocates cul‐
ture to a private space. Simultaneously, ICTs that were
rather associated with privacy before the pandemic have
become themain carriers of “publicness” (Soriano&Cao,
2017). The boundaries between the private and public
spheres become fluid and eventually blur. It results in dis‐
sonance and longing for the return to pre‐pandemic life:

When I go to the Philharmonic, I can wear high heels.
At home I can also [do this], of course, but it’s not the
same. I can dress perfectly, wear high heels, make‐
up, sit on the sofa, and I will still feel stuck. (female
respondent, 40, Lomianki)

When I watched this online spectacle I wore a shirt
and jacket. I turned off the phone. I tried to feel the
atmosphere. (male respondent, 35, Wroclaw)

My interlocutors have tried to recreate old rituals to feel
included in the community of spectatorship again, but in
the remote mode, it has proven very difficult.

9. Discussion

The data collected and discussed in this article are
undoubtedly insufficient to make definitive diagnoses.
Due to the recruitment method, the group of interlocu‐
tors I have cited is surely not a representative sample.
In fact, I interviewed only those persons with visual
impairment who are more or less active and function‐
ing well in digital spaces and employees from those cul‐
tural institutions that have already some experiencewith
accessibility questions. Nevertheless, the material col‐
lected seems to provide interesting insights into the func‐
tions of accessibility of remote culture in Poland, provid‐
ing a starting point for the discussion on the positive and
negative aspects of virtualization.

Speaking of positives, it should be noted that,
in some cases, the virtualization of cultural events
resulted in the creation of completely new, experi‐
mental forms of accessibility. The radio plays prepared
by the Multisenses Foundation fall into this category.
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Furthermore, it contributed also to creating new stan‐
dards of providing digital access. The practice of individ‐
ual IT support for the festival participants offered by the
“De Facto” Association can serve as a good example.

To some of the visually impaired interlocutors, the
virtualization of cultural life was also a factor that sig‐
nificantly expanded their knowledge and competencies.
Some of them reported that they developed their digi‐
tal competencies significantly during 2020. Others men‐
tioned that they had gotten to know many cultural
institutions that they had not known before. Another
aspect that is worth mentioning, is the partial reduc‐
tion of the financial and geographical barriers. Last but
not least, a benefit of virtualization—partially related to
the former—is its emancipating dimension, namely the
increase of autonomy and agency it means for persons
with visual impairment. In Poland, accessible screen‐
ings and theater performances are not frequent events,
though in big cities they take place a few times a year.
A spectator with a visual impairment has no impact
on where, when, and which piece might be prepared
with an audio description. As a consequence, they have
no way of choosing what to watch and have to grate‐
fully accept whatever is offered. This situation corre‐
sponds to the charity model of disability, in which a per‐
son with a disability is reduced to a passive subject of
assistance by the non‐disabled (Shapiro, 1993). This also
resonates to some extent with the medical model of
disability, which requires an individual with a disability
to adapt themselves constantly to external conditions
designed only with the non‐disabled in mind (Barton,
1989; Oliver, 1983).

Concerning the negative sides, the main problem
from the point of viewof institutions andNGOs is the fact
that preparing a remote accessible cultural event ismuch
more time‐consuming than live events. Nevertheless, all
of my interlocutors from this group declared that they
positively assessed the remote form of organizing events
and that they would like to introduce virtual events to
their permanent programs, even though live events are
being held again. This opinion was shared by the partici‐
pants in their events. When asked if they would still par‐
ticipate in virtual events, 17 persons answered positively.
Most of them pointed to the geographical aspect as the
main reason.

Among the main disadvantages of remote cultural
events, from the point of view of participants, the first
and foremost is the lack of social dimension. It turns
out that even the best digital technologies are incapable
of substituting real human presence (De Kerckhove &
Rowland, 1997). Further issues can be considered under
the umbrella of technical flaws or limitations. Digital com‐
munication proved to be much more unreliable and—in
several cases—inaccessible for people with visual impair‐
ments than we could expect. Additionally, there is an
impoverished sensory range in online accessibility ser‐
vices. At the same time, one cannot neglect the problem
of digital exclusion. For many, the shift towards the vir‐

tual only deepened existing inequalities instead of rais‐
ing accessibility levels.

10. Conclusion

It would be beneficial to broaden the scope of my
research and interview employees/representatives from
institutions that started their accessibility arrangements
during the pandemic. Furthermore, it seems necessary
to interview much more visually impaired event partic‐
ipants to consider the sample as representative of the
community of persons with visual impairment at large
in Poland. However, I believe that, with due care, useful
tips and suggestionsmay be found in the discussedmate‐
rial. Single individual testimonies of the challenges faced
by my respondents, as well as the new possibilities they
have discovered, can serve as a warning or inspiration
respectively. Aware of the limitations and shortcomings
of this study, several conclusions can be drawn.

First and foremost, it is noteworthy that accessibility
is already well‐grounded in several cultural institutions
in Poland. Shifting towards a remote mode did not inter‐
rupt this long and dynamic process; on the contrary, to
some extent, it had a stimulating effect. Some institu‐
tions and organizations saw developmental potential in
it. Furthermore, further reflection on the virtualization
of culture contributes significantly to expanding the gen‐
eral knowledge about digital accessibility, understood
not only in what concerns accessibility for screen read‐
ers but also in the broader context of universal design.

Last but not least, it is often overlooked in stud‐
ies concerning the functioning of people with visual
impairment that this is a very diverse group, in which
representatives have very different needs, capabilities,
and preferences. Since disability is an intersectional
and coconstructed concept, it should be always taken
into consideration together with a wide range of demo‐
graphic factors, including gender, age, and place of living.

In light of the presented study, the accessibility of a
remote cultural life seems to have an ambiguous nature.
On the one hand, it is conceived of as an inferior ver‐
sion of accessibility to live events, as it is deprived of
many key accessibility services. On the other hand, it
is an interesting and promising alternative for persons
excluded from a more varied cultural life due to geo‐
graphical or financial factors. This leads me to conclude
thatmy research question remains, to a point, unanswer‐
able. However, I hope this study contributes, if only par‐
tially, to the intellectual debate surrounding the inclu‐
sion of visually impaired persons as consumers of culture
in Poland. All of my interlocutors seemingly appreciated
the value of remote cultural life, while at the same time
indicating its flaws. I believe that the issue of remote cul‐
tural life requires extensive further research, though it
can already be claimed that it is a very important compo‐
nent of the current accessibility panorama.
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