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Chapter One
Introduction

Disability Theory pursues three interlocking agendas, First, it makes an in-
tervention from the perspective of disability studies in some of the major
debates of the last thirty years in critical and cultural theory. My objective
here is to address the two audiences at this convergence point: on the one
hand, to demonstrate for critical and cultural theorists how disability
studies transforms their basic assumptions about identity, ideology, poli-
tics, meaning, social injustice, and the body; on the other hand, to theorize
the emerging field of disability studies by putting its core issues into con-
tact with signal thinkers in the adjacent fields of cultural studies, literary
theory, Queer theory, gender studies, and critical race studies. Some of
these debates include the possibility of ideology critique in the wake of in-
creasingly powerful claims for the relation between ideology and uncon-
Scious thought; the authority of psychoanalysis in critical and cultural
:.EoJ.ﬂ the battle over the usefulness of identity politics; the impact of so-
“ial construction theories in matters of gender, sexuality, and race; the as-
m:&v:.o:m underlying body theory as a field of study; the future of mi-
Nority studies and whether one should be able to study what one is; the
Value of personal experience for theorizing social justice; the epistemol-
Ogy of Passing in queer theory; the future alignment of the sex/gender sys-
*®m; and the ongoing struggle to theorize a viable model of human rights




for the global world. The chapters to follow depend on the content specifig
to these great arguments and on the theorists who have best addressed’
them, but the goal remains in each case to use disability as a lever to ele-
vate debate, not only by asking how the theories of our most influentiz
critical and cultural thinkers advance disability studies but also by askin;
how disability theory might require these same thinkers to revise their'
own claims.

Second, I offer an extended discussion of the broad means by which
disability relates to representation itself. This second agenda may also be
thought of as an intervention in the field of theory, although at the most
general level, because the status of representation has been one of the
most significant issues in critical and cultural theory since the emergence
of structuralism in the 1960s. The structuralists and their heirs embrace

ing nearly all symbolic behavior in strictly linguistic terms. Two conse=
quences of this so-called linguistic turn concern disability studies. Fi

because linguistic structuralism tends Lo view language as the agent and
never the object of representation, the body, whether able or disabled,

There is no body” (207). Disability Theory echoes recent calls by Lin
Martin Alcoff (2006), Donna Haraway, and N, Katherine Hayles to

particularly strong example of embodiment as mimesis because they re=
sist standard ideas about the body and push back when confronted by lans

sentation from mimesis properly speaking to political representatiof:
This lack of flexibility has made it difficult to critique ideology withi
mimetic theory, to push discourse theory in the direction of a broader
consideration of the real as a domain in which words and things exist il
relations of verifiable reciprocity, and to account for social and politica !
representation beyond narrow ideas of social constructionism, A focus om
the disabled body encourages a more generous theory of representation
that reaches from gestures and emotions to language and political repre
sentation. It also opens the possibility of classifying identity as an embod:

?:.E:R:.s: |

ied representational category, thereby inserting the body into debates
about identity politics.
Third, this book theorizes disability as a minority identity, one whose
particular characteristics contribute to the advancement of minority
studies in general. While seen historically as a matter for medical inter-
vention, disability has been described more recently in disability studies as
a minority identity that must be addressed not as personal Emmmo:::m. or
individual defect but as the product of a disabling social and built envi-
ronment, Tired of discrimination and claiming disability as a positive
identity, people with disabilities insist on the pertinence N% disability to
the human condition, on the value of disability as a form of diversity, and
on the power of disability as a critical concept for thinking about _E.Emz
identity in general. How does disability resemble or differ from race, gen-
der, sexuality, and class as a marker of identity? Which issues ally disabil-
ity studies to other minority studies? How does the inclusion of disabilit
change the theory of minority identity? Feminism, critical race mﬁc&mu
w:& queer theory have transformed critical and cultural theory by re ::...
ing us to account for the experiences of different identities, I g:mé@?ﬁ
5.23,,.&& literacy about disability identity and its defining experie
will transform critical and cultural theory yet again, e

Disability Identity
Disabilitv :
mo_wmw_u_w _Mwwmrmﬁw m E.rd_nm_ matter »,9‘. as long as human beings have
ann_anm:.m : %.M ”u ~_n m:m.:.s .2 mn..n:? disease, and injury. The medical
Rt . m‘ 1 _N mu.m:._am::acm._ .mmmmﬁ lodged in the person, a de-
Pacity as a rr_:mm:pn e eliminated :. :5. person is to achieve full ca-
O ire T m_ﬁu&m.._.rm study c.m disability as a symbolic network is
disability studies amm n,:n.m E.n .3&_8_ approach, the emerging field of
Ecacﬁ.cmmo&m._ ' :2 ol e individual defect but as the
the e _uma_:._ cmzrm...o:.a that requires not the cure or elimination of
fonmen;. UmmmE:N:, :n“.u_msrmnm:n changes in the social and built envi-
e o i s V.E Em.ao@w not ~._,Q: disease or disability, hoping to
aMttached 1, &umvf.wr _.M_ &:m_cm the social meanings, symbols, and stigmas
of exclusiop m:a_ 1ty 1 m:.:Q and mmwm how they relate to enforced systems

oppression, attacking the widespread belief that having




Disability Theory

an able body and mind determines whether one is a quality human being,
More specifically, disability studies names the states of social oppression
unique to people with disabilities, while asserting at the same time the
positive values that they may contribute to society. One of the basic claims
of disability studies is that the presence of disabled people in any discus-
sion changes not only the culture of the discussion but also the nature of
the arguments used in the discussion. For example, disability studie
frames the most contested arguments of our day, such as debates about
abortion, assisted suicide, and genetic research, in entirely new and unfa-
miliar terms.
Disability is not a physical or mental defect but a cultural and minor=

ity identity. To call disability an identity is to recognize that it is not a bio=
logical or natural property but an elastic social category both subject ta
social control and capable of effecting social change. Nevertheless, as @
marker of social identity, disability sometimes works in contradictory
ways, and it is necessary to remark on these contradictions before movin
forward, since they pervade many discussions in the field of disability
studies. To put it simply, disability has both negative and positive :mmmnm#.—.,
disability studies, and unless one remains vigilant about usage, a great deal
of confusion will result. Undoubtedly, the central purpose of disability
studies is to reverse the negative connotations of disability, but this pur=
suil tends to involve disability as an identity formation rather than as a
physical or mental characteristic. Many disability theorists—and I count
myself among them—would argue that disability as an identity is neve

negative. The use of disability to disparage a person has no place in pro-

gressive, democratic society, although it happens at present all the time. AS

a condition of bodies and minds, however, disability has both positive an: d

negative valences. For example, many disabled people do not consider

their disability a flaw or personal defect—and with good reason. They ar&

comfortable with who they are, and they do not wish to be fixed or cureds

But these same people may be ambivalent about acquiring other or addi-

tional disabilities. A woman proud of her deafness will not automatically

court the idea of catching cancer. Nor will a man with post-polio syn=

drome look forward necessarily to the day when he turns in his crutches

for a power chair—although he may. These ambivalent attitudes spring

not only from the preference for able-bodiedness, which appears as a con-

?:.3:5_.5_ |

ceptual horizon beyond which it is difficult to think, but also from the in-
timate and beneficial connections between human identity and embodi-
ment. It is @ good thing to feel comfortable in one’s skin, and when one
does, it is not easy to imagine being different. For better or worse, disabil-
ity often comes to stand for the precariousness of the human condition,
for the fact that individual human beings are susceptible to change, de-
cline over time, and die.

As a discipline, disability studies contains these contradictory usages
and attitudes about disability, developing its own understanding of dis-
ability as a positive contribution to society and both critiquing and com-
prehending society’s largely harmful views about disability. On one level,
it is easy to believe that disability is only negative if one has insufficient
schooling in disability studies, whereas on another level from a disability
perspective, it is difficult to see disability as anything but positive. Increas-
ingly, theorists of disability are arguing, as I will here, more nuanced and
complicated positions. Susan Wendell, for example, makes the case that
changes in the built environment will not improve the situation of some
people with painful disabilities. The reality of certain bodies is a fact, while
harsh, that must be recognized (45). If the field is to advance, disability
studies needs to account for both the negative and positive valences of dis-
xz_.m? to resist the negative by advocating the positive and to resist the
voz:ﬁ.. by acknowledging the negative—while never forgetting that its
reason for being is to speak about, for, and with disabled people.

The presence of disability creates a different picture of identity—one
less stable than identities associated with gender, race, sexuality, nation,
”Mﬂn_ww_ﬁ:l:m“:“ EMEMOR nqmmm_:m:m. the chc::::.% to rethink how hu-
Lo .m Zn” _,m know as a white man that I will not wake up in the
o s&mh _ Zoam:.. but T could e,wmww up a quadriplegic, as Mark
i - 1¢ was m.cn v\mﬂ.:.m old (O w:r..: m:m Kendall 2003). Able-
T Egﬂmmmw_ _En‘::J\ at best, ,i.:_m being _EE.m: guarantees
B cisat e o _.z anam_“_"_”__ﬂw\ ro_ﬂm._i_m:nh.oimnﬁ sW:r some form
e Q:Qm_.ovmm_éﬁwc: . 3 o m:., isability theorists have made

i Wi mﬁ. aw _.~Q ?.m.a:n::w.m:n:oa the status of
S der ;- ﬁ._..MMvmnM.m y _:.EM:J, _mnsccww.. David Mitchell and Sharon
Clags, e n” “mam:Nm social wo&:o:m m.ocz.m.mm upon gender,
Ys ace have often relied upon disability to visually un-
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derscore the devaluation of marginal communities” (1997, 21). Douglz
Baynton reveals that discrimination in the United States against people of
color, women, and immigrants has been justified historically by repres
senting them as disabled. These oppressed groups have gained some
ground against prejudice, but when their identities are tied to disability,
discrimination against them is justified anew. Disability marks the
frontier of unquestioned inferiority because the preference for able-bod=
iedness makes it extremely difficult to embrace disabled people and to re¢
ognize their unnecessary and violent exclusion from society. _

The more we learn about disability, the more it will become apparent
that it functions at this historical moment according to a symbolic mode
different from other representations of minority difference. It is as if dis=
ability operates symbolically as an othering other. It represents a diacriti=
cal marker of difference that secures inferior, marginal, or minority sta
while not having its presence as a marker acknowledged in the process.
Rather, the minority identities that disability accents are thought patho:
logical in their essence. Or one might say that the symbolic association
with disability disables these identities, fixing firmly their negative and
ferior status. What work is disability doing, without being remarked
such, in matters of sex, gender, class, nationality, and race? Why does the
presence of disability make it easier to discriminate against other minor=
ity identities? In which other ways does disability inflect minority identitys
and vice versa? If disability serves as an unacknowledged symbol of other:
ness rather than as a feature of everyday life, how might an insistence on:
its presence and reality change our theories about identity?

My practice of reading here strives to reverse the influence of
strange symbolism by purposefully interpreting disability as itself, while
attending to its value for intersecting identities. When minority identi i
are pathologized by association with disability, the effect is never, I clain
merely metaphorical—a simple twisting of meaning a degree or two tos
ward pathology. The pathologization of other identities by disability
referential: it summons the historical and representational structures b
which disability, sickness, and injury come to signify inferior human sta=
tus. The appearance of pathology, then, requires that we focus rigorous at-
tention not only on symbolic association with disability but on disability
as a reality of the human condition.

\585:.:.2_
The Ideology of Ability

We seem caught as persons living finite lives between two sets of contra-
dictory ideas about our status as human beings. The first contradiction
rargets our understanding of the body itself. On the one hand, bodies do
not seem to matter to who we are. They contain or dress up the spirit, the
soul, the mind, the self. I am, as Descartes explained, the thinking part. At
best, the bodyisa vehicle, the means by which we convey who we are from
place to place. At worst, the body is a fashion accessory. We are all playing
at Dorian Gray, so confident that the self can be freed from the dead
weight of the body, but we have forgotten somehow to read to the end of
the novel. On the other hand, modern culture feels the urgent need to per-
fect the body. Whether medical scientists are working on a cure for the
common cold or the elimination of all disease, a cure for cancer or the
banishment of death, a cure for HIV/AIDS or control of the genetic code,
their preposterous and yet rarely questioned goal is to give everyone a per-
fect body. We hardly ever consider how incongruous is this understanding
of the body—that the body seems both inconsequential and perfectible.
A second but related contradiction targets the understanding of the
human being in time. The briefest look at history reveals that human be-
ings are fragile. Human life confronts the overwhelming reality of sick-
ness, injury, disfigurement, enfeeblement, old age, and death. Natural dis-
mm.pm_,m_ accidents, warfare and violence, starvation, disease, and pollution
of the natural environment attack human life on all fronts, and there are
e survivors. This is not to say that life on this earth is wretched and hap-
.v_:m& nonexistent. The point is simply that history reveals one unavoid-
“w__ﬂmﬂdmw H.“Mﬁ.“ _H_:,m:av&mmm'li_..mnmswq our .a&::.v\ asa species, we are
o T ~.M Em. ..5 :E._.m. >:.a_ yet the Em_w: of the future to which
i ,_.”m i, “vm.m m:cm.Z,mﬂm:S :.HE _unm.; little n.z. no Rm.mBEm:na to
85:5:% .oE - “Ryc .35 M: M:.:_‘m:‘. Qmmﬁm._: :dwﬁm:.e‘m_ one H:.mﬂ
ol i w_ & mM.m eath and r.cﬁ.,:ma._na everything that his-
T S o,p.: olin li m...Zm:.V, _.m__m_o_u_m Ems‘:ﬁ. that human be-
Who have Lt Tmu_w\. ,M:_mw.m_.su_ life. Science fiction mm:Sm_.%m about aliens
B ot y 55. n“ .zr: Eo_.a_ mramz..m they are mcnn:o_” to us, but we
software Hrwﬁ : eir direction. Q‘_uﬁ.:a.:nm Lreats r.:n._m: intelligence as
can be moved from machine to machine. It promises a fu-
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ture where human beings might be downloaded into new hardware when=
ever their old hardware wears out. The reason given for exploring human’
cloning is to defeat disease and aging. Apparently, in some future epoch, &
quick trip to the spare-parts depot will cure what ails us; people will look
better, feel healthier, and live three times longer. Finally, the human
genome project, like eugenics before it, places its faith in a future under=
standing of human genetics that will perfect human characteristics and
extend human life indefinitely.

However stark these contradictions, however false in their extrem
they seem credible in relation to each other. We are capable of believing

to question it; it sutures together opposites, turning them into appar
complements of each other, smoothing over contradictions, and mal
almost unrecognizable any perspective that would offer a critique of it.
fact, some cultural theorists claim to believe that ideology is as impenet:
ble as the Freudian unconscious—that there is no outside to ideology, th
it can contain any negative, and that it sprouts contradictions without suf
fering them (see Goodheart; Siebers 1999). I argue another position: ideol-
ogy creates, by virtue of its exclusionary nature, social locations outside 0
itself and therefore capable of making epistemological claims about it. The
arguments that follow here are based on the contention that oppressed so=
cial locations create identities and perspectives, embodiments and feelingsy
histories and experiences that stand outside of and offer valuable knowis
edge about the powerful ideologies that seem to enclose us.
This book pursues a critique of one of these powerful ideologies—
one I call the ideology of ability. The ideology of ability is at its simples
the preference for able-bodiedness. At its most radical, it defines the bas es
line by which humanness is determined, setting the measure of body an
mind that gives or denies human status to individual persons. It affe
nearly all of our judgments, definitions, and values about human being
but because it is discriminatory and exclusionary, it creates social locas
tions outside of and critical of its purview, most notably in this case, the
perspective of disability. Disability defines the invisible center around

ntrod uction

which our contradictory ideology about human ability revolves, For the
ideology of ability makes us fear disability, requiring that we imagine our
bodies are of no consequence while dreaming at the same time that we
might perfect them. It describes disability as what we flee in the past and
hope to defeat in the future. Disability identity stands in uneasy relation-
ship to the ideology of ability, presenting a critical framework that dis-
turbs and critiques it.

One project of this book is to define the ideology of ability and to
make its workings legible and familiar, despite how imbricated it may be
in our thinking and practices, and despite how little we notice its patterns,
authority, contradictions, and influence as a result. A second and more
important project is to bring disability out of the shadow of the ideology
of ability, to increase awareness about disability, and to illuminate its
kinds, values, and realities. Disability creates theories of embodiment
more complex than the ideology of ability allows, and these many em-
bodiments are each crucial to the understanding of humanity and its vari-
ations, whether physical, mental, social, or historical. These two projects
unfold slowly over the course of my argument for the simple reason that
both involve dramatic changes in thinking. The level of literacy about dis-
ability is so low as to be nonexistent, and the ideology of ability is so much
a part of every action, thought, judgment, and intention that its hold on
s is difficult to root out, The sharp difference between disability and abil-
__.Q 3@ be grasped superficially in the idea that disability is essentially a

Sﬂ@_ matter,” while ability concerns natural gifts, talents, intelligence,
Qm.E:,.:ﬁ physical prowess, imagination, dedication, the eagerness to
”_””,_._ms_.mm__.a:& :..m.nmnm...:% E:.H desire to m..:?nlm: brief, the essence of
an spirit. It is easy to write a short list about disability, but the list
M_M,___MMMHHM MNH\_:U. Mo.wm o_.. and on, m._Bomﬁ without .osn._. E<n.m_._.=m the fact
ey ays Em::s.m about it but rarely thinking critically about
ve are dreaming,
e “anmwmﬁsm.ﬁ .JE %:aﬁ to z.%. Ecan.n: nos,dsao_... of the bullet point to
follony 2_.:5”_ ﬂ_“ _mo n_v.,@ of m_u_:Q.mm simply wm comm_zmu. ”:._m bullet points
a0d withou (e ~M ”_ wcmf of cc._:m exhaustive or avoiding contradiction
O e _o%r _HEM_SWJGJ\ mrmﬂ they ammm.En. m.o.z,_m of ﬂ.rm ﬁ.vm_zim
OPerators; o, .=_ m. _M::_:o:u. others n_mmn:mn. m.?_:.< or a_mm.g__wv\ as
begin th. .p ..,Q:::wz. gat w_. ﬁﬁmosﬁm.m and prejudices. The point is to
ation of ideas, narratives, myths, and stereotypes about
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disability whose theory this book seeks to advance, to provide a few sm
descriptions on which to build further discussion of ability as an ideolog
and to start readers questioning their own feelings about ability and .
ability:

Disability Theor:

Ability is the ideological baseline by which humanness is determined. Th
lesser the ability, the lesser the human being.

The ideology of ability simultaneously banishes disability and turns it into
a principle of exclusion.

Ability is the supreme indicator of value when judging human actions,
conditions, thoughts, goals, intentions, and desires.

If one is able-bodied, one is not really aware of the body. One feels the
body only when something goes wrong with it.

The able body has a great capacity for self-transformation. It can be
trained to do almost anything; it adjusts to new situations. The disabled
body is limited in what it can do.and what it can be trained to do. It expe-
riences new situations as obstacles.

Disability is always individual, a property of one body, not a feature com-
mon to all human beings, while ability defines a feature essential to the
human species.

Disability can be overcome through will power or acts of the imagination
It is not real but imaginary.

“Disability’s no big deal,” as Mark O’Brien writes in his poem, “Walkers™
(1997, 36).

It is better to be dead than disabled.

Nondisabled people have the right to choose when to be able-bodied. Dis=
abled people must try to be as able-bodied as possible all the time.
Overcoming a disability is an event to be celebrated. It is an ability in itse
to be able to overcome disability.

The value of a human life arises as a question only when a person is dis=
abled. Disabled people are worth less than nondisabled people, and the
difference is counted in dollars and cents.

Disabilities are the gateway to special abilities. Turn disability to an advan=
tage.

Loss of ability translates into loss of sociability. People with disabilities are
bitter, angry, self-pitying, or selfish. Because they cannot see beyond their
own pain, they lose the ability to consider the feelings of other people. Dis:
ability makes narcissists of us all.

?:.az:&::_ :

. people who wish to identify as disabled are psychologically damaged. If
they could think of themselves as able-bodied, they would be healthier and

happier-

To reverse the negative connotations of disability apparent in this
list, it will be necessary to claim the value and variety of disability in ways
that may seem strange to readers who have little experience with disabil-
ity studies. But it is vital to show to what extent the ideology of ability
collapses once we “claim disability” as a positive identity (Linton). It is
equally vital to understand that claiming disability, while a significant
political act, is not only political but also a practice that improves quality
of life for disabled people. As documented in the case of other minority
identities, individuals who identify positively rather than negatively with
their disability status lead more productive and happier lives. Feminism,
the black and red power movements, as well as gay and disability pride—
to name only a few positive identity formations—win tangible benefits
for their members, freeing them not only from the violence, hatred, and
prejudice directed toward them but also providing them with both
shared experiences to guide life choices and a community in which to
prosper.

. mwam readers with a heightened sense of paradox may object that
claiming disability as a positive identity merely turns disability into ability
”Mw w._oo H“MH:M ,iw__“.m: its .Enc_ommnm_ horizon. But disability identity n_On.m
B ir i ”_ this paradox. wwﬁrnn a.ﬁ vma.mcz an._:o:m:.mﬁmm how
ot iink beyond the ideological horizon of ability and how
,re_..mr___n“_m :r. %m ”._c make the mn.nm:%r For HE:.Es.m.om disability as ability, we

) ges the meaning and usage of ability.

Minority Identity as Theory

”MM“_”N m“ mom” ow.. Em_:”c: as a nmam.o_..< in critical and cultural theory.
iy M“ &w_n.vn.uwﬁm by the Right and Left e.<:.: self-victimization,
fesson o, _....m o wo itical correctness, these mmmoﬂu:.o:m are not the real
Critch for g, a .53 grace. The real reason is that identity is seen as a

person who needs extra help, who is in pain, who cannot
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think independently. I use the word “crutch” on purpose because the at
tack on identity is best understood in the context of disability.
According to Linda Martin Alcoff’s extensive and persuasive analysj
in Visible Identities, the current rejection of identity has a particular phi
sophical lineage, one driven, I believe, by the ideology of ability (20
47-83). The line of descent begins with the Enlightenment theory of
tional autonomy, which represents the inability to reason as the sign of i
built inferiority. Usually, the defense of reason attacked non-Europeansa
intellectually defective, but because these racist theories relied on the id
of biological inferiority, they necessarily based themselves from the star
on the exclusion of disability. “The norm of rational maturity,” Alc
makes clear, “required a core self stripped of its identity. Groups too i
mature to practice this kind of abstract thought or to transcend their as
cribed cultural identities were deemed incapable of full autonomy,
their lack of maturity was often ‘explained’ via racist theories of the innate
inferiority of non-European peoples” (2006, 22). The Enlightenment vi
then descends to two modern theories, each of which sees dependenc
others as a form of weakness that leads to oppressive rather than coop
ative behavior. The first theory belongs to Freud, for whom strong ident
attachments relate to pathological psychology and figure as symptoms
ego dysfunction. In psychoanalysis, in effect, a lack lies at the heart @
identity (2006, 74), and those unable to overcome this lack fall into p
terns of dependence and aggression. Second, in Sartre’s existential ontol
ogy, identity is alienated from the real self. Identity represents for Sart e ¢
social role, linked to bad faith and motivated by moral failing and int
lectual weakness, that tempts the self with inauthentic existence, that i
existence insufficiently free from the influence of others (2006, 68).

Dossier No. 1
The Nation
November 6, 2006

Show Him the Money
By Katha Pollitt

I wanted to admire The Trouble with Diversity, Walter Benn
Michaels’s much-discussed polemic against identity politics and
economic inequality. Like him, I'm bothered by the extent to which

[ntroduction C

symbalic politics has replaced class grievances on campus, and off it
o the obsessive cultivation of one’s roots, the fetishizing of differ-

{oo:
ence, the nitpicky moral one-upmanship over language. Call an ar-
gument “lame” on one academic-feminist list 'm on and you'll

mﬁl.m::_\l,,_: electronic earful about your insensitivity to the dis-
abled.. ..

These two strains of thinking, despite their differences, support the con-
temporary distrust of identity. Thus, for Michel Foucault and Judith But-
ler—to name two of the most influential theorists on the scene today—
identity represents a “social necessity that is also a social pathology”
(Alcoff 2006, 66); there supposedly exists no form of identity not linked
ultimately to subjugation by others. In short, contemporary theorists ban-
ish identity when they associate it with lack, pathology, dependence, and
intellectual weakness. Identity in their eyes is not merely a liability but a
disability.

Notice, however, that identity is thought defective only in the case of
minorities, whereas it plays no role in the critique of majority
identifications, even among theorists who assail them. For example, no
one attacks Americanness specifically because it is an identity. It may be
criticized as an example of nationalism, but identity receives little or no
:.:S:c: in the critique. Identity is attacked most frequently in the analy-
sis of minority identity—only people of color, Jews, Muslims, gay, lesbian,
bisexual, and transgendered people, women, and people with disabilities
seem ~.o possess unhealthy identities. It is as if identity itself occupied a
3.59..5 Position in present critical and cultural theory—for those who
__.““MMMH_MW_‘_.&J. mwvmmw to ac.ma o._.._:‘ because of its minority status, a status

gain and again to disability.

nmmnﬂmﬂmﬂw_ %m. r_.a“.nﬁ.mc: of :.:wo:.? Em.::@ :..._unua in nearly every
amamma EEQMMVF 0 MUE.S‘_ scenario. The minority Emsﬁ.m? a product of
i v Fwwm”.ﬁﬂm_:.nmzw on a vwov_m by a .mc:::mi culture, is
i n_o:n:w . vch.s o:c..m?m.::m. m.ao:_u as self-affirming, but .ccr.mﬁm the
this BB so0m s .::m.. Hﬂm.um.”.cvvommn.zw unable to shed its pain, and
655, and selr. . _A_u :._h,m:a. eelings o._. vm_mmvzmmw_ resentment, bitter-
Other Sy ,_,ﬂ wlum; M sﬁ_nr noﬁv_:m 8:.:&:..« the cE:.mmmmo: of
o;mmsm nrm:w iﬂ,f ..F. ester mo_d.v._m:; E.mp :En disabled are in danger

ged,” because of disability studies, “from the proper object of
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decent voluntary help, where there is genuine need, into a privileged an
growing interest group of oppressors of more ordinary people.” Nz 1C
Fraser also points out that identity politics “encourages the reification
group identities” and promotes “conformism, intolerance, and patr
chalism” (113, 112). Even if this tired scenario were credible—and it is ngj
because it derives from false ideas about disability—it is amazing that
called politically minded people are worried that a few minority gro
might somehow, some day, gain the power to retaliate for injustice, whep
the wealthy, powerful, and wicked are actively plundering the globe i
every conceivable manner: the decimation of nonindustrial countries
the industrial nations, arms-trafficking, enforcement of poverty to m
tain the circuit between cheap labor and robust consumerism, gl
warming, sexual trafficking of women, industrial pollution by the che
cal and oil companies, inflation of costs for drugs necessary to fight ep
demics, and the cynical failure by the wealthiest nations to feed their ¢
poor, not to mention starving people outside their borders.

action, | offer a defense of identity politics and a counterargument to
idea, embraced by the Right and Left, that identity politics canno
justified because it is linked to pain and suffering. The idea that suffe
produces weak identities both enforces the ideology of ability and demo
strates a profound misunderstanding of disability: disability is mi
pathological condition, only analyzable via individual psychology, but
social location complexly embodied. Identities, narratives, and exper
ences based on disability have the status of theory because they repre:
locations and forms of embodiment from which the dominant ideolog
of society become visible and open to criticism. One of my specific tacti€
throughout this book is to tap this theoretical power by juxtaposing it
argument with dossier entries detailing disability identities, narratives
images, and experiences. The dossier is compiled for the most part ITOF
news stories of the kind that appear in major newspapers across the couk
try every day, although I have avoided the feel-good human-interest st
ries dominating the news that recount how their disabled protago
overcome their disabilities to lead “normal” lives. Rather, the dossier ten@
to contain testimony about the oppression of disabled people, sometimé
framed in their own language, sometimes framed in the language of thek

[ntroduction o
p— At m_.,.ﬁr :% awm.&m_. 2:.:8 may have no mu:mn:_m_. meaning to
those untutored in disability studies, but my hope is that they will grow
stranger and stranger as the reader progresses, until they begin to invoke
feelings of horror and disgust at the blatant and persistent prejudices di-
rected against disabled people. The dossier represents a deliberate act of
identity politics, and I offer no apology for it because identity politics re-
mains in my view the most practical course of action by which to address
social injustices against minority peoples and to apply the new ideas, nar-
ratives, and experiences discovered by them to the future of progressive,
democratic society.

Identity is neither a liability nor a disability. Nor is it an ontological
property or a state of being. Identity is, properly defined, an epistemolog-
ical construction that contains a broad array of theories about navigating
social environments. Manuel Castells calls identity a collective meaning,
necessarily internalized by individuals for the purpose of social action (7),
while Charles Taylor argues, “My identity is defined by the commitments
and identifications which provide the frame or horizon within which T
can try to determine from case to case what is good, or valuable, or what
ought to be done, or what I endorse or oppose” (27). Alcoff explains that
“identity is not merely that which is given to an individual or group, but is
m._mo a way of inhabiting, interpreting, and working through, both collec-
tively and individually, an objective social location and group history”
HM“M.”MM M,.M Mo well 10 follow these writers and 8. consider identity a

: nstruction, rather than a mere social construction, in
s&._nr knowledge for social living adheres—though not always and neces-

sarily ﬁwzr, best knowledge. Thus, identity is not the structure that creates a
”ﬁ”ﬂ”wmﬂumwﬁ c‘,.a?_.a:m_:% or 5:& m&.m:nn _:.: the structure by which
B q_z m_“::mm and becomes am.::mma with a set of social narra-
T .m: W_A ;..,.,m_:.m.m. and types of knowledge of varying reliability,

s 39..&.&5_ <.m::m§_:.<. .: Rvamw:ﬁw the means by which the person,

the iy 8.72_::3 to join a _u.E.:nEma .ﬁcQ”«: body. It also represents

5:9..:22.75 e oﬂm ﬂ.o a collective on the vmm_.u not Bn«.c? of biological

s Dt symbolic n.vsamlzﬁ very capacity that distinguishes hu-

i ! ,.UE oﬂ.r.ma ..S:dm._m. .
mmm.m_.wwn_n____w”_:_:mw contain moQ.m_ _Sos;wamn. mainstream identities
Mative, ?:sc«.: o.:m: _.:.: less e:,.mn:é for @w.: g 50, because they are nor-

y identities acquire the ability to make epistemological

are |
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claims about the society in which they hold liminal positions, owing px
cisely to their liminality. The early work of Abdul JanMohamed and Dy ;
Lloyd, for example, privileges the power of the minor as critique: ®
study—and production—of minority discourse requires, as an ine
consequence of its mode of existence, the transgression of the very d
plinary boundaries by which culture appears as a sublimated form w
universal validity. This makes it virtually the privileged domain of culturg
critique” (1987b, 9). The critique offered by minority identity is nece
ily historical because it relies on the temporal contingency of its mar
position. Different groups occupy minority positions at different time
but this does not mean that their social location is any less objective
tive to their times. Nor does it suggest that structures of oppression di
in the case of every minority identity. If history has taught us anything;
is that those in power have the ability to manipulate the same oppre
structures, dependent upon the same prejudicial representations, fo
exclusion of different groups. The experiences of contemporary mino
people, once brought to light, resound backward in history, like a reve
echo effect, to comment on the experiences of past minority peoples
while at the same time these past experiences contribute, one hopes, to s
accumulation of knowledge about how oppression works.
Minority identity discovers its theoretical force by representing t
experiences of oppression and struggle lived by minority peoples seps
rately but also precisely as minorities, for attention to the similarities by
tween different minority identities exposes their relation to oppressi
well as increases the chance of political solidarity. According to the def
tion of Gary and Rosalind Dworkin, minority identity has recogni
features that repeat across the spectrum of oppressed people. “We pré
pose,” Dworkin and Dworkin write, “that a minority group is a g1
characterized by four qualities: identifiability, differential power, diffe
tial and pejorative treatment, and group awareness” (17). These four
tures form the basis of my argument about minority identity as welly
one notable addition—that minority status also meet an ethical tes
judged both relative to society and universally. These features req
each one in turn, a brief discussion to grasp their collective simplicity
power and to arrive at a precise and universal definition of minority id
tity on which to base the elaboration of disability identity, to describe

:::i:naaz G
relation minority identity in general, and to defend identity politics as
crucial to the future of minority peoples and their quest for social justice
and inclusion.

.. Identifiability as a quality exists at the heart of identity itself because

we must be able to distinguish a group before we can begin to imagine an
jdentity: Often we conceive of identifiability as involving visible differ-
ences connected to the body, such as skin color, gender traits, gestures, af-
fect, voice, and body shapes. These physical traits, however, are not uni-
versal with respect to different cultures, and there may be actions or
cultural differences that also figure as the basis of identifiability. Note as
well that identifiability exists in time, and time shifts its meaning. As a
group is identified, it acquires certain representations, and the growth of
representations connected to the group may then change how identifiabil-
ity works. For example, the existence of a group called disabled people
produces a general idea of the people in the group—although the exis-
tence of the group does not depend on every disabled person fitting into
it—and it then becomes easier, first, to identify people with it and, second,
to shift the meaning of the group definition. Fat people are not generally
.83&23 disabled at this moment, but there are signs that they may be
:.H the not too distant future (Kirkland). Deaf and intersex people have re-
w_.mﬁa being described as disabled; their future relation to the identity of
disabled people is not clear.
u:mm.“%m”.ﬁm_mm“ﬁ_ mﬁHW_MMw_ .ﬁr.,:.m_‘wnMclm:nm .om. identifiability nm.ma to Fu
e nm..ﬁmm sl E_ v ~.,q. ﬁwm vo.éﬁ?:w to En. Ewamm:.:_:.o: ow,. dif-
and those in power Em:ﬂuﬂwxm_M“_Mm q“.__:uo:Q m_.o:ﬂ_m. i mmw.__v. ¥ oy
R J_M ﬁﬂ. .m..,vmc:.w. tec .J.@:mm will be used to
low armbands 7mnm_hm.m the s_w 5 " MNG .Eac:am EE. e
Sentitiahy ey M ere not, espite Zm.ﬁ_ .ED&. :d.:gc_cmw,.
e acmza.. o w_ | ermans. Second, En:.:% _m. social, and so is
. B _ ability. There are BE..Q v:wm.nm_ differences among
-~ %,mﬁwwvn_“ﬂ_w do not count for identifiability. It is not the fact
i &58:2‘5&2 BmMM m_”ﬂunh_.“m.:a:.. _2“ ,Em. representation m:.mnrm.a
the difference P i m:w“,wo i .E:_mmv_n. Wmvﬁmmmsﬁm:w: is
stich thing as e i .ZM_MHm. e B_m.:ﬁ no:nm.sa that .::W«m ._m no
that et ty in m same way that Wittgenstein claimed
guage does not exist. Identity must be representable and




18 Disability

communicable to qualify as identifiable. Identity serves social purpose
and a form of identity not representable in society would be incompg
hensible and ineffective for these purposes. ..

Of course, people may identify themselves. Especially in soci
where groups are identified for differential and pejorative treatment, ind
viduals belonging to these groups may internalize prejudices ag
themselves and do on their own the work of making themselves identif
able. Jim Crow laws in the American South counted on people polici
themselves—not drinking at a white water fountain if they were black, g
example. But the way in which individuals claim identifiability al§
changes as the history of the group changes. A group may be singled of
for persecution, but as it grows more rebellious, it may work to prese vei
identity, while transforming simultaneously the political values attache
to it. The American military’s policy, “Don’t ask, don’t tell” in the case
gay soldiers, tries to stymie the tendency of individuals to claim a vo.,.., \
minority identity for political reasons.

2. Differential power is a strong indicator of the difference be

dicator because minority status relies on differential power rather
numbers, The numerical majority is not necessarily the most pow:
group. There are more women than men, and men hold more politic
power and have higher salaries for the same jobs. Numerical advantage
significant, but a better indicator is the presence of social power in of
group over another. Dworkin and Dworkin mention the American 50 {
in the 1950s and South Africa under apartheid as good examples of d
ential power located in a nonnumerical majority (12). Minorities hold le
power than majority groups.
3. A central question is whether the existence of differential treatmel
already implies pejorative treatment. Allowing that differential treatmei
may exist for legitimate reasons—and it is not at all certain that we shoul¢
make this allowance—the addition of pejorative treatment as a quali
minority identity stresses the defining connection between oppre
and minority status. Differential and pejorative treatment is what minof
ity group members experience as a consequence of their minority pos!
tion. It affects their economic standing, cultural prestige, educational
portunities, and civil rights, among other things. Discrimination #
pejorative treatment often becomes the focus of identity politics, tho$!

eriL

roduct ion i

concerted attempts by :::.oanmm to protest their inferior and unjust sta-
rus by forming political action groups.

The emergence of identity politics, then, relies on a new epistemolog-
ical claim. While it is not necessarily the case that a group will protest

against discrimination, since there is a history of groups that accept infe-
rior statt )
involve claims different from those supporting the discriminatory behav-

1s and even fight to maintain it, the shift to a protest stance must

ior. A sense of inequity comes to pervade the consciousness of the minor-
ity identity, and individuals can find no reasonable justification for their
differential treatment. Individuals in protest against unjust treatment be-
gin to develop theories that oppose majority opinion not only about
themselves but about the nature of the society that supports the pejorative
hehavior. They develop ways to represent the actions used to perpetuate
the injustice against them, attacking stereotypes, use of violence and phys-
ical attack, and discrimination. Individuals begin to constitute themselves
as @ minority identity, moving from the form of consciousness called in-
ternal colonization to one characterized by a new group awareness.

4. Group awareness does not refer to group identifiability but to the
perception of common goals pursued through cooperation, to the realiza-
tion that differential and pejorative treatment is not justified by actual
qualities of the minority group, and to the conviction that majority soci-
nn«.mm a disabling environment that must be transformed by recourse to
social justice. In other words, awareness is not merely self-consciousness
butan .%m&m:go_cmu, that adheres in group identity status. It is the identity
__“._M_w”“wmhm,”_“d ‘S.m_cm:nm M:Emzw o._._ the individual’s head. This ﬂm::Q
s an e M”_,\n ha ﬂ&ﬂ%& it can be m:nmo:ma .o:__.,.g certain false
o T «vmw._ ,mm_m.Ssn.m G :ﬁmm false claims is pursued and
e mmn_ e ..J of the 3_:.9”:% identity through counterarguments
ooty 111 M_Z:.or the existing mﬁmp.a of knowledge. Thus, minority
claim m.: e o. group m.imﬁ.:mmm mn?m.ﬁm the status of a theoretical
of _:mma:m?._ LW@_M.MO_.%_Q with the :.EEMMENB wma a valuable source
i %E:w e Enﬁ“ ,Mm "_gw%w:m.w.m ‘_mm.,s.ﬂw_a, politics c.:n.: Em:m. that
lities aye o mc,m. . H.m _a..:::rv Wmn:m by oppression: these iden-
form Bt mn._:m. m:. m:.,g‘mn,:m them supposedly represents a
ovmznﬂc_ommnﬁ _:ﬁm:.o:. This ar memE .ao.,.m :.c.P understand that new
Cties thy e claims are central to identity vo_:_.nm. m.Q example, soci-

ss women often assert that they are irrational, morally de-
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[troductio”
praved, and physically weak, The minority identity “woman,” embra
by feminist identity politics, disputes these assertions and presents alf
native, positive theories about women. Identity politics do not prese
the persecuted identities created by oppressors because the knowledg
claims adhering in the new identities are completely different from the
embraced by the persecuting groups. ;
Opponents of identity politics are not wrong, however, when theya
sociate minority identity with suffering. They are wrong because they
not accept that pain and suffering may sometimes be resources for
epistemological insights of minority identity. This issue will arise wher
ever we consider disability identity, since it is the identity most associate
with pain, and a great deal of discrimination against people with disabil
ties derives from the irrational fear of pain. It is not uncommon for di

cheir experiences, this theoretical component may be directed toward po-

litical ends. T
By suggesting that suffering is theory-laden—that is, a sensation eval-

aative of states of reality—I am trying to track how and why minority
identity makes epistemological claims about society. All identity is social
theory: [dentities are the theories that we use to fit into and travel through
the social world. Our identities have a content that makes knowledge
claims about the society in which they have evolved, and we adjust our
identities, when we can, to different situations to improve our chances of
success. But because mainstream identities so robustly mimic existing so-
cial norms, it is difficult to abstract their claims about society. Identities in
conflict with society, however, have the ability to expose its norms. Mi-
nority identity gains the status of social critique once its content has been
sufficiently developed by groups that unite to protest their unjust treat-

selves if they had such a disability. Doctors often withhold treatmenti ment by the society in which they live.

minor illnesses from disabled people because they believe they are bettef 5. In addition to the four qualities proposed by Dworkin and
off dead—the doctors want to end the suffering of their patients, but the Dworkin, groups claiming minority identity need to meet an ethical test.
disabled people do not necessarily think of themselves as in pain, @ Minority identities make epistemological claims about the societies in

though they must suffer discriminatory attitudes (Gill; Long
149—203). Nevertheless, people with disabilities are not the only p
who suffer from prejudice. The epistemological claims of minority id
tity in general are often based on feelings of injustice that are pair
Wounds received in physical attacks may pale against the suffering exp

which they hold liminal positions, but not all theories are equal in ethical
content, especially relative to minority identity, since it begins as a prod-
uct of oppression and acquires the status of social critique. While matters
.EEB_ are notoriously difficult to sort out, it is nevertheless worth paus-
Ing briefly over how ethics relates to minority identity because ethical
8:83._:3. serve to check fraudulent claims of minority status. For ex-
Hﬂﬂm. ﬂ_“nm:ﬁ.v_:? .,_E.mnm .c.ﬁ recent mm:w, the ideology of apartheid repre-
B mM_o:.:.. wom:_o.: cmnm:wm it :n_.a power, identified the nature
- E.m m.::a.‘ m:a m_Qm.ﬁmn_ n:mm_.m:"w& and pejorative treatment of
B H_m::_nﬂ. 5&.3&5 South \.ﬁ_._nm. however, the apartheidists
Usc_._a:.zwﬁ. E ;M :.v S.Eo.,:%. >vv€5m the ﬁ.rncﬁ.v\ of Dworkin and
maa=~5mc_m. :_m_”w“w ~ %m.o:m:wna as having a minority Em.:m:a they are
they e m«o.c Ma”J ._ mnm,:"_m_w .ﬁo.ewma. 5.ﬂ< are treated mw._omm:é? and
tively e ovcm_ i _mww,q..u|P m._ ;” they nnammnﬂ aset of r._.._:.sm that ac-

$ y criticize majority society. They also believe them-

selves tq |
i Y€ persecuted, and no doubt th i i
3 vt they feel suffering about th s
ginal Position, Y 8 eir mar

(Sd. are

person in pain. While there is a long history of describing pain and s
ing as leading to egotism and narcissism—a metapsychology that pl
argue in chapter 2, an ancillary role in the evolution of the ideolog
ability—we might consider that the strong focus given to the selfin p
has epistemological value.! Suffering is a signal to the self at risk, and
signal applies equally to physical and social situations. The body signa
with pain when a person is engaged in an activity that may do that per
physical harm. Similarly, consciousness feels pain when the individu:
in social danger. Suffering has a theoretical component because it d
attention to situations that jeopardize the future of the individual, 2

when individuals who suffer from oppression gather together to Shés the apartheidists not deserving of minority status? The an-
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swer is that the theories contained in apartheidist identity do not pas
ethical test. The contrast between its ethical claims and those of the
jority are sufficiently striking to recognize. The apartheidists proposg
racist society as the norm to which all South African citizens should g
here. Relative to South African social beliefs and those of many off
countries, apartheid ideology is unacceptable on ethical grounds becay;
it is biased, violent, and oppressive. Consequently, the apartheidists fail
persuade us with their claims, and we judge them not a minority grog
subject to oppression but a fringe group trying to gain unlawful advantag
over others. v
To summarize, the definition embraced here—and used to theoriz
disability identity—does not understand minority identity as statistical
fixed in time, or exclusively biological but as a politicized identity posses
ing the ability to offer social critiques. There are those who attack minoj
ity identities precisely because they are politicized, as if only minoriti
made political arguments based on identity and politicized identity in i
self were a species of defective attachment. But many other examplesig
politicized identity exist on the current scene—Democrats, Republican
Socialists, the Christian Coalition, the American Nazi Party, and so 0
fact, any group that forms a coalition to make arguments on its own b
half and on the behalf of others in the public forum takes on a politicize
identity. Arguments to outlaw minority political action groups merely be
cause they encourage politicized identities would have to abolish othe

political groups as well.

Disability and the Theory of Complex Embodiment

Feminist philosophers have long argued that all knowledge is sit
that it adheres in social locations, that it is embodied, with the cons
quence that they have been able to claim that people in marginal sOcl
positions enjoy an epistemological privilege that allows them to theori!
society differently from those in dominant social locations (Ha

183—201; Harding). Knowledge is situated, first of all, because it is based 04
perspective. There is a difference between the knowledge present in a
of the earth from the moon and a view of the earth from the perspee
of an ant. We speak blandly of finding different perspectives on things, b¥

putroduct ot

different perspectives mc in fact m?m. varying conceptions of objects, espe-
cially social objects. ,/.ma‘m:r.m_mmm, situated knowledge does not rely only
on changing perspectives. Situated knowledge adheres in embodiment.
The disposition of the body determines perspectives, but it also spices
these perspectives with phenomenological knowledge—lifeworld experi-
ence—that affects the interpretation of perspective. To take a famous ex-
ample from [ris Young, the fact that many women “throw like a girl” is not
based on a physical difference. The female arm is as capable of throwing a
baseball as the male arm. It is the representation of femininity in a given
society that disables women, pressuring them to move their bodies in cer-
1ain, similar ways, and once they become accustomed to moving in these
certain, similar ways, it is difficult to retrain the body. “Women in sexist
society are physically handicapped,” Young explains. “Insofar as we learn
to live out our existence in accordance with the definition that patriarchal
culture assigns to us, we are physically inhibited, confined, positioned, and
objectified” (171). It is possible to read the differential and pejorative treat-
ment of women, as if it were a disability, on the surface of their skin, in
muscle mass, in corporeal agility. This form of embodiment is also, how-
ever, a form of situated knowledge about the claims being made about and
v.w women in a given society. To consider some positive examples, the par-
ticular embodiment of a woman means that she might, after experiencing
childbirth, have a new and useful perception of physical pain. Women
may also have, because of menstruation, a different knowledge of blood.
Female gender identity is differently embodied because of women’s role in
Evﬂoacr..:,\.m labor. The presence of the body does not boil down only to
“Mﬂw_m».n:ﬁ but to profound ideas and significant theories about the
Embodiment is, of course, central to the field of disability studies. In
m:,._.mn”.m“_cwo M.M_ m&mmZ:Q makes it easier to ::ge:pm:m that embodiment
disabili En:z%” qu one and the mmBm Arguments for Ew specificity of
. ..z:_uo&mm _M“ Hm ,ME& the r.::nu_ n.::_:m o.m nB_uoa_Ba._..:u and the
fustifie, e Sﬁ” edge m.m.mosmﬁm with particular a_mm_zw_:nm often
will see i chapter ¢ m:.n_%ﬂ mo..ﬂ_ma\. For an_Ev_.n.. .Omo«mw Lane’s body, we
.ﬁn::n e q.mB Owoa .mm a set o .ﬂ ._wo._m:n.m_ Qm:.:m about Ei:-.
nm::nmwnm ke Hu_ | e 04:. 58.%3; in its ruling mmm:ﬂﬂ the State of
house _.m<mm_v, :.m that FEWm _.:E.::Q to 2.:.2. the Polk County Court-
a pattern of discrimination against people with disabilities

fact
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found throughout the American court system. Chapter 5 explores di
ity passing not as avoidance of social responsibility or manipulation f
selfish interests but as a form of embodied knowledge—forced into
by prejudices against disability—about the relationship between the sogj
environment and human ability. The young deaf woman who tries to
for hearing will succeed only if she possesses significant knowledge abgy
the informational potential, manners, physical gestures, conversation
rituals, and cultural activities that define hearing in her society. Disable
people who pass for able-bodied are neither cowards, cheats, nor g
artists but skillful interpreters of the world from whom we all might leag

Dossier No. 2
New York Times Online
November 15, 2006

Officials Clash over Mentally Ill in Florida Jails
By Abby Goodnough

MIAMI, Nov. 14— For years, circuit judges here have ordered state:
officials to obey Florida law and promptly transfer severely mentally:
ill inmates from jails to state hospitals. But with few hospital beds
available, Gov. Jeb Bush’s administration began flouting those court
orders in August. ...

“This type of arrogant activity cannot be tolerated in an oam&a,_
society,” Judge Crockett Farnell of Pinellas-Pasco Circuit OoE.m._
wrote in an Oct. 11 ruling.

State law requires that inmates found incompetent to stand trial
be moved from county jails to psychiatric hospitals within 15 days of
the state’s receiving the commitment orders. Florida has broken that
law for years, provoking some public defenders to seek court orders
forcing swift compliance. ...

Two mentally ill inmates in the Escambia County Jail in Pensacola
died over the last year and a half after being subdued by guards, ac=
cording to news reports. And in the Pinellas County Jail in Clearwa-
ter, a schizophrenic inmate gouged out his eye after waiting weeks
for a hospital bed, his lawyer said. ...

The problem is not unique to Florida, although it is especially se-
vere in Miami-Dade County, which has one of the nation’s largest
percentages of mentally ill residents, according to the National Al=
liance for the Mentally 111, an advocacy group. ...

?:.QR:Q_.Q:

|n Miami, an average of 25 to 40 acutely psychotic people live in a
f the main county jail that a lawyer for Human Rights Watch,

unit © i !
Jennifer Daskal, described as squalid after visiting last month. ... Ms.
Daskal said that some of the unit’s 14 “suicide cells"—dim, bare and

designed for one inmate—were holding two or three at a time, and
that the inmates were kept in their cells 24 hours a day except to

shower. ...
Pl

But embodiment also appears as a bone of contention in disability
studies because it seems caught between competing models of disability.
Briefly, the medical model defines disability as a property of the individ-
ual body that requires medical intervention. The medical model has a bi-
ological orientation, focusing almost exclusively on disability as embodi-
ment. The social model opposes the medical model by defining disability
relative to the social and built environment, arguing that disabling envi-
ronments produce disability in bodies and require interventions at the
level of social justice. Some scholars complain that the medical model
pays too much attention to embodiment, while the social model leaves it
out of the picture. Without returning to a medical model, which labels in-
dividuals as defective, the next step for disability studies is to develop a
Em.oJ. of complex embodiment that values disability as a form of human
variation.

. The theory of complex embodiment raises awareness of the effects of
m_mmv_m:,m environments on people’s lived experience of the body, but it
nﬁv_:&ﬁmm as well that some factors affecting disability, such as .r._:o:r,.
”.“v W_Mr_wwmw: r.m_m_:._ mmmmn.ﬁm. N.En_ aging, mﬁ.Zn ?ca the body. These last
B :o«mﬁhwn her _n..,; significant than a_m.uv.___:mm caused by the envi-
N rm considered defects or deviations merely because they
ition, oo n M:Wn. Rather, .ﬂ_..m..<. belong to w:». mc.n.r,:‘ca of human
ability b mM:mna. M”: m_m ,\.E_m_u__:w between individuals and as vari-
B8, moﬂu__‘.m_s E_.m ﬁ._m.m Q‘nwm, E._a &Q need Lo vm.nc:mim_‘mm in
vo&:._c:” i o%ﬁ affecting g_mmw__w?- The nrmoﬂw of complex em-

&:wn,ﬂ. e Mrowssd, wm?.am: social representations and the body
i€l mo ] _UEE:J mm in the mwsm_ model, or :.gmx_mnm:n as in the med-
and it Ev_..mmnsﬁmm._m:cncnm_. Complex vaoa.S._mE ﬁ.:molem the body
ovsocm:, e M”E:m as ~..:E:m5, transformative. Social representations

e experience of the body, as Young makes clear in her

Mot as yp;
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seminal essay, but the body possesses the ability to determine its sogj
representation as well, and some situations exist where _.mvnmmmsﬁm:on..w,. .
erts no control over the life of the body.

As a living entity, the body is vital and chaotic, possessing complexj
in equal share to that claimed today by critical and cultural theorists |
linguistic systems. The association of the body with human mortality
fragility, however, forces a general distrust of the knowledge embodied
it. It is easier to imagine the body as a garment, vehicle, or burden than:
a complex system that defines our humanity, any knowledge that
might possess, and our individual and collective futures. Disability give
even greater urgency to the fears and limitations associated with the bod
tempting us to believe that the body can be changed as easily as chang
clothes. The ideology of ability stands ready to attack any desire to kna
and to accept the disabled body in its current state. The more likely
sponse to disability is to try to erase any signs of change, to wish to retus
the body magically to a past era of supposed perfection, to insist that
body has no value as human variation if it is not flawless.

Ideology and prejudice, of course, abound in all circles of human
istence, labeling some groups and individuals as inferior or less than
man: people of color, women, the poor, people with different sexual
entations, and the disabled confront the intolerance of society on a d
basis. In nearly no other sphere of existence, however, do people risk wak
ing up one morning having become the persons whom they hated the d
before. Imagine the white racist suddenly transformed into a black man
the anti-Semite into a Jew, the misogynist into a woman, and one migh
begin to approach the change in mental landscape demanded by the on
of disability. We require the stuff of science fiction to describe these:
narios, most often for comic effect or paltry moralizing. But no recout
to fiction is required to imagine an able-bodied person becomin
abled. It happens every minute of every day.

The young soldier who loses his arm on an Iragi battlefield wa
in bed having become the kind of person whom he has always feared ar
whom society names as contemptible (Corbett). Given these circt
stances, how might we expect him to embrace and to value his new idet
tity? He is living his worst nightmare. He cannot sleep. e hates whats
has become. He distances himself from his wife and family. He begi
drink too much. He tries to use a functional prosthetic, but he loathes B
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ing seen with a hook. The natural prosthetic offered to r:.: by Army doc-
tors does not really work, and he prefers to master tasks with his one good
arm. He cannot stand the stares of those around him, the looks of pity and
contempl as he tries to perform simple tasks in public, and he begins to
k upon himself with disdain.

The soldier has little chance, despite the promise of prosthetic sci-
ence, o return to his former state. What he is going through is completely
understandable, but he needs to come to a different conception of himself,
one based not on the past but on the present and the future. His body will
continue to change with age, and he may have greater disabling conditions
in the future. He is no different in this regard from any other human be-
ing. Some disabilities can be approached by demanding changes in how
people with disabilities are perceived, others by changes in the built envi-
ronment. Some can be treated through medical care. Other disabilities
cannot be approached by changes in either the environment or the body.

loo

In almost every case, however, people with disabilities have a better chance
of future happiness and health if they accept their disability as a positive
identity and benefit from the knowledge embodied in it. The value of
people with disabilities to themselves does not lie in finding a way to re-
turn through medical intervention to a former physical perfection, since
that perfection is a myth, nor in trying to conceal from others and them-
selves that they are disabled. Rather, embodiment seen complexly under-
stands disability as an epistemology that rejects the temptation to value
the body as anything other than what it was and that embraces what the
cca.w has become and will become relative to the demands on it, whether
“MVironmental, representational, or corporeal.

Intersectional Identity Complexly Embodied

The ultimate
dbled people
tong whe
has i,
SCene 45
Szcmszm
S0cig] op

purpose of complex embodiment as theory is to give dis-
greater knowledge of and control over their bodies in situa-
re increased knowledge and control are possible. But the theory
benefits for at least two crucial debates raging on the current
well. First, complex embodiment makes a contribution to
I arguments about intersectionality—the idea that analyses of
Pression take account of overlapping identities based on race,
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gender, sexuality, class, and disability.* While theorists of intersectionaljj
have never argued for a simple additive model in which oppressed id
ties are stacked one upon another, a notion of disability embodimeg
helps to resist the temptation of seeing some identities as more patholog
ical than others, and it offers valuable advice about how to conceive
standpoint of others for the purpose of understanding the prejud
against them. This is not to suggest that the intersection of various ide
ties produces the same results for all oppressed groups, since differences
the hierarchical organization of race, gender, sexuality, class, and
ity do exist (Collins 2003, 212). Rather, it is to emphasize, first, that
sectionality as a theory references the tendency of identities to const
one another reciprocally (Collins 2003, 208); second, that identities
not merely standpoints where one may stand or try to stand but also com
plex embodiments; and, third, that the ideology of ability uses the la
guage of pathology to justify labeling some identities as inferior to oth
TFor example, theorists of intersectional identity might find usefu
arguments in disability studies against disability simulation because
offer a view of complex embodiment that enlarges standpoint theory. T
applied fields of occupational therapy and rehabilitation science somé
times recommend the use of disability simulations to raise the consci
ness of therapists who treat people with disabilities. Instructors ask st
dents to spend a day in a wheelchair or to try navigating classroor
buildings blindfolded to get a better sense of the challenges faced by
patients, The idea is that students may stand for a time in the places o
pied by disabled people and come to grasp their perspectives. Disa
theorists have attacked the use of simulations for a variety of reasonsy
most important being that they fail to give the student pretenders a
of the embodied knowledge contained in disability identities. Disabili
simulations of this kind fail because they place students in a time-one pe
sition of disability, before knowledge about disability is acquired, usuat
resulting in emotions of loss, shock, and pity at how dreadful it is &
disabled. Students experience their body relative to their usual embo®
ment, and they become so preoccupied with sensations of bodily inaée
quacy that they cannot perceive the extent to which their “disability”
sults from social rather than physical causes. Notice that such games oct
almost entirely on the phenomenology of the individual body. The PE
tender asks how his or her body would be changed, how his or her
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monscoﬁ_ would be changed, by disability. It is an act of individual imagi-
pation, then, not an act of cultural imagination. Moreover, simulations
rempt students to play the game of “What is Worse?™ as they experiment
with different simulations. Is it worse to be blind or deaf, worse to lose a
Jeg OF an arm, WOrse to be tmﬁwaﬁmm_ ..un deaf, mute, and blind? The result
s a thoroughly negative and unrealistic impression of disability.

The critique of disability simulation has applications in several areas
of intersectional theory. First, the practice of peeling off minority identi-
ies from people to determine their place in the hierarchy of oppression is
revealed to degrade all minority identities by giving a one-dimensional
view of them. It also fails to understand the ways in which different iden-
tities constitute one another. Identities may trump one another in the hi-
erarchy of oppression, but intersectional identity, because embodied com-
plexly, produces not competition between minority identities but
“outsider” theories about the lived experience of oppression (see Collins
1998). Additionally, coming to an understanding of intersecting minority
identities demands that one imagine social location not only as perspec-
tive but also as complex embodiment, and complex embodiment com-
bines social and corporeal factors. Rather than blindfolding students for a
hour, then, it is preferable to send them off wearing sunglasses and carry-
ing a white cane, in the company of a friend, to restaurants and depart-
ment stores, where they may observe firsthand the spectacle of discrimi-
nation against blind people as passersby avoid and gawk at them, clerks
refuse to wait on them or condescend to ask the friend what the student is
looking for, and waiters request, usually at the top of their lungs and very
slowly (since blind people must also be deaf and cognitively disabled),
What the student would like to eat.’
nn?m”mﬁcﬂ.m”npmw_ Lo _.dmi .Ewﬁum ﬁ.rm mm_s.m.oﬁ,:ggﬁ Is /.f:ﬁw:. when iy
abiliies P,..Ewamn_”_oﬂm_ ..%.::Q. just as it is when _Bmm_sﬁm different dis-
Blhet o s m ,”< et .2_ itis worse to bea Wertinioi ﬁ.m:.:m. worse to be
mE:J. s _;M orse to ,_m gay or poor wamaﬁa each a.m:n.:w as a form of
Btvincice Zﬂrmnnm_ﬂm_. or lesser powers to overcome social _::.v_ﬁ‘msg and
o, oT,&oM,_mg .c:m may try to .w%v.a..m focus on society and the
Bte Ty mm_ ﬁm_, :,ovvnmm.wm one _aa:ﬁws\ ::.:n than another, the n._m-
CO8ts of cpo % 00 quu m:a ommz. to %m”nc,fao:m nwm the noEvun.m:su
aboyt e mﬁmmm mwn_mﬁ.v uw _ﬁmf:m mn..oEBoamcowm, comparisons

) e, and speculations about whether social disadvantages
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are intrinsic or extrinsic to the group. The compelling issue for minopj
identity does not turn on the question of whether one group has ther .
arduous existence but on the fact that every minority group faces sog
discrimination, violence, and intolerance that exert toxic and
influence on the ability to live life to the fullest (see Asch 406-7).

Social Construction Complexly Embodied

Second, the theory of complex embodiment makes it possible to
forward arguments raging currently about social construction, id
and the body. Aside from proposing a theory better suited to the &
ences of disabled people, the goal is to advance questions in identity
body theory unresponsive to the social construction model. Chapters
and 6 make an explicit adjustment in social construction theory by
ing on the realism of identities and bodies. By “realism” I understan
ther a positivistic claim about reality unmediated by social repr
tions, nor a linguistic claim about reality unmediated by objects
representation, but a theory that describes reality as a mediation, nol
real for being such, between representation and its social objects.® Ratl
than viewing representation as a pale shadow of the world or the wor d
a shadow world of representation, my claim is that both sides push backs
the construction of reality. The hope is to advance discourse theory t
next stage by defining construction in a radical way, one that reveals
structions as possessing both social and physical form. While identities
socially constructed, they are nevertheless meaningful and real precis
because they are complexly embodied. The complex embodiment ap
ent in disability is an especially strong example to contemplate beci
the disabled body compels one to give concrete form to the theory off
cial construction and to take its metaphors literally.
Consider an introductory example of the way in which disabl
complexly embodied extends the social construction argument in th
rection of realism. In August 2000 a controversy about access at the
head hut in the Appalachian Mountains came to a climax (Goldberg).
Appalachian Mountain Club of New Hampshire had just construc
rustic thirty-eight bed lodge at an elevation of thirty-eight hundred e
The United States Forest Service required that the hut comply with ¢
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Americans with Disabilities Act ( >U>V and be accessible to people with
gisabilities. that it have a wheelchair ramp and grab bars in larger toilet
The Appalachian Mountain Club had to pay an extra $30,000 to
$50,000 for a building already costing $400,000 because the accessible fea-
pures Were late design changes. Its members ridiculed the idea that the
puilding, which could be reached only by a super-rugged 4.6 mile trail,
would ever be visited by wheelchair users, and the media tended to take
their side.

At this point a group from Northeast Passage, a program at the Uni-
versity of New Hampshire that works with people with disabilities, decided
to make a visit to the Galehead hut. Jill Gravink, the director of Northeast
passage, led a group of three hikers in wheelchairs and two on crutches on
a twelve-hour climb to the lodge, at the end of which they rolled happily up
the ramp to its front door. A local television reporter on the scene asked
why, if people in wheelchairs could drag themselves up the trail, they could
not drag themselves up the steps into the hut, implying that the ramp was
a waste of money. Gravink responded, “Why bother putting steps on the
hut at all? Why not drag yourself in through a window?”

The design environment, Gravink suggests pointedly, determines who
is able-bodied at the Galehead lodge. The distinction between the disabled
and nondisabled is socially constructed, and it is a rather fine distinction at
that. Those who are willing and able to climb stairs are considered able-
bodied, while those who are not willing and able to climb stairs are dis-
abled. However, those who do climb stairs but are not willing and able to
enter the building through a window are not considered disabled. Tt is
”%MMMo_ﬂ:mMm:Rm :::. :o:&mmzma vo.on_m may choose J&m: to be mz.n-
B m.Oa ~ MMA the _u_,“__ﬁ environment is full o%. technologies that make life
. ::..%M ﬂo:v_ e ,.)Mso vwmmmmm the physical power 1o mnl,c_‘a ﬁ.mmrm
leaf ang iy En nologies. Stairs, m_m<.ﬁoa. escalators, washing machines,
Bhiveica ﬁmzamﬂmiw_,m. mmM_ummﬂWHm. nrm_:.mmsm. and other tools help to relax
less S :.M oﬁ_wm o_‘q::m na.nm_: S.mwm. These tools Ea.:mé«&m-
byt e ._M ﬂ_m 9:259” oh. Ew, vc&\, and no one Eﬂﬁhm twice
&wmmmna. rciﬁﬁ. %# Eoﬂns.ﬂ :.: 5&2&:&.«. are :.E_.w.ma as &_mmv._& or
Standard of v_:&‘ : e m.m_mumnﬁmzo: is that they will maintain the Bmx::c..:
Qesipneq . Sm.:» nw: c.na_.o.q:,m:.nm at every moment, m:ﬁ._ the Smwuc_om_mm
smnmmme.w iy mz.. ._»m easier are viewed as expensive additions, un-

mmodations, and a burden on society.
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The example of the Galehead hut exposes the ideology of ability—y
ideology that uses ability to determine human status, demands
people with disabilities always present as able-bodied as possible
measures the value of disabled people in dollars and cents. It reveals he
constructed are our attitudes about identity and the body. This is a fag
iar point, and usually social analysis comes to a conclusion here, no doul
because the idea of construction is more metaphorical than real. The i
plication seems to be that knowledge of an object as socially const
is sufficient to undo any of its negative effects. How many books and
says have been written in the last ten years, whose authors are content
the conclusion that x, y, or z is socially constructed, as if the conclus
self were a victory over oppression?

Far from being satisfied with this conclusion, my analysis here
ways take it as a point of departure from which to move directly to
cidation of embodied causes and effects. Oppression is driven not b
dividual, unconscious syndromes but by social ideologies that a
embodied, and precisely because ideologies are embodied, their effects a
readable, and must be read, in the construction and history of socie
When a Down syndrome citizen tries to enter a polling place and is
away, a social construction is revealed and must be read. When whee
users are called selfish if they complain about the inaccessibility of p
toilets, a social construction is revealed and must be read (Shapiro
126-27). When handicapped entrances to buildings are located in the réa
next to garbage cans, a social construction is revealed and must be
When a cosmetic surgeon removes the thumb on a little boy’s right hs
because he was born with no thumb on his left hand, a social constru
is revealed and must be read (Marks 67). What if we were to embra
metaphor implied by social construction, if we required that the “cot
struction” in social construction be understood as a building, as the Gi
head hut for example, and that its blueprint be made available? Not on
would this requirement stipulate that we elaborate claims about
construction in concrete terms, it would insist that we locate the col
struction in time and place as a form of complex embodiment.

Whenever anyone mentions the idea of social construction, W
should ask on principle to see the blueprint—not to challenge the valu
the idea but to put it to practical use—to map as many details about
construction as possible and to track its political, epistemological, and
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effects in the world of human beings. To encourage this new requirement,

 cite three familiar ideas about social construction, as currently theorized,

from which flow—or at least should—three methodological principles.

These three principles underlie the arguments to follow, suggesting how

1o look for blueprints and how to begin reading them:

. Knowledge is socially situated—which means that knowledge has an ob-
jective and verifiable relation to its social location.

. |dentities are socially constructed—which means that identities contain
complex theories aboul social reality.

. Some bodies are excluded by dominant social ideologies—which means
that these bodies display the workings of ideology and expose it to critique
and the demand for political change.
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