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Editorial: Learning Stuff We Don’t Know

Megan A. Conway, Ph.D.
RDS Managing Editor

With all due humility, it’s hard for me to learn that I don’t know something, especially something 
about disability. My husband says that’s because I graduated from Berkeley. Needless to say, he didn’t. 
But a recent experience organizing a panel of experts for my online introductory Disability and Diver-
sity Studies course gave me a good look at my own ignorance.

It started out as a really great idea to put together a panel of people with different kinds of dis-
abilities, from different cultural backgrounds, to talk to my class about multiculturalism. The students 
have read about multiculturalism. I’ve talked about multiculturalism. But I thought it would be good 
if they could hear it straight from the source. The article in this issue by Hulgin, O’Connor, Fitch and 
Gutsell on Disability Studies Pedagogy points out the value of these sorts of experiences for students 
who are being asked to critically examine new ideas. 

Also, I am of the opinion that “experts”, many of whom do not actually have disabilities, often 
get paid far too much to offer their expert advice about disability, backed by lengthy citations and 
references, when a two minute conversation with a person with a disability would help people figure 
everything out. If this sounds strange coming from the Editor of an academic journal, so be it. I just 
wanted to recognize the guy who provides the two-minute conversation.

I began making enquiries of various colleagues and colleagues of colleagues, looking for that per-
fect mix of crippiness and culturalness that would truly impress upon my impressionable students 
the nuances, richness and complexities of a multicultural society. In my case, I got a good dose of the 
complexities. 

There was the diversity of communication needs of my panelists. Now being deaf-blind myself, I 
am no stranger to communication diversity and in fact consider myself to be quite the little “expert” 
when it comes to matters of communication.  I had one panelist who was deaf-blind, but who has 
some vision and hearing, so I thought Real Time Captioning would be a great accommodation. An-
other panelist was Deaf. Hey, great, kill two birds with one stone. In fact, I figured we could all type 
back and forth instead of talking to give the students a sense of what it’s like to experience a lecture 
without sound. So I was shocked when the Deaf panelist told me, “Sorry but my English is not that 
great and I would really prefer to use a sign language interpreter.” And then another panelist said, “I 
would love to type everything but I have limited use of my hands.” 

So I arranged for sign language interpretation for the Deaf panelist. And I arranged for a student 
to assist the other panelist with navigating the keyboard. Then the deaf-blind guy said he couldn’t see 
the captions. 

Luckily the deaf-blind guy had a friend who could assist him. And it turns out the captioning 
was needed after all because another one of the panelists spoke English as a Second Language. Un-
fortunately for me, Dr. Cultural Sensitivity, his name and his country of origin have a lot of Y’s and 
V’s and Z’s all next to each other, so I introduced him as something like “Yes-is-kee Ze-sis-kee from 
Ku-ku-staskee”. Then I introduced the deaf-blind guy as being “of the Native American People” and 
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he said, “I’m not of any group of people. I just am. And by the way, I don’t think of myself as being 
‘deaf-blind’.” 

In the end I could feel really good about meeting the individual needs of all of my panelists. And 
they were all terrific speakers. And the class got a lot out of their presentations.

But inside, you know where that little spark of pride lurks for being the Disabled Woman Who 
Preaches Disabled People as the Experts, there is also a little flicker of shame. Because although I tell 
every one of my students that the key to changing our views about disability and diversity is to admit 
that what we think we know may not be the truth, I thought I knew everything. And then I had to 
learn stuff I didn’t know. And that was hard. 

Distance Learning Courses Available.
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Niel Bohrs’ famous quote “Nothing exists until it is measured” (as cited in Ross, 1997) refers to 
quantum physics, but it can also be applied to the history of disability and employment. Scholarly 
information concerning this history is almost nonexistent.  While cursory examination of employment 
issues may be included in discussions about past social movements and legislation, these discourses are 
often anecdotal and always secondary to the main topic. With few exceptions (studies on freak shows, 
for example) it appears that scholarly, historical pieces specifically about disabled people as workers are 
rare. 

Without readily available, factual accounts on the experiences of disabled workers throughout the 
centuries, it can appear, to those with and without disability, that "disability" and "employment" are 
mutually exclusive terms. An example of such an assumption in the United States is shown by cur-
rent language usage separating the images of “disability” and “work.” A useless car in need of repair is 
labeled “disabled”; a “disabled” computer has been altered to prevent it from working. 

But having a disability does not automatically and inherently bar a person from the world of 
work.  Through research, we have discovered that people with disability have always been members 
of worldwide workforces. To address this under-represented aspect of disability studies and endeavor 
to negate the resulting assumptions, this Forum initiates the task of compiling information about the 
historical experiences of disabled workers. It is neither an attempt to negate or minimize the concerns 
that unemployed disabled people currently experience and have experienced in the past; nor infer that 
employment discrimination did not and does not exist. We simply hold the belief that in order to ac-
curately portray the experiences of people with disability, it is important to collect accounts of their 
careers and work enterprises. 

Our Forum begins with “A Historical Overview of Disability and Employment in the United 
States (1600 to 1950).”  Through the centuries, disabled people have been important members of the 
US workforce, adding their skills, unique abilities and hard labor with able-bodied worker’s to mani-
fest the American dream. Although, due to the limitations set by this journal, a relatively scant amount 
of the available data has been included, this article initiates the task of telling some important stories. 
The time span was chosen arbitrarily in an attempt to provide the broadest overview. Examples were 
used that best illustrated the chronological periods addressed and are by no means exhaustive. Much 
remains to be told through future research efforts. 

England’s Elizabethan Poor Laws were written in the 1600’s and their purview transferred to the 
American colonies. The distinction they made between the deserving and undeserving poor based on 
the ability and willingness to work continues to influence the consciousness of western societies. Mar-
tin Atherton’s “Deserving of Charity or Deserving of Better?: The Continuing Legacy of the 1834 Poor 
Law Amendment Act for Britain’s Deaf Population” discusses this legislation’s effect on deaf employees 
in the United Kingdom today.

The significant historical experiences of African Americans with disability are in the process of be-
ing chronicled. For those enslaved on plantations, information exists in the records kept by landown-
ers. Dea Boster uses these and other sources to write about tasks performed by disabled slaves and how 

Forum: Disability And Employment 
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they were treated in “Useless”: Disability, Slave Labor, and Contradiction on Antebellum Southern 
Plantations.”

Existing histories were created by telling the stories of individual citizens. From such a lens, the 
accounts of disability and employment are colorful, varied and full of accomplishment. From a bio-
graphical perspective, these life stories are an important component of our historical research and add 
personality and resonance to our endeavor. For this reason, our Forum includes “Electioneering and 
Activism at the Turn of the Century and the Politics of Disablement: The Legacy of E.T. Kingsley 
(1853-1929), Ravi Malhotra’s research on the life of a largely unknown, but significant, North Ameri-
can political figure.

Considerable legislation and social attention has been afforded veterans who have incurred dis-
ability as a result of military service. Government initiatives throughout the world have included 
vocational rehabilitation, education and employment programs. Jeff Grischow’s article “Disability and 
Rehabilitation in Late Colonial Ghana” discusses the British government’s 1940’s Social Orthopedics 
Program, an attempt to retrain disabled soldiers and reintegrate them into the workforce. 

As often with scholarly undertakings, we have many hopes for this Forum. The first is that it has 
the potential to effect  the way people with disability perceive themselves and transform the way they 
are perceived by others. The second is that these accounts demonstrate that, in many cases, being 
disabled does not have to result in being unemployed. Lastly, that this collection piques the interest 
and curiosity of scholars and encourages them to gather further information, ushering in a new era of 
disability research – one that records the rich and varied legacy of the work-related accomplishments 
of people with disability. 

Stephanie Patterson is a Clinical Assistant Professor at Stony Brook University. She has a Masters in 
liberal studies with a concentration in disability and employment and has actively worked in the field 
of disability and employment for over 15 years. She is a staunch member of the campus President’s 
ADA Advisory Committee and is Chair of the ADA Awareness Subcommittee. Currently, she teaches 
a course she created entitled Disability and Employment for the Disability Studies concentration and 
Professional Ethics in Health Care for the Health Science program.

Pamela Block, Ph.D. is an Associate Professor at Stony Brook University in the School of Health 
Technology and Management. She completed a doctorate in cultural anthropology at Duke University 
in 1997. Her dissertation research addressed historical intersections of gender, race, class, sexuality, and 
disability in Brazil and the United States. She was on the Board of Directors of the Society for  Dis-
ability Studies from 2007-2011, serving as Vice President in 2008-2009 and President in 2009-2010.
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Abstract:  Through a preliminary review of exist-
ing literature and archival source materials, this 
brief overview begins the task of compiling exist-
ing data about the history of disability and em-
ployment in the United States. A chronological 
framework is used that includes employment–
related phenomena. The major topics covered 
are pre-industrial rural life, post-industrial work 
opportunities and the government’s response to 
the employment needs of disabled veterans. In 
addition, due to relevance to the topic, there is 
a brief mention of freak shows and the dawning 
disability rights movement after WWI.  

Key Words: Disability, labor, US history

Editor’s Note: This article was anonymously 
peer reviewed.

Introduction

“If anyone will not work, let him not eat.” 
2 Thessalonians 3:10 (The Holy Bible)

Communities thrive when individuals band 
together, pooling skills and talents, to empower 
the group.  Parents teach children this concept 
through assigning chores, and teachers reinforce 
it through group projects. The expectation that 
individuals must contribute, perform labor in 
some way, in order to be viable members of so-
ciety can be found in both developed nations 
and in tribal cultures. Some national identities 
were developed on the foundation that citi-
zens excelled at productivity and competition. 
For example, from the beginning of the United 
States (US) as a republic, male citizens viewed 
themselves as being “supremely normal” by be-
ing physically fit and able to fully participate in 
free-enterprise capitalism (Thomson, 1997, p. 
42).

This connection of worth to the community 
and one’s ability to work continues today and 
has as far-reaching consequences for people with 
disability1 as those without. Research indicates 
that through the centuries, disabled people have 
been important members of the United States 
workforce, adding their skills, unique abilities, 
and hard labor alongside able-bodied worker’s 
to manifest “the American Dream.”  Yet, just as 
minority and ethnic groups have raised the issue 
of having their histories barred from textbooks 
(Scharrer, 2010), this is no less true for records 
about the careers of disabled people.

Historically, countless people with disability 
have joined, maintained and strengthened the 
ranks of the United States labor pool. Literature 
and archival materials exist representing disabled 
people as productive members of their commu-
nity’s workforce, but this information has never 
been systematically compiled, leaving many sto-
ries untold. As noted in the Handbook of Dis-
ability Studies, there are three key problems to 
writing disability history – 1) the lack of primary 
sources, 2) most of the material that is available 
is written from the perspective of service provid-
ers and 3) much information is disability-spe-
cific rather than covering a broad spectrum of 
disabilities (Albrecht, 2001). All three of these 
factors were relevant to the endeavor of writing 
this article. In addition, pertinent information 
had to be painstakingly gleaned out of works 
devoted to other topics, much like a miner sifts 
through dirt for gold. 

This effort begins the process of consolidat-
ing existing information into one document for 
easier reference. The selected time periods were 
chosen arbitrarily in an attempt to “start some-
where” to provide an overview. The illustrative 
examples were chosen for interest and readabil-
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ity and are, by no means, exhaustive. Due to the 
space limits placed on this particular paper, it 
can only indicate the scope of research needed, 
not accomplish the task.

Pre- Industrial Work Opportunities

Due to individual cultures and beliefs, there 
is no unified Native American response to dis-
ability but many tribes modeled the full inclu-
sion of disabled workers in their societies. Ac-
cording to  Arizona Community Health  Repre-
sentatives working with North American native 
populations, the Ojibwe culture was “broadly 
accepting” of people with physical disabilities 
and seizure disorders; among the Hopi and Mo-
hegan tribes, there was little stigmatization for 
disabilities such as epilepsy, diabetes, or hyper-
tension ("Closing the distance," 2010). In the 
Mohawk tribe, Kateri Tekakwitha, a woman 
who survived smallpox in the 1600’s, was left 
almost blind but performed the same work as 
her peers, participating in cooking, sewing, 
basket-weaving, and farming (Chauchetière, 
1695/2007). 

Among the North American Plains Tribes, 
a universal sign language was developed to as-
sist tribesmen to effectively perform their main 
occupation of hunting. It was also very useful in 
battle (Mallery, 1881). Although this language 
had no origins connected to deafness or speech 
impairments, it inadvertently provided a means 
of inclusion for individuals with those disabili-
ties and has been used by both deaf and hear-
ing Native Americans for over 200 years ("Hand 
Talk: Preserving a language legacy,"  2010).

From the 17th to mid-19th centuries, the 
US economy was primarily farm-based, and 
many disabled people contributed to their fami-
ly’s income. Depending on the nature and sever-
ity of the disability, individuals “were generally 
able to make a contribution, in varying degrees, 
to a largely rural production process” (Malhotra, 
2001). In 19th century Canada, family mem-
bers worked to the level of their capacities and 

there were many tasks that someone with a mo-
bility impairment or a learning disability could 
perform well. In this environment, an individu-
al with disability was not necessarily considered 
a burden and there was no concept of such a 
person being “disabled” (Hanes, 2004).  People 
with disability of the same era were produc-
tive on farms and in households in the United 
States, as well.  Others worked in trades requir-
ing precision handcrafting, making and repair-
ing goods. Such employment allowed control of 
personal work schedules according to physical 
or psychological conditions (Russell, 2000).

Circumstances of daily life required team-
work to meet survival needs, causing commu-
nity members to rely on each other to live. The 
practice of pooling talents despite inabilities and 
highlighting personal strengths to work together 
was not only common, but crucial. If capable in-
dividuals assumed leadership positions planning 
and directing tasks, it mattered little if someone 
had a learning disability or mental illness when 
brute strength was needed. If the willingness 
to contribute was present, such teamwork had 
great value. Consequently, the perception that, 
historically, all people with disability were bur-
dens on their families and communities is inac-
curate. In North America, disabled and non-dis-
abled neighbors supported each other (Hanes, 
2004).

This is not to say that people with disability 
did not experience difficulties and discrimina-
tion. Life was hard for poor people in general. 
Those unable to work had to rely on others and 
such assistance was not guaranteed. By the mid-
1600’s, the American colonists established laws 
reflecting those in the English legal system de-
termining “worthy” and “unworthy” poor status 
based on the ability and willingness to work. 
These laws were almost exact replicas of the Eliz-
abethan Poor Laws (Trattner, 1994). Many who 
were considered societal problems were forced 
onto ships going back to Europe (Murray, 
2003). In some places, disabled people were not 
welcomed to participate in community activi-
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ties and some were disowned, hidden away or 
fatally neglected by family members (Fleischer, 
2002). Despite this, many disabled people were 
productively employed. 

Due to financial resources, children with 
disability born to affluent parents had enhanced 
career opportunities. Youngsters might be sent 
abroad for specialized training (Barnartt, 2001). 
Afforded the benefits of education, prosperous 
landowners, lawyers and merchants held posi-
tions of political, legal, and social importance. 
Since wealth and status were inherited, there 
was a vested interest in providing even heirs 
with poor health the opportunities to fulfill 
these roles (Brobeck, 1976). 

If an individual had developed a trade before 
becoming disabled, depending on the nature or 
severity of the disability, s/he might possibly 
continue working at that job or at similar work 
because the necessary expertise was already de-
veloped.  One example is the career of Edward 
Green, a railroad capitalist in Texas, who contin-
ued working years after his leg was amputated 
in 1887 (Cottrell, 2010). There were many of-
ficers, like Lieutenant General John Bell Hood, 
who, during the Civil War, continued his mili-
tary career after being disabled and then upon 
discharge pursued other ventures (Hickman, 
2010). Disabled people with prior work experi-
ence and familial or financial support systems 
had opportunities to be productive members of 
the workforce, fully assimilated into their com-
munities. 

On the southern plantations, enslaved 
workers were considered property with mon-
etary value based on their ability to work. Con-
sequently, many individuals, despite serious 
disabling conditions resulting from harsh treat-
ment and lack of medical care, were assigned 
significant duties. For example, in Florida, af-
ter slaves became too disabled to work in cot-
ton fields, they were shipped to New Orleans to 
work for the rest of their lives in the sugar hous-
es (Weld, 1839).  Many disabled slaves, barred 

from the opportunity to leave plantations after 
emancipation, continued their work in gardens 
and households. Those individuals with disabil-
ity, who did leave the plantations only to find 
themselves as patients in Freedmen Bureau’s asy-
lums, became the resident workforce perform-
ing tasks from “cultivating vegetable gardens to 
laundering clothes to building additional facili-
ties” (Downs, 2008, para. 26). 

Industrial Revolution

As the United States economy became indus-
try-based, masses of people left their farms and 
migrated to the cities for work. With large ma-
chines performing tasks that previously required 
the cooperation of many people, the need for 
teamwork and reliance on a group’s combined 
abilities diminished. Workers were required to 
master specific, repetitive tasks within limited 
timeframes. Individual intelligence, strength, 
and talent became highly prized as the skillet re-
quired by employers. This effectively separated 
the “able” from the “unable"- soon to become 
classified “disabled” (Russell, 2000).

In a manufacturing environment based 
on a salary system, if one could not work, one 
could not survive. Unlike farm life, where, even 
in rough years, the land provided shelter and 
small communities cared for their own, city life 
rendered no such guarantees. In addition, fac-
tory environments were unhealthy and unsafe. 
Many workers, initially able-bodied and pro-
ductive, were injured on the job. Without the 
unions and medical benefits of today, these in-
dividuals joined the ranks of “the disabled” by 
the hundreds. Thus originated and solidified the 
economic definition of disability as an “inability 
to work” (Barnartt, 2001, p. 5). 

With a developing public education system 
that fostered obedience and uniformity to assure 
the compliance of a lower, working class (Gatto, 
2003) and a growing interest in analyzing the 
political aspects of economics by categorizing 
“productive” and “unproductive” labor (Mill, 
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1885), it can be surmised that such concepts 
transferred to the definition of the traits of 
productive and unproductive workers. Almost 
overnight, these socially-created categories in-
tentionally manipulated the workforce, allowing 
the capitalist elite to amalgamate wealth. Creat-
ing (and subsequently oppressing) the new group 
called “disabled” was foundational to corporate 
success (Russell, 2000). As this redesigned eco-
nomic system thrived, unemployment increased 
and many people, with and without disability, 
had no means of support. Urban problems of 
overcrowding, slums, homelessness, begging, 
prostitution, and crime sprawled throughout 
US cities, disturbing the sensibilities of those in 
power. Seen as a major component of this trou-
bling situation, disabled people now required 
management.

The Rise of Institutions

As the number of people needing assistance 
grew, a harsh public view of the poor and dis-
abled emerged and a “reluctant welfareism” 
evolved. Political and bureaucratic measures to 
manage the situation were devised utilizing the 
methods of segregation and institutionalization 
(Hanes, 2004). The creation of disability-specif-
ic institutions in the 19th century served many 
purposes, not the least being the isolation and 
“management” of disabled children and adults. 
This design, thought charitable at the time, had 
its roots in a caring paternalism that made deci-
sions on “what was best” for people in need and 
society in general (Grizzard, 2004). Initially, 
many such facilities had inspired beginnings, 
the product of the labors of love of radical, free-
thinkers of the day. These founders included vo-
cational training programs to their curriculum. 
Manual training was an essential component of 
the coursework for deaf and/or blind boys and 
girls, with an emphasis on the rudiments of cer-
tain trades and the use of tools. In addition, the 
formation of habits of “industry” was as impor-
tant as acquiring specific skillets (Fay, 1893). 
Technical and mechanical arts were taught, 
resulting in many skilled occupations such as 

cabinetry, shoe-making, knitting and sewing. 
Such education was indeed experimental and 
did not guarantee successful careers in the com-
munity. While there were facilities that asserted 
that their graduates were seldom unemployed, 
as today, some business owners were hesitant to 
hire them. Consequently, alumni might choose 
not to leave the institution at all, continuing on 
as employees and living in homes nearby (Barn-
artt, 2001). Even in institutions where residents 
were never expected to live and work out in the 
community because they were labeled “feeble-
minded” (p. 105) or “mental defectives” (p. 
103), farming, cooking, sewing, and mainte-
nance skills were taught. Such duties were then 
performed in-house, effectively lowering facility 
labor costs (Trent, 1994).

Samuel Gridley Howe, a person deeply 
dedicated to assisting poor and disabled people, 
established the Perkins School for the Blind in 
1832. In an address to the public, school ad-
ministrators discussed potential employment 
opportunities as teachers, craftsman, clergyman, 
tailors/seamstresses, and musicians for educated 
blind students (Brooks, 1833).  This belief that 
children with blindness were not pathetic inva-
lids, doomed to a life of ignorance and begging, 
was extremely empowering at the time.  Howe 
and his wife, Julia, also worked towards estab-
lishing special education and training for those 
with developmental disabilities and mental ill-
ness (Magner, 2000). Despite the growing belief 
that people with disability were incapable of in-
dustry and productivity, institutional programs 
in the US clearly demonstrated that with train-
ing and support, disabled individuals had mar-
ketable skills. By working effectively, they had 
the capacity to lead independent and productive 
lives without relying on charity.

During this time period, even if not affili-
ated with a specific institution, having the ben-
efit of an education could lead to vocations as 
teachers and clergy. Religious ministries were in-
stituted by disabled people for disabled people. 
For example, the Methodist Church has a long 
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tradition of a ministry for Deaf African Ameri-
cans. Philip J. Hasenstab, the first black, deaf 
clergyman, began a mission in Chicago in 1894. 
He later collaborated with a fellow Deaf African 
American clergyman, Daniel Moylan, to found 
a similar interracial deaf mission in Baltimore. 
This historic enterprise later became known as 
The Christ Church, setting the example of racial 
integration in worship for the region ("Balti-
more Deaf Church," 2004).

Freak Shows

Although much current research has been 
conducted on the freak show phenomenon and 
many stories have now been told, a brief men-
tion of their significance to this discussion is 
important. Despite present day distaste, in the 
1800’s, many of these shows provided viable em-
ployment for disabled people. For some, being 
onstage proved extremely lucrative. Two of the 
highest paid entertainers were the beautiful and 
musically talented conjoined twins, Violet and 
Daisy Hilton. It is reported that at their zenith 
in show business, they earned a combined salary 
of $5000 per week (“Freaks of nature,” 2000). 
Even today, such an income is noteworthy. 

Ironically, though the performances rein-
forced racial and able-bodied superiority myths 
and set the entertainers apart from mainstream 
society, behind the scenes, belonging to the 
troupe was a venue for some participants to live 
fairly conventional lives. In the best scenarios, 
when the last curtain fell and the audience went 
home, the satisfied entertainers were left with 
each other - belonging, appreciated, each having 
a unique role in the show. Together they were 
not freaks, they were stars. In spite of abusive 
circumstances, children being sold by their par-
ents for exhibition, and general mistreatment, 
there were performers who enjoyed happy mar-
riages and family lives (Stanton, 1997). With 
all that can be said about the exploitation of 
people with disability, some individuals with 
little means of support and no chance of ex-
periencing a sense of normalcy had a reason to 

feel important as a freak show performer. By the 
1950’s, most shows had closed due to increased 
sensitivities to disabled people. But as “states 
began crackdowns...they were often opposed 
by the very people they were meant to protect” 
(Wolf, 2005). Even now freak show entertain-
ers defend their careers. Performers claim that 
they live typical lives, working routine jobs and 
entertaining in the carnies on the side for added 
income. Popular shows like the one reincarnated 
at Coney Island and HBO’s former television 
hit Carnivale indicate continued public inter-
est; and Jennifer Miller’s Circus Amok clearly 
demonstrates that performers are still willing 
and eager to earn money satisfying the public’s 
continued fascination with freaks and geeks 
(Aponte-Gonzalez, 2006). 

Employment Legislation for Veterans 
with Disability

Beginning in the 1600’s, North American 
colonists felt a responsibility to provide for the 
well-being of those soldiers who, upon return-
ing home from active duty after being wounded 
in battles with Native Americans, would need 
assistance to secure housing, find and maintain 
employment and assimilate fully back into so-
ciety. 

As a result of the war with the Pequot Indi-
ans, the Pilgrims passed a law in the late 17th 
century that provided benefits to disabled vet-
erans. In a rural environment where physical 
stamina and prowess could mean life or death, 
colonists knew that without supports, veterans 
and their families might not be able to survive. 
The root of legislation directly related to the em-
ployment of people with disability in the United 
States today lies in this civil act passed in 1693 
(U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs, 2010). 

After the Revolutionary War, veterans were 
granted pensions paid out of individual state 
funds by the Continental Congress of 1776. By 
1789, the United States federal government be-
gan allocating resources for this purpose. Since 
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many wounded died, benefit rolls were rela-
tively low until the Civil War. Due to improved 
hygiene and medical techniques, such as the 
prevalent practice of amputation, soldiers began 
sustaining injuries rather than succumbing to 
death (Adams, 2004). At the end of the Civil 
War, over 1.9 million veterans were added to the 
government rolls (U.S. Department of Veterans 
Affairs, 2011). 

It was not until just before WWI that reha-
bilitation programs for US veterans were initiat-
ed, connecting employment needs with services 
for people with disability. “Among the provi-
sions of the War Risk Insurance Act Amend-
ments of 1917 was the authority to establish 
courses for rehabilitation and vocational train-
ing for veterans with dismemberment, sight, 
hearing, and other permanent disabilities” (U.S. 
Department of Veterans Affairs, n.d., pg. 7). Be-
fore that time, service provision was based on 
the paternalistic assumption that veterans, like 
all disabled people, were unable to take care of 
themselves; therefore benefit funds were spent 
on domiciliary, hospital, and medical care. This 
belief in the veterans’ dependent status was also 
reflected by the emphasis on providing family 
benefits. It was accepted that returning soldiers 
with disability were no longer able to support 
their families (Gross, 2005). The addition of vo-
cational rehabilitation to government provisions 
for veterans not only positively affected the lives 
of WWI soldiers, but had far-reaching ramifica-
tions for other disabled United States citizens. 

A series of laws addressing employment is-
sues for veterans with disability established a 
federal-state vocational education program.  
Soon, this program was open to non-veterans. 
In 1920, the Smith-Fess Act (referred to as the 
Civilian Rehabilitation Act) began rehabilita-
tion programs for all disabled US citizens (“A 
brief history,” n.d.). Only physical disabilities 
were covered; disablement being defined as a 
“physical defect or infirmity.” US federal voca-
tional program services focused on those which 
would yield the best employment outcomes, 

such as vocational guidance, counseling, educa-
tion and training, occupational adjustment, and 
job placement services (Elliott, 2005). 

Combined with the Social Security Act 
passed in 1935, such laws brought many disabil-
ity issues to the forefront of US national affairs 
(Thompson, 1994). In addition, between WWI 
and WWII, there were numerous advances in 
medical procedures and medicines. The result 
was millions of veterans returned home in need 
of services after WWII. “In World War I, only 
about 2% of veterans with spinal-cord injuries 
survived more than a year, but three decades 
later during World War II, the discovery of an-
tibiotics and more sophisticated medical inter-
ventions brought the survival rate up to 85%” 
(Welch, 1995). 

These individuals were welcomed home by a 
grateful nation willing to provide them with ed-
ucation, housing, and vocational rehabilitation. 
Hardened and well organized warriors, these US 
veterans brought their energetic militancy into 
the arena of disability rights and their issues be-
came prominent in the public eye. “Disabled 
soldiers were a difficult group to ignore” (Pom-
pano, 2006). Veterans created support groups 
and foundations demanding assistance for in-
dividuals with physical and emotional disabili-
ties. 

In 1945, the Truman Administration, 
through the creation of the President’s Commit-
tee on Employment of People with Disabilities, 
directly encouraged employers to hire disabled 
people (Jennings, 2007). This move clearly and 
dramatically supported the veterans’ campaign. 
But these strides were not only a result of the 
hard work of the returned military; while sol-
diers were fighting far from home, civilians with 
disability began waging a war of their own.
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Employment Concerns in the 
Dawning Disability Rights Movement

In between the World Wars, during the 
Great Depression, the increasing popularity 
of the 20th century medical model resulted in 
narrowing the possible life experiences of peo-
ple with disability, keeping the focus on what 
individuals could not do as a result of an im-
pairment (Thompson, 1994). Times were finan-
cially challenging and disabled people wanted to 
work. If it was difficult for able-bodied workers 
to find jobs, it was next to impossible for those 
with disability. This caused anger and unrest. 

In 1935, a militant New York City group of 
disabled people protested discrimination against 
workers with physical disability by the federal 
Works Progress Administration (Longmore, 
2000). It was discovered that a job screening 
process eliminated all people with disability for 
work opportunities, regardless of their qualifi-
cations. When the news became public, instead 
of accepting the discriminatory practices, six 
people staged an immediate, impromptu sit-in. 
Soon, they were joined by other disabled dem-
onstrators demanding jobs. The group eventu-
ally mobilized into the League of the Physically 
Handicapped. Their efforts resulted in over 
1,500 jobs nationwide (Brown, 2000). 

During the US Depression, protests were 
common, but militancy by people with disabil-
ity was unprecedented. “Following the 1930’s 
model of militant trade union protests,” League 
members staged labor actions such as demon-
strations, picket lines, and sit-ins in New York 
City and Washington, DC (Barnartt, 2001, 
p. 59).  For the participants, more important 
than the jobs generated was the experience of 
emerging out of the closet of shame into the US 
mainstream. When interviewed years later, one 
woman said, "The protest transformed our view 
of ourselves" ("Scholar Uncovers," 1991). It was 
this new view that gave birth to the disability 
rights movement and fueled its progress towards 

the goal of full inclusion in US society and into 
the world of work.

In the wake of the 1950’s polio epidemic 
and as veterans assimilated back into society, 
national attention focused on civilian needs. 
Federal rehabilitation management was moved 
from the United States Veterans Administration 
to the new Department of Health, Education, 
and Welfare (Welch, 1995). There were more 
programs and support systems in place than ever 
before for disabled people who wanted to work, 
but many barriers remained. While there were 
laws in place to encourage employers to hire 
disabled candidates, there was no concurrent 
legislation addressing building or transporta-
tion accessibility. While a prospective employee 
might have all the qualifications for a position, 
acquiring and maintaining employment was 
not possible if s/he could not (1) arrive at the 
work location, (2) enter the building and while 
there, (3) use the restroom facilities. These issues 
would be addressed, although still not success-
fully remedied, in the decades ahead.

Many US civilians added their efforts to 
secure equal employment opportunities for dis-
abled people. One person who was instrumen-
tal in bringing about positive change with em-
ployment initiatives was Henry Viscardi. Since 
childhood, Mr. Viscardi had artificial legs and 
used Canadian crutches.  In 1944, while volun-
teering for the American Red Cross, it became 
apparent that he would be a wonderful coach 
to soldiers who had sustained amputations. Not 
only was he an expert on assistive devices, but 
his positive outlook and rich life experiences 
gave veterans hope for the future (Kiernan, 
2004). In 1952, Viscardi started Abilities Inc. in 
Albertson, New York, a not-for-profit corpora-
tion that assisted disabled people to find jobs. 
Since then, as a result of his efforts, thousands 
of people with disability have secured work. In 
2011, Abilities remains one of the world’s fore-
most facilities for employment education, train-
ing and job placement (Abilities Inc., 2006). 
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Conclusion

Currently, many employers in the United 
States perceive people with disability as “incapa-
ble” (Nelson, n.d.) and believe that a disabling 
condition renders someone unemployable 
(“Economics,” 2010). Without historical in-
formation about the careers of significant num-
bers of disabled people, it is hard to dispel such 
myths. But, people with disability can work, do 
work and have always been an active part of the 
United States workforce despite misperceptions 
and discrimination. Throughout US history, 
countless disabled individuals have participated 
in daily tribal work activities, hunted, farmed, 
labored in cottage industries, maintained careers 
in business, academic and legal professions, per-
formed plantation operations, learned skilled 
trades in institutional settings, and supported 
themselves as entertainers. After military con-
flicts, disabled veterans returned to previous 
jobs or were re-trained to explore other careers. 

Future investigations are needed to chroni-
cle the even broader range of work experiences 
in the US after the 1950's and subsequent civil 
rights movements and employment-related leg-
islations. Since many historical examples could 
not be included here, this paper serves as a pref-
ace to the body of work to come, providing a 
foundation upon which that future research can 
stand. Surely, this data will continue to demon-
strate that, in many cases, being disabled does 
not have to result in being unemployed. In addi-
tion and of much more importance, it will reveal 
that the employment records of people with dis-
ability, though noteworthy, are neither astound-
ing nor heroic–simply “business as usual.”  

Stephanie Patterson is a Clinical Assistant 
Professor at Stony Brook University. She has a 
masters in liberal studies with a concentration 
in disability and employment and has actively 
worked in the field of disability and employ-
ment for over 15 years. She is a staunch member 
of the campus President’s ADA Advisory Com-
mittee and is Chair of the ADA Awareness Sub-

committee. Currently, she teaches a course she 
created entitled Disability and Employment for 
the Disability Studies concentration and Profes-
sional Ethics in Health Carefor the Health Sci-
ence program.

References

Abilities, Inc. (2006). About Abilities, Inc. 
Retrieved from http://www.abilitiesinc.
org/index.aspx

Adams, G. W. (2004, April). Caring for 
the men: The history of Civil War 
medicine.  Shotgun's Home of the 
American Civil War [Self published 
website].  Retrieved from http://www.
civilwarhome.com/medicinehistory.
htm

Albrecht, G., Seelman, K., & Barry, M. (2001). 
Handbook of Disability Studies. London: 
Sage. 

Aponte-González, M., & Miller, J. (2006). 
Interview with Jennifer Miller [Online 
video]. Hemispheric Institute of 
Performance and Politics Digital Video 
Library. Retrieved from http://hidvl.
nyu.edu/video/000512377.html

Baltimore deaf church documents its history. 
(2004, May 6).  United Methodist 
News Service [Archives].  Retrieved 
from http://archives.umc.org/interior.
asp?ptid=6&mid=4860

Barnartt, S., & Scott, R. (2001). Disability 
protests: Contentious politics 1970-1999. 
Washington, DC: Gallaudet University 
Press.

A brief history of legislation. (n.d.). Resources 
for Disabled Students. Retrieved from 
Colorado State University website 
http://rds.colostate.edu/history-of-
legislation.aspx



15RDSv7 i2

Brobeck, S. (1976). Revolutionary change in 
colonial Philadelphia: The brief life 
of the proprietary gentry. William 
& Mary Quarterly. 33(3), 410-434. 
Retrieved from http://www.jstor.org/
stable/1921541

Brooks, E., Mann, H., & Phillips, S. C. 
(1833). Address of the trustees of the New 
England institution for the education of 
the blind to the public. Perkins School 
for the Blind. Retrieved from Disability 
History Museum website http://www.
disabilitymuseum.org/lib/docs/1926.
htm

Brown, S. E. (2000). The league of the 
physically handicapped and 
independent living in 1935. Disability 
World, 5.  [Excerpt from Freedom 
of Movement: Independent Living 
History and Philosophy, ILRU, August 
1999.] Retrieved from http://www.
disabilityworld.org/10-12_00/il/league.
htm

Chauchetière, C. S. J. (2007). The Life of 
the Good Catherine Tekakwitha, said 
now Saint Catherine Tekakwitha. 
Retrieved from  http://www.
thelifeofkateritekakwitha.net/en/
cc/chapter4.html (Original work 
published 1695)

Closing the distance: Native Americans 
and epilepsy. (2010). Epilepsy USA 
[Online magazine]. Retrieved from 
http://www.epilepsyfoundation.
org/epilepsyusa/magazine/
Issue2-2010/closingthedistance.
cfm?renderforprint=1&

Cottrell, D. M. (2010). Green, Edward 
Howlinson Robinson (1868–1936). 
The handbook of Texas online. Texas 
State Historical Association. Retrieved 
from http://www.tshaonline.org/
handbook/online/articles/GG/fgr33.
html

Downs, Jim. (2008). The continuation of 
slavery: The experience of disabled 
slaves during emancipation. Disability 
Studies Quarterly, 28(3). Retrieved 
from http://www.dsq-sds.org/article/
view/112/112

Economics and people with disabilities. 
(2010). Disability Issues Information 
for Journalists [Website].  Center for 
an Accessible Society. Retrieved from 
http://www.accessiblesociety.org/topics/
economics-employment/

Elliott, T. R., & Leung, P. (2005). Vocational 
rehabilitation: History and practice. 
In W. B. Walsh & M. Savickas (Eds.), 
Handbook of vocational psychology: 
Theory, research and practice. 3rd ed. 
(pp. 319-323).  Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence 
Erlbaum.

Fay, E. A. (Ed.). (1893). A brief history of the 
American asylum, at Hartford, for 
the education and instruction of the 
deaf and dumb. Histories of American  
Schools for the Deaf, 1817-1893, 
Vol I. Washington DC: The Volta 
Bureau. Retrieved from http://www.
disabilitymuseum.org/lib/docs/1371.
htm.

Fleischer, D. Z., & Zames, F. (2002). The 
Disability Rights Movement: From 
Charity to Confrontation.  The Woman’s 
Connection [Self-published website]. 
Retrieved from http://www.womans-
connection.com/al_disability_rights_
movement.htm

Freaks of nature. (2000). The Missing Link 
[Website]. Retrieved from http://
www.classichorror.free-online.co.uk/
freaksnattxt.htm



16

Gatto, J. T. (2003, September). Against school: 
How public education cripples our kids, 
and why. [Self published document.] 
John Taylor Gatto [Self-published 
website]. Retrieved from http://www.
spinninglobe.net/againstschool.htm

Grizzard, W. R. (2004). Impact of disability 
history, identity and community 
- yesterday, today and tomorrow. 
Retrieved from the Office of Disability 
Employment Policy, U.S. Department 
of Labor website http://www.dol.gov/
odep/archives/media/speeches/youth.
htm 

Gross, J. (2005). Civil war pensions. 
Encyclopedia of the American Civil War 
[Self published website].  Retrieved 
from http://www.civilwarhome.com/
pensions.htm. 

Hand talk: Preserving a language legacy. 
(2010). Mother Nature Network [Self 
published website]. Retrieved from 
http://www.mnn.com/lifestyle/arts-
culture/videos/hand-talk-preserving-a-
language-legacy 

Hanes, R. (2004). From charitable relief to 
social control: The criminalization of 
people with disabilities in nineteenth 
century Canada. The Review of 
Disability Studies, 1(2), 88.

Hickman, K. (2010). American Civil War: 
General John Bell Hood. New York 
Times Company About.com. Retrieved 
from http://militaryhistory.about.com/
od/americancivilwar/p/jbhood.htm

The Holy Bible. (1952). New York: American 
Bible Society.

Jennings, A. (2007). “The greatest numbers… 
will be wage earners”: Organized 
labor and disability activism 1945 
to 1953. Labor, 4(4), 55-82. 
doi:10.1215/15476715-2007-034  

Kiernan, J. (2004, April 24). A tribute to 
Henry Viscardi, a pioneer for disabled. 
Long Island Business News.  Retrieved 
from http://www.allbusiness.com/
north-america/united-states-new-
york/920556-1.html.

Longmore, P. K., & Goldberger, D.  (2000). 
The league of the physically 
handicapped and the great depression: 
A case study in the new disability 
history. The Journal of American History, 
87(3), 888-922. doi:10.2307/2675276

Magner, L. N. (2000).  The establishment of 
schools for the disabled. Science and Its 
Times, 5, 288-291.

Malhotra, R. (2001, July). The politics of 
the disability rights movement. 
Znet. Retrieved from http://www.
zcommunications.org/the-politics-of-
the-disability-rights-movement-by-ravi-
malhotra

Mallery, G. (1881). Sign language among North 
American Indians compared with that 
among other peoples and deaf-mutes. 
(First Annual Report of the Bureau 
of Ethnology to the Secretary of the 
Smithsonian Institution.) Project 
Gutenberg [EBook #17451]. 2006). 
Retrieved from http://www.gutenberg.
org/etext/17451

Mill, J. S. (1885). The principles of political 
economy. Project Gutenberg [EBook # 
30107]. (2009). Retrieved from http://
www.gutenberg.org/files/30107/30107-
h/30107-h.html

Murray, N. (2003). Historical overview of 
disability policy. Paper presented at the 
University of Pittsburgh Institute of 
Politics, Pittsburgh, PA. Retrieved from 
http://www.wheelchairnet.org/WCN_
Living/Docs/Historicaloverview.html



17RDSv7 i2

Nelson, T. C. (n.d.). Disability myths. 
Bipolar World [Self published 
website]. Retrieved from http://www.
bipolarworld.net/Disability/Disability/
disability_myths.htm

Pompano, J. R. (2006). The path to 
opportunity: A study of disability rights 
in postwar America. Yale-New Haven 
Teachers Institute [Curriculum unit 
06.03.07]. Retrieved from http://
www.yale.edu/ynhti/curriculum/
units/2006/3/06.03.07.x.html 

Russell, M. (2000). The political economy of 
disablement. Dollars and Sense, 231, 
13. 

Scharrer, G. (2010, January 7). Groups call 
for textbook input. Houston Chronicle. 
Retrieved from http://www.chron.com/
disp/story.mpl/metropolitan/6804513.
html

Scholar uncovers hidden history of people 
with disabilities. (1991). Stanford 
University News Service. Retrieved from 
http://www.stanford.edu/dept/news/
pr/91/910515Arc1373.html.

Stanton, J. (1997) Coney Island – freaks [Self-
published website]. Retrieved from 
http://www.westland.net/coneyisland/
articles/freaks.htm

Thompson, M. (1994). An examination of 
the evolution and role of persons with 
disabilities within American society. [Self 
published document]. Retrieved from 
http://www.empowermentzone.com/
evolve.txt

Thomson, R. G. (1997). Extraordinary bodies: 
Figuring physical disability in American 
culture and literature. New York: 
Columbia University Press.

Trattner, W. I. (1994). From poor law to welfare 
state: A history of social welfare in 
America (6th ed.). New York: The Free 
Press.  

Trent, J. W. (1994). Inventing the feeble mind: 
A history of mental retardation in the 
United States. Berkeley: University of 
California Press

U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs. (n.d.). VA 
History in Brief. Retrieved from http://
www.va.gov/opa/publications/archives/
docs/history_in_brief.pdf

U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs. (2010, 
March.) VA History. Retrieved from 
http://www4.va.gov/about_va/
vahistory.asp.

U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs. (2011, 
April). The Civil War: The origins 
of veterans' health care. Retrieved 
from http://www.va.gov/health/
NewsFeatures/20110413a.asp

Welch, P., & Palames, C. (1995). A brief 
history of disability rights legislation 
in the United States [Excerpt]. 
Universal Design Education. Retrieved 
from http://www.udeducation.org/
resources/61.html

Weld, T. D. (1839). American slavery as it is: 
Testimony of a thousand witnesses. New 
York:  American Anti-Slavery Office. 
Retrieved from http://docsouth.unc.
edu/neh/weld/weld.html

Wolf, B. (2005, November 1). The secretly 
normal lives of sideshow stars. ABC 
News. Retrieved from http://www.
buckwolf.org/www.abcnews.go.com/
entertainment/wolffiles/storyff87.
html?id=1289945.



18

Abstract: This study will outline how deaf peo-
ple in Britain were treated under the 1834 Poor 
Law Amendment Act and will argue that atti-
tudes towards their abilities established by and 
in response to the New Poor Law continue to 
influence social policy provision and the em-
ployability of deaf people to this day.  

Key Words:  charity, deaf, voluntary welfare

Introduction

As we reach the end of the first decade of 
the twenty-first century, it might be considered 
that employment opportunities for deaf people 
in the United Kingdom have never been greater. 
Laws protecting deaf people against discrimi-
nation in the provision of education, services 
and work would seem to help promote their 
employment prospects. However, statistics pro-
vided by two of the major UK welfare organisa-
tions for deaf people indicate that deaf people 
are still significantly disadvantaged in the work-
place. These figures will be explored in more de-
tail later in this study but two examples support 
the contention that deaf people are still un- and 
under-employed in comparison to their hearing 
contemporaries. In 2006, the Royal Institute 
for Deaf People (RNID) found that only 63% 
of British deaf people were in work, compared 
to 75% of the general population, whilst the 
Scottish Council on Deafness (SCoD) found 
that 70% of deaf people in Scotland felt that 
job applications had been unsuccessful because 
of their deafness (Royal National Institute for 
Deaf People, 2006; Scottish Council on Deaf-
ness, 2010). So why does the legislation not ap-
pear to be working? 

One reason might be the nature of the laws 
enshrining deaf people’s rights – all of which are 
linked to the notion of deafness as a disability. 
Funding introduced as a result of anti-discrim-
inatory legislation, such as Disabled Students 
Allowance, Disability Working Allowance, and 
Access to Work all promote the rights of deaf 
people in terms of addressing disability issues. 
The various legislative measures only serve to 
highlight the apparent shortcomings of deaf 
people as effective workers, by emphasising 
the need for potential employers to adjust or 
amend working practices to accommodate deaf 
employees. The legal requirement to do so and 
the policies put in place to support and enforce 
these rights all serve to perpetuate popular per-
ceptions of deaf people as incomplete and there-
fore worthy of preferential treatment in order to 
make them productive members of society. The 
precise impacts of such attitudes on deaf people’s 
contemporary employment prospects, discussed 
later in this article, often clash with the political 
aspirations of deaf people themselves, especially 
sign language users (see, for example, Corker, 
1998; Finkelstein, 1991; Ladd, 2003). 

So how did these negative perceptions of 
deaf workers gain a hold in the popular under-
standing of deafness and find expression in Brit-
ish legislation and social policy? The contention 
of this study is that deaf people in Britain be-
came the innocent victims of changes in manu-
facturing industry during the eighteenth and 
nineteenth centuries, and these changes gave 
rise to governmental responses to poverty and 
poor relief (Rose, 1972; Englander, 1998). In 
particular, it will be argued that the effects of 
the 1834 Poor Law Amendment Act not only 
continues to influence British social policy to-
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wards poor and unemployed people but the ef-
fects of this legislation have determined the sta-
tus of deaf people and affects their employment 
prospects to the present day.

The 1834 Poor Law Amendment Act was a 
watershed in institutionalising official attitudes 
towards poor and needy people in the United 
Kingdom, particularly in terms of establishing 
who was deemed worthy of support from state 
welfare provision. By extending existing notions 
of paupers as deserving or undeserving as the 
basis for receiving poor relief, and by running 
workhouses on the principle of “less eligibility,” 
the enduring political agenda for social welfare 
was established. This, in turn, influenced atti-
tudes towards employability and acceptable un-
employment amongst the deserving poor, who 
were seen as the innocent victims of physical 
and mental conditions that rendered them un-
suitable for work and therefore worthy of state 
support (Rose, 1972). Consequently, a number 
of philanthropic organisations were established 
during the nineteenth century and many of 
these voluntary welfare bodies were established 
to offer an alternative to the workhouse (Shape-
ly, 2000; Dimmock, 2001). 

Although the Act and its provisions made 
no specific provision for deaf people, there were 
to be detrimental consequences for deaf pau-
pers, particularly those legally categorised as 
“deaf and dumb.” Despite deafness of itself re-
sulting in few – if any – physical restrictions on 
deaf people’s ability to work and maintain them-
selves, many deaf people were unemployed and 
so found themselves subjected to the rigors of 
the workhouse (Dimmock, 2001). This resulted 
in strenuous efforts being made to offer deaf 
people an alternative to state welfare based on 
voluntary charitable provision. However, whilst 
organisations such as the Association in Aid of 
the Deaf and Dumb (founded in 1841 as a di-
rect consequence of deaf people being placed in 
workhouses) provided training, they did noth-
ing to broaden outlooks on the types of work 
and trades at which deaf people could succeed.

Poor Relief in England Prior to 1834

The duty of local authorities to care for the 
poor people in their area was first codified na-
tionally under the rule of Elizabeth I, when Brit-
ain had a predominantly rural economy (Boyer, 
1990). The 1601 Poor Law formalised a series of 
earlier measures into one coherent system, un-
der which parishes were obliged to provide poor 
relief for paupers in their area through Poor 
Law Boards made up of local ratepayers (King, 
2000). This Act brought in an important deter-
mining factor which underpins welfare provi-
sion in Britain to this day: the notion of there 
being deserving and undeserving poor. The dis-
tinction was a simple one: those who were un-
able to work through no fault of their own – for 
example the old, infirm, widows and children – 
were deserving, as were those who found them-
selves temporarily out of work due to the cycli-
cal nature of the rural economy, with its peaks 
and troughs of employment needs (Lees, 1998). 
This latter grouping would be found work by 
the parish, in return for which they received 
support in the form of money, food, or fuel. 
On the other hand, those who were capable of 
working but chose not to do so were regarded 
as undeserving and were ineligible for support 
unless they too performed some form of work in 
return for poor relief (Englander, 1998).

Most support was given as outdoor relief, 
which allowed claimants to continue to live in 
their own homes; workhouses were also estab-
lished but these were to be used only as a last 
resort. The poor law system thus established 
remained in place for over two hundred years, 
with various amendments and alterations being 
introduced at regular intervals (King, 2000). 
Two of the most important of these were enacted 
by Poor Law reformers Sir Edward Knatchbull 
in 1723 and Thomas Gilbert in 1782. Knatch-
bull’s Act introduced the first formal workhouse 
test and required claimants to reside in the 
workhouse, where they had to perform work in 
return for shelter and food (Rose, 1972). Hav-
ing to enter the workhouse to receive relief be-
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came a form of punishment for the undeserv-
ing poor, as the new rules imposed compulsory 
labour and residence in the workhouse on those 
unwilling to support themselves. Gilbert’s Act 
of 1782 returned a more benevolent function 
to workhouses, by restricting admission to those 
deserving poor who were unable to look after 
themselves. All others were to be eligible only 
for outdoor relief, but both Acts did not compel 
the Poor Law Boards to follow these practices; 
they merely provided a framework for those 
who chose to adopt them (King, 2000).

During the late eighteenth and early nine-
teenth centuries, Britain moved from a pre-
dominantly agricultural economy to one that 
was increasingly industrialised and mechanised. 
One consequence of this shift was that the exist-
ing system of poor relief, which had developed 
to meet the needs of rural workers, proved in-
adequate to meet the demands of the rapidly 
expanding urban populations who serviced the 
new industries (Rose, 1972). The Poor Law in 
force at the time was seen to discourage the 
indolent poor from seeking work, and a series 
of trade depressions in the years around 1800 
further increased pressure on the system (Lees, 
1998). A major revision of poor relief was need-
ed and this was introduced in 1834 through the 
Poor Law Amendment Act. Commonly known 
as “the New Poor Law,” the 1834 Act introduced 
the principle of “less eligibility,” which resulted 
in a much less flexible method of providing poor 
relief than had applied before. The term “less eli-
gibility” is in many ways a misleading one, as it 
refers to the underlying philosophy of making 
workhouses the absolute last refuge of the most 
desperate poor. Rather than setting stricter rules 
on who was eligible to claim poor relief, in prac-
tical terms “less eligibility” meant dissuading as 
many people as possible from choosing to en-
ter the workhouse. This was achieved in various 
ways: by providing support at a level that was 
less than could be obtained by taking the lowest 
paid, locally available work; by making claim-
ants reside in the workhouse; and by ensuring 
that life in the workhouse was unpleasant and 

undesirable. Couples were separated and often 
only met for a brief period each Sunday, and 
all aspects of life in the workhouse were strictly 
regulated. Inmates were expected to provide 
various services which produced an income to 
pay for the assistance they received. These were 
often tedious and repetitive jobs such as wash-
ing and dyeing old clothes for inmates to wear 
and picking apart old ropes to provide the raw 
materials to make new ones. Children were of-
ten hired out to local factories and their mea-
ger wages paid to the workhouse overseers. In 
effect, all but the most incapacitated of work-
house inmates had to earn their keep.  All this 
was meant to ensure that only those who were 
genuinely unable to support themselves or their 
families would claim poor relief and so reduce 
the burden on those who had to fund the system 
of poor relief (Englander, 1998). 

As they had been under Knatchbull’s Act, 
workhouses once again acted as a deterrent for 
the undeserving poor, whose status was deter-
mined by whether they were regarded as im-
potent or able-bodied. The impotent poor fell 
into one of five categories: children, the sick, 
the insane, defectives, and the aged and infirm 
(Wright, 2000).  Michael Oliver (1990) con-
tends that anyone who did not come under one 
or more of these headings was consequently 
classified as able-bodied; however Michael Rose 
(1972) has suggested that in practice all adult 
paupers between the ages of 16 and 70 were au-
tomatically regarded as able-bodied unless they 
were permanently incapacitated in some way. 
So, entering the workhouse was generally the 
only form of support available to paupers, where 
all were subjected to the same strict regime. 
Husbands and wives often found themselves liv-
ing in different parts of the workhouses, only 
meeting for brief periods on Sundays. Those 
who were deemed able to work had to perform 
various tasks in return for their upkeep, with a 
typical ten hour working day beginning at 5.00 
am and ending with bed at 8.00 pm.  Whilst 
food was provided, this was at little more than 
subsistence level (Gash, 1973). Thus the pun-
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ishment of the indolent poor was extended to 
all those unfortunate enough to have no other 
option than the workhouse. 

The Consequences of the 1834 Poor 
Law Amendment Act for Deaf People

Where did this change in the law leave deaf 
people? Records such as the ten yearly census 
returns (introduced in 1841) and the 1861 
National Index of Paupers indicate they could 
find themselves forced into the workhouses af-
ter 1834 (The UK & Ireland Genealogical In-
formation Service, 1997). Whether they were 
admitted as deserving or undeserving poor is 
unclear and remains open to some debate. On 
the one hand, their deafness (particularly for 
those officially classified as “deaf and dumb”), 
coupled with historical perceptions of deafness 
as a handicap or impairment (Grant, 1990), 
suggests they might have been regarded as im-
potent and therefore deserving. However, in 
practical terms, deafness would appear to pres-
ent no barrier to performing any number of use-
ful and productive jobs, so a more equal – but 
ultimately harsher –interpretation might have 
seen them classed as indolent and therefore 
undeserving. Given that indolence was seen to 
arise from a moral defect rather than a physi-
cal condition (King, 2000), it is more likely that 
deaf people were accepted into workhouses as 
deserving poor, with their deafness classifying 
them as impotent in employment terms. Either 
way, this was seen as a situation that needed to 
be addressed and a number of voluntary welfare 
bodies emerged in the aftermath of the New 
Poor Law to provide deaf people with a means 
to avoid entering the workhouses (Dimmock, 
2001). It is perhaps no coincidence that these 
local organisations (the first of which appeared 
in Scotland around 1820) grew in number after 
1834 (Lysons, 1991). 

The first large scale welfare body for deaf 
people was established with the declared pur-
pose of rescuing deaf people out of the work-
houses by providing skills and trades through 

which they could find work and support them-
selves (Dimmock, 2001). The Institution for 
Providing Employment, Relief, and Religious 
Instruction for the Deaf and Dumb was found-
ed in London in 1841, later changing its title 
to The Royal Association in Aid of Deaf People 
(RAD).  Formed as a charitable organisation, 
the RAD set up missions across south-east Eng-
land to provide training in various trades such 
as printing, bookbinding, and shoemaking for 
men, followed later by dressmaking and needle-
work for women. Two important factors in the 
RAD’s work were to influence both voluntary 
support for deaf people and government atti-
tudes towards deaf people’s employability and 
social policy provision (Dimmock, 2001). 

Firstly, the RAD was allowed to register as 
a charity, thus explicitly and implicitly identify-
ing deaf people as the worthy recipients of chari-
table donations and all that entails in terms of 
public perceptions. Secondly, Missioners were 
introduced to provide care and welfare for the 
deaf people in their area, which included find-
ing work and apprenticeships for deaf people. 
They also acted as advocates and advisors to deaf 
people in their areas, as well as providing inter-
preting between sign language and spoken lan-
guage for deaf and hearing people (Dimmock, 
2001). This role, which was adopted in various 
forms by all subsequent deaf welfare bodies, es-
tablished the view that deaf people were unable 
to deal with various aspects of daily life, such 
as finding employment, and needed the help of 
the hearing world. This perspective was based 
solely on a perception of deafness as a loss or a 
deficit, which renders deaf people in some way 
incomplete and therefore unable to function 
“normally” whether in their working, family or 
social lives (Finkelstein, 1991). 

As a result, deaf people became participants 
in the process by which they became institution-
alised as needing care on the one hand and be-
ing worthy of such care on the other. Even the 
emergence of the British Deaf and Dumb Asso-
ciation in 1890 as the first national organisation 
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of deaf people (now the British Deaf Associa-
tion – BDA) unwittingly helped to support this 
vision of deaf people and their perceived lack of 
abilities (Grant, 1990). The BDA adopted many 
of the roles and practices of the RAD, including 
Missioners who acted on behalf of deaf people 
in finding jobs and accessing services. Although 
the BDA played a vital role in providing prac-
tical help for deaf people, their work was con-
fined within the deaf world and so the image 
of deaf people being unable to cope with daily 
life was not challenged in the public domain. 
Many deaf people preferred to rely on their Mis-
sioners to find them work and provide welfare 
support (Grant, 1990). Consequently, both the 
deaf organisations and the people they serve 
have helped (even if subconsciously) to perpetu-
ate the notion that deafness is sufficient reason 
to regard someone as deserving of charity, as 
defined in Poor Law legislation dating back to 
1601.

The Continuing Effects for Deaf 
People

In the early years of the twenty-first cen-
tury, the legislation that protects deaf people’s 
rights in all aspects of life explicitly describes 
deafness in terms of disability. The 1995 Dis-
ability Discrimination Act helped codify dis-
abled people’s rights in employment and ac-
cess to services, with deafness included in the 
Act’s definition of disability (DirectGov, 2010). 
Deaf people are also eligible to apply for Dis-
abled Living Allowance and Disabled Working 
Allowance (both introduced in 1992), whilst 
the costs of providing equipment such as text 
phones and human support (interpreters, note 
takers, etc.) to allow deaf people to work along-
side hearing colleagues is provided through the 
Access to Work (ATW) scheme. ATW funding 
is explicitly intended to support disabled people 
in the workplace, through the provision of any 
technological or human assistance that may be 
required (DirectGov, 2010a). The Equality Acts 
of 2006 and 2010 further strengthen the rights 

of disabled people in all areas of life and again 
include employment and service provision for 
deaf people (DirectGov, 2010b). Equality leg-
islation implies inequality as its starting point 
and seeks to address these differences in a posi-
tive and affirmative way. Indeed, it is now man-
datory for all disabled people to be assessed on 
their ability to work, rather than their inabilities 
(Woolfe, 2004). 

However, this legislation also emphasises 
to potential employers the ways in which their 
business practices may need to change if they 
employ deaf people.  Companies can no longer 
discriminate against deaf workers if “reason-
able adjustments” to working conditions can be 
made, such as providing alternative technology 
and human support in the workplace (Direct-
Gov, 2010). Recent changes to Access to Work 
funding are unfortunately timed, as these now 
place a greater financial responsibility on em-
ployers to fund disabled workers when many 
businesses are under severe financial stress (Di-
rectGov, 2010a). These changes, which will see 
employers having to pay up to £1,000 annually 
towards the costs of supporting a disabled per-
son in the workplace (using such services as note 
takers and sign language interpreters for meet-
ings and training events), are likely to make deaf 
employees appear more costly to employ than 
their hearing colleagues. 

Despite all the legal protections for deaf 
people in the workplace and the range of fund-
ing and support available, two recent surveys 
demonstrated that deaf people are more likely to 
be unemployed and underemployed than their 
hearing counterparts. In May 2006, the Royal 
National Institute for Deaf People (RNID) 
found that 37% of deaf people of working age 
were unemployed, compared to 25% of the 
hearing population (Royal National Institute 
for Deaf People, 2006). Similar research by the 
Scottish Council on Deafness (SCoD) found 
that deaf people were four times more likely to 
be unemployed than non-disabled people (Scot-
tish Council on Deafness, 2010). Of those deaf 
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people in work, frustration and a lack of fulfill-
ment in their lives appear to be constant factors. 
Over half of RNID’s contributors felt “they had 
been held back from promotion or developing 
their career” whilst three-quarters of the Scot-
tish respondents claimed they were prevented 
from progressing at work because of their deaf-
ness (Royal National Institute for Deaf People, 
2006). A third of the RNID sample felt under-
employed, as their job failed to make full use of 
their qualifications, whilst in Scotland over half 
thought they had “been prevented from pur-
suing further training or education because of 
their deafness or lack of communication servic-
es” (Scottish Council on Deafness, 2010). Rela-
tionships with hearing colleagues also left many 
respondents feeling unfulfilled and unrewarded, 
with over 50% of SCoD interviewees unable to 
communicate with hearing co-workers, whilst 
the RNID found 75% felt deaf awareness train-
ing would improve their working lives. 26% 
reported they had been harassed at work be-
cause of their deafness, despite such action be-
ing explicitly addressed by both disability and 
employment legislation (Royal National Insti-
tute for Deaf People, 2006; Scottish Council on 
Deafness, 2010).

The RNID survey found deaf people work-
ing at all levels in a wide variety of jobs and 
careers, but for sign language users the options 
are much more restricted, due mostly to com-
munication barriers (Royal National Institute 
for Deaf People, 2006). Issues of isolation and 
lack of opportunity are even more acute for 
sign language users, for whom access issues and 
convincing employers of their suitability for a 
range of jobs involving contact with the gen-
eral public remain problematic. The lack of deaf 
people in many areas of work suggests that deaf 
people are being denied employment opportu-
nities because of what their deafness represents 
to employers, rather than any inherent lack of 
skill or ability (Royal National Institute for Deaf 
People, 2006). 

When deaf people do find rewarding em-
ployment, Tyron Woolfe (2004) suggests that 
these opportunities too often arise within a nar-
row range of jobs and that deaf people them-
selves are helping to support the notion that 
they are only capable of doing certain kinds 
of work. Woolfe argues that many deaf people 
follow one of three employment options in the 
United Kingdom: working for deaf organisa-
tions, running their own businesses, or on long 
term social security benefits. He points out that 
even amongst deaf professionals there is an ex-
pectation (both amongst deaf people and from 
outside) that they will work in deaf fields. Thus, 
deaf teachers will almost always teach deaf chil-
dren, deaf counselors will largely work with deaf 
people, and those with media qualifications 
will work on deaf-related publications and pro-
grammes (Woolfe, 2004). 

A similar pattern emerges amongst those 
deaf people who set up their own businesses 
(as many as 8% of the RNID survey were self-
employed), with Woolfe (2004) claiming they 
tend to concentrate on providing services solely 
to other deaf people. By effectively isolating 
themselves from mainstream work and society, 
those deaf people who only work with other 
deaf people help to continue perceptions of deaf 
people needing to be helped and cared for by 
others, even when those “others” are themselves 
deaf. Far from being empowering, deaf people 
are effectively isolating themselves from main-
stream work and society, rather than being fully 
integrated and accepted as equals. For the third 
group, the long term benefits claimants, it is here 
that the consequences of the 1834 Poor Law are 
most obviously maintained. Assessment of a dis-
abled person’s ability to work only occurs at age 
18, whilst benefits can be claimed from age 16 
(Woolfe, 2004). By 18, institutional perceptions 
of deaf people’s employment prospects, coupled 
with a lack of positive role models, make stay-
ing on benefits more attractive than taking a low 
paid, low status job.
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Conclusion

When the Poor Law Amendment Act was 
introduced over 175 years ago, it was a response 
to the demands of a changing industrial and 
economic environment and was not intended 
to deal with the particular needs of deaf people. 
Nevertheless, the unintended and almost cer-
tainly unforeseen effects of that legislation are 
still being felt by deaf people today. Legislation 
aimed at improving job and career prospects for 
deaf people is predicated on the perceptions and 
notions inherent in the New Poor Law and the 
actions of various philanthropic bodies in re-
sponse to the change in poor relief law. Despite 
the benefits that have accrued for deaf people in 
recent years, there is still a long way to go before 
deaf people achieve parity with hearing people 
in terms of un– and under-employment. 

All graduates from UK universities face a 
difficult job market; the increasing numbers of 
deaf and signing graduates are finding that tak-
ing and gaining a degree only delays problems 
in finding skilled work and rewarding jobs out-
side the narrow parameters outlined by Wolfe 
(2004). The 1834 Poor Law Amendment Act 
established the idea that deafness, of itself, is 
sufficient to warrant special – and even chari-
table – consideration. It is the contention of this 
paper that the 1834 Act has ultimately helped 
to establish two underlying principles of social 
policy which have not served deaf people well 
in employment terms: “It’s not their fault they 
are deaf” and the subtly different but no less 
influential: “It’s not their fault. They are deaf.” 
The reality of working life for many deaf peo-
ple in Britain, as demonstrated by the surveys 
conducted by the Royal National Institute for 
Deaf People (2006) and the Scottish Council 
on Deafness (2010), is that deaf people will at 
best work in a financially and emotionally unre-
warding job, with little or no social contact with 
their hearing colleagues. This is then likely to be 
compounded by little prospect of promotion or 
realistic opportunities for positive career choic-
es. For unemployed deaf people, the prospects 

are even bleaker, with a life on social security 
benefits making more financial sense than tak-
ing an unskilled, low paid job. All deaf people 
in the UK now have rights under employment 
law and benefits legislation that are intended to 
end discrimination but these are predicated on 
notions of deafness as a disability. As a result, 
the changes to the Poor Law that occurred two 
centuries earlier continue to influence portrayals 
of deaf people as being worthy of charity rather 
than useful and productive members of society.

Dr. Martin Atherton is Course Leader for Deaf 
Studies at the University of Central Lancashire, 
Preston, UK. He is also Treasurer of the Disabil-
ity History Group of the UK and Europe, for 
whom he organised the 2010 conference 'Dis-
ability history: looking forward to a better past'.
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Abstract: African American slaves with dis-
abilities (broadly defined as physical, mental or 
aesthetic conditions seen as unfavorable or im-
pairing) performed a variety of duties on ante-
bellum southern plantations. However, tensions 
between goals of production, profit, control, 
and planters’ expectations often created contra-
dictory assessments of disability in slaves. Slaves 
with disabilities were also at risk of abuse—in-
cluding corporeal punishment, neglect, and 
murder—from masters.   

Key Words: African-American history, slavery, 
plantation labor

Editor’s Note: This article was anonymously 
peer reviewed.

Introduction

In the mid-1830s, Samuel G. Barker, a 
Charleston attorney and slaveholder, composed 
a detailed list of 87 plantation slaves in his estate 
book.  The list identified Barker’s bondspeople1  

by their names, dates of birth, and gender, but 
also included descriptions of skills and identi-
fying characteristics, accorded each person a 
“hand” rating, and noted whether they were 
considered “diseased” or “useless.”   Among the 
slaves identified as “useless” were Old Stephen, 
who “rakes trash;” Old Betty, a nurse and mid-
wife; Peggy, who “cooks for negroes;” Bess, a 
23-year-old “feeble” woman who “can cook;” 
and Old Minda, a “first rate midwife and nurse” 
(Barker, n.d.). Other plantation records also cat-
egorized slaves as “useless” alongside descriptions 
of the duties those slaves performed. For exam-
ple, in a chart from Edmund Ravenel’s Grove 
plantation in South Carolina, a column of “use-
less” female slaves included a cook named Mary, 
a nurse named Cotto, and Sary, a blind woman 

who minded poultry (Untitled List of Slaves, 
1825). The contradiction between “uselessness” 
and utility embedded in these impersonal charts 
raise important questions about the roles of 
slaves with disabilities—defined here broadly as 
a number of physical, mental or aesthetic condi-
tions that were viewed as unfavorable or impair-
ing—on southern plantations, how slaveholders 
assessed the worth and utility of those slaves, 
and what kinds of treatment “useless” laborers 
received at the hands of masters and overseers.

Barker’s and Ravenel’s seemingly unprob-
lematic use of the word “useless” to classify 
slaves with disabilities, even as they described 
the uses to which those slaves were assigned 
on their plantations, indicates the planters had 
clear ideas of what the term meant to them, but 
there were many different reasons a slave might 
be considered “useless” in antebellum society.  In 
his 1839 compendium American Slavery As It Is, 
abolitionist Theodore Dwight Weld indicates 
that slaveholders used the term “unprofitable” to 
describe disabled human chattel (pp. 132-33).  
However, “useless” could also denote a failure to 
live up to expected duties for a particular social 
role; in the case of slaves, this might be their 
ability to perform manual labor, to reproduce 
and add to a master’s labor force, or to be dis-
ciplined and controlled (Hackford, 2004).  On 
a more personal level, slaveholders could have 
used the term to describe a slave who did not 
meet a master’s individual expectations for be-
havior, physical appearance, and performance.  
Tensions between goals of profit, production, 
control, and the individual desires of planters 
created a number of contradictions in the ways 
planters assessed disability and “uselessness” in 
their laborers.

“Useless”: Disability, Slave Labor,  
and Contradiction on Antebellum Southern Plantations

Dea H. Boster, Ph.D. 
Columbus State Community College
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Background: Plantation Labor 
Systems in the Antebellum South

In order to discuss the roles of “useless” 
slaves on southern plantations, it is necessary to 
describe the operation and types of work per-
formed in complex plantation labor systems 
in the early nineteenth century.  Although the 
number of white “planter aristocrats” was small, 
the majority of African American slaves lived 
at least part of their lives on large plantations 
and participated in plantation labor systems.  
The term “planter” did not have a single mean-
ing in the antebellum South—in some cases, 
it was synonymous with “farmer” and did not 
indicate the number of slaves owned—but by 
the early nineteenth century, when the majority 
of farmland in the eastern South was cultivated 
and most larger estates had been established, the 
term usually referred to slaveholders with large, 
or multiple, estates, and at least twenty slaves.  
As Oakes (1998) has noted, the large plantation 
ideal—a profitable, efficient model of mastery 
and production—influenced many slavehold-
ers’ identities and organization of labor systems.  
Most planters in the antebellum South planned 
labor schemes based on a “hand” system, a mea-
sure of proportional function that could be used 
to rank different slaves within any specific job 
category.  In general, a person who was able to 
perform the expected amount of a full day’s labor 
for an adult, able-bodied male slave was assessed 
to be a “full” hand. Full hands did the bulk of 
hard field labor, while three-quarter, half and 
quarter hands—including “elderly” slaves over 
the age of fifty or sixty, pregnant women or indi-
viduals with physical or mental impairments—
were assigned less strenuous tasks (Bankole, 
1998; Davis, 2006; Joyner, 1984). The overrid-
ing principle of plantation management was the 
discipline of the enslaved labor force, which was 
managed hierarchically by white overseers and 
white or black drivers (Oakes, 1998). House 
slaves may have been rated “full” hands, or 
“prime” in market terms, but domestic tasks 
were generally less strenuous and involved more 

direct supervision from white masters, as well as 
less interaction with other slaves.  

Although many planters strove for efficien-
cy and maximum output in their labor scheme 
designs (Genovese, 1974; Oakes, 1998), slave 
populations were constantly in flux, and the 
structure of labor had to be fluid to accommo-
date these changes.  Since a slave was expected 
to work for his or her entire lifetime, a slave’s 
“hand” rating and place in the plantation la-
bor system were subject to change, and many 
slaves were, at some point, evaluated as less than 
a “full” hand.  For instance, Maryland ex-slave 
Charles Ball (1859), describing his experiences 
on a large South Carolina plantation in the early 
nineteenth century, noted that of 263 slaves in 
that community, only 170 were “full hand” field 
workers; “the others were children, too small 
to be of any service as laborers…old and blind 
persons, or incurably diseased.”  Of those, “the 
most handsome and sprightly” were chosen to 
serve as house servants for the white slavehold-
ing family, while the others performed a variety 
of non-field tasks (p. 117).  Such a labor scheme 
was not uncommon in the antebellum South, 
since slaveholders considered their human chat-
tel to be lifetime investments, and placed them 
to work for as many years as possible.  How-
ever, plantation labor schemes were not under 
the absolute control of slaveholders and over-
seers; slaves themselves, by setting their own 
work rhythms and demonstrating the range of 
their abilities, were in a position to negotiate the 
amount and type of labor they would perform 
(Davis, 2006; Genovese, 1974).

Plantation records—letters, journals, mem-
oirs, and inventories of slave work gangs—are 
useful primary sources to demonstrate the wide 
range of duties that slaves of different ages and 
abilities performed.  In many cases, disabled 
slaves were employed in a variety of tasks that 
did not involve field labor.  Some slaveholders 
assigned trusted elderly male slaves to be drivers 
for field laborers, positions that rewarded faith-
ful bondsmen and capitalized on the slave com-
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munity’s respect for its older members (Jones, 
1990; Pollard, 1996). For instance, Paul, a “very 
trusty” driver on Samuel G. Barker’s plantation, 
was categorized as a full hand despite his being 
older and “diseased” from a hernia, or “rupture” 
(Barker, n.d.).  Elderly or disabled slaves regard-
less of gender also worked in plantation kitchens 
and watched children. A journal from the me-
dium-sized Rockingham Plantation in Brunson, 
South Carolina included a list of “not all task-
able” slaves on the plantation in 1828 and 1829, 
including a driver, a “Nurs” [sic], a gardener, 
dairy workers, stock and poultry minders” 
(Rockingham Plantation Journal, 1828-1829, 
Sec. A, p. 1).  Indeed, the wide variety of du-
ties necessary for the successful management of 
large plantations ensured that there were a num-
ber of different jobs for slaves with disabilities.

Some planters felt that such specific, “simple” 
jobs were particularly suited to bondspeople with 
physical or mental impairments (Postell, 1953).  
As Louisiana planter Haller Nutt complained in 
an 1843 journal entry, overseers sometimes er-
roneously assigned “hearty strong negros [sic]” 
to simple tasks “which could be done equally 
as well by some feeble hand or cripple” (Nutt, 
[1843-1850], p. 5).  However, the simple jobs 
that disabled slaves often performed were not 
necessarily easy; for instance, New Hampshire 
native Emily Burke’s memoir (1991) of life in 
Georgia in the 1840s claims that “the task of 
the cook was the most laborious” of all house 
servant positions, since cooks had to rise early, 
prepare lots of meals, and perform strenuous 
tasks like grinding meal or meat and gathering 
firewood (p. 41).  Burke also notes that some 
elderly women held the job of watching over 
plantation nurseries—which could include chil-
dren from one week to five years old—and “it is 
no small task for two or three of these females, 
themselves in a second infancy, to rock the cra-
dles and attend to the wants of twenty or thirty 
young children” (p. 91).  Furthermore, old age 
or physical impairment did not automatically 
preclude a slave from being assigned to hard la-
bor.  On the Ball family’s Limerick plantation 

in South Carolina, an 1807 crew assigned “to 
work on the roads” included several “old hands 
past muster” like Old Billy, Old Handy, and 
Old July (Ball Family, 1807).  For some slaves 
with disabling conditions, learning a skilled 
trade seemed like a better alternative than field 
or house labor.  In a letter from slave Nancy 
Venture Woods to her master in 1825, Woods 
asks that her grandson Virgin be trained as a 
tailor or shoemaker, because he was impaired 
by “a hurt he has had in his ancle [sic] which 
he still feels at times” (Starobin, 1974, p. 87).  
James L. Smith (1881), a slave who had become 
disabled in childhood, was trained in shoemak-
ing, and placed to work in a shop in Heathsville, 
Virginia.  These examples indicate that slaves 
with perceived disabilities were employed in a 
wide variety of duties—and not necessarily easy 
ones—in and out of plantation labor systems in 
the antebellum South.

The overseer’s journals for planter George 
Kollock’s Ossabaw Island plantation allow us 
to trace the career of one disabled slave, a blind 
man named March, to demonstrate the utility 
of disabled slaves.  Around 1850, as Kollock was 
consolidating assets on a new plantation, March 
was rated to be a “quarter hand,” with no indi-
cation of the jobs he was expected to perform 
at that time.  In the 1850 and 1851 journals 
March is not included in tallies of cotton pick-
ings by weight, unlike most other male slaves on 
the plantation, and is never mentioned by name 
in daily work logs or sick lists (Kollock, 1850).  
However, the 1855 journal notes that March 
had two sick days, one in January and one in 
July, indicating at that time he performed some 
sort of work for which an absence was note-
worthy (Kollock, 1855).  In 1858, March was 
listed as one of the “hands that went to bring 
back [the] boat” that had carried a few slaves “to 
town” for Christmas (Kollock, 1858, p. 2), and 
in early 1859, overseer H. Jarrel composed a let-
ter to Kollock, indicating that March wanted his 
master to measure bushels of corn he had shelled 
(Kollock, 1859).  This evidence of March’s work 
at Ossabaw Island, though fragmentary, offers 
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a glimpse at the role of a disabled slave on a 
growing cotton plantation.  In 1850, when the 
plantation was young and the labor system not 
fully realized, a slave like March, whose blind-
ness may have prevented him from performing 
the labor necessary to establish plantation fields, 
would seem relatively unimportant to his mas-
ter and overseers.  However, after several years 
it seems that March had been assigned to tasks 
that were important to the running of the es-
tablished plantation; his illness merited a nota-
tion in the journal because the overseer viewed 
it as “time lost.” Most importantly, the fact that 
March made an appeal through the overseer, to 
his master to view the corn he had shelled indi-
cates he had been assigned to a regular task, and 
might suggest that his performance had accord-
ed him a degree of respect from white authority 
figures.  The experiences of March on Kollock’s 
Ossabaw Island plantation are a good indica-
tion of the different kinds of work slaves with 
disabilities performed, as well as the fluidity of 
plantation labor systems. 

The Devaluation of Slaves with 
Disabilities

As these sources indicate, the successful 
management of a large plantation involved a 
variety of different tasks, some of which were 
performed routinely by slaves who were con-
sidered disabled.  However, despite the differ-
ent kinds of important work that elderly or 
impaired plantation slaves performed, slave-
holders often explicitly or implicitly devalued 
such slaves.  Although Postell (1953) claimed 
that “unsound” slaves were often appraised at 
or near market rates in estate inventories (p. 
52), Fett (2002) has argued that appraisals of 
elderly and impaired slaves, despite their skills 
or labor histories, were usually very low.  For 
example, slaves belonging to Charles Carroll, 
a Chesapeake Bay planter and the last surviv-
ing signer of the Declaration of Independence, 
were appraised in the early 1830s; nineteen of 
his slaves were described as extremely old, crip-

pled or diseased, and valued at one penny apiece 
(Franklin & Schweininger, 1999).  In 1854, the 
estate of Bennet H. Barrow included a 43-year-
old blind slave named Temps (or Demps) who 
was appraised at fifty dollars, the same price as 
infants; other male slaves in their forties were 
valued between seven and nine hundred-fifty 
dollars (Davis, 1943).  This evidence indicates 
that slaveholders who considered their disabled 
slaves “useless” were concerned with their resale 
values, rather than the labor they were actually 
capable of performing.

The economic devaluation of slaves with 
disabilities seems to have been a common, un-
remarkable practice, but the handling of plan-
tation slaves with disabilities was a sensitive 
subject in the antebellum United States.  This 
was particularly apparent in discussions of the 
treatment of slaves impaired by old age, who 
had resided on plantations for their entire lives 
but were unable to continue in the jobs they 
had performed when they were younger. Al-
though some planters manumitted elderly slaves 
who could no longer work, most elderly slaves 
remained on plantations with their families, 
and their masters were expected to provide for 
them until they died.  Many proslavery advo-
cates highlighted the care and affection shown 
to older slaves as an indication of the institu-
tion’s overall benevolence, but in many antislav-
ery accounts, elderly and disabled were more 
frequently subjected to abuse than kind treat-
ment at the hands of their masters.  Disabled 
slaves could be punished for their limitations, or 
inability to perform certain tasks or work as ef-
fectively as others; slaves with physical or mental 
limitations often worked more slowly and had 
trouble with the physical demands of plantation 
labor, affirming a common stereotype that Af-
rican Americans were inherently “lazy” (Geno-
vese, 1974, p. 298).  Philemon Bliss, an Ohio 
minister who had lived near Tallahassee, Florida, 
in the mid-1830s, noted that “the most com-
mon cause of punishments [for slaves] is not 
finishing tasks” (Weld, 1839, p. 103).  Old age 
or disability did not stay the whips of slavehold-
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ers; Frederick Douglass (1845/1986) recalled 
watching one of his former masters, Colonel 
Lloyd, “make old Barney, a man between fifty 
and sixty years of age, uncover his bald head, 
kneel down upon the cold, damp ground, and 
receive upon his naked and toil-worn shoulders 
more than thirty lashes at a time” for unsatisfac-
tory performance (p. 61).  

There are many other examples of slaves who 
faced neglect when age or disability prevented 
them from working (Genovese, 1974; Pollard, 
1996).  Less profitable slaves often received re-
duced rations from masters; ex-slave Harriet Ja-
cobs (1861/2000) recalled an elderly, “faithful” 
servant whose mistress denied him an allowance 
of meat, claiming “that when niggers were too 
old to work, they ought to be fed on grass” (p. 
104).  Some slaveholders sold their worn out 
slaves to remove the burden of caring for dis-
abled property (Craft, 1860).  In 1852 escaped 
slave Henry Bibb composed a series of letters to 
his former master, Albert G. Sibley, chastising 
him for selling Bibb’s aging mother after prom-
ising her liberty.  Bibb’s mother was forced to 
work for six years as the chief cook in a Bedford, 
Kentucky hotel, which left “her constitution…
completely broken” and rendered her unable 
to care for herself (Blassingame, 1977, pp. 54-
55).  Others manumitted their elderly and dis-
abled chattel and sent them to southern cities, 
abandoning them to a life with no financial or 
community support. Burke (1991) described an 
asylum in Savannah, where “old and worn out” 
slaves “left without any sort of home or means 
of subsistence” often ended up; in Burke’s es-
timation, life in the dreaded institution was 
“next to having no home at all, and those who 
avail themselves of the comforts it affords only 
do it when every other resource for the means 
of subsistence fails them” (pp. 24-25).  Increas-
ingly strict legislation against manumission 
in the later antebellum years largely precluded 
this practice, protecting elderly or infirm slaves 
while also preventing them from becoming 
public charges (Genovese, 1960, 1974; White, 
1999).  There were, however, slaveholders who 

bent these laws; Louisiana planter Bennet H. 
Barrow noted in his diary in 1842 that “Uncle 
Bat. told my boy to turn old Demps loose & let 
him go.  Been runaway for some months…he 
shall not stay in this neighbourhood [sic].”  Ap-
parently, Demps, an “old & cripple” man, had 
been treated badly by his owner (Davis, 1943, p. 
262), and probably welcomed the chance to flee; 
from his master’s perspective, however, allowing 
Demps to escape was an expedient method for 
Barrow to free himself from the burden of car-
ing for a disabled slave.  

More commonly, slaveholders abandoned 
elderly and disabled bondspeople without send-
ing them away from the plantation.  When the 
“usefulness” of slaves ran out, particularly due 
to old age or blindness, they were often sent to 
rooms or cabins in the woods to live alone and 
fend for themselves, separated from masters and 
the slave community (Owens, 1976).  In 1813, 
Mary Woodson wrote to the mayor of Alexan-
dria, Virginia, to relate the story of a disabled 
slave who was left by her master to live alone.  
According to Woodson, the slave, “the property 
of on[e] Posten in whose service she was burnt 
almost to death before Easter,” had been isolated 
in a single room “without a change of clothing, 
or one single necessary of life, or comfort” (Ow-
ens, 1976, p. 48).  Similarly, abolitionist Philo 
Tower (1856) described meeting a superannu-
ated and blind woman whose master had con-
signed her to live alone in a shanty, and gave 
her no provisions except corn.  The woman told 
Tower that she did not have adequate clothing, 
and “suffer[ed] a good deal from cold in the 
winter”; she also had no one to bring her water, 
and was too feeble to carry it herself.  Her twelve 
children had all been sold—at a profit of at least 
six thousand dollars, according to Tower’s esti-
mate—and the lonely woman, who had spent 
seventy years laboring in the cotton field, essen-
tially waited to die (pp. 170-72).  

In a few extreme cases, elderly and disabled 
slaves were murdered for their inability to per-
form satisfactory labor.  Northern journalist 
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James Redpath (1859/1968) recalled a conver-
sation with an elderly male slave who had wit-
nessed the homicide of an ailing girl.  Her over-
seer was frustrated that the girl was “lagging be-
hind” and ordered her “to mend her gait”; when 
the girl replied that she was “so sick I kin hardly 
drag one foot after the other,” he struck her on 
the neck.  The girl “was taken up insensible, and 
lingered till the following morning” (p. 120).  
On Haller Nutt’s Araby Plantation in 1843, the 
planter reported several slave deaths that result-
ed “from cruelty of overseer,” including that of 
a man who was “beat to death when too sick to 
work” (Nutt, [1843-1850], p. 205). Although 
slave murder was technically illegal, there are 
cases of slaveholders who escaped responsibil-
ity for killing their disabled slaves. Burke (1991) 
recalled the story of an “old feeble woman” who 
was sold to a new master, and made to work in 
the fields for the first time in her life.  After sus-
taining a severe beating, “she was scarcely able 
to supper her weight upon her feet” and could 
not wield her hoe to the satisfaction of her mas-
ter; he “gave her a blow to the neck, and she 
fell dead at his feet.”  Several days later, physi-
cians performed a postmortem examination and 
determined that the slave had been murdered, 
but her master had left the plantation and could 
not be found.  Eventually, “the excitement died 
away, and as it was only a poor old slave when 
the cruel tyrant did return the whole matter was 
nearly forgotten” (pp. 59-60).  Similarly, in his 
personal journal, Sea Islands planter Thomas B. 
Chaplin described the murder of Roger, a dis-
abled slave who had belonged to neighboring 
planter James H. Sandiford, in February 1849.  
Apparently, Roger had been late in returning 
with oysters, and received a beating from Sandi-
ford; later, Roger was overheard telling another 
slave “that if he had sound limbs, he would not 
take a flogging from any white man,” which his 
master interpreted as insubordination.  Sandi-
ford then shackled Roger in wet clothing in an 
open outhouse overnight, where he died not 
from exposure, but from strangulation from the 
chain around his neck after Roger “slipped from 

the position in which he was placed.”  Roger’s 
death was deemed to be accidental, but Chap-
lin felt “the verdict should have been that Roger 
came to his death by inhumane treatment to 
him by his master” (Rosengarten, 1986, pp. 
456-67).

All of these examples, which appeared in 
published abolitionist propaganda as well as 
private plantation records, indicate there was 
certainly a broad spectrum of the treatment 
of slaves with disabilities.  However, although 
elderly and disabled slaves’ experiences ranged 
from kind treatment to being ignored or mis-
treated, it seems that planters were often indif-
ferent, if not overtly hostile, to “useless” slaves 
who were unable to do the work their masters 
expected or desired, although those slaves were 
often assigned to necessary duties.  Such exam-
ples indicate that the existence of disabilities in 
slaves, including impairments due to old age af-
ter a lifetime of service, played a significant role 
in masters’ treatment of their disabled human 
chattel.

Conclusion

In developed antebellum plantation la-
bor systems, there were a number of jobs and 
skill levels required of slaves, and even those 
with perceived disabilities were used for differ-
ent kinds of labor.  The fact that planters like 
Samuel Barker and Edmund Ravenel would 
categorize some of their slaves as “useless” even 
as they described the duties that “useless” slaves 
performed illuminates a fascinating and un-
derexplored contradiction in assessments of 
disabled bondspeople. Based on evidence in 
plantation work logs, correspondence and es-
tate inventories as well as published sources, it is 
clear that, although individuals with disabilities 
could do a number of jobs that were necessary 
to the running of plantations, many slavehold-
ers devalued their disabled slaves, and subjected 
them to a number of abuses—including pun-
ishment, neglect, and even murder—because 
of their disabilities.  The contradiction of using 
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the “useless” on antebellum plantations calls 
into question the assumption that planters only 
ascribed to economic motivations in their as-
sessments of their bondspeople.  As this article 
suggests, a variety of other factors—including 
issues of control and discipline, and psychologi-
cal or emotional reactions to impaired enslaved 
bodies—were involved in how planters assessed 
the utility and performance of slaves with dis-
abilities.  The careers of “useless” plantation 
slaves and their treatment at the hands of mas-
ters, therefore, provide an important glimpse at 
different, and sometimes contradictory, factors 
that contributed to ideas of slave disability and 
labor in the antebellum United States.

Dea Hadley Boster (Ph.D., University of 
Michigan) is an instructor in American 
Civilization at Columbus State Community 
College.  Her research interests include health, 
illness, disability, and the body in the United 
States in the nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries.  She is finishing work on a disability 
history of African-American slavery in the 
nineteenth century.

References

Ball, C.  (1859).  Fifty years in chains; Or, the 
life of an American slave.  New York, 
NY: H. Dayton; Indianapolis, IN: 
Asher & Co.

[Ball Family.]  (1807).  Male slaves at Limerick 
liable to work on the roads, 1807. 
[Slave lists, 1804-1810.]  Ball Family 
Papers (11-515-11A). South Carolina 
Historical Society, Charleston, SC.

Bankole, K.  (1998).  Slavery and medicine: 
Enslavement and medical practices in 
antebellum Louisiana.  New York, NY: 
Garland.

[Barker, S. G.?]. (n.d.).  List of Negroes. [Estate 
Books.]  Samuel G. Barker Papers (34-
336-3).  South Carolina Historical 
Society, Charleston, SC.

Blassingame, J. W. (Ed.).  (1977).  Slave 
testimony: Two centuries of letters, 
speeches, interviews, and autobiographies.  
Baton Rouge, LA: Louisiana State 
University Press.

Burke, E.  (1991).  Pleasure and pain: 
Reminiscences of Georgia in the 1840’s.  
Savannah, GA: Beehive Press.

Craft, W.  (1860).  Running a thousand miles 
for freedom.  London, UK: William 
Tweedie.

Davis, D. B.  (2006).  Inhuman bondage: The 
rise and fall of slavery in the New World.  
New York, NY: Oxford University 
Press.

Davis, E. A. (Ed.).  (1943).  Plantation life in 
the Florida parishes of Louisiana 1836-
1846, as reflected in the diary of Bennet 
H. Barrow.  New York, NY: Columbia 
University Press.

Douglass, F.  (1986).  Narrative of the life of 
Frederick Douglass, an American slave.  
New York, NY: Viking.  (Original work 
published 1845)

Fett, S. M.  (2002).  Working cures: Healing, 
health, and power on southern slave 
plantations.  Chapel Hill, NC: 
University of North Carolina Press.

[Untitled list of slaves].  [1825].  Business & 
Plantation Correspondence, Negroes, 
1825.  Ford-Ravenel Papers (11-131-
3).  South Carolina Historical Society, 
Charleston, SC.

Franklin, J. H., & Schweininger, L.  (1999).  
Runaway slaves: Rebels on the plantation.  
New York, NY: Oxford University 
Press.

Genovese, E. D.  (1960).  The medical and 
insurance costs of slaveholding in the 
Cotton Belt.  Journal of Negro History, 
45(3), 141-55.



33RDSv7 i2

Genovese, E. D.  (1974).  Roll, Jordan, roll: The 
world the slaves made.  New York, NY: 
Vintage.

Hackford, H.  (2004).  Malingering: 
Representations of feigned disease 
in American history, 1800-1920 
(Unpublished doctoral dissertation).  
American University, Washington, DC.

Jacobs, H. (writing as Linda Brent) (2000).  
Incidents in the life of a slave girl.  
Introduction by M. Evers-Williams.  
New York: Signet Classic. (Original 
work published 1861)

Jones, N. T. (Jr.).  (1990).  Born a child of 
freedom, yet a slave: Mechanisms of 
control and strategies of resistance in 
antebellum South Carolina.  Hanover, 
CT: University Press of New England.

Joyner, C.  (1984).  Down by the riverside: 
A South Carolina slave community.  
Urbana, IL: University of Illinois Press.

[Kollock, G. J.].  (1850-1858).  Plantation 
books, Ossabaw Island.  George J. 
Kollock Plantation Journals (Subseries 
1.3, Box 1, Folders 8-15). Southern 
Historical Collection, University of 
North Carolina, Chapel Hill, NC.

[Nutt, H.].  [1843-1850].  Journal of Araby 
plantation, parish of Madison, 
Louisiana.  Haller Nutt Papers (FF-
3323/3324). Rare Book, Manuscript, 
and Special Collections Library, Duke 
University, Durham, NC.

Oakes, J.  (1998).  The ruling race: A history of 
American slaveholders.  New York, NY: 
Norton.

Owens, L. H.  (1976).  This species of property: 
Slave life and culture in the Old South.  
New York, NY: Oxford University 
Press.

Pollard, L. J.  (1996).  Complaint to the lord: 
Historical perspectives on the African 
American elderly.  Selinsgrove, PA: 
Susquehanna University Press. 

Postell, W. D.  (1953).  Mental health among 
the slave population on southern 
plantations.  American Journal of 
Psychiatry, 110(1), 52-54.

Redpath, J.  (1859/1968).  The roving editor.  
New York, NY: Negro Universities 
Press.

Rockingham Plantation Journal.  (1828-1829).  
Rare Book, Manuscript, and Special 
Collections Library, Duke University, 
Durham, North Carolina.

Rosengarten, T.  (1986).  Tombee: Portrait of a 
cotton planter.  New York, NY: William 
Morrow.

Smith, J. L.  (1881).  Autobiography of James 
L. Smith.  Norwich, CT: Press of the 
Bulletin Co.

Starobin, R. S. (Ed.). (1974).  Blacks in 
bondage: Letters of American slaves.  
New York: Viewpoints.

Tower, P.  (1856).  Slavery unmasked.  
Rochester, NY: E. Darrow & Brother.

Weld, T. D.  (1839).  American slavery as it 
is: Testimony of a thousand witnesses.  
New York, NY: American Anti-Slavery 
Society.

White, D. G.  (1999).  Ar’n’t I a woman? 
Female slaves in the plantation South 
(rev. ed.).  New York, NY:  Norton.

Endnotes
1 For the sake of variety, I use the terms “slave” and 
“bondsperson” interchangeably throughout the paper.



34

Abstract: The lost career of Eugene T. Kingsley 
(1856-1929), an American-Canadian socialist 
who ran for the House of Representatives, the 
Canadian House of Commons and the British 
Columbia Legislature, has much to teach dis-
ability studies scholars. A double amputee who 
walked with a cane and artificial limbs, Kings-
ley was radicalized after an industrial accident 
in California and went on to become a central 
leader of the Socialist Party of Canada.  In this 
article, I document his career and reflect on his 
legacy.

Key Words: socialism, amputee, Canada.

Editor’s Note: This article was anonymously 
peer reviewed.

People with mobility impairments have typ-
ically been regarded as non-participants in the 
capitalist labour market and objects of pity by 
scholars of all ideological hues (Stone, 1984). 
Yet many people with mobility impairments 
have made important contributions in a variety 
of roles and capacities throughout history, even 
if they did not self-identify as having disabili-
ties (Russell & Malhotra, 2001). In this paper, 
I excavate the lost story of one such individual: 
Eugene T. Kingsley, whose legacy spans both 
time and space. Almost entirely unknown today, 
Kingsley was born in upstate New York in 1856. 
He lost his legs in an industrial railway accident. 
While recuperating in an Oakland, California 
hospital, Kingsley was politically radicalized and 
joined Daniel DeLeon’s Socialist Labor Party 
(SLP) to condemn a capitalist system that he 
saw as unjust and oppressive. He then began 
an extraordinary, if at first obscure, political ca-
reer which included two unsuccessful runs for 

office in California for the House of Represen-
tatives in 1896 and 1898 and later leading his 
own political organization in Washington State. 
Moving to British Columbia, Canada in 1902, 
where he resided for the rest of his life, Kingsley 
gradually grew in stature. He became editor of 
an idiosyncratic but important socialist publica-
tion, the Western Clarion, as well as a printer 
and operator of a fish shop. He also became a 
leading member of the Socialist Party of Canada 
(SPC) and, remarkably, ran for office for both 
Canada’s federal Parliament and the British Co-
lumbia legislature numerous times as a candi-
date for the SPC and later the Independent La-
bour Party. He was regarded as the pre-eminent 
leader and the most popular speaker of the SPC 
in the years prior to 1910 (McCormack, 1977). 
This article is a synopsis of selected aspects of 
Kingsley’s thought and legacy.

Although there appears to be no existing re-
cord of Kingsley’s reflections on his own impair-
ments, I believe that his fiery anti-capitalist poli-
tics, articulated both in his day-to-day political 
activities and his electoral runs for public office, 
was a manifestation of his experiences resulting 
from the impairment that shaped his life. Oc-
casional comments and initiatives tantalizingly 
suggest that Kingsley’s anti-capitalist dogma was 
a reaction to how workers injured on the job 
in late 19th and early 20th centuries in North 
America were discarded and marginalized by a 
system that valued only people whose labour 
could be transformed into profits. In making 
this contribution, I insert disability politics into 
labour history, something which has been mostly 
absent from otherwise landmark social histories 
(McKay, 2008; Newton, 1995; Palmer, 2000).  

Electioneering and Activism at the Turn of the Century and the Politics 
of Disablement: The Legacy of E.T. Kingsley (1856-1929)
This article is dedicated to the memories of Ross and Olive Skene Johnson. You were certainly 
right to try.

Ravi A. Malhotra, University of Ottawa, Ontario Canada
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This analysis is derived from the social model 
principle that an inaccessible environment in-
teracts with individual impairments to create 
handicaps for disabled people. It situates itself 
within the New Disability History that tries to 
reassess the life experiences of disabled people 
within a social model (Longmore & Umanksy, 
2001; Oliver 1990; Rose 2005). Further, I make 
the point that throughout his career, Kingsley 
transcended the reform/revolution dichotomy 
in espousing completely revolutionary political 
and economic transformation through electoral 
means. 

The Early Life of E. T. Kingsley

Little is known about E.T. Kingsley’s early 
life in antebellum upstate New York. However, 
his upbringing may be placed in the context of 
a relatively radical geographical space. The 1848 
Seneca Falls Convention, which unfolded in 
a location quite close to Kingsley’s birthplace, 
is justly famous for its call by such pioneering 
luminaries as Lucretia Mott, Elizabeth Cady 
Stanton and Frederick Douglass for women to 
receive the vote and not be subjected to the no-
torious double standard whereby women’s im-
morality was more harshly judged than male 
transgressions (Bratt, 1995-96; First Women’s 
Rights Convention, 1995-96). 

Although the precise date and details of the 
extent of the impairment have been lost, King-
sley experienced a railway accident that resulted 
in the loss of his limbs and forced him to aban-
don his career in manual labour (McCormack, 
1977; Newell, 2008). While recuperating at a 
hospital in Oakland, California, Kingsley be-
gan to read Marx and Engels. He joined the 
Curacao-born immigrant intellectual Daniel 
De Leon’s doctrinaire SLP which espoused the 
idea that capitalism could not be reformed but 
had to be entirely replaced by a revolutionary 
party that was controlled by the working class-
-one that could only emancipate itself through 
its own actions (Buhle, 1988; Campbell, 1999; 
McCormack, 1977; Newell, 2008). Hence, fol-

lowers were often labeled “impossibilists” com-
pared to those socialists who sought to use the 
power of the state to enact social reforms, such 
as pension benefits and workplace safety legisla-
tion, which impossibilists tended to see as a sop 
to stave off working class revolution (Coleman, 
1990). In reality, the distinctions between im-
possibilists and reform socialists at the turn of 
the 20th century were quite fluid and Kingsley’s 
career manifests this flexibility throughout. 

Kingsley quickly developed a reputation in 
San Francisco as a sharp, street corner orator 
who agitated against the horrors of the capitalist 
system. The SLP was at the zenith of its influ-
ence on the American Left in the 1890s and had 
several branches in San Francisco that operated 
in English, French, German, Yiddish and Ital-
ian (Socialist Labor Party, 1896). Along with his 
comrades in the SLP, Kingsley also challenged 
the legal power of the state which, at times, at-
tempted to restrict ”subversive” free speech on 
the streets of San Francisco. In October, 1895, 
the San Francisco Call reported how Kingsley 
and other SLP activists were arrested for ob-
structing the sidewalk while delivering speeches 
at an open air meeting. In keeping with the SLP 
focus on transforming society through popular 
education, Kingsley demanded a jury trial at 
which he was ultimately cleared (Arrested So-
cialists, 1895; Labor Council, 1895). In other 
speeches documented from this year, the ten-
sions in Kingsley’s political thought are evident. 
On one hand, Kingsley advocated a radical 
transformation of society. He remarks in one 
speech that his vision of socialism did not entail 
the piecemeal curtailment of specific monopo-
lies but the total control of the government by 
socialists. Yet, he indicates that the solution for 
socialists is through the judicious use of the bal-
lot box (Aims of Socialism, 1895). The combi-
nation of a maximalist political program with an 
emphasis on electoral change was emblematic of 
the late nineteenth and early twentieth centu-
ries.
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None of the many articles mentioning King-
sley’s political activities in the San Francisco Call 
ever referred to his disability or his use of arti-
ficial limbs and a cane. Yet by the 1890s, there 
was a well established tradition of prosthetic de-
vices used to assist people who had accidents. 
As Slavishak has observed in his account of the 
marketing of artificial limbs to industrial work-
ers in Pittsburgh, the increasing attention de-
voted to industrial accidents allowed prosthetics 
manufacturers to expand their horizons from 
military veterans to injured workers. Four key 
themes were emphasized:  making men whole, 
the potential for elevated social status upon 
rehabilitation with a prosthetic, a product of 
American technological success and a body that 
could return to wage labor (Slavishak, 2003). 
Mihm documents how increased emphasis 
was placed on judging a person’s suitability for 
business or marriage by their physical appear-
ance, citing in particular an article on prosthetic 
limbs by Oliver Wendell Holmes in the Atlantic 
Monthly (Mihm, 2002). Williams-Searle notes 
the importance of masculinity in the construc-
tion of railway workers’ identities (Williams-
Searle, 2001). Given the lack of press coverage, 
one speculates that Kingsley was able to “pass” 
as able-bodied and be regarded as whole, an il-
lustration of Erving Goffman’s seminal work on 
passing (Goffman, 1963).

Kingsley was appointed an SLP organizer 
in California (McCormack, 1977). He was also 
selected twice to run as the party’s candidate for 
Northern California districts in the House of 
Representatives. In 1896, he ran in California’s 
Fourth Congressional District and in 1898 he 
ran in the Fifth District (JoinCalifornia, 2005-
2011a; JoinCalifornia, 2005-2011b). Although 
he received less than four percent of the vote in 
both races, the fact that a disabled man ran for 
such an important public office is significant in 
itself. Eventually, Kingsley and De Leon devel-
oped political disagreements over the nature of 
trade unions resulting in Kingsley leaving the 
SLP. Kingsley took a highly dogmatic position 
that trade unions were inherently reformist and 

a distraction from the class struggle, while De 
Leon, although notoriously authoritarian and 
inflexible himself, had begun to orient himself 
toward anarchosyndicalist tendencies emerg-
ing in the United States (McCormack, 1977). 
Kingsley subsequently left for the Puget Sound 
area of Washington State where he joined a 
group of some five dozen former members of 
the SLP known as the Revolutionary Social-
ist League and espoused his purist form of so-
cialism (Schwantes, 1979). In February, 1902, 
Kingsley was invited by socialist activists to give 
a speaking tour in Nanaimo, on Vancouver Is-
land (Johnson, 1975). He would settle in British 
Columbia permanently and go on to become 
one of the central leaders of the Socialist Party of 
Canada (SPC), spreading the message of social-
ism throughout the province and country.

E. T. Kingsley and the Founding of 
the Socialist Party of Canada

At the turn of the century, class divisions in 
British Columbia were extreme and famous coal 
barons, such as James Dunsmuir, were notori-
ously anti-union. In company towns, workers 
were obligated to pay exorbitant fees which ate 
into their meager earnings while living in hous-
ing which often featured poor sanitary condi-
tions, spawning disease such as typhoid fever. 
Some workers labored as much as twelve hours 
per day, seven days per week. British Columbia 
mines were regarded as among the most danger-
ous in the world as companies regularly ignored 
safety regulations and they experienced a death 
rate that far exceeded their counterparts in the 
United States. As McCormack has observed, be-
tween 1889 and 1908, British Columbia expe-
rienced a shocking fatality rate of twenty-three 
men per million tons of coal produced (McCor-
mack, 1977).

The British Columbia resource extraction 
economy, especially at a time when technology 
had yet to breach the large distances and intimi-
dating geographical barriers separating the pop-
ulation centers of eastern North America from 
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communities west of the Rockies, was heavily 
integrated with the American society and Brit-
ish Columbians often were more closely tied to 
political and cultural developments in Washing-
ton State than those in Ontario. Ormsby com-
ments how the American Presidential campaign 
of William Jennings Bryan in 1896 created 
more interest in British Columbia mining com-
munities, often populated by recent American 
immigrants radicalized by militant struggles 
against mine owners, than did the Canadian 
federal election contested by Wilfrid Laurier in 
the same year (Ormsby, 1958). Two speeches by 
the legendary socialist Eugene Debs to miners 
in Rossland, British Columbia cemented links 
between socialist currents in the two countries 
(Schwantes, 1979). Although an American im-
migrant, Kingsley, the hardy worker-intellectual, 
naturally fit in a British Columbia society popu-
lated by lumber and mining workers. He rapidly 
gained a reputation as a fiery speaker. He was ap-
pointed editor of the Western Clarion, paper of 
the SPC, and to a leadership position within the 
party upon its founding in 1904.After a short 
time operating a fish shop in Nanaimo, Kingsley 
moved to the then growing city of Vancouver on 
the British Columbia mainland. He remained 
there for the rest of his life working in a printing 
business that he would use to subsidize the Clar-
ion until 1912 (Johnson, 1975; Newell, 2008).  

The twenty-seven years that Kingsley lived 
in Canada until his death in 1929 were tumul-
tuous ones from the point of view of the work-
ing class and extremely active ones for Kings-
ley. They encompassed race riots against Chi-
nese, Japanese, and South Asian immigrants on 
the streets of Vancouver in 1907 (McDonald, 
1996), the controversial rejection of hundreds of 
Sikh, Muslim, and Hindu immigrants attempt-
ing to enter Canada on the Komagata Maru in 
1914 (Parnaby, Kealey, & Niergarth, 2009), a 
bitter coal miners’ strike on Vancouver Island in 
1913 that saw the normally aloof SPC tempo-
rarily unite with several other left organizations 
including the iconoclastic Industrial Workers of 
the World (IWW) to form the Miners’ Libera-

tion League (Johnson, 1975), the outbreak of 
the First World War in that same year and the 
eventual censorship and suppression of dissi-
dents such as Kingsley and his comrades in the 
SPC, and the famous Winnipeg General Strike 
of 1919 (McKay, 2008). These years also fea-
tured no fewer than six unsuccessful runs for of-
fice for Kingsley: three for the British Columbia 
legislature between 1907 and 1909 and three for 
the federal House of Commons in 1908, 1911 
and, in his old age, in 1926. Kingsley never came 
close to being elected (Newell, 2008). However, 
unlike the American SLP, the SPC did manage 
to elect a small number of members to the Brit-
ish Columbia Legislature who in fact, for a time, 
held the balance of power in the provincial legis-
lature. They included the Irish Canadian maver-
ick, James Hawthornthwaite (Seager, 2000). Al-
though Kingsley, who by this point had acquired 
the nickname “the Old Man,” was no longer a 
central leader of the SPC after 1911 (Johnson, 
1975), he joined a proto-social democratic for-
mation, the Federationist Labor Party (FLP), in 
1918 and became its Vice-President (Johnson, 
1975). He nevertheless retained a radical edge 
to his politics until his death.

The SPC, led by Kingsley for many of its ear-
ly years, was from its founding a contradictory 
political organization, much like the American 
SLP in which Kingsley played a role in Califor-
nia in the 1890s. On the one hand, it possessed 
an almost evangelical belief that socialism would 
inevitably succeed and therefore any sort of com-
promise with the ruling class was to be avoided. 
Hence, the impossibilist slogan: No Compro-
mise, No Political Trading that encapsulated the 
ideology of the SPC (Johnson, 1975). At the 
same time, on occasion, it demonstrated genu-
ine creativity and flexibility to new conditions. 
Kingsley travelled frequently on speaking tours 
across Canada where he addressed large crowds 
to promote the SPC cause despite his physical 
impairments. Just as the SLP in California faced 
restrictions on their free speech, activists in the 
SPC were prohibited at times from the right 
to address crowds on Vancouver street corners. 
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They responded by constructing a raft that they 
launched in English Bay (adjacent to downtown 
Vancouver) to serve as a podium for political 
speeches (Johnson, 1975). 

One of the few references describing King-
sley’s impairments comes from an interview of 
SPC stalwart, Bill Pritchard. He recounts an 
election debate in which Kingsley, a large, bald 
man, participated. Pritchard depicts Kingsley as 
having artificial legs and holding on to a chair 
for balance. When a younger candidate com-
mented that he would leave questions of history 
and economics to his bald friend, Kingsley re-
plied:

“Ladies and Gentlemen – I’ve addressed 
hundreds of meetings on this side of the 
line and the other side of the line – I 
have never felt it necessary to refer to the 
physical characteristics of any of my op-
ponents but this young squirt has taken 
it upon himself to make reference to my 
baldness – which is very obvious. I want 
to tell him that there are two kinds of 
baldness – bald on the outside (he point-
ed to his head – pointed to the fellow and 
said) – bald on the inside. You can see my 
kind of baldness every time I take off my 
hat – his kind of baldness is evident ev-
ery time he opens his mouth” (Pritchard, 
1969).

Kingsley’s printing business, housed in the 
basement of the now historic Flack Building in 
downtown Vancouver, played a fundamentally 
political role in allowing profits to be redirected 
back to fund the Western Clarion. There appears 
to be no historic record of how Kingsley man-
aged to access the building. However, as his ar-
chived correspondence with Hawthornthwaite 
indicates, the newspaper had a precarious status 
and Kingsley constantly had to worry about its 
financial state. In a poignant 1903 letter asking 
for two hundred dollars, Kingsley comments, 
“The Clarion goes under for 30 days and unless 
the comrades come to their senses, for good. I 
shall make no further appeal, in fact I’ve made 

none so far” (Kingsley, 1903, p. 2). In another 
letter, Kingsley expresses fear that the Clarion 
will bankrupt him (Kingsley, 1910). It is a testa-
ment to his dedication to his chosen political 
party that Kingsley was able to keep the news-
paper afloat for so many years through subsidies 
from his printing company. I now turn to a dis-
cussion of Kingsley’s writings. 

The Writings of E. T. Kingsley

Some of the recurring themes in Kingsley’s 
political writings and speeches are apocalyptic 
imagery of the fate of capitalism which was ex-
pected to collapse within a matter of years and 
the portrayal of workers in currently existing 
capitalist society as mere debased slaves without 
a trace of dignity. Most poignant are references 
to the physical impact that capitalism has on 
injured workers. In order to fully understand 
Kingsley’s world view of a century ago, one must 
get a sense of his colorful language that conveys 
a world of class struggle that will be unfamiliar 
to most modern readers. A mainstream Vancou-
ver newspaper headlined an article about a 1908 
speech by Kingsley while a candidate for federal 
Parliament with the blunt title, “If Necessary Let 
Them Use Clubs.” It quotes Kingsley as stating:

“… [w]ithin the next eight years there 
will be the greatest upheaval on this west-
ern continent the world has ever seen. 
And if necessary the working classes will 
go forward with clubs in their hands to 
emphasize their needs. I hope not. But 
if necessary, then let them use clubs. The 
community as a whole must get control 
of the tools of production” (p. 2).

This article also provides a glimpse into his 
mannerisms that left such a deep impression 
on audiences across the political spectrum and 
made Kingsley so popular during his frequent 
speaking tours across Canada. Kingsley is de-
scribed as: 

“… a typical American, whose fifteen 
[sic] years’ residence in Canada has not 
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spoilt his accent. He speaks in short sen-
tences, and drives them at his audience 
with sharp forward jerks of his head. But 
the most curious of his mannerisms is the 
way, when wishing to make a point, he 
licks his first finger, for all the world like a 
baseball pitched preparing the famous spit 
ball. Tall and inclined to be stout, with 
keen small eyes, that seem to be continu-
ally raking his audience for possible heck-
lers, he is a good speaker with a forceful 
manner” (If Necessary, 1908, p. 2).

In the introduction to his 1916 book, The 
Genesis and Evolution of Slavery, Kingsley 
comments:

“The most reckless indifference to the 
welfare of the slaves of industry is mani-
fested throughout the entire employing 
world, and not the slightest safeguard is 
afforded the lives and limbs of the work-
ers, if it can in any way be avoided. Politi-
cians, professors and press writers lie like 
horse thieves about mundane matters, 
while pulpiteers weave entrancing fables 
about the heavenly beyond, for the pur-
pose of chloroforming slaves into forget-
ting their chains and meekly submitting 
to the continuation of their crucifixion 
upon the altar of ruling class plunder” (p. 
7).

The book uses the history and structures of 
exploitation from antiquity to the present day to 
analyze capitalism. Written without footnotes, 
it falls within the tradition of popular education 
of blue collar labourers that was a fundamental 
cornerstone of SPC philosophy. As McKay ob-
serves in his magisterial and path breaking tome 
of the turn of the century Canadian left, Reason-
ing Otherwise, working class education to foster 
the people’s enlightenment through an applica-
tion of science to the world around them was 
viewed as a core constituent of socialist praxis by 
a wide range of left activists (McKay, 2008). The 
Genesis and Evolution of Slavery is classic King-
sley and evokes the sharp class contradictions of 

the period. His description of workers as slaves 
is common throughout his published writings 
and is intended to convey how debased em-
ployees are under capitalist wage labour. While 
brief, the reference to disablement is unmistak-
able. Kingsley was reticent about discussing any 
aspects of his personal life in his writings but 
the tendency for capitalist production to cause 
workplace injuries that require amputations, the 
very issue faced by Kingsley earlier in California 
that caused his own political radicalization, is 
identified here as a devastating flaw in the capi-
talist system.

An article published in the short-lived news-
paper Labor Star (which Kingsley co-founded 
with Parmater Pettipiece at the end of the First 
World War, when there was a powerful labor 
radicalization in Canada) exemplifies the theme 
of class exploitation and the fluid dichotomy be-
tween revolutionary transformation and reform-
ism in this period. He writes:

“So long as [government] can bamboozle 
or cajole the slaves into docility and quiet 
under the lash of exploitation, it cheer-
fully does so, no doubt because that is the 
cheaper way, but whenever that method 
becomes no longer effective, the lash, the 
knout, the club, the gun, the bayonet, 
the jail and the gibbet are used with equal 
cheerfulness and aplomb, for, no mat-
ter what the cost in brutality and blood, 
the property rights in human flesh must 
be held intact to the owners and masters 
and the game of profitability ruling and 
robbing slaves must not be broken up” 
(Kingsley, 1919). 

Again, in the strongest possible language, 
Kingsley condemns the entire profit system and 
places the blame for this on the property system 
created by capitalism. Workers are chastised for 
their docility as wage slaves who will have to rise 
to the occasion and challenge the more brutal 
forms of repression that the state will use when 
it feels threatened (Kingsley, 1919). Neverthe-
less, the tension in Kingsley’s political thought is 
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real. Writing well after the Bolshevik Revolution 
of 1917 replaced the Czarist regime in Russia, 
Kingsley stresses that in Canada and the United 
States workers have won the vote. Therefore, the 
tactics that were justified in Russia are not need-
ed in North America so long as workers have 
the franchise (Kingsley, 1919). These statements 
suggest that the boundaries between revolution-
ary socialism and reform were more fluid and 
unsettled than they would become in later years.

Conclusions

In this paper, I have been able to capture 
only some of the highlights of E.T. Kingsley’s 
long career. Spanning two countries and a series 
of political parties, Kingsley’s life stretched from 
the antebellum times only shortly after the Sen-
eca Falls Convention of 1848 to the onset of the 
Great Depression. He was also a disabled man 
whose political radicalization stemmed from the 
horrific effects of industrial capitalism on in-
jured workers. Yet in an era long before disabil-
ity rights were established in law, Kingsley was 
able to work as a newspaper editor and political 
candidate, influencing thousands of his readers 
through his polemics on socialism and the class 
struggle. Kingsley has left an enormous legacy 
that future historians will have to analyze for 
many years to come. 
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Abstract:  This paper analyzes disability and 
economic rehabilitation in late colonial Ghana 
(the Gold Coast), focusing particularly on a 
program for African soldiers between 1943 and 
1947.  The project, which attempted to reinte-
grate the rehabilitees into the existing workforce, 
failed within a few years of its inception.  I argue 
that its failure occurred for three reasons: urban 
economic hardship, the rehabilitees’ peasant 
backgrounds and the colonial doctrine of com-
munity development.  Reinforcing this analysis 
is the fact that after independence, the Ghana-
ian government reversed the colonial conditions 
and achieved much better success.    

Key Words: disability, rehabilitation, colonial 
Ghana.

Introduction

Between 1943 and 1947, the West African 
War Council (WAWC) and the government of 
the Gold Coast (colonial Ghana) developed a 
rehabilitation program for African soldiers dis-
abled by combat injuries during World War 
Two.  The West African initiative drew heav-
ily on the British model of social orthopaedics, 
which sought to rehabilitate disabled individu-
als economically by reintegrating them into the 
existing workforce.1  The model was "social" in 
that it defined social citizenship by participation 
in the labor market; to be a full citizen, that is, 
one had to be a productive worker.  For the Brit-
ish state, expanding the workforce to include 
those disabled in combat was especially impor-
tant during the World Wars because military 
recruitment triggered domestic labor shortages.  
During World War One, the British government 
relied on private charities to care for disabled 
soldiers.  In the 1940s the state shifted gears, 
assuming direct control of the national rehabili-

tation program through the Interim Scheme of 
1941 and the Disabled Persons (Employment) 
Act of 1944 (Cooter, 1993; Cohen, 2001).  As 
we shall discover, the Gold Coast scheme envi-
sioned a similar project of state-directed eco-
nomic rehabilitation.  

Centered in Accra the colony’s biggest city, 
the Gold Coast rehabilitation program sought 
to retrain the ex-soldiers as productive workers, 
either by reintegrating them into the urban la-
bor market or placing them in sheltered work-
shops producing items for sale.  Initially, the Ac-
cra "Convalescent Wing" targeted soldiers from 
the Gold Coast Regiment of the West African 
Frontier Force, best known for its campaign in 
the Arakan province of southwest Burma (Bour-
ret, 1960; Killingray, 1982; Jackson, 2006).  By 
mid-1945, however, the Wing’s patients includ-
ed soldiers from the other British West African 
colonies (Nigeria, the Gambia, and Sierra Le-
one), as well as a handful of civilians (Spoon-
er, 1945, May 15).  However, after admitting 
several hundred trainees in 1944-5, the project 
faltered and the colonial government aban-
doned it in 1947.2 Twenty-four years later, the 
post-independence government led by Kwame 
Nkrumah revived the rehabilitation program 
with more success, extending it to rural areas 
in addition to Accra and targeting 13,000 for-
mally registered disabled Ghanaians.3 Although 
Nkrumah’s program deserves to be studied in its 
own right,4 for our purposes it is most useful in 
shedding additional light on the roots of the co-
lonial failure.  Our discussion therefore contains 
two strands.  First, we shall assess the failure of 
colonial rehabilitation based on evidence from 
the 1940s, highlighting funding problems, poor 
economic conditions, and the colonial doctrine 
of community development as the main prob-
lems.  Second, we shall use Nkrumah’s program, 
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which reversed many of the problematic colo-
nial policies, to reinforce our argument about 
the failure of the 1940s and to demonstrate that 
rehabilitation could work under the right condi-
tions.

Social Orthopaedics and Soldiers’ 
Rehabilitation in the Gold Coast, 

1943-47

Planning for Rehabilitation, 1943-44

In early 1943, the Colonial Office con-
vinced the WAWC and the Gold Coast Govern-
ment to build a rehabilitation unit for disabled 
soldiers at the Accra Military Hospital (the 37th 
General Hospital).  Reflecting the social ortho-
paedics model, the WAWC insisted on limiting 
admission to soldiers with treatable disabilities 
in order to increase the chances of rehabilitees 
returning to the labor market (WAWC, 1943, 
January 16 and 28; Emberton, 1942).  This 
approach reflected Britain’s Interim Scheme, 
which classified disabled soldiers into three cate-
gories: those who could return to previous forms 
of employment, those who could be trained 
for a different form of employment, and those 
who could not return to any form of employ-
ment (Stanley, 1944, February 28). The British 
Government excluded the latter, often called 
“incurables,” from the rehabilitation process.  In 
the Gold Coast, Sgd. R. A. Hopple reproduced 
these categories in a slightly different form, clas-
sifying injured African soldiers as temporarily 
disabled, permanently partially disabled, and 
permanently totally disabled.  Individuals in 
the first two categories would be taught a trade, 
while “permanently totally disabled” soldiers 
would be placed into long-term care or returned 
to their families.  The trades would focus on 
artisans’ occupations, to be pursued individu-
ally or in sheltered workshops, as well as cleri-
cal work suitable for government employment 
(Hopple, 1942). 

Britain followed up the Interim Scheme 
with the Disabled Persons (Employment) Act, 

which established the right of disabled indi-
viduals to participate in the labor market “in 
a normal competitive environment” (Borsay, 
2006, p. 135). The Act contained three compo-
nents.  First, it mandated training and resettle-
ment schemes designed to assess the potential 
of disabled individuals for reintegrating into the 
labor market; second, it set quotas of disabled 
employees for employers; third, it provided for 
segregated employment at home or in sheltered 
workshops for individuals deemed incapable of 
participating in the mainstream workforce.  To 
these ends, the Act called for the development of 
Rehabilitation Centers and Disablement Settle-
ment Officers to manage the various schemes 
(Borsay, 2006).  In May 1943, the Colonial 
Office began to pressure the WAWC to imple-
ment similar legislation in the Gold Coast.  Af-
ter nine months of discussions, the WAWC and 
the Gold Coast Governor finally committed to 
the project in February of 1944 (Stanley, 1943; 
Stanley, 1944, February 28; Courtland, 1943).  

Despite public support from the Secretary 
of State for the Colonies (Stanley, 1943; Stan-
ley, 1944, March 15), disagreements between 
the Colonial Office and West African officials 
delayed the scheme’s implementation.  For ex-
ample, the Secretary of State argued that the 
colonies had an obligation to “resettle” all dis-
abled soldiers “in civil life,” including so-called 
incurables (Stanley, 1944, March 15). The Co-
lonial Office also disliked the emphasis on crafts 
over standard wage employment (Stanley, 1944, 
May 16).  In contrast, the Gold Coast Govern-
ment excluded incurables and emphasized craft 
production.  Other sticking points included 
military versus civil responsibility, staff short-
ages, and the production of artificial limbs.  
These problems were intertwined and they re-
flected the challenge of translating British war-
time legislation to the West African colonies.  
For instance, in the United Kingdom soldiers 
deemed unfit for service were discharged within 
28 days and turned over to the Ministry of Pen-
sions, after which their rehabilitation became a 
civil responsibility.  The War Office wanted the 
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West African colonies to implement the same 
principle, but the Gold Coast Government ar-
gued that staff shortages would make it impos-
sible.  Unless the British Government funded 
the entire rehabilitation process, after 28 days, 
the Gold Coast would have to attempt rehabili-
tation through its existing offices, workshops, 
and technical schools.  The Convalescent Wing 
would have to be discontinued owing to a lack 
of resources (Gold Coast Finance Committee 
(GCFC), 1944).  Artificial limbs presented an-
other hurdle.  The West African Governments 
wanted them to be produced at the same stan-
dard as Britain’s, that is, prostheses with work-
ing joints made from metal rather than simple 
wooden peg legs.5  To this end, an expert from 
the limb-fitting firm Hangars visited West Afri-
ca and concluded that West African limb-fitters 
would have to be trained by British experts.  This 
was not possible, however, because of a shortage 
of British trainers (Shepherd, 1944).

Eventually, the West African vision prevailed 
regarding craft production and incurables, and 
agreements were reached to compensate for 
staff shortages in rehabilitation and limb-fit-
ting.  Most importantly, the War Office agreed 
to subsidize the construction of the Convales-
cent Wing.  When it opened, patients would be 
discharged from the military after 28 days and 
the Gold Coast Government agreed to cover 
the costs of their subsequent rehabilitation.  Re-
garding artificial limbs, Italian prisoners of war 
with limb-fitting experience would be sent from 
East Africa to train African limb-fitters at a new 
limb-fitting center.  Britain would fund the Ac-
cra limb-fitting center but the Gold Coast would 
cover the Italians’ transportation costs.  In addi-
tion, the British Government would bring one 
disabled African ex-soldier to Hangars’ work-
shop for training (Shepherd, 1944).

Implementation and Failure, 1944-47

With the arrangements secured, the proj-
ect moved forward in the late summer of 1944.  
The Italians arrived in August, and on 4 Sep-
tember 1944, the Wing received its first disabled 

patients. Housed separately from the hospital, 
it contained huts, a gymnasium, running track 
and food store, as well as the artificial limb 
workshop.  By 12 October, the Wing was fully 
functional, although the limb-fitting workshop 
had to produce inferior prostheses from local 
materials until the arrival of limb sets from Han-
gars in February of 1945.  In the meantime, the 
Gold Coast Government sent a disabled soldier, 
J. B. Nelson, to Hangars for training (WAWC, 
1944, August 1; WAWC, 1944, September 14; 
Jones, 1944; Burns, 1945).  Back at the hospi-
tal, in a twist on the British system, as of Janu-
ary, 1945, the military agreed to discharge the 
disabled soldiers with 28 days’ pay as soon as 
they entered the Convalescent Wing.  They were 
therefore supported entirely by the colonial gov-
ernment, receiving a full disability pension while 
undergoing rehabilitation (WAWC, 1945, 23-4 
January).  Two further developments occurred 
in March.  First, the Gold Coast Government 
considered, but rejected, legislation mandating 
employment for disabled ex-soldiers after reha-
bilitation, on the grounds that it did not want to 
force them into the labor market.  Instead, they 
would be assisted by Resettlement Advice Cen-
ters established for all ex-soldiers.  Second, after 
20 March, the Convalescent Wing began to ac-
cept civilian patients (WAWC, 1945, March 8; 
Robinson, 1945).  More than two years after the 
WAWC proposed the Accra rehabilitation cen-
ter; it finally had become fully operational.

The Convalescent Wing operated effectively 
for the first several months.  However, on 20 
May 1945, the Demobilization and Resettle-
ment Committee of the WAWC reported that 
the returning soldiers intensely disliked the idea 
of rehabilitation, preferring to return directly 
to their homes after medical treatment.  To ad-
dress this problem, the Committee suggested 
bringing the soldiers’ families to Accra in order 
to persuade more of them to stay for rehabilita-
tion.  This did not happen, however, and by late 
July there were only a handful of patients in resi-
dence.  On 22 July, faced with a decision to cut 
European staff, the War Office proposed closing 
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the Convalescent Wing.  Henceforth, disabled 
soldiers would be treated in existing hospital 
wings, perhaps with some rudimentary arts and 
crafts training.  On 7 August 1945, the Gold 
Coast’s Commissioner of Labor agreed to close 
the Wing but not the limb-fitting workshop 
(WAWC, 1945, May 20; West Africa Com-
mand, 1945; Spooner, 1945, August 7).  The 
following March, the War Office took over the 
building as its new headquarters and the colo-
nial government moved the Italian limb-fitters 
(who had been freed officially on 24 August 
1945) to Korle Bu hospital in central Accra, 
where rehabilitation facilities were established 
on much smaller scale (Gold Coast Italian Limb 
Team, 1946; Burns, 1945).  A year later, the 
government closed the limb-fitting center and 
the remaining rehabilitation facilities (Gold 
Coast Legion, 1947).

Hundreds of rehabilitees passed through the 
Convalescent Wing at its peak between Octo-
ber, 1944 and March, 1945, but the numbers 
declined precipitously thereafter as the trainees 
graduated and very few new patients agreed to 
attend (Spooner, 1945, May 15).  Unfortunate-
ly, we do not know what happened to the gradu-
ates, as there are no records and no indication 
that the colonial government followed up or 
even recorded where they went afterwards.  It is 
almost certain, however, that most of the train-
ees simply returned home after rehabilitation, 
left to fend for themselves.  As such, the colonial 
project must be considered a failure.  

Kwame Nkrumah and the Revival of 
Rehabilitation, 1960-66

 But this was not the end of the story, for 
the African government of Kwame Nkrumah re-
vived the rehabilitation program after the Gold 
Coast became independent as Ghana in 1957.  
Nkrumah “discovered” disability shortly after 
independence when he began to gather and jail 
destitutes and beggars, only to find that many of 
them were disabled.  Alarmed by this revelation, 
in late 1960, Nkrumah recruited John Wilson, 

Director of Britain’s Royal Commonwealth So-
ciety for the Blind, to survey the state of disabil-
ity in Ghana and develop a comprehensive reha-
bilitation program.  Wilson’s recommendations 
prompted the revival of the colonial scheme and 
its extension to rural areas.  Specifically, Wilson 
recommended an Industrial Rehabilitation Unit 
(IRU) and limb-fitting center in Accra, along 
with eight Rural Rehabilitation Units (RRUs) 
spread throughout the rest of the country.  
While the Government developed the Units, 
registration teams fanned out across the country 
to register disabled Ghanaians on a regional ba-
sis.  By the end of 1963, over 13,000 individuals 
had registered officially (Adoo, 1964).  There is 
no information on their backgrounds, but un-
doubtedly, more than a few ex-soldiers would 
have registered during these years.  

Like their colonial predecessor, Nkrumah’s 
Rehabilitation Units focused on economic in-
tegration. The IRU provided strengthening ex-
ercises and basic skills training as a springboard 
for specialized training in urban occupations.  
Skills training included carpentry, metalwork-
ing, and farm gardening, the products of which 
were sold to raise money for the Unit (Ghana 
Department of Social Welfare and Community 
Development [GDSWCD], 1966).  The RRUs 
offered specialized training for village and town 
occupations as well as literacy and citizenship 
classes for peasant trainees.  The RRUs’ main 
goal was to produce “all-rounders” in peasant 
villages, self-supporting and capable of every-
thing from farming and poultry raising to house 
construction and tailoring, but they also pro-
vided training for occupations in rural towns.  
Taken together, the IRU and RRUs achieved 
more success than the colonial scheme.  For ex-
ample, in 1963, 56 IRU graduates found jobs, 
mostly in manufacturing but also in retail and 
the hotel industry (GDSWCD, 1966).  During 
the same year, a similar number of RRU gradu-
ates obtained wage employment in the smaller 
towns (Adoo, 1964).  The graduates provided 
good publicity for the Rehabilitation Units, as 
in the cases of Richard Fodzi and S. R. Owusu, 
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two physically disabled adults who became craft 
instructors at a middle school after graduating 
from the Ho RRU.  Fodzi remained in his posi-
tion, while Owusu raised enough capital to be-
come an entrepreneur in Accra (Acquah, 1966).  
In 1966, the community development journal 
Advance published the stories of twenty-five 
more rehabilitation graduates of the IRU and 
RRUs.  In addition to their programs at the Re-
habilitation Units, they also received support 
from a variety of other sources, including the 
Korle Bu hospital, the Accra limb-fitting centre, 
the Ghana Cripples’ Aid Society, and the Pres-
byterian Church.  After graduating, all of the 
rehabilitees found productive employment in 
a number of occupations, including craft pro-
duction, teaching, industry, and trade (Aqcuah, 
1966).  In contrast to the colonial program, 
these stories indicate that Nkrumah’s initiative 
was much more successful.  

Concluding Remarks

The colonial rehabilitation model of the 
1940s owed much to Britain’s emphasis on eco-
nomic reintegration.  Under the British para-
digm, rehabilitation sought to "normalize" ex-
soldiers disabled from wartime injuries by rein-
tegrating them into civil life through vocational 
rehabilitation.  The British rehabilitation scheme 
targeted ex-soldiers with any form of physical 
disability, including but not limited to cartilage 
injuries, amputated limbs, blindness and paraly-
sis (Great Britain Ministry of Pensions, 1942; 
Watson-Jones, 1942; Anderson, 2003).  Under 
the rehabilitation model, the British Govern-
ment did not consider disabled ex-soldiers true 
citizens until they became productive workers.  
The British Ministry of Pensions and the Colo-
nial Office expressed this idea explicitly during 
the discussions about the Accra Convalescent 
Wing.  For instance, in 1942 the Ministry of 
Pensions told the WAWC that “rehabilitation 
aims at restoring patients to their full wage-
earning capacity in the shortest possible time” 
(Great Britain Ministry of Pensions, 1942, p. 1).  
Two years later, the Colonial Office referred to 

this process as “resettlement in civil life” (Stan-
ley, 1944, February 28, p. 1).  The WAWC 
and the Gold Coast Government accepted this 
model, seeking to normalize disabled soldiers 
by retraining them as workers.  The GCFC, for 
instance, referred to this program as “the pro-
cess of returning the disabled man to civil life–
a process which entails in cases where medical 
treatment is unable to fit a man to return to his 
previous occupation, a special training designed 
to equip the disabled man to live as full and as 
useful a life as possible” (GCFC, 1944, July 25, 
p. 1).  This statement clearly linked civil life to 
economic productivity and rehabilitation.

As it happened, this vision was incongru-
ent with the social background of the disabled 
ex-soldiers, most of whom had been recruited 
out of the rural peasantry.  What chances would 
they have had in 1940s and 1950s Accra?  Re-
habilitation along British lines would have been 
difficult due to the peasants’ lack of formal edu-
cation, and, for those who graduated, the poor 
state of Accra’s labor markets would have under-
mined their chances of success.  Jobs were very 
scarce and the colonial governments did little to 
assist any soldiers, much less disabled rehabili-
tees.  Furthermore, outside the highest ranks of 
the civil service, the jobs that did exist failed to 
provide adequate living standards.  Consumer 
goods shortages and inflation meant that prices 
outstripped wages, which made it very hard for 
urban workers to make ends meet (Killingray, 
2007; Cooper, 1996, 2002; Gocking, 2006).  
Sheltered workshops would not have provided 
an alternative because the average African urban 
citizen would have had little, if any, disposable 
income to spend on crafts.  In short, rehabili-
tated peasants would have had an immensely 
difficult time finding gainful employment. 

Beyond the colony’s poor urban economic 
conditions, the colonial philosophy of African 
development actually opposed the transforma-
tion of peasants into workers.  From the mid-
1940s, just as rehabilitation arose as a colonial 
project, the Gold Coast government was devel-
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oping the notion of community development 
for the African population.  Under this doc-
trine, communal African social structures were 
to be protected against the disintegrative effects 
of capitalist development, including “Western-
ization” and individualism (Cowen and Shen-
ton, 1996; Grischow, 2006).  This model had 
its roots in the earlier doctrine of indirect rule, 
in which the colonial state codified the power of 
chiefs as trustees over their communities (Phil-
lips, 1989).  Community development sought 
to modernize this system by absorbing the edu-
cated elite into village politics, but the goal of 
protecting African communities from modern-
ization and individualism remained intact.  In-
deed, it intensified in the face of labor resistance 
and increasing African anti-colonial national-
ism.  Therefore, although community develop-
ment sounded similar to rehabilitation in its 
drive to develop “the individual in society,” the 
doctrine defined “society” in terms of traditional 
African communalism rather than modern in-
dividualism (Hilliard, 1955a, p.27).  In short, 
colonial development doctrine sought to block 
rural Africans from becoming wage laborers.  
Instead, “real West African progress” (Hilliard, 
1955b, p.40) would occur only if individual Af-
ricans remained bound to their communities as 
“subjects” of their chiefs rather than “citizens” of 
the nation (Mamdani, 1996).  With its roots in 
capitalist labor regimes, economic rehabilitation 
directly contradicted this project.  

Summing up, the colonial failure to trans-
late British social orthopaedics to the Gold 
Coast occurred for a number of reasons, includ-
ing funding and staff shortages, poor wartime 
economic conditions, and, especially, a doctrine 
of community development that opposed the 
transformation of “traditional” Africans into 
modern workers.  The subsequent experience of 
Nkrumah’s disability program reinforces this ar-
gument, while showing that rehabilitation could 
succeed if these factors were reversed.  Unlike 
colonial officials, Nkrumah did not worry about 
preserving traditional African communities 
against modernization and wage labor.  In fact, 

he wanted to recruit 1,100,000 Ghanaians into 
the workforce as part of his drive for socialist 
industrialization (Ghana Office of the Planning 
Commission, 1964).  Rehabilitation would al-
low Nkrumah to integrate disabled Ghanaians 
into this project, contributing to national devel-
opment by unlocking their economic produc-
tivity.  To this end, the Government absorbed 
rehabilitation into the paradigm of community 
development – the opposite stance of the colo-
nial governments of the 1940s.  Furthermore, 
Nkrumah did not face funding or staff shortages 
because, as of 1964, his government controlled 
£43,000,000 in reserves inherited from the Brit-
ish Government (Omari, 1970), which prior to 
1957 had been held in London, unavailable to 
the colonial governments of the day.  This was 
more than enough to cover the £165, 000 cost 
of the rehabilitation scheme (Wilson, 1961).  In 
addition, the rehabilitees faced relatively better 
job prospects than the ex-soldiers of the 1940s, 
because Nkrumah created a host of state-owned 
factories, as well as a number of state farms 
(Omari, 1970).  In short, Nkrumah’s successes 
of the 1960s shed light on the colonial failure, 
while demonstrating that rehabilitation could 
open the door to productive employment for 
disabled Ghanaians. 
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s Abstract:  Student responses to disability 

studies pedagogy are influenced by the context 
in which they learn. This study examined 
student responses in two disability studies 
initiatives: one within a teacher preparation 
program that included American Indian 
students, the other within a stand alone, 
interdisciplinary course taken primarily by 
Americans of European descent. Course 
dialogue and students' written assignments 
were used to identify and categorize their 
responses. While some students readily 
engaged in critique of disability as culturally 
constructed, experiences of significant 
resistance related to positivist filters, adherence 
to individualism, and defense of identity-
related norms. These responses are discussed as 
considerations for more effective pedagogy in 
this relatively new field. 

Key Words:  disability studies, critical 
pedagogy, student response 

Editor’s Note: This article was anonymously 
peer reviewed.

Anticipating student responses is essential 
in developing disability studies pedagogy. Ulti-
mately we hope to foster shifts in position and 
cultivate allies in the movement to transform 
dominant notions of disability. As a critical ped-
agogy, it is expected that student responses will 
include a mix of dissonance, as well as solidarity. 
Few studies have been conducted to directly ex-
amine this process within the field of disability 
studies (Cypher & Martin, 2008; Kniepmann, 
2005; Thomson, 1999). In this paper, we re-
flect on student responses within two disability 

studies initiatives, each at a different institution. 
One initiative was embedded within a teacher 
preparation program that primarily consisted 
of American Indian students; the other initia-
tive involved a stand alone, interdisciplinary 
course taken primarily by white, traditional age 
students. Each of the researchers was involved 
in teaching or developing the disability courses 
examined in this paper. The different contexts 
allow us to examine a range of student respons-
es. As expected, students in the former situation 
generally embraced the opportunity for cultural 
criticism, while many students in the latter situ-
ation were significantly challenged by the ques-
tioning of dominant assumptions. In this analy-
sis, we categorize and describe student struggles 
and engagement with the concept of disability 
as culturally constructed and discuss the impli-
cations for disability studies pedagogy. 

Our approach to disability studies is ground-
ed in sociology (Bogdan & Biklen, 1977), cul-
tural studies (Hall, 1997), and critical prag-
matism (Burbules & Berk, 1999), recognizing 
that disability is socially constructed through 
forces of knowledge and power that create op-
pression and exclusion. Disability studies does 
not deny that there are differences, either physi-
cal or mental, between people; rather, the sig-
nificance of these differences takes on meaning 
within particular discourse, social institutions 
and practices (Bogdan & Taylor, 1994). Our 
aim is to foster a framework for inquiry that 
identifies oppressive discourse in the context in 
which it is formed, coupled with a determina-
tion for social change (Dewey, 1927). This ap-
proach is distinguished from disability studies 
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scholarship located in literary criticism and the 
humanities, which has less emphasis on forms 
of social power and advocacy (Abberley, 1999, 
p. 693). As a foundation for understanding stu-
dents’ responses, we begin with an explanation 
of our underlying assumptions about disability 
studies and considerations related to the learn-
ing context. 

Disability Studies and the  
Learning Context

Our pedagogy is built upon the following 
three assumptions:  (1) meaning is culturally 
shaped through shared experience; (2) power 
operates within culture to institutionalize cer-
tain values, practices and structures; and (3) cul-
turally shaped oppression can be transformed. 
We adhere to the concept that transformation 
of oppressive discourse involves identification 
and rejection of associated assumptions, beliefs, 
practices, and structures. It is not adequate to 
simply reveal social injustices or focus on specif-
ic alternative outcomes, such as inclusive educa-
tion. Substantive change requires understanding 
and explicit rejection of that which contributes 
to the injustice. As noted above, our aim is to 
give students a framework for and experience 
with critical inquiry, as an ongoing process. This 
goal is in line with Dewey’s (1927) notion that 
democracy is the development of social intelli-
gence. Through enduring the consequences of 
our actions, we adjust our thinking to generate 
increasingly rich and better experiences. Person-
al and social change are essential aspects of the 
process, as we are all implicated in the produc-
tion and reproduction of cultural meaning and 
practices. 

Our conception of criticality is differ-
ent from the conventional approach to critical 
thinking which emphasizes the acquisition of 
cognitive skills, such as diagnosing invalid forms 
of argument and knowing how to make and de-
fend distinctions. We do not find it sufficient 
to change individual thinking habits without 
challenging institutions, structures, ideologies, 

and relations of power that have engendered 
distorted thinking in the first place. Critical-
ity "is recognized as having conscious political 
intentions that are oriented toward emancipa-
tory and democratic goals" (Quantz, 1992, p. 
448 - 449).  Therefore, it does not simply en-
gage in criticism (a charge critics have leveled 
against post-structuralism), nor does it peruse 
unreflective, uncritical "practical" social action. 
Our view is that unless students are thinking 
within specific socio-political and ethical con-
texts, generalized critical thinking simply en-
shrines many conventional assumptions in a 
manner that often teaches political conformity. 
We believe that criticality is a pedagogical prac-
tice, a definition of what we do and whom we 
are, not simply how we think (Burbules & Burk, 
1999). As such, each of the authors has personal 
experience with disability and/or efforts to effect 
change in disability services, education, policy, 
and a variety of community contexts. 

With the goal that students critically exam-
ine cultural assumptions, structures and prac-
tices, resistance is expected. The literature on 
critical pedagogy emphasizes students’ beliefs 
and identities as a source for understanding this 
resistance (Ellsworth, 1989; Britzman, Santi-
ago-Valles, Jiménez-Muñoz, & Lamash, 1993; 
Janks, 1995; McKinney & van Pletzen,2004). 
Students’ investment or identification with 
disability-related norms will certainly influence 
their engagement with critique. We argue for 
consideration of at least two other major sources 
of dissonance and resistance. Most important is 
acknowledgement that a culturally constructed 
world view is fundamentally different from the 
dominant, positivist view in which knowledge 
is considered objective and outside of our-
selves. For most students this way of thinking 
is taken for granted. It is a habit of mind and 
by definition not open to question. Even for 
those who are open to understanding the social 
construction of knowledge, it is rarely a quick 
or complete transformation. Students’ open-
ness is also likely to be influenced by situational 
factors such as time to attend to the complex-
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ity and challenge of considering fundamentally 
different beliefs and ideas. Related to this, the 
educational context in which they are encoun-
tering disability studies   is an important factor 
to consider. Students in the teacher preparation 
program that was part of this study had the 
advantage of being immersed in the ideas over 
time and focused within a specific discipline. 
Students who are taking a stand alone course 
have the challenge of interpreting cultural cri-
tique of disability within the framework of their 
major discipline and other coursework. Some 
students come to disability studies with experi-
ences, beliefs, identities, and situational factors 
that leave them open to cultural critique. For 
them, disability studies can be empowering and 
can contribute to the development of their criti-
cality. For most students, the expectation of dis-
ability-related cultural critique can range from a 
potentially transformative experience to one of 
confusion, dissonance, and even defensiveness. 

While much of the literature on critical 
pedagogy points to the importance of facilitat-
ing student self-reflection, consideration of the 
context in which they are learning may suggest 
a less targeted approach, at least initially.  At an 
introductory level, opening the classroom to 
student reflection and personal beliefs can act 
to privilege the dominant notions they are like-
ly to hold. While student-centered teaching is 
aligned with critical pedagogy, it is not effective 
if it reinforces dominant positions. Even when 
presented with narratives, perspectives, and in-
formation that challenges their beliefs, students 
who are highly invested or immersed in domi-
nant ideologies are likely to reject or re-interpret 
them within this framework (Festinger, 1957). 

A number of critical theorists suggest a di-
rective approach to counter dominant positions. 
Dewey (1927) argued the importance of giving 
advantage to marginalized voices and perspec-
tives in the democratic process. More specific 
to the learning process, Gramsci (1973) em-
phasized the importance of exposing students 
to a body of theoretical work through didac-

tic means if necessary. Similarly, Willingham 
(2007) suggests that a fair amount of content 
knowledge increases the likelihood of develop-
ing critical thinking. Though disability studies 
is grounded in a democratic and constructivist 
approach, student characteristics and other con-
textual factors may call for a more directive ap-
proach prior to open learning.  

The risk, however, with being too directive is 
that students will adopt the mechanics of criti-
cal inquiry without the opportunity for involve-
ment in it as a change process. Flores (2004) 
cites the following cautions: 

“There is no doubt that students can be 
taught to examine words for political 
meaning and to criticize the values that 
lie beneath the text, yet the risk is real 
that students are trained to produce a rea-
soned critique that is neither individually 
transformative (Graff, 1990; Seitz, 1993; 
Horner 2000) nor that brings change in 
student practices or aspirations (Janks 
2002)” (The Risk of Simplistic Binaries 
section, para. 2).

The challenge with disability studies pedago-
gy is to consider the contextual factors in which 
students are learning. In situations in which 
there is a short time frame and high student re-
sistance, they may benefit from the opportunity 
to gain and process content knowledge, without 
the expectation(s) of open response or personal 
application that could be threatening. This does 
not mean that student resistance should be sup-
pressed. Rather, as students inevitably assert 
dominant notions of disability, alternative per-
spectives and information can be readily refer-
enced and used to criticize, problematize, and 
complicate those points of view in the struggle 
for new meaning (Giroux, 2001; Flores, 2004). 
The opportunity for active personal engagement 
in cultural criticism should be available to stu-
dents as it is meaningful to them. As McKinney 
and van Pletzen (2004) conclude: 
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“Such change takes place in haphazard, 
non-linear ways in relation to a multitude 
of experiences, rather than a single semes-
ter university course…Thus pedagogy for 
change, both of the self and of the social, 
may translate at the level of the classroom 
into aiming for moments of significant 
intellectual engagement in issues of social 
inequality and representation” (p.169).  

In this article we describe a range of student 
responses to disability studies and the contextual 
factors that influenced their learning. Emphasis 
is placed on student responses in the stand alone 
course, as this is an increasingly common sce-
nario in the early stages of the field. These stu-
dents more clearly reflect the dissonance, as well 
as opportunities for change, that we will ben-
efit from understanding. Responses of Ameri-
can Indian students in the teacher preparation 
program validate the importance of and possi-
bilities of sustained inquiry that is in solidarity 
with those who have experienced marginaliza-
tion. Together, the different contexts allow us to 
explore several tension points and opportunities 
for facilitating students’ involvement in trans-
forming oppressive disability discourse.

Research Contexts and 
Data Collection

We examined student responses to disability 
studies at two different colleges. Both institu-
tions were small, liberal arts colleges located in 
the Midwest. At Institution A, disability studies 
was offered as an introductory course through 
the Interdisciplinary Studies Program. Students 
were sophomores through seniors with various 
majors, including education, paralegal studies, 
and communication studies. Class sizes were 
small, ranging from 9-16 students. The students 
were predominately traditional age European 
Americans and none of them had studied dis-
ability from a critical framework prior to taking 
the course. At Institution B, disability studies 
was the emphasis of a teacher preparation pro-
gram in special education. It was offered in a hy-

brid format that included class meetings as well 
as online learning. The program was designed 
for a cohort of 16 students, half of whom were 
American Indian, one was Hmong, and the oth-
ers European Americans. While the two initia-
tives differed in terms of design, length of study, 
and disciplinary location, they were grounded in 
the same theoretical framework as described in 
the previous section and offered similar content 
which included personal narratives, a frame-
work for inquiry and cultural critique. We also 
used collaborative teaching which we believe 
was of significant value in listening, clarifying, 
supporting, and challenging students. Most im-
portant, the approach reinforced the collabora-
tive nature of the meaning making process. 

Personal narratives including readings, vid-
eos, and discussions with disabled people were 
used as grounds for understanding the need for 
change (Bogdan & Taylor, 1976; Longmore, 
2003; Mooney & Cole, 2000). They challenged 
essentialist notions of disability, allowed for per-
spective taking, and provided students with ex-
posure to the social injustices related to disabil-
ity on a personal level. As noted above, however, 
revealing social inequities will not necessarily 
bring about change (Ellsworth, 1989; Britzman 
et al,, 1993; Janks, 1995; Granville, 2003). Stu-
dents were provided with the opportunity to 
learn about culturally shaped meaning (Hall, 
1997) and inquiry through text analysis and ex-
amples of cultural critique (Baynton, 2001; Da-
vis, 1997; Gould, 1981; and Oakes, Wells, Jones 
& Datnow, 1997). We used text analysis (Rous-
maniere, Quantz, and Knight-Abowitz, 1998) 
as a model and means of inquiry using three es-
sential questions. How is disability represented 
in our schools/culture? In what contexts have 
constructions of disability arisen (e.g. histori-
cal, economic, political factors)? What are the 
moral, political and value positions that main-
tain these representations? This line of inquiry 
was used throughout our courses in readings, 
discussions, and projects to explore a variety of 
disability related issues and topics. 
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Using this line of inquiry, we cultivated crit-
icality and opened up the possibilities for envi-
sioning social change. A few specific strategies 
were used in the stand alone course in the effort 
to engage students who had more traditional 
backgrounds and potentially higher levels of re-
sistance. For example, the cultural construction 
of beauty was explored as a likely means of en-
gaging them in critique on a personal level. This 
provided the opportunity to understand how 
meaning is shaped in a way that is consequential 
to them and to make a connection with disabil-
ity related norms (Garland-Thomson, 1997). 
We also used a number of collaborative and dia-
logue-based strategies to aid in both interpreting 
course readings and sharing their understanding 
(Fitch & Hulgin, 2008). A major strategy was 
the expectation that students conduct cultural 
critique on a disability related issue of their 
choice. While the text analysis framework chal-
lenged them to conduct cultural critique, the 
option to select an issue allowed them to do so 
at varying levels of personal implication. Self-
reflection was not required in the analysis. We 
did not expect that all students would achieve 
critical thinking or transformation, but aimed 
to provide a foundation of knowledge and a 
framework for analysis that would make mean-
ingful involvement possible.

We used ethnographic methods to collect 
data including participant observation, analysis 
of student assignments and classroom discus-
sion. Data collection occurred over a period 
of two course terms and involved the use of 
reflective field notes that focused on students’ 
dialogue and the questions they raised in class 
and in individual meetings. We relied heavily on 
analysis of students’ written work. Our primary 
purpose was to contextually describe points of 
dissonance and connection in students’ respons-
es to disability studies. 

The following sections describe four sig-
nificant categories of responses by students as 
reflected in course dialogue and their written 
work. The four categories include: (1) positivist 

filters: objectivity and blame; (2) power of per-
sonal narrative vs. adherence to individualism; 
(3) identity: a source for challenging or defend-
ing disability related norms; and (4) moving 
from criticism to criticality. All students, whose 
work is referenced, provided formal permission 
to use their responses in this article. Pseudonyms 
are used throughout.

Positivist Filters: Objectivity and 
Personal Blame

A positivist epistemology is the foundation 
of dominant notions of disability. Positivism is 
the belief that meaning is objective and univer-
sally valid. It is the view that meaning exists ex-
ternally, and independently, in the “thing-itself ” 
and thus transcends time as well as culture (Kin-
caid, 1996). The dominant scientist/positiv-
ist discourse strives to eliminate value-oriented 
questions and regards fundamental normative 
and ethical questions as strictly personal. This 
values-free or neutral position effectively indi-
vidualizes and depoliticizes social justice issues, 
such as oppression associated with disability, re-
framing them as micro and personal rather than 
macro and structural. Students’ adherence to 
knowledge as objective truth and the tendency 
to personalize disability issues were a source 
of significant struggle and misunderstanding 
among those in this study. 

On a basic level, there was literal confusion 
with course readings as students misinterpreted 
authors’ cultural criticism as objective state-
ments. For example, after reading an article by 
Lerner in which he critiques meritocracy, a stu-
dent stated, “Lerner believes that our society is 
based on merit.” After reading Hall’s article on 
representation and meaning, another student 
summarized his concept of naturalized mean-
ing with confusion, “Stuart Hall says that social 
power means that, ‘This is just the way things 
are, get used to it, we’ll never change this.’ If 
that is true, then the world really will never 
change and people with disabilities will always 
have problems accessing things, getting good 
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jobs… and that is not true.” This level of confu-
sion made it essential to use reading guides and 
structured dialogue to clarify the meaning of 
course readings and content.

As they were guided to view meaning as so-
cially constructed, many students held to the 
notion of phenomena as fixed and subject to 
right/wrong interpretation. Students commonly 
made statements such as, “The way that we, as a 
society, see something may not be the right way 
to see it.” In her final paper, another student con-
cluded, “Disabilities, sexual orientation, race, 
age, and gender are all things that we socially 
construct. We give each of those things a cer-
tain meaning. It doesn't mean we give them the 
correct meaning. We give those things meaning 
by having those meanings be opinion-based.” 
Students also commonly held to the notion of 
disability labeling, with the two common claims 
summarized as such: (1) there is no alternative 
to formal disability labeling, and virtually noth-
ing to be done about informal labeling; both 
are inevitable and natural and (2) the stigma of 
formal disability labels (“exceptionalities”) stems 
from myth and personal ignorance; correctly 
understood they are actually beneficial and nec-
essary to adequate funding and the equitable 
distribution of resources (Fitch, 2002; in press). 
One student, who cited strong consequences of 
labeling in the educational system, still held to 
the fixed nature of disability and thus, the inevi-
tability of labeling. She wrote: 

“I do understand that there are students 
who have learning disabilities and require 
more help than others. This issue is not 
that the student has the disability and 
needs more help with her or her stud-
ies, but whether or not the educational 
system has done all it can to insure that 
it has explored all the alternatives before 
labeling the student with a disability.” 

As instructors expected, when students, who 
were positioned in the positivist framework, en-
gaged in cultural critique, they did so in the form 
of personal blame. According to Seas (2006), 

students tend to adopt the binary of us vs. them 
if they have not learned to see themselves as part 
of the construction of knowledge. As they came 
to see disability related norms as oppressive,  
students commonly personalized and situated 
responsibility outside of themselves as reflected 
in statements such as, “People are programmed 
to the normal,” “The Special Olympics makes 
disabled people out to be outcasts,” and “We are 
convinced to pity those with disabilities and to 
be thankful that we’re not like them.” A tone 
of blame was evident with statements such as, 
“How would we like to be called names such as 
idiot and ugly? We wouldn’t like it very much…
It’s not fair to those who are disabled to be the 
butt of jokes.” Even though this student de-
scribed herself as participating in negative re-
sponses, she viewed this as other than human. 
She stated, “We are convinced to be rude, mean, 
judgmental, embarrassed, and to act like we are 
better. This is how wrong our society and media 
are - to convince us to be such monsters.” 

Students’ position of personal blame in at-
tempting cultural criticism shifted to one of neu-
trality when issues in which they were invested 
were called into question. For instance, one stu-
dent who supported segregated education con-
cluded, “Kliewer and Biklen warn of the social 
consequences of labeling. Others argue against 
the dangers of full inclusion as it may detract 
from the education of those not labeled with 
disabilities. It is reasonable to assume that they 
are all correct to some degree.” Another student, 
who described herself as benefitting from educa-
tional tracking, responded to the Oakes, Wells, 
Jones, and Datnow (1997) critique of privileged 
positions associated with this practice as follows, 
“I believe there is no wrong party in this debate 
and that every parent, teacher and school board 
member is trying to accomplish what they 
thought was best in the situation.” 

The challenge in meeting this basic level of 
resistance is to make explicit the contrasting as-
sumptions underlying positivist and cultural 
studies discourses. The identification and re-
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jection of oppressive discourse needs to be dis-
tinguished from the issue of personal blame if 
we expect students to openly engage in critique 
and take responsibility for change. This level of 
understanding was developed in students who 
made statements such as, “Often these views of 
people with disabilities are not meant with ma-
levolence, but they do oppress the disabled com-
munity.” Andrzejewski (1995) suggests counter-
ing blame through constant attention to the 
structural and discursive social construction of 
dimensions of knowledge, by asking students to 
understand why things occur and what macro 
forces shape their knowledge. In the effort to 
raise the personal to the social, however, narra-
tives of those who have been marginalized are 
essential.  

Power of Personal Narrative vs. 
Adherence to Individualism 

Cultural critique relies upon the perspec-
tive of disabled people as a source of countering 
dominant norms: identifying misconceptions, 
exposing their consequences, and understand-
ing that which is equitable and just. A challenge 
in promoting personal narrative as a means of 
social understanding was students' equating this 
with adherence to individualism and personal 
truth. 

A number of students maintained the le-
gitimacy of dominant practices such as Special 
Olympics, tracking, segregated education, and 
congregate residential services based on notion 
of individual choice and individual needs. Their 
assertions were grounded in the claim that they 
personally knew people who experienced these 
practices as positive. In response to personal nar-
ratives that supported inclusive education and 
community living, students asked, “Do all peo-
ple with disabilities and their families take this 
position?” “Don’t some people need specialized 
residential settings?” While students were open 
to inclusive education and community living for 
some, many concluded that the segregated op-
tions should also be available. In the words of 

one student, “Simply put, both self-contained 
education and full inclusion can work in harmo-
ny on a case-to-case basis in order for students 
to receive the education they are entitled.” 

This becomes a particularly complex issue 
related to disability in that the concept of “in-
dividualized” needs has been used to justify in-
humane and unacceptable practices (Bogdan & 
Taylor, 1994). In line with critical pragmatism, 
we did not want to define acceptable practice. 
We did, however, want to promote the notion 
of continual interrogation of practices for the 
purpose of identifying and resisting those which 
are oppressive. This process must be grounded 
in knowledge of consequences to individuals, 
and within a framework of critical inquiry and 
social change. 

In this effort, we exposed students to criti-
cal perspectives and posed questions about how 
those perspectives that are not critical are cul-
turally shaped. For example, consider the stu-
dent who argued for continuum of educational 
placements. His argument was based on the per-
spective of a man, who he supported, and who 
claimed he would have benefitted from more 
specialized, even segregated education where he 
could have learned skills such as interviewing 
strategies, needed to secure a good job,. In addi-
tion to referring to narratives that were critical of 
segregated education, we posed a series of ques-
tions such as, “Did he need a segregated setting 
to get this?” A number of class members raised 
the issue that many typical students graduate 
without knowing how to interview for or secure 
a job. We continued with the questions, “What 
is the root of this underlying notion that real 
life skills are non-academic?” and “What would 
education look like if it were more meaningful 
for all of us in that respect?” Students’ answers 
to the latter question provided a rich opportu-
nity to understand the value of raising personal 
issues in the broader social context. Their tone 
was enthusiastic as they used the negative expe-
rience of disabled students to re-imagine edu-



59RDSv7 i2

cation that would benefit them all. As Tingle 
(1992) argues: 

“…the wish to feel at home in the world 
is not the expression of a delusion, or as 
Freud might have it of humanity's naive 
self love; it is the expression of a profound 
human need. What radical pedagogy 
must, instead, aim to do is to transform 
this need from a grandiose expectation 
into the desire to create a world in which 
all may feel at home” (p. 88).

A number of students shared stories of tak-
ing action in support of disabled friends and 
family members. One student had a brother 
with cerebral palsy who died a few years ago. 
Despite needing round the clock nursing care, 
his mother was committed to keeping him at 
home. The student shared several stories of how 
he challenged his friends to relate to his brother 
as a competent peer, someone to “hang out” 
with. For example, though his brother did not 
move or communicate except to make simple 
utterances, he laughed when  the student got 
into trouble – a typical sibling behavior. Anoth-
er student who had a disabled friend told sto-
ries of how he confronted people who focused 
on his friend’s differences, asking them to get 
to “know him as a person first.” These students’ 
stories demonstrated action to transform images 
of disability; yet, their determination for change 
remained within the realm of the personal. Both 
students seemed guarded against viewing their 
situations in a broader social context. The lat-
ter student spoke to us outside of class and ex-
plained that he was worried he was “using” his 
friend by holding him up in the learning pro-
cess. Both were uncomfortable with their situ-
ation being seen as anything beyond a personal 
matter - being a good friend, or good brother. 

Feminist theory provides a rich source for 
understanding the tendency to adhere to per-
sonal experience. Brown (1995) argues that this 
type of feminism: 

“… betrays a preference for extrapolitical 
terms and practices: for Truth (unchang-
ing and incontestable) over politics (flux, 
contest, instability); for certainty and 
security (safety; immutability, privacy) 
over freedom (vulnerability, publicity); for 
discoveries (science) over decisions (judg-
ments); for separable subjects armed with 
established rights over unwieldy and shift-
ing pluralities adjudicating for themselves 
and their future on the basis of nothing 
more than their own habits and argu-
ments” (p. 37).

To the extent that students rely upon indi-
vidualism and authenticity of personal experi-
ence, they are free from struggling with disabil-
ity as a more complicated social and political 
issue.

Identity: A Source for Challenging or 
Defending Disability Related Norms

Identity has been a central focus for under-
standing students’ responses to critical pedago-
gy. Bauman (2007) argues, "Identity owes the 
attention it attracts and the passions it begets to 
being a surrogate of community: of that alleg-
edly 'natural home' – that natural home of non 
alienation” (p. 107). Students who have been 
marginalized by cultural norms readily chal-
lenged them as a means of connection. They 
recognized the social construction of identity 
and the importance of using the perspectives of 
those who have been marginalized to construct 
a just or inclusive society. For many students, 
however, their sense of “who they are,” was 
constituted by traditional notions of disability. 
Challenges to these norms represented a threat 
to their self and place in the world. 

As expected, a number of students were di-
rectly involved in practices that were subject to 
examination and critique within the course, such 
as providing congregate and segregated services 
or participating in educational tracking. On sev-
eral occasions critique expressed in readings or 
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class dialogue seemingly called into question the 
identity of students who defended the practices; 
some responded strongly and with emotion. For 
instance, in a class discussion of Foucault’s con-
cept of a hierarchy of control, we examined be-
havioral management strategies that have been 
considered acceptable practice such the use of 
isolation rooms. One student described how 
schools strong arm students by using “big men” 
to carry out these practices and explained that 
“he was one of those men.” According to him, 
the people he works with are “severely disabled” 
and that “these people need time out.” He was 
critical of his role, but defended the practice. On 
another occasion, we were discussing the history 
of institutionalization and its roots in medical 
discourse. Two students, nursing majors who 
work in a residential setting for children, were 
visibly upset. They described their work setting 
to the class and claimed, “But these children 
are happy. You should see this place, it is like 
a home. We make it like home, we’re all fam-
ily.” After class they asked if they could conduct 
an analysis on the importance of residential set-
tings. 

One student responded particularly nega-
tively to a reading by Oakes, Wells, Jones, and 
Datnow (1997) on educational detracking in 
which the authors deconstruct the practice. This 
was not the same student cited in the above sec-
tion. In a written response, this student argued:

“She (Oakes) merely ranted on for fifteen 
pages about the so called inequities put 
into place by the ‘white elite.’ Oakes ne-
glected the issue at heart, detracking, to 
rant about the social, economic and racial 
difference in America. I feel she could 
have written a more convincing passage 
if she had omitted the slanderous accusa-
tions of inequities imposed by the ‘white 
elite,’ and focused on how all students 
would benefit from detracking….” 

The affective response by this student may be 
attributed to the fact that the concept of “white 
elite” challenged her identity at a more basic lev-

el than challenges to work based practices oth-
ers faced. Tingle (1992) concludes that strong 
responses from students seem to be arguments 
for their selves, conceived as something distinct 
from their particular social roles. He claims this 
to be particularly true if students conceive of 
their beliefs as “self-objects.” He explains:

“In this case, the sort of control students 
may expect to have with respect to their 
beliefs may more resemble the sorts of 
control they expect to have over the parts 
of their bodies or the thoughts in their 
minds. Those challenges to beliefs which 
suggest that they might be reexamined 
may be experienced by the student as a 
challenge to his or her self-objects and 
concurrently his or her control over these 
objects. It is as if to say some outside force 
had suddenly laid claim to a territory one 
had previously regarded as under one's 
own control. Students may indeed feel, 
with respect to challenges to their beliefs, 
much the same sorts of feelings of embar-
rassment and even shame that one might 
experience before suggestions that one's 
nose is too long or one's body too fat” 
(para. 18). 

Perhaps the strongest identity-related re-
sponse came from an African-American student 
who expressed tension and resistance through-
out the course. His resistance centered around 
the association of disability with discrimination. 
He argued that disability was real and “some-
body would be crazy to mistreat someone with a 
disability.” Acknowledging the sensitivity of this 
issue, I simply took opportunities to engage the 
class in examining the intersection of disability 
with race, including incorporating the work of 
Keith Jones, a disabled, African American activ-
ist. The student made this the focus of his text 
analysis; yet, the majority of his critique focused 
solely on race. In his analysis, the student wrote: 
“Although there have never been signs or docu-
ments stating that people with disabilities could 
not enter restrooms, use water foundations, or 
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eat in restaurants, discrimination is still an issue. 
More subtle ways to keep people that are physi-
cally or mentally impaired out have been used, 
such as not making a building wheel chair acces-
sible.” Then he quickly shifted to a discussion of 
discrimination related to African-Americans in 
a way that was fragmented from disability. The 
student wrote: 

“African Americans weren’t really allowed 
to do much as U.S. citizens. Amendments 
had to be passed before they could even 
vote. Violent acts were normal. The word 
discrimination doesn’t fairly describe what 
the African American race went through.” 

He continued to describe the major events 
in the fight for African-American liberation, 
as well as his personal experience with “acts of 
prejudice.” Using his paper to recount and dis-
tinguish the injustice experienced by African-
Americans, this student almost completely cut 
himself off from cultural critique of disability. 

The responses of these students point to the 
complexity and potential of creating challeng-
ing, yet safe and engaging space within disability 
studies. Students whose sense of identity is open 
to the social construction of self will be affirmed 
or challenged to redefine or reposition them-
selves. Students made comments such as, “this 
course helped me understand myself as a per-
son.” Those who are resistant to this notion will 
accept as ‘truth’ only that which reaffirms their 
limited conceptions of self (Sedgwick, 1990) or 
will experience threat to self.

Disability studies pedagogy will likely affirm 
or challenge identities and thereby demands 
careful consideration. One lesson, as noted 
above, is to closely guide students in critical 
readings. Unlike with other readings, the assign-
ment associated with the Oakes, Wells, Jones 
& Datnow (1997) article was relatively open, 
asking students to simply connect the authors’ 
arguments to other course readings. Guided 
questions would likely have assisted all students 
to interpret the authors’ points more construc-

tively. Is it sometimes more constructive for stu-
dents to focus on issues in which they are less in-
vested, at least in the initial phase of developing 
criticality? Two of the students mentioned above 
conducted thoughtful analyses in their papers, 
focusing on issues in which they were less in-
vested - children’s literature and film. 

Embracing Criticality 

Some students seem to flow through the 
courses, learning to describe and identify repre-
sentations of disability in terms of their histori-
cal roots and contextual factors. Some of these 
students were already critically positioned, as 
was clearly the case for American Indian stu-
dents who saw immediate parallels to their his-
tory. For those with minimal prior reflection on 
disability issues, their level of criticality devel-
oped as they explored issues through readings, 
writing, class activities and dialogue. These stu-
dents readily identified social injustices and ap-
plied critical analysis to issues which included 
labeling, physical accessibility, community liv-
ing, group segregation, and other forms of op-
pression. These students were engaged in trans-
formation. 

Many students in the teacher preparation 
course drew upon their history with injustice 
to understand disability related injustice. For 
example, one student made the following refer-
ence, “Labeling of indigenous peoples started as 
a policy in 1782 or thereabout, during the First 
Continental Congress; suggested by a statesman 
named James Duane, an attorney also. He de-
clared ‘psychological warfare’ and so began the 
use of the derogatory word of ‘Sachem’ in refer-
ence to our Sacred Medicine People.” Another 
student elaborated: 

“Native people have had much the same 
treatment as people with disabilities in 
the area of negative language. Instead 
of staying that ‘Indian girl,’ just say ‘the 
girl’ or better yet use her name. Being 
Indian, just as being a person with a dis-
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ability, does not relegate someone to a 
certain category of person. Negative ste-
reotypes of Native people have plagued 
them, much like people with disabilities. 
Changing our language for the positive 
will have positive and lasting impact.” 

Moving beyond the issue of language, these 
students described their future roles as “stand-
ing up for the rights” of others and as change 
agents in the educational system with the intent 
to build membership in classrooms and use re-
sponsive instructional practices.  

In the stand alone course, a number of stu-
dents demonstrated criticality in their final pa-
pers. One student chose to examine accessibil-
ity in her own apartment complex. She chose 
this issue because of a sense of responsibility in 
her own living situation. After observing a lack 
of accessible parking spaces, curb cuts, and en-
trances, she engaged in a process of inquiry that 
evolved through use of the text analysis frame-
work, reflections, and class dialogue. She con-
tacted the residence staff and management on 
several occasions, asking, “What are the existing 
barriers for a resident who uses a wheelchair or 
an assistance dog? What about a visitor? What 
does the ADA require?” Class members were 
interested in her findings, especially when she 
reported that residence staff was surprised and 
increasingly irritated at her questions. Since bar-
riers to physical accessibility are relatively easy 
to see, this proved an important point of refer-
ence for drawing the class into the critical pro-
cess. This student’s act of interrogation led class 
members through a line of inquiry, including 
questions such as, “What was their rationale for 
lack of access? Whose interests are served by not 
creating access? Where does power lie in this sit-
uation?” She concluded, “Everything from not 
having accessible buildings, accessible parking, 
not having curb cuts to get from the street to the 
side-walk, or vice-versa is all a way of ‘normal-
izing’ the fact that people who use wheelchairs 
are not welcome here and do not live on the 
property.” This student seemed empowered that 

she had brought this issue into management’s 
consciousness. 

Another student, an education major, ana-
lyzed her experience working as an instructional 
assistant to a girl who was in the process of being 
excluded from public school for her behavior. 
The student, Bridget, initially expressed concern 
over how the girl, Christine, was being treated 
and that her role as a one-to-one instructional 
assistant might act as a means of segregating her. 
Using the text analysis framework, she began by 
describing how the classroom teacher often re-
ferred to Christine as being “hard to look at,” 
even showing her an old childhood photo taken 
prior to cleft palate surgery. Bridget interpreted 
this as a process of “objectifying” and “closing 
off power” to the girl, allowing the teacher to 
“disconnect from her.” She also described how 
the Christine’s competence was undermined by 
reducing instruction to functional rather than 
academic skills, and by assigning her a one-
to-one assistant. She wrote, “From an analytic 
perspective, the message being sent was that 
Christine would never be able to function with-
out stringent guidance….The issue not being 
discussed is the fact that the problem wasn’t 
with Christine, but rather with Ms. Smith’s be-
ing unable to reach a student with her teaching 
methods.” Christine was eventually hospital-
ized, upon which Bridget reflected: 

“Looking back on my experience, I real-
ize that I was being used as a means to 
an end… I often wonder why I did not 
pursue an administrator about what was 
happening in this situation. I did not 
speak out because of my lack of experi-
ence. The teacher had a plan that was 
supported by other teachers, instructional 
assistants and district level special educa-
tion directors. I honestly thought this was 
common practice… I have learned that if 
something doesn’t feel right, it probably 
isn’t. I was intimidated by titles of people 
and allowed that to influence my decision 
not to speak out.”
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In the process of conducting a text analysis, 
this student identified how her actions were op-
pressed or shaped by power relations. Having a 
framework to move beyond personal criticism 
of this teacher, as well as of herself, allowed her 
to see injustice in its complexity and cultivate a 
determination for change. 

Conclusion

The opportunity to examine a range of re-
sponses to disability studies brings to light the 
influence of context on students’ learning. Stu-
dents’ identities and positions in relation to 
traditional norms influence their understand-
ing. More specifically, students who are heavily 
positioned in a positivist framework are likely 
to translate new concepts into notions of objec-
tivity, personal blame and individualism. Their 
engagement is also influenced by the extent to 
which they are involved in disability studies, 
whether through a discipline specific program 
or singular course. With increased awareness 
of the possibilities and challenges of disability 
studies pedagogy, we hope, in the future, to cre-
ate contexts which better engage students’ dis-
sonance and strengthen opportunities for trans-
formation.

In situations in which there is a short time 
frame and strong dissonance, students will ben-
efit from a directive approach in which heavy 
content can act as a frame of reference for cri-
tiquing positivist notions and constant refram-
ing of the personal to the social. This is com-
bined with providing students space and an 
opening to develop criticality as it is meaning-
ful to them, around issues that are a source of 
connection, not strong sources of dissonance or 
threat. This is most likely to occur through links 
with gender, race, ethnicity or other sources of 
oppression with which they may have experi-
ence. The program situated initiative provides 
enhanced opportunities for both understanding 
the construction of oppression within a social 
system, in this case education, and for acting to 
change it. Whether in a stand-alone course or 

program of study, we embrace combining cri-
tique with opportunities for action. 

Disability studies represents an opportuni-
ty to address oppression from one of its main 
sources – higher education and institutionalized 
knowledge. While it is a significant struggle to 
counter dominant notions of disability and to 
raise injustice to the realm of social responsibili-
ty, the initiatives described in this paper demon-
strate the possibility for change. Some students 
gained the determination to improve social sys-
tems, such as segregated education. Others took 
action, such as challenging a friend’s use of de-
rogatory language and questioning a landlord 
about accessibility. Learning what it takes to 
support and further this movement is a process 
of empowerment for all.
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Introduction

The phenomenon of disability is socially 
constructed; therefore, it is not free from norms, 
rules, shared understandings or value systems--
in short, culture.  Cultural anthropologists thus 
argue that “all human societies have and have al-
ways had disabled members.  While the presence 
of such individuals is constant, culturally shared 
responses to them vary greatly across time and 
social context” (Scheer & Groce, 1988, p. 23).  
This paper examines the universal presence of 
disability in a Japanese context, which is affected 
by a myriad of ever-changing influences, such as 
political, cultural, and social forces.  Given that 
some readers of this article may not be familiar 
with Japanese culture, it seems appropriate to 
describe the cultural characteristics and political 
inclinations of Japan and their implications for 
disability.

Culture and Disability

The ethnic homogeneity of Japan appears 
to trickle down to interactions with and percep-
tions toward disability.  It is well known in com-

munication studies that the more homogeneous 
a society, the more culturally “tight” and collec-
tivistic the members become (Triandis, 1994).  
This has many ramifications for how and why 
people interact as they do with each other.  In a 
culturally tight society, which tends to develop 
in a highly populated and isolated geographic 
region like Japan, strict rules, norms, or ideas of 
proper behavior are imposed.  In other words, a 
slight deviation from the norms is quickly no-
ticed and criticized in a tight society.  In such a 
culture, the force of conformity is stronger than 
in a loose one, and people are inclined to be-
come more collectivistic, longing for “sameness” 
and loathing anything ambiguous, contradic-
tory, or different (Triandis, 2003).  Disability, 
however, is nothing but ambiguous,1 contra-
dictory,2 and different. The sense of being tight 
and collectivistic has been an undercurrent in 
Japanese society, and communication regarding 
disability is rigid and tense.  

Despite this undercurrent, Japan has expe-
rienced critical events concerning disability and 
people with disabilities (PWDs). The present 
paper contextualizes the social transformation of 
Japan through its policies, the media, and cur-
rent demographic challenges, all of which have 
interacted within the environment surrounding 
PWDs. 

Policy Making

Equality of Access and Equality of Results

Heyer (1999) suggests that the notion of 
“equality” is interpreted quite differently in dif-
ferent countries, and these differences are deeply 
embedded in disability-related policies and leg-
islation.  According to Heyer, Japan employs an 
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“equality of result” doctrine, which acknowl-
edges differences (and often disadvantages) re-
sulting from impairments, and provides special 
treatments as compensation. Other nations such 
as the United States, interpret “equality” as se-
curing the same access and treatment regardless 
of physical differences, as exemplified by the 
Americans with Disability Act.   

“[W]hen does treating people differently 
emphasize their differences and stigmatize 
or hinder them on that basis?  And when 
does treating people the same become 
insensitive to their difference and likely to 
stigmatize or hinder them on that basis?”  
(Minow, 1990; cited in Heyer [1999]; 
emphasis in original)  

In answering these questions about the 
“dilemma of difference,” Japan has created dif-
ference-based disability policies from a welfare 
perspective, exemplified by disability employ-
ment quota, special schools, or taxi discount 
tickets.  With the goal of special treatment and 
consideration, the Japanese welfare model of 
disability has created different spheres of living, 
especially in educational environments, which 
render disability invisible in society (Heyer, 
1999; Iwakuma, 2005; Nakajima, 2006).  Thus, 
the disability movement in Japan began with a 
counteraction against the conventional notion 
of disability (i.e., to be subdued or separated 
from the rest of society).  The following section 
outlines Japanese disability movements, which 
began in the 1960s.           

A Brief History of the Disability Movements: 
The 1960s, 1970s, and 1980s

It is generally accepted that the modern dis-
ability movement in Japan intensified and came 
into maturity in the late 1960s,3 propelled by 
a group of people with cerebral palsy whose 
disabilities were most severe and who were de-
prived of social participation (Kuramoto, 1999; 
Tateiwa, 1997).  Their group Aoi Shiba (“Green 
Grass”) formed officially in 1957, initially for 
recreation, but its purpose changed drastically 

through several critical events that were con-
sidered by some to be antisocial or antagonistic 
(Hayashi, 2001; Kuramoto, 1999).  One of these 
incidents was triggered in 1970 when a child 
with a severe disability was killed by her own 
mother.  Subsequently, petitions were circulated 
to reduce the mother’s sentence, pleading that 
the mother was in such desperate circumstances 
in raising the pitiful child that the killing was 
done out of mercy and was thus understand-
able (Hayashi, 2001; Tateiwa, 1997).  Aoi Shiba 
reacted angrily toward this “common sense” 
opinion that life with disability was worthless 
and was better ended, and they ran a counter-
petition campaign against the mother.

Another famous turning point was the so-
called “Kawasaki Bus Toso” (the Kawasaki Bus 
Strife).  In 1977, members of Aoi Shiba stopped 
78 city buses in Kawasaki that had refused to 
transport passengers using wheelchairs.  Aoi 
Shiba members occupied and lay on the ground 
in front of buses to protest the denial of trans-
portation of PWDs.  Their antagonistic protest 
was disdained, both by non-disabled people and 
PWDs themselves, because Aoi Shiba members 
refused to apologize or plead (Tateiwa, 1997), as 
the “tight” and collectivistic society expected of 
them (Iwakuma, 2005).  

Japanese culture prefers rigid and predictable 
social roles to avoid embarrassing scenes that 
can arise from unscripted interactions.  Society 
expects PWDs, who are protected and support-
ed by the state, to be conscious of the burden 
they impose on society and try to reduce it (Iwa-
kuma, 2005).  The cost of people with disabili-
ties to society is generally thought to outweigh 
their contributions (Nakajima, 2006).  During 
the Kawasaki Bus Strife, protesters decided to 
become an annoyance and burden by bringing 
bus transportation to a halt.  Their defiance of 
an expectation imposed on PWDs was an eye-
opener for others with disabilities; PWDs began 
to think outside of an inflexible frame, thereby 
changing the course of the disability movement 
in Japan (Kuramoto, 1999).  This incident was 
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symbolic, because the issue of accessibility has 
played a central role in disability movements 
in Japan (and elsewhere in the world); securing 
accessible transportation directly translates into 
social participation for PWDs. 

In Japan, accessibility for people with physi-
cal disabilities in the 1970s was incomparable to 
the current situation.  For example, the number 
of passengers with wheelchairs at Tokyo Station 
in all of 1973 (the busiest train/subway station 
in the nation) was only 249 (Baba, 2004).4 This 
low number illustrates that mobility for a person 
with a disability was quite limited in the 1970s 
and was met with many obstacles.5

In 1973, two stations, in Sendai and in 
Ueno, were remodeled for wheelchair accessi-
bility for the first time in Japan; a ticket gate 
was widened and two bathrooms were made ac-
cessible (Baba, 2004).  However, most stations 
remained inaccessible due to steps, a large dif-
ference in elevation between the platform and 
the carrier, or absence of accessible bathrooms.  
When Aoi Shiba members demanded accessibil-
ity at stations, officials were caught off-guard; 
they had never imagined that people with mo-
bility impairments might even consider riding 
on trains (Nakajima, 2006).  Thus, “obstacles” 
include not only physical barriers, but also soci-
ety’s perceptions.  

Imrie (2001) contends that “the socio-spa-
tial patterns of ableist values are etched across 
the city in numerous ways, forming a type of ar-
chitectural apartheid” (p. 232; emphasis in orig-
inal).  The ableism, according to Imrie (1996), 
is crystallized in the “denial of bodily diversity 
and differences and the projection of normalcy” 
(p. 83), and will be revisited later in this paper.  
A structure of spacialities eloquently reveals the 
position of Japanese PWDs in the 1970s who 
were isolated and marginalized due to a differ-
ent living sphere created by inaccessible envi-
ronments.

The 1980s brought about many changes, in-
cluding The United Nations’ International Year 

of Disabled Persons in 1981 and A Decade of 
Disabled Persons, both of which facilitated dis-
ability movements that had arisen earlier (Tana-
ka, 1998).  Yukiko Nakanishi, who has long 
been a part of the Japanese disability movement 
and travels throughout the world, commented 
to me at a recent meeting that she first started 
noticing “a shift in the wind” in the disability 
context during the 1980s.  She further suggested 
that tenacious protests organized by groups of 
PWDs have had a lasting impact on policy and 
environmental changes.  For example, mem-
bers of Disabled Peoples International (DPI) 
have staged demonstrations, and in one such 
instance, more than 2,000 PWDs gathered at 
20 different “inaccessible” train stations on the 
same day to use trains (Nakanishi, 2004).  The 
continuous efforts made by the disabled have re-
sulted in the establishment of guidelines for el-
evator and escalator installations at stations and 
the enactment of two laws: the Act on Buildings 
Accessible and Usable for the Elderly and Physi-
cally Disabled in 1994 and the Law for Promot-
ing the Improvement of Public Transportation 
in 2000 (Nakanishi, 2004).

Policy Making in the Disability Environment

Although “guidelines and outlines” for de-
velopers and architects of environmental designs 
for PWDs were established in the 1970s and 
approved by the government, the standards of 
that era were viewed as too generous.  There-
fore, architects and developers did not to adhere 
to these governmental recommendations (Aki-
yama et al., 2001).

In the 1980s, environments for PWDs were 
drastically transformed, especially in the areas 
of community living and policy making, largely 
due to the United Nations-implemented In-
ternational Year of Disabled Persons in 1981, 
and later, A Decade of Disabled Persons, from 
1983 to 1992 (Tateiwa, 1997; Hayashi, 2001).6  
Many guidelines, projects, or plans were initi-
ated concerning environments for PWDs such 
as housing, transportation, and employment 
(Tanaka, 1998).  
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A paradigm shift from a mere “recommen-
dation” to “law” occurred in the 1990s.  During 
this decade, public awareness of the issue of ac-
cessibility had become apparent.  For example, 
51% of those surveyed acknowledged accessible 
transit facilities inside stations for PWDs, and 
more than 80% believed that access was not suf-
ficient for individuals with disabilities (Date et 
al., 1999).  This trend went hand in hand with 
a cultivated public awareness that an aging so-
ciety like Japan, which has the highest average 
life expectancy in the world (79 years old for 
men and 85 years old for women in 2008), can-
not survive unless it becomes disability-friendly 
(Higuchi, 1997).  

With this social background, two laws con-
cerning accessibility were passed: the Act on 
Buildings Accessible and Usable for the Elderly 
and Physically Disabled (Accessible and Usable 
Building Law) in 1994; and the Law for Pro-
moting the Improvement of Public Transporta-
tion (Transportation Accessibility Improvement 
Law) in 2000.  Tanaka (1998) states that in the 
early 1980s, welfare laws predominantly target-
ed PWDs, but since the late 1980s, laws have 
been passed in response to concerns for the ag-
ing in Japan.  This expansion or inclusiveness 
in the philosophy of accessibility, “access made 
only for the disabled” to “access for all,” was in-
corporated in the enactment of the New Barri-
er-free Law in 2006, which included the provi-
sion of accessible environments for all members 
of society.    

The Media and Disability

Circumstances surrounding people with 
disabilities in Japan seem to have changed in 
unexpected ways in the 1990s.

Ototake: The Gotai-Fumanzoku Phenomenon

In 1998, Ototake (1998) published an au-
tobiographical essay as a person born without 
limbs; the book became an overnight bestseller 
and has been translated into many languages.7  
As more than five million copies of the book 

were sold, media coverage of Ototake was in-
tense and he became a social phenomenon 
(Iwakuma, 2002).  His media appearances were 
welcomed enthusiastically.  Unlike other people 
with disabilities previously seen in the media, 
Ototake rarely complained about having a dis-
ability or nagged the unaccommodating society, 
which put people at ease (Sakurada & Kohama, 
2001).  Throughout his life, Ototake was edu-
cated in mainstream schools and he graduated 
from a prestigious university.  He has lived as a 
member of the able-bodied society, and his hu-
morous comments contrasted with the conven-
tional depressing, pitiful, and/or too sensitive 
images of others with disabilities.  Many also 
pointed out that his handsome, well-groomed 
appearance has helped him gain acceptance.  
Upon university graduation, he chose to be a 
sports writer, got married, and more recently, 
became an elementary school teacher in Tokyo.  
The disabled and non-disabled communities 
perceived Ototake very differently (Iwakuma, 
2002), and coverage of his life seemed to diverge 
from the traditional depiction of disability that 
is confined to a welfare or medical context.8  I 
have heard from many individuals with disabili-
ties who experienced social as well as interper-
sonal changes because of Ototake; for example, 
his book was often used as an icebreaker in con-
versations between people with and without 
disabilities.  Talking about disability tends to be 
anxiety-filled, especially in conversations with a 
PWD (Iwakuma, 2002; Iwakuma, 2003); never-
theless, one of Ototake’s contributions has been 
to reduce the difficulty of these conversations.     

Nagano Paralympics

Another significant event in 1998 was that 
the city of Nagano hosted the Winter Olympics 
and Paralympics.  More than 500 athletes with 
disabilities from 32 different countries and re-
gions flew into Japan.  According to Takahashi 
(n.d.), who is an editorial writer for the Asahi 
Newspaper, this event was noteworthy in several 
aspects compared to previous Paralympics. De-
spite the relatively high cost of tickets, they were 
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sold out within a week immediately following 
the opening ceremony (Nebashi & Inoue, 2005).  
The mass media enthusiastically reported not 
only game results but also personal stories of the 
athletes.  The Asahi Newspaper, one of the major 
nationally-circulated papers in Japan, reported 
the four medals won by Mayumi Narita in color 
on the front page, but also published a feature 
article about her (http://www.yuki-enishi.com/
media_shougai/media_shougai-04.html).  Oth-
er articles about the Paralympics appeared in the 
sports section instead of the lifestyle or health 
sections of the newspaper (Nebashi & Inoue, 
2005).  More than 10,000 people per day vis-
ited the official Paralympics website during the 
games, and many people with disabilities were 
inspired and became interested in these sports 
(Nebashi & Inoue, 2005).  In the Asahi News-
paper, two short articles about the Paralympics 
appeared in 1988, three in 1992, and only one 
in 1994; however, the number of articles about 
the Nagano Paralympics exceeded 100 in 1998.  
Furthermore, disabled athletes’ names were giv-
en without any title, such as ‘Mr.,’ which is the 
same convention used for reporting the names 
of non-disabled athletes (Takahashi, n.d.).  

The Nagano Paralympics has left long-last-
ing effects on the perception of disability in Ja-
pan.  During these games, people in Japan were 
exposed to new images of competitive and ac-
complished athletes with disabilities, in stark 
contrast to the conventional “depressive, frail, 
unathletic, and/or immobile” perceptions of 
PWDs (Iwakuma, 2004).  At the same time, 
the media made it apparent how ablest the en-
vironments were for individuals with disabili-
ties.  The present author saw footage of a non-
Japanese athlete in a wheelchair who visited a 
local Japanese souvenir store.  To traverse the 
several steps at the entrance, which are typical 
for small stores, the athlete stepped off the chair 
and crawled up the stairs, before an astonished 
store owner came to rescue him.  By watching 
Paralympics athletes with various kinds of dis-
abilities, Japanese people came to the realization 
that there was a group of people, the so-called 

“disabled,” who were often forgotten and sub-
dued due to different living spheres created by 
society (Takahagi, 2000).    

Changing Japanese Society in the 
1990s and Beyond

The Great Hanshin/Awaji Earthquake

On January 17 1995, the Great Hanshin/
Awaji Earthquake shook the nation.  More than 
5,000 lives were lost, many of them elderly peo-
ple over 60 years old (Tanaka, 1998).  Major in-
frastructures were cut off in the aftermath, and 
the nation, standing on shaky ground, witnessed 
how conditions normally taken for granted (e.g., 
water, electricity, roads) were changed.  Many 
people regarded as “able bodied” under normal 
circumstances suddenly underwent experiences 
common to people with disabilities.  For exam-
ple, many disaster victims were isolated from the 
flow of information, could not use the toilet or 
bathe for days, or were unable to go to school or 
work (Kawauchi, 2001).  In addition, tempo-
rary houses contained many barriers, and receiv-
ing food or water outside on the street in cold 
January added another difficulty for PWDs and 
the elderly.  Removed from a familiar commu-
nity network, many disaster victims died from 
despair and isolation, demonstrating the impor-
tance of a social network for survival.

This experience has provided many valu-
able lessons for the rest of the country regarding 
city planning, transportation, and living envi-
ronment (re)creation.  As the revitalization of 
Hanshin proceeded in tandem with responses 
to needs of the aging, issues such as accessibility, 
barrier-free environments, and universal design 
became well known to the public.  Following 
this earthquake, tangible changes took place 
throughout the nation due to the understand-
ing that this could happen anywhere in Japan 
(Kose, 2002; Tanaka, 1998).  For example, the 
rebuilt Itami station and its surrounding area 
were designed to be barrier-free.  Many stake-
holders comprised committees and provided 
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ideas prior to the design phase and evaluated the 
newly built station areas afterwards.  

Another change was seen in housing.  Prior 
to 1995, a step at the bathroom entrance was 
considered necessary in Japanese housing to 
prevent water from flowing outside the area.9   
When a large number of people, many of whom 
were elderly, lost their houses and moved to 
public assisted apartments after the earthquake, 
the state put a great effort into creating step-free 
bathrooms (Kose, 2002).  This action took place 
due to the provision that the residents would re-
main in the apartment for the rest of their lives 
and was based on concerns about future remod-
eling if the bathrooms were not made accessible 
initially (Kose, 2002).  Mass production of step-
free bathrooms has become a norm in Japan, 
even beyond earthquake-prone regions (Kose, 
2002).           

The Low Fertility Rate, Demographic Change 
and Its Implications 

Another prominent factor in the chang-
ing contexts surrounding disability and acces-
sibility is Japan’s aging society, in tandem with 
the ever-shrinking fertility rate.    Kose (2002) 
states that prior to passing the Accessible and 
Usable Building Law, the Building Standards 
Law was passed more than 40 years prior when 
the elderly comprised only 5% of the popula-
tion, average life expectancy was approximately 
50 years, and PWDs were rarely seen in pub-
lic.  Therefore, it is not surprising that pedes-
trian overpasses without elevators, overcrowded 
trains, flights of stairs at stations, and city buses 
with steps were all designed for the “normal” 
body with upright posture, walking, healthy, 
and strong.  This narrow standard of the human 
body that negates bodily diversity and capacity 
is referred to as ableism (Imrie, 1996).  However, 
the burgeoning demographic shift has changed 
societal views—ideas about accessibility have 
shifted from benevolent facilities designed for 
the disabled only to an environment in which 
the entire aging population may live in coming 

years (Nomura, Hagisu, Sugiyama, Nozawa, & 
Hatougo, 2005; Tanaka, 1998).  

With the establishment of the Dwelling 
Design Guidelines for the Ageing Society in 
1995, the housing industry has become more 
conscious of the needs of the aging population 
(Kose, 2002).  Within the state government, 
newly employed Ministry of Construction bu-
reaucrats now receive training that includes 
simulated experiences of mobility impairments 
by the wearing of braces or casts (Kose, 2002).  
Another area seriously affected by aging is tour-
ism.  For example, the city of Kyoto is one of the 
oldest cities and boasts a long list of nationally 
renowned sites or architectures, many of which 
are filled with barriers such as stairs or pebble-
filled paths.  Due to these physical obstacles, an 
untold number of elders and PWDs have given 
up visiting and worshiping at temples or shrines.  
However, aging baby boomers possess purchas-
ing power and an abundance of time after re-
tirement.  Thus, the Kyoto tourism industry is 
prioritizing barrier-free or universal design.  In 
2000, 15.1% (611 million people) of all visi-
tors to Kyoto were over 60 years of age, and this 
number increased to 17.4% (822 million) in 
2005 (“Yasasii kyo no tabi,” 2006).  Thus, under 
the tide of aging, the ableist landscape begins to 
be considered not only socially unjust but also 
economically unsound.

Nomura et al. (2005) reported that the bar-
rier-free movement started originally to improve 
the lives of PWDs, and later included the elderly 
due to Japan’s aging society, and more recently 
has included child-rearing parent(s).  Parents (es-
pecially mothers of small children) have joined 
the alliance under the slogan of “barrier-free for 
parenting” (http://www.yomiuri.co.jp/iryou/
kyousei/geneki/20050803ik08.htm?from=goo).  

In 1989, the government report of Japan’s 
fertility rate of 1.57, which was subsequently 
called “the 1.57 shock”, stunned the nation.  
The fertility rate has not recovered, and in 2005, 
for the first time since the first national census of 
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1899, in the absence of an external factor such 
as a war, the Japanese population decreased.  

While many reasons are suspected for the 
lowering fertility rate (e.g., diversified women’s 
lifestyles and their increased participation in 
the workplace, high cost of education, or short-
age of childcare facilities), negative perceptions 
and child rearing experiences in ableist environ-
ments have been acknowledged as contributing 
factors.  When the city of Tokyo asked for pub-
lic comments for improvements to the environ-
ment, more than 3,000 comments were sent in. 
Many of them raised concerns about current 
environments that are unwelcoming for many 
people, including child-rearing parents.  More 
importantly, these comments pointed out that 
“barrier-full” environments discourage people, 
especially women, from having children, and 
this trend further reduces the overall fertility 
rate (“Tokyo koso,” 2000).  For example, a poll 
shows that although more than 95% of surveyed 
mothers wish to go out, the majority has be-
come nearly housebound and feels distressed as 
a result (“Hirogare,” 2007).  With a small child, 
parents (especially mothers) are aware of their 
communities from a different perspective and 
often are astounded by the existing obstacles.  
A mother with small children, one of whom 
is eight months old, reveals that she becomes 
very nervous about anticipated barriers before 
leaving home (http://www.yomiuri.co.jp/iryou/
kyousei/geneki/20050803ik08.htm?from=goo).  
For example, a stroller is generally expected to 
be folded on the bus,10 and in stations without 
elevators, the stroller must be carried up and 
down stairs with the baby inside.

Connecting the dots between living in a 
“barrier-full” society, the added or perceived 
parenting stress, and reluctance to have a child, 
the Japanese government has begun promoting 
the slogan, “barrier-free for parenting”.  Accord-
ingly, a white paper published in 2005 was de-
voted to the issue of low birth rate and acknowl-
edged the environmental factor on the dwin-
dling births, reflecting that conventional, ableist 

living arrangements have undermined “other 
bodily configurations,” including child-rearing 
parents, the elderly, and people with disabilities 
(“Shoshika hakusho,” 2005).

The 3.11 Shock and Beyond

“It’s been enough.”  This was the last phrase 
Masaaki Sato gasped under a respirator when 
the Magnitude 9 earthquake hit and nearby 
family members were scrambling in an effort to 
rescue Masaaki (Kirikuri, 2011).  The tsunami 
was about to wash everything away, including 
PWDs with limited mobility like Masaaki.  The 
Great East Japan Earthquake took place on 
March 11, 2011, and Japan has been plagued 
with aftershocks ever since.  This section details 
the survival experiences of PWDs in the earth-
quake aftermath in three consecutive stages.

In August 2011, the author interviewed 
Awano, who works at a community workshop 
for PWDs and has visited quake-affected re-
gions.  Awano mentioned that a person with se-
vere disabilities faces three hardships when and 
after a disaster hits (JDF, 2011).  The first stage 
is when the disaster hits—those with severe mo-
bility impairment simply cannot escape on their 
own, as was the case for Masaaki Sato.

A PWD also faces difficulties in the sec-
ond stage—at evacuation centers.  Such cen-
ters, which include school gyms and commu-
nity centers, are not an option for PWDs due 
to physical and psychological barriers.  Awano, 
who visited many shelters, came to realize that 
very few PWDs stayed at evacuation centers in 
which survivors, with or without disabilities, 
slept on floors, and bathrooms and toilets have 
steps with little privacy.  One party of 24 (4 staff 
and 20 people with psychological disabilities) 
was turned away from a shelter (Awano, per-
sonal communication, August 18, 2011).  At 
least four individuals with psychological dis-
abilities died after surviving the earthquake and 
tsunami (Nokura, 2011), and this number in-
creases as the situation prolongs.  In particular, 
the drastic changes in living environment can 
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trigger seizures and/or worsen preexisted health 
conditions in some PWDs.  For the majority of 
PWDs, evacuation shelters are inhabitable, and 
many have no choice but to return to their un-
safe homes or stay with relatives (Awano, per-
sonal communication, August 18, 2011).  Since 
relief supplies only arrive at evacuation centers, 
PWDs that decided not to stay at such centers 
were “out of sight, out of reach,” according to 
Awano.

Two month after the earthquake in May 
2011, Miyagi prefecture reported that 15 
PWDs died and seven were missing, despite the 
fact that there were more than 50,000 registered 
PWDs in the prefecture (Kyousaren, 2011).  
This blatant underestimation may be attributed 
to the new Private Information Protective Law, 
which was passed in 2003.  Under this law, the 
whereabouts of PWDs must be concealed, con-
tributing to the notion that the law presents an 
additional obstacle for confirming the safety of 
these individuals.  The handling of private in-
formation during crises requires careful recon-
sideration.

The third stage begins when survivors move 
into temporary houses and start rebuilding 
from scratch (Awano, personal communication, 
August 18, 2011; JDF, 2011).  During an aca-
demic conference, which the author attended in 
August 2011, issues concerning the third stage 
were frequently mentioned and debated.  For 
example, a conference attendee with a disability 
commented that newly-built temporary houses 
were small, built in remote areas, and uninhabit-
able for many PWDs.  In response, a researcher 
involved with the housing project replied in an 
apologetic tone that a massive number of tem-
porary houses had to be built in a short time 
frame (i.e., a few months); therefore, the issue of 
“barrier-free” had been compromised.  He add-
ed that although the bathrooms were designed 
with thresholds, the toilets had no steps.  This 
was the aforementioned lesson learned from the 
Great Hanshin-Awaji Earthquake in 1995.  An-
other bitter lesson from the previous earthquake 

was that during the third stage, tight-knitted 
communities were broken up and some survi-
vors died in solitude while living in temporary 
housing (Tanaka, 1998).  Not to repeat the same 
mistake efforts were made to have communities 
stay and move together to temporary shelters 
when possible.

Since the 3.11 earthquake, Japan has never 
been the same.  While no person was untouched 
by the incident, people with disabilities seem to 
have been affected the most drastically.

Concluding Remarks

The current paper details Japanese disability 
contexts that have been in constant flux between 
the universality of disability and fluidity of dis-
ability terrain.  While the cultural or political 
tendency of being “tight and collectivistic” and 
the “equal result” policy set a tone in disability 
environments, critical incidents noted in this ar-
ticle have drastically transformed circumstances 
for PWDs.  Some events were international 
(the United Nation’s International Year of the 
Disabled Person and the Nagano Paralympics 
Games), while others domestic (the Great Han-
shin/Awaji Earthquake, low fertility rate, and 
the Gotai-fumanzoku phenomenon), and all 
seemed to have affected the public perception 
of PWDs and accessibility.  Aoi Shiba should 
not be forgotten, because their struggles and 
demonstrations in the 1960s opened the door 
for the Japanese disability movement and left a 
significant mark.  

Ableist living environments, with narrow 
definitions of “normalcy,” seem to have worked 
well in Japan’s “tight and collectivistic” society, 
which strictly dictates orderliness and stresses 
efficiency.  After all, from an economic stand-
point, it was the strict standardization and like-
mindedness that resulted in the success of the 
Japanese economy (Nakajima, 2006).  However, 
this was accomplished at the great expense of 
compromising diversity, including opinions and 
bodily configurations; that is, both in the able-
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ism and like-mindedness (or “tight and collec-
tivistic,” to borrow terms from communication 
studies), diversity is interpreted as “noise” that 
undermines efficiency and the status quo.

Nevertheless, since the 1980s, ableism has 
been seriously challenged by, for example, the 
demographic shift, accompanied by the declin-
ing birthrate and burgeoning older population.  
Aoi Shiba’s protests of the 1960s and 1970s 
against the spatial architectural apartheid based 
on ableism is socially warranted today, as more 
people with or without disability have joined the 
barrier-free movement.  Moreover, the move-
ment in Japan has a spill-over effect especially 
in other Asian regions because the nation hosts 
people with disabilities from other countries for 
leadership programs and international network-
ing (Ohtsuka, 2004).      

In the end, it is this author’s hope that more 
cross-national/cultural disability studies will fol-
low wherein unique challenges as well as com-
mon disability experiences are shared and dis-
cussed.  
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extensively about interactions between culture 
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Endnotes
1  Murphy’s (1990) notion of liminality accounts for the 
ambiguous social role of people with disabilities caught 
in a transitional state between healthy and sick, which 
results in a social limbo status.  

2  Both the non-disabled and people with disabilities 
feel the contradiction.  Contradictory messages 
surrounding disability, such as “help the handicap” and 
“treat the disabled just like anyone else,” leave the non-
disabled feeling tense, ambiguous, or uncertain about 
interacting with a person with a disability (Braithwaite 
& Braithwaite, 2003).  Nakajima (2006) states that the 
aforementioned intrapersonal conflict creates a barrier 
when communicating with a person with a disability.

3  According to Sugino (1993), around the turn of the 
20th century, a group of people with visual impairments 
first mobilized a political campaign, the so-called blind 
movement.  This movement originated from the need 
for employment security, which was bolstered by a 
vertical, master-apprentice occupational relationship; at 
the same time, this occurrence laid the groundwork for 
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a horizontal, collegial consciousness among people with 
visual impairments (Sugino, 1993).

4  In 1999, ridership at Tokyo Station was 30,174 per 
year and 2,514 per month.

5  In 2000, the long-awaited Oedo line began operating 
a forty-kilometer loop railway circling outside of the 
Imperial Palace in the heart of Tokyo.  This railway 
system was built to embody the philosophies of 
“access for all” and the Transportation Accessibility 
Improvement Law.  Eight months after its opening, 
more than 1700 wheelchair users were using the 
line every month and about 34 per 10,000 users are 
people using wheelchairs (“Oedo-sen,” 2001).  More 
importantly, the Ministry of Land, Infrastructure and 
Transport reports that the opening of the Oedo line has 
not only improved lives of PWDs in general, but also 
stimulated consumer activities of the elderly and PWDs; 
increased transportation means employment, a decreased 
burden on family members and station employees, and 
changed mind-set of PWDs ((“Oedo-sen,” 2001).  

6  Ripple effects of these implementations by the UN 
seemed to have been felt in other world regions.  The 
German Disability Movement was born at this time 
(Kobsell, 2006). 

7  The English title of this book is No One Is Perfect.

8  Within a communication framework, Iwakuma 
(2003) discusses circumstances surrounding the Ototake 
phenomenon.  

9  In Japan, people wash outside of the bathtub.

10 This “folding stroller” regulation has been changing, 
and increasingly in recent years, public transportation, 
such as buses and trains, allows unfolded strollers 
(“Hirogare,” 2007).
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Paulo Freire, Disability, and Sociological Consciousness in a Southern 
Metropolis:  The Knoxville Mayor’s Council on Disability Issues

Matthew Randall West, M.A.
The University of Alabama, Birmingham

Abstract:  This article examines attitudes and 
opinions among members of the Mayor’s Coun-
cil on Disability Issues (CODI) of Knoxville, 
Tennessee.  Using focused interviews, respon-
dent commentary is presented on topics such 
as the disability rights movement, employment 
and education, the nature of defining disability, 
and the functionality and relative importance of 
CODI as a whole.  Paulo Freire’s (1968) model 
of oppression is used as a frame of reference to 
examine CODI members’ attitudinal assump-
tions of these issues.

Key Words:  government, social change, Freire

Purpose and Overview

This study examines the disability-related 
power structure in a city government as a means 
for effecting social change in a local communi-
ty.  My case is the City of Knoxville’s Mayor’s 
Council on Disability Issues (CODI).  CODI is 
a mayoral advisory and consultative group con-
sisting of 21 individuals, who are committed to 
a community focused on the full integration of 
individuals with disabilities.  The bylaws man-
date that at least half of this body be individu-
als who are disabled.  Members are lay experts 
in the community; some disabled themselves, 
while others have close relationships to people 
with disabilities.

This case study is purely exploratory.  Its 
purpose is to gain insight and information, as 
well as to posit questions that may be worthy of 
more systematic and comparative study.  What 
can we learn from this group of activists who, 
as CODI members, necessarily operate in an 
administrative context? The study explores the 
CODI’s influence on public policy in the city 

of Knoxville. The exploration reveals new poli-
tics of disability in an era—our era—that lacks a 
significant national disability rights movement. 

Of course, one of the most frequently de-
bated issues among political activist organiza-
tions is whether to effect change from within or 
outside of the organization’s own bureaucracy.  
CODI is unique in that it is both within the 
city government, purportedly having the ear of 
the mayor, but also outside of the government 
because the council members hold no real au-
thority or power.  It could be said that CODI 
exists as a liminal construct—it exists in a space 
between the city power structure and the op-
pressed, the disability community.  

But what exactly constitutes “oppression?”  
Paulo Freire (1968) presents a useful analysis of 
oppression, which grows from and is meant to 
encourage liberating non-violent social change.  
From his perspective, an individual must be-
come aware and desire change.  This awareness of 
oppression and want of change is accomplished 
by an education that is not based on the teacher/
student dichotomy (wherein students are empty 
“banks” waiting for teachers to “deposit” knowl-
edge), but rather on an equal exchange of ideas.  
Once this consciousness is achieved, an individ-
ual may critique society in order to enact social 
change.  Freire reiterates that one should never 
accept oppression.

Interview responses from CODI members 
are compared with Freire’s model of oppres-
sion, oftentimes mirroring similar, if not iden-
tical, themes in respondents’ own notions of 
disability-related oppression.  Using this model, 
I posit that people who live with disabilities 
in American society are easily identified as an 
oppressed people. Specific examples of the re-
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spondents will provide illumination into Freire’s 
basic paradigm of oppression.  One cannot sim-
ply receive disability awareness training like any 
other paternalistic “banking” pedagogy; rather, 
they must actively engage with individuals who 
have disabilities in order to achieve true “disabil-
ity awareness education.”  In addition, Freire’s 
framework of education for critical conscious-
ness, explained below, translates well into re-
spondents’ notion of integrating disability in-
formation into both public awareness projects 
and school-related curricula.

Study Design and Execution

This study utilizes a mixed-methods ap-
proach, based primarily on participant obser-
vation and focused interviews of an intention-
ally non-random group. In addition, a brief 
quantitative survey was administered for basic, 
descriptive statistics.  The group studied was 
the 21 members of the Mayor’s Council of Dis-
ability Issues (CODI) in Knoxville, Tennessee.  
The goal was to produce a reasonably detailed 
description; including their knowledge about 
disability, their consciousness about CODI’s 
efficacy in influencing city policy regarding 
disability issues, their thoughts about whether 
CODI is taken seriously by the mayor and city 
council, and their views concerning whether the 
disability community is an “oppressed” and/or 
“disadvantaged” minority group.

Council members represent many different 
organizations in Knoxville, Tennessee.  These in-
clude: SunTrust Bank, Elavon (a payment cor-
poration which promotes a diverse workplace, 
including people with disabilities), the Uni-
versity of Tennessee, the Center on Disability 
and Employment, Disability Resource Center, 
Peninsula Hospital, Value Options (a counsel-
ing corporation), Breakthrough Corporation (a 
non-profit organization for adults with autism), 
Tennessee School for the Deaf, Goodwill Indus-
tries, Patricia Neal Rehabilitation Center, and 
the Disability Law and Advocacy Center.  Some 
work in fields directly relating to disability, while 

others are employed either as university faculty/
staff or as recruiters for private companies.

Although my hope was to elicit 100% par-
ticipation, three CODI members were unable to 
participate in the study.  An additional two were 
also omitted due to their prior knowledge of the 
project and their roles in its planning.  These 
two individuals instead served as informants.  
These informants’ roles were multifaceted and 
included helping me to determine what ques-
tions would elicit the most fruitful responses in 
interviews, and appropriate and inappropriate 
means for approaching sensitive questions about 
one’s personal disability.  These “informants” 
also reviewed and revised the survey instrument.  
Therefore, in the end, a total of 16 of 21 were 
interviewed, a response rate of 76%.

I adapted methods for valid and reliable in-
terviewing from Researching Social Life (Gilbert, 
1993; Gilbert, 2008), a guidebook ideal for any 
social science researcher, but especially for those 
just starting out at the undergraduate level be-
cause it utilizes a very clear, parsimonious, and 
stylistically accessible language for learning 
methodological techniques.  Interviews lasted 
approximately 60-90 minutes.  All interviews 
were recorded and partially transcribed to ex-
tract meaningful themes.  Confidentiality was 
assured to every participant, although each gave 
permission to have his or her statements quoted.  
Interview questions were open-ended and cen-
tered on the following succession of interroga-
tives:  What is your personal, individual experi-
ence with disability?  Why are you on CODI?  
What do you think is the purpose of CODI?  
How does disability relate to oppression?

The first question was used as a determinant 
to gain insight into the respondent’s perspective.  
From this question, respondents could be easily 
divided into two basic categories—those who 
themselves have a disability and those who do 
not but have a relationship to an individual(s) 
with a disability.  Each conversation was pur-
sued differently after the personal experience 
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with disability question, with the ultimate goal 
being to encourage the respondent’s full elucida-
tion of their particular perspective and experi-
ence.

The interview was followed by a written sur-
vey that had questions using a Likert scale.  The 
survey was composed of 19 questions, including 
basic demographic questions.  The purpose of 
the questionnaire was to provide data for tenta-
tive generalizations about the group.  Unfortu-
nately, this instrument proved largely unreliable 
because respondents either: (1) left questions 
blank or (2) crossed out portions of the ques-
tions, reworded them, and then proceeded to 
answer their own question.

The demographic data, however, provides 
this result.  All but one member of CODI are 
white, all are well-educated (with half possess-
ing a Master’s or Doctorate), and most are older 
than 35.  This racial and socioeconomic compo-
sition does not reflect the greater disabled com-
munity locally in Knoxville, or in America as a 
whole.  Indeed, it is common wisdom that racial 
minorities and those living in poverty are the 
more likely to be disabled, frequently living with 
co-morbidities (e.g. Oliver & Muntaner, 2005).

The demographic data suggests that CODI 
is not a representative group of the local or na-
tional disability community.  It is certainly a self-
selecting group, open only to those nominated 
by their predecessors.  This process tends to 
discourage membership from those not already 
possessing significant ties in the community.  
The voice of the “average” person with disabil-
ity concerns, lacking the social connections and 
education necessary to be nominated to CODI, 
is perhaps too often, therefore, denied access 
to membership—although anyone can attend 
meetings and participate.  So though diversity of 
board members may be suspect, one might mis-
takenly assume that people with disabilities in 
the community attend meetings, speak publicly, 
and make a contribution.  Indeed, in the Febru-
ary, March, and April meetings, the room was 

empty except for the board members and me.  
The importance of active participation cannot 
be overemphasized, as Freire (1968) reiterates: 
“Attempting to liberate the oppressed without 
their reflective participation in the act of libera-
tion  is to treat them as objects which must be 
saved from a burning building; it is to lead them 
into the populist pitfall and transform them 
into masses which can be manipulated” (p. 52).

Responses

Disability Rights, the Disability Community, 
and Non-Profit Organizations

The Disability Rights Movement was a topic 
discussed by all respondents in their individu-
al interviews.  Most expressed that this move-
ment’s progress culminated with the Americans 
with Disabilities Act of 1990, though respon-
dents stated this provided only a minimum for 
accommodations.  Nevertheless, they agreed 
that it was certainly a good starting point when 
it came to legislation.  Some felt that the move-
ment’s accomplishments paled in comparison to 
those of other minority groups that lobby for 
equal rights.   One respondent believed that 
what makes people with disabilities so unique 
from other minorities is their inherent difficulty 
in being politically active.  Whereas oppressed 
groups, such as people of color or GLBT indi-
viduals are able to physically protest their op-
pression, the disability community is often con-
strained from doing so.  People with visual im-
pairments may have difficulty reading relevant 
legislation and news articles.  Individuals with 
hearing impairments may have difficulty listen-
ing to radio broadcasts, lectures, or town meet-
ings related to disability.  Wheelchair users, as 
well as the visually and hearing impaired, have 
difficulty attending and participating in city 
council meetings, political protests, or rallies.  
People who are homebound due to their dis-
ability are hard-pressed to do any of the afore-
mentioned activism.  While some interviewees 
speculated that this may change with the In-
ternet, accessible technologies (e.g., computer 
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programs with text-reading capabilities) remain 
expensive and, consequently, perhaps are not 
universally utilized by those who would benefit 
from this potential access to the public sphere.

Access to the system and the legislative pro-
cess is inhibited, severely limiting the participa-
tion of those with disabilities even more so than 
those minorities who have no physical barriers 
to government.  Freire’s notion of a “…‘culture 
of silence’ in which the oppressed or underprivi-
leged are overwhelmed by the power of the dom-
inant elite” (Sloop, 1987, p. 16), becomes espe-
cially useful when applied to this context.  As 
mentioned in the interviews, people who have 
an “obvious and severe” disability have a par-
ticularly difficult time getting their voices heard 
in the vast “silence” that represents a supposedly 
democratic and transparent government.  Exis-
tence, in the Freire sense, stems from political 
activism that arises from the knowledge that “...
dehumanization through denial of political free-
dom is not just an ontological possibility but a 
tragic historical reality” (Collins, 1977, p. 64).

Going beyond physical disabilities, multiple 
respondents expressed dismay over people with 
intellectual or mental disabilities being com-
pletely kept out of decision-making affecting 
their own lives.  One respondent reiterated an 
example:

“In particular someone who has a severe 
intellectual disability, such as a tested IQ 
of 35 and who has a lot of adaptive be-
havior deficits.  They may not be able to 
speak up and advocate for themselves as 
much as a blind person, for example…. 
Our society, unfortunately, has a tendency 
to dismiss that person, to discount what 
they have to say, regardless of what they 
have to say.”

Another respondent said, “Nothing about 
us without us,” with reference to adequate rep-
resentation, along the same lines as “No taxation 
without representation.”

The internal state of the disability rights 
movement also became a pervasive theme in the 
interviews.  All respondents thought that the 
movement lacked any significant cohesion or 
even a common goal.  Frequently cited was the 
African-American community that, despite di-
vision, has shown much cohesion with regard to 
equality of opportunity in this country.  People 
of color have deep-rooted foundations of com-
munity in their churches, neighborhoods, fami-
lies and even historically black colleges (Moore, 
1991; Dominguez & Watkins, 2003; Rankin 
& Quane, 2000).  Individuals with disabilities 
do not have their own churches or their own 
neighborhoods (aside from care facilities and 
hospitals).  When it comes to a family or house-
hold unit, there is often only one member who 
is disabled, if even that.  This lack of unifying 
social institutions among people with disabili-
ties makes community social support difficult, 
even if oppression is common to all these indi-
viduals.  Perhaps this is due to a lack of move-
ment leadership which one respondent brought 
up.  She stated that the lack of a concerted effort 
was caused by having no visible spokesperson 
or charismatic leader to get behind.  Indeed, 
for people with disabilities, there is no Harvey 
Milk, no Susan B. Anthony, and no Martin Lu-
ther King, Jr.  

The overwhelming number of Knoxville’s 
disability-specific organizations and founda-
tions were also thought by many respondents as 
being deterrents to a unified social movement.  
Some CODI members also serve on boards for 
the multitude of these local disability founda-
tions.  A few local organizations include: The 
Epilepsy Foundation, Muscular Dystrophy As-
sociation, A Silicon Bullet for Dyslexia, Hearing 
and Speech Foundation, and Sertoma Center (a 
residential care facility for individuals with in-
tellectual disabilities).  A cursory glance at these 
organizations’ promotional materials shows that 
they have similar, if not identical, goals.  Chief 
among these is promoting awareness for a spe-
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cific disability, as well as placement services for 
people with disabilities seeking employment.  
Some organizations, such as the Epilepsy Foun-
dation, provide employment placement services 
for not only individuals with Epilepsy, but any-
one who requests the service.  Therefore, one 
may be tempted to ask the questions: Why even 
have these multiple organizations if they all do 
the same thing?  Would it not be easier to con-
solidate them into one “Knoxville Disability 
Center” rather than having multiple indepen-
dent organizations, each with funded offices, 
staff, and overhead?  Respondents all agreed that 
in a perfect world this model would be ideal.  
In practicality, they stated, it would require the 
many executive directors and board members 
relinquish their control—an unlikely event.

Employment and Education

Several members of the Mayor’s Council on 
Disability are involved in ensuring that people 
with disabilities can find gainful and accessible 
employment.  Several respondents emphasized 
the importance of employment instead of gov-
ernment assistance; that to live on SSI benefits 
is detrimental to an individual’s mental and 
physical health.  Mentally, stated a former gov-
ernment beneficiary, the danger lies in falling 
into feelings of worthlessness and self-loathing; 
physically, the poor healthcare benefits are prob-
lematic, and financial payments often fall below 
the poverty line.  Freire (1968) makes a similar 
assertion about oppressed people that perseveres 
to the present day and in numerous contexts of 
minority groups, “So often do they hear that 
they are good for nothing, know nothing, and 
are incapable of learning anything—that they 
are sick, lazy, and unproductive—that in the end 
they become convinced of their own unfitness” 
(p. 49).  This notion was mentioned by several 
respondents with comments such as, “Society 
has established that disabled people should not 
work.”

Some respondents believed that people with 
disabilities gained freedom through their equi-
table employment, rather than having few al-

ternatives but to live on government stipends.  
They stated that while employment may be a 
significant aspect of independent living, much 
of an individual’s quality of life comes from how 
they are perceived and their own self-percep-
tion.  Freire agrees that “The oppressed are situ-
ated within an economic and social structure 
and tied to it not only by their labor but also 
by the conditions of their psychological being” 
(McLaren & Leonard, 1993, p. 17).

In contrast to the predominantly unitive 
opinions on employment, the topic of educa-
tion generated a wide variety of comments.  
Some of the CODI members with a disability 
said that they experienced extreme discrimina-
tion in obtaining their degree(s), while others 
had little trouble.  Interestingly enough, people 
on both sides of the argument graduated from 
the same local institutions, yet had vastly dif-
ferent experiences.  Another concern mentioned 
by the participants related to the K-12 school 
system.  There is no disability awareness in the 
local Knox County school curriculum, which 
seems to be the norm for many school systems 
nationally.  I pose the question, then, as: Could 
disability awareness education from a young age 
bring forth a more disability-friendly tomorrow?  
The literature reflects the affirmative: “One of 
the most effective ways to shape people’s knowl-
edge, values, and attitudes is through instruc-
tion—formal schooling, adult programs, classes 
and workshops…schools are so crucial in the so-
cialization process” (Curry, Jiobu, & Schwirian, 
2008, p. 499).

Defining Disability

Another theme that emerged early on was 
the definition of disability.  Respondents stated 
that everyone is disabled in one way or anoth-
er.  One individual went so far as to define that 
while everyone is disabled in doing any given 
thing, there are “obvious” disabilities such as 
blindness, deafness, cognitive dysfunction, and 
mobility problems.  But, as one respondent 
stated, all disabilities are strictly relative.  To use 
an example, one respondent stated that there 
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is nothing inherently wrong with someone’s 
sight, except that they see less than everybody 
else sees.  If we lived on a pitch-dark planet and 
had evolved from sight perception, it would be 
quite the norm to be blind.  If an individual 
has a distinctly low IQ—low enough to inhibit 
daily communication, for example—then they 
are only less intelligent than everybody else.  
Normative value judgments play an enormous 
role in determining, upon first contact, who is 
a person with a disability and who is a so-called 
“normal” individual.

Many interviewees reiterated the fact that 
all of society is continually becoming more and 
more disabled.  It is a rare instance for a fully 
functioning adult to die naturally with all five 
faculties intact, especially sight and hearing.  As 
we age, our sight, hearing, mobility, and cogni-
tive functioning oftentimes steadily decline as 
well.  Thus, most of us will experience disability 
of some type during our lifetimes.

In defining disability, three participants 
brought up the concept of dependency. They 
posited that people with disabilities are seen as 
dependent on everybody else—their caregivers, 
the government, and society.  The word depen-
dence evoked resentment among a few members, 
favoring instead the word “interdependence” 
with its practical application in everyday soci-
ety.  Indeed, everyone is dependent on every-
body else in order for any society to function 
on a daily basis.  Even if one were to isolate him 
or herself from the world, they would still need 
others to produce their electricity, to bring them 
food, and to provide items they are incapable of 
making.

Membership in the Mayor’s Council on 
Disability Issues (CODI)

Francisco Weffort writes in Freire’s preface, 
“The awakening of critical consciousness leads 
the way to the expression of social discontents 
precisely because these discontents are real 
components of an oppressive situation” (Freire, 
1968, p. 20).  Critical consciousness, as men-

tioned in the introduction, means being aware 
of one’s society in a realistic sense, acknowledg-
ing its shortcomings and, perhaps, noting the 
irony of a system that purportedly works well, 
but in reality oftentimes, overlooks the overall 
picture.  Metaphorically speaking, seeing the 
forest and not the trees, though if there were 
no trees, there would be no forest.   To some 
degree, CODI was created with this in mind, 
especially when you take into account that half 
of CODI’s membership is mandated as people 
with disabilities, in this case, the oppressed or 
“social discontents.”  Individuals who have lived 
in this society and experienced the dehumaniza-
tion know firsthand and more intimately what 
needs to be changed.  Therefore, CODI’s mem-
bership composition is ideal if one desires social 
change.

CODI members expressed several opinions 
about their own membership.  Thoughts ranged 
from the negative and bitter to the positive 
and visionary, favoring the former over the lat-
ter.  Respondents were all asked if they believed 
that the mayor and city council took them seri-
ously.  Some declined to comment, stating that 
they could not read other people’s minds, while 
many expressed their concern that the city gov-
ernment took them seriously only retroactively, 
not proactively.  That is, when a policy or leg-
islative item comes up on the agenda, CODI 
primarily acts in protest rather than prevention.  
When asked if CODI members attended any 
of the city council meetings, the response was 
a unanimous “no.”  A handful admitted to go-
ing to public meetings of the city council when 
there was a hot issue that directly related to the 
disability community, but none saw it necessary 
to attend on a regular basis.  One respondent 
made the suggestion that perhaps members of 
CODI could schedule a rotation such that at 
least one representative from the body could 
attend these meetings.  Another believed that 
the body as a group should attend city council 
meetings, making their presence known.  On 
the other hand, if a city council member were to 
attend a CODI meeting, then perhaps adminis-
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trators would take the body more seriously.  In 
the past three meetings that I have attended, I 
have been the only audience member in atten-
dance.

Interestingly, the Council on Disability Is-
sues inadvertently models itself on the Knoxville 
city government; it mimics the city government 
in all of its proceedings.  CODI meets in the 
same physical chambers as does the city coun-
cil and mayor, as well as utilizes parliamentary 
procedures, maintaining a bureaucratic infra-
structure for discussion and record-keeping, 
and keeping a membership of individuals whom 
are all approved by the city council (as well as 
CODI incumbents).  Freire (1968) writes that 
in any power structure, when the individu-
als who were once inferior are made superior, 
these individuals change.  The once oppressed 
now become the oppressors, taking on the very 
role which they so despised in the first place.  
He calls this an “existential duality” wherein 
the oppressed are both themselves and “the op-
pressor whose image they have internalized” (p. 
47).  This explanation may shed light on loss of 
interest among CODI members, who perhaps 
initially joined the group with enthusiasm and 
the desire to affect social change, but after gain-
ing official recognition, preferred to maintain 
good relations with the mayor and city coun-
cil, rather than challenging the status quo.  One 
might argue that CODI has become the very 
embodiment of bureaucracy and red tape which 
oppressed people with disabilities have come to 
despise.

Excessive board member absences seemed to 
be one attribute of CODI’s inactivity.  Two in-
dividuals were adamant about the importance of 
attending meetings regularly.  “If you can’t make 
the monthly meeting every 2nd Wednesday at 
4:00, then why do you serve on the board?”  A 
couple individuals suggested that people signed 
up more because of selfish, rather than selfless 
reasons.  These included the “résumé value” or 
“pride factor” of people who are a part of an of-
ficial mayoral body.  At some point in CODI’s 

history, excessive absence was so severe that for 
a period of 1-2 years not enough people would 
show up for the minimum quorum necessary 
to take a vote that would change the bylaws to 
allow for a smaller quorum.  While absences 
related to work, family, and illness were under-
standable, it seems the same individuals skip 
meetings on a regular basis.  This was a matter 
of frustration among those I interviewed who 
attended meetings religiously.  Absenteeism also 
provides further evidence of Freire’s existential 
duality, which is to say that once you get the 
recognition of being an official board member, 
the hard part is over.

This brought up another theme—visibility 
in the community.  The overwhelming major-
ity of interviewees stated that “nobody knows 
about us” or that this council is virtually “non-
existent” in the disability community of Knox-
ville.  A few current council members even ac-
knowledged that they had never heard of it and 
had no idea what it was until they were asked 
to serve on it.  A need to develop this body’s 
reputation as a household name among individ-
uals with disabilities was reiterated repeatedly in 
interviews.  “More visible all the time, not just 
an angry mob when something happens” was a 
sentiment expressed by one respondent and re-
iterated by others.  Another person thought that 
perhaps when CODI has not done anything of 
significance in awhile, the city council and may-
or forgets about them.  When asked if CODI 
has done anything significant in the past year, 
several respondents hesitated for a moment, but 
did come up with 2 “big ticket” items that they 
had done or were doing at present.  However, 
a few stated that while historically CODI did 
much, currently the council’s activity had dwin-
dled.  One interviewee stated that the small 3-4 
person committees within the body have done 
much in terms of activity in recent years and 
that having more designated committees to ac-
tually “do stuff” would allow the council to do 
more for the community, rather than trying to 
get the whole body to agree on specific items.  
This is especially evident in the tightly sched-
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uled 60-minute monthly meetings at which mo-
tions are passed, guest speakers are heard, and 
complaints are voiced.

Many CODI members stressed the lack of 
visibility and disability awareness promotion as 
being major causes of continued discrimination 
and inequality among people who are disabled.  
Freire agrees that, beyond activist participation, 
consciousness-raising should be at the forefront 
of change.  He states that it is “…the absolute 
necessity of the oppressed to take charge of their 
own liberation, including the revolutionary pro-
cess which, in the first place, is educational” (as 
cited in McLaren, 1993, p. 16).  Indeed, when 
asked what the purpose of CODI was, many re-
spondents said that it was to bring awareness to 
those with power in the city, to help them see 
and understand the plight of the disabled com-
munity in Knoxville, and to make the commu-
nity welcoming to people with disabilities.  In 
regard to carrying out this purpose effectively in 
a well-governed body, the Executive Committee 
itself came up as a topic from a few individuals, 
themselves not executive committee members.

This group consists of the chairman, vice-
chairwoman, secretary, and parliamentarian, 
but these roles seem unimportant and fluid.  
From the meetings I attended, the only role of 
any of these positions was the chairman (vice-
chairwoman in his absence), who read the agen-
da and approved motions.  Several members be-
lieved that certain duties fell upon a particular 
officer, such as the secretary taking the minutes 
or the chairperson writing the agenda.  How-
ever, upon examination of these roles, it seems 
that all of the officer duties are carried out by 
the city liaison, who is not even an actual mem-
ber of CODI.  This individual is the one who 
takes the minutes, who types the agenda before 
meetings, and maintains parliamentary proce-
dure at meetings.  One would think that these 
duties should fall on the secretary, chairperson, 
and parliamentarian, respectively.  In order for 
any city body to function effectively, its mem-
bers must fully participate and labor above and 

beyond a simple consultative role.  Its members 
must put forth effort in addition to only attend-
ing meetings and offering comments.

Should the executive committee be the ex-
ample of attendance and participation?  Out 
of the executive committee members, in the 
three meetings I attended, only one individual 
out of the executive committee was present and 
on-time consistently at all three meetings.  The 
first principle of changing government agencies 
and organizations that Lauer (1991) mentions is 
that, “Changes are more effective when members 
participate in the organization at a high rate” 
(as cited in Curry, Jiobu, & Schwirian, 2008, 
p. 499).  So from a sociological standpoint, the 
answer is an affirmative yes for CODI member 
participation in relationship to the body’s over-
all efficacy.

The last stream of thought from the inter-
views was responses to the question, “Should 
CODI have some sort of authority or power?  Is 
it satisfactory to be a purely ‘advisory’ council?”  
Many thought that actual power and the au-
thority to effect change would be desirable, with 
the first step being to have some sort of budget 
allotment to “do stuff” with, as one respondent 
reiterated.  Others believed that to wield influ-
ence was far superior to political power.  All ad-
mitted that to give CODI statutory authority 
would change how the body is structured, such 
as making it an elected or a mayorally-appointed 
body.  Currently, council members are nominat-
ed and elected by existing members, then con-
firmed by the mayor.  If this change in structure 
were to come to fruition, some believed that 
CODI’s purpose would have the potential for 
corruption if the individuals had to campaign 
for their seat or “know the mayor.”  Difficult as 
it may be to politically empower this group of 
individuals, many agreed that individuals would 
be much more invested in the purpose and goals 
of CODI if this presence of political power were 
to come through.
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Conclusion: Social Movements and 
Change

“I believe CODI is on the cusp of change to-
ward more power in Knoxville,” said one respon-
dent.  How to effect this change? Respondents 
seemed to gravitate toward one of two schools 
of thought regarding change: bureaucracy or 
social movements; most consider themselves in 
between.  Can one be an effective advocate for 
change and belong to both schools?  Rev. Dr. 
Martin Luther King, Jr., after all, was in both.  
At times he met with the presidents, while other 
times he marched in the streets and protested 
for change.  Surely there is not just an “either/
or” solution, but rather a “both/and” solution.  
Frustration with the inability to do more was a 
common sentiment among respondents, regard-
less of where they stood on modality for change 
and regardless of their lack of consistent par-
ticipation. We found that people use their own 
power to negotiate ongoing change over time, 
wherever they may fit in.  

CODI exists between the bureaucrats and 
revolutionaries. It is a case study of a larger 
problem in social change—that of organiza-
tions trying to find a niche in between these 
two modes of change while differing in opinion 
about which mode of change is best.   There is 
action (radical) vs. structure (bureaucrat), with-
out (people seeking to transform institutions 
from outside them) vs. within (inside legislative 
bodies).  Motivation for change is another issue 
altogether.  As many sociologists agree, “Many 
people accept their lot in life because they have 
been socialized to accept the legitimacy of exist-
ing institutions, and they do not question the 
status quo” (as cited in Curry, Jiobu, & Schwir-
ian, 2008, p. 501).

It is my opinion that Freire’s Pedagogy of the 
Oppressed (1968) is the best model for changing 
the lot of people with disabilities in America. He 
says that action is not only helpful, but absolute-
ly necessary to initiate social change.  Educat-
ing the opponents of such change in a clear but 

firm and purposeful manner remains essential 
to the goals which CODI and the greater dis-
ability movement purportedly have.  According 
to CODI Bylaws, one such goal is “to promote 
coordination, communication, and cooperation 
in working toward common goals concerning 
persons with disabilities” (CODI, 2004, p. 1).  
As quoted previously, when government bodies 
create advisory councils on various issues, these 
councils have the potential to become strangers 
to the very people for whom they were chosen 
to advocate and protect; such estrangement 
must be avoided at all costs.  In my opinion if 
this estrangement is carefully avoided and edu-
cation is wholeheartedly pursued, social change 
cannot be far off.  The critical illustrations below 
serve as a means for how Freire’s model could be 
utilized more fully by CODI. 

How would one go about changing CODI 
itself and should that be the desired goal?  Angry 
protests in the street, consisting of individuals 
en masse with disabilities, would elicit ridicule, 
if such an unlikely unity even came to the fore; 
yet this may be what is necessary.  Education 
in what may be termed “disability literacy” has 
been somewhat efficacious thus far.  To help one 
understand another’s plight is the basis for truly 
effective social change.  This is notably embod-
ied in the very successful efforts of charismatic 
leaders such as Martin Luther King, Jr. (civil 
rights), Mohandas Ghandi (civil rights, Indian 
independence) and John Paul II (ending com-
munism).

How many of these leaders’ successful efforts 
have the Council on Disability Issues carried 
out?  While CODI efforts are laudable, there are 
still some ways that productive criticism might 
improve their efforts.  To offer some critiques 
from my point of view, the Council has not ini-
tiated direct action and is not prepared to suffer 
any social (or otherwise) consequences, nor has 
it engaged in demonstrations, strikes, boycotts, 
or any sort of civil disobedience.  They have not 
taken over any of the government’s functions 
and, in fact, have no role in governance other 
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than to give advice.  They have not published 
large-scale propaganda or any sort of a Knoxville 
Disability Day awareness campaign; however, 
they have had moderate success with a once-
yearly mentoring program where people with 
disabilities are paired with a disability-friendly 
employer mentor and do job shadowing.  The 
most activism that they have done recently is 
to write a white paper to the mayor, which did 
have some impact in delaying construction of a 
transit facility that might otherwise have been 
inaccessible to people with a disability.  At most, 
CODI has been successful in carrying out the 
first element of conflict resolution.  One of nine 
(11%) is not exactly admirable.

Future research should examine similar bod-
ies in other cities and in other regions of the 
country.  What kind of cities have a Council on 
Disability issues—small towns, metropolises, 
cities?  How are these councils similar to CODI 
in their civil authority, influence, and composi-
tion?  It would be interesting to see what other 
bodies have done in terms of policy change and 
influence on real and actual city ordinances, 
such as going above the minimum ADA thresh-
old for building accessible city structures.
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discussion of disability culture and related issues 
in a counselor education training program at the 
University of Wyoming.  It is likely that coun-
selors will work with people who have disabili-
ties because people with disabilities constitute 
the largest minority group in the United States.  
To assess the current level of awareness and per-
ceived level of benefit of infusing disability cul-
ture into the counseling program, 19 masters’ 
students participated in training on disability 
culture, and then discussed what they learned in 
focus groups.  The students reported subscribing 
to several common stereotypes about disability 
and expressed the belief that learning about this 
population is an important aspect of a counselor 
education program.

Key Words:  counselor, disability culture, cul-
tural competence

Introduction

Almost 50 million Americans over the age 
of five have a disability.  People with disabilities 
comprise more than 19% of the entire popula-
tion, making them the largest minority popu-
lation in the United States (Waltrop & Stern, 
2003).  The Council for the Accreditation of 
Counseling and Related Educational Programs 
(CACREP, 2001) alludes to the recognition of 
disability as a multicultural issue that programs 
should include in their counselor preparation.  
CACREP lists “mental and physical character-
istics” and “unique characteristics of individu-
als” in the Social and Cultural Diversity section 
of its standards.  According to the American 
Counseling Association (ACA) Code of Ethics 
(2005), counselors are expected to have a certain 
amount of competency in multicultural and di-

versity counseling (F.11.c).  Although the ACA 
Code of Ethics recognizes disability as a culture 
(E.8), educators sometimes fail to consider dis-
ability in the context of discussing multicultural 
issues.

Some terms related to disability are poten-
tially confusing and often misused.  Impairment 
is the actual physical or structural difference that 
a person with a disability has (Olkin, 1999).  
An example of impairment is a person having 
a leg amputated.  The term disability refers to 
the consequences or changes, real or perceived 
by the individual and others, in performance 
resulting from the impairment (Olkin, 1999; 
Reeve, 2000).  For example, a person who has 
had her legs amputated would lose function-
ing of her legs.  Some disability scholars would 
also include the reactions and attitudes of other 
people to the impairment as a component of 
disability.  In this context, an example would 
be a person who has an impairment not being 
hired for a job that he or she is capable of do-
ing—this employment discrimination is part of 
the disability.  The term handicap refers to an 
environmental obstacle or barrier that prevents 
a person from participating in activities or from 
going certain places.  An example is a theatre 
with no ramp to the stage, preventing a person 
who uses a wheelchair from performing on the 
stage (Olkin 1999).  

According to the Olkin (1999), the term 
full inclusion refers to participation by persons 
with disabilities in all aspects of society (i.e., so-
cial, political, economic, educational, entertain-
ment, recreational, and personal) to the extent 
they want to participate.  Accessibility refers to 
both a lack of environmental barriers preventing 
people from participating in activities and a lack 
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of attitudinal barriers that prevent acceptance 
and equality in treatment and opportunity.  The 
moral model of disability contends that disability 
is caused by a sin or moral transgression, where-
by the disability is viewed as a punishment.  In 
this model, disability is viewed as a tragedy and 
as something to be pitied.  The medical model 
of disability views a person with a disability as 
broken and in need of a cure.  The person is 
viewed as having a decreased value because he or 
she is not seen as a whole person.  The term mi-
nority model of disability refers to a set of beliefs 
that peoples’ attitudes about disability are more 
problematic for people with disabilities than the 
actual impairment is.  In addition, this model 
views the disability as natural and not some-
thing that needs to be cured or fixed.

As a person who graduated from the Univer-
sity of Wyoming counselor education program, 
Sheri Rawlings noticed a lack of conversation 
related to people with disabilities.  Instructors 
discussed issues associated with racial and ethnic 
minorities, but the issue of disability was rarely 
mentioned in the classroom.  The training Sheri 
Rawlings completed at the Wyoming Institute 
for Disabilities (WIND) forms the foundation 
of her knowledge about people with disabilities:

“WIND provides teaching, research, 
information services, and technical as-
sistance to both the University and Wyo-
ming at large. Its major functions include 
preparing university students to help 
persons with disabilities live and work in 
more inclusive communities and provid-
ing current information about the broad 
area of disabilities…to Wyoming residents 
and professionals” (Wyoming Institute for 
Disabilities, n.d.).

However, there is mention of disability in 
only one of the counselor education syllabi, in-
dicating that the subject may not be a promi-
nent part of the current curriculum.

Absence of training about disability culture 
in counseling programs does not appear to be a 

problem that is exclusive to this western univer-
sity.  Korinek and Prillaman (1992) conducted 
a study of counseling programs’ preparation of 
school counselors to work with students with 
disabilities.  Although more than 90% of the 
238 respondents reported they believed it was 
important to offer instruction and training in 
this area, only about 30% of the respondents 
thought their programs were prepared to of-
fer adequate training around disability culture.  
A similar study by McEachern (2003) echoed 
these results with 35% of the 146 responding 
schools requiring counseling students to enroll 
in courses related to working with students with 
disabilities.  Some people assume that counselors 
and other helping professionals are more likely 
to have positive attitudes about people with dis-
abilities, but according to Nathanson (1979), 
this does not appear to be the case.  Counselors 
experience the same negative images and stereo-
types about people with disabilities as people in 
the general public.  Although counselors are en-
couraged to examine their racial and ethnic bi-
ases and stereotypes, often the discussion of ste-
reotypes about disability are left unrecognized 
and unaddressed (Reeve, 2000).  Although the 
Nathanson (1979) study, is over 30 years old, 
the results of this current study suggest that 
counselor attitudes have not changed over this 
period of time.

The purpose of the current research project 
was to pilot a program for increasing counselor 
students’ awareness about the importance of 
including disability culture in the current cur-
riculum.  Counseling students had the opportu-
nity to discuss their perceptions of the potential 
benefits of such an addition.  The long term goal 
of this research is to have the topic of disability 
culture added to the multicultural course at the 
University of Wyoming, as well as other courses 
in the program. The purpose of adding disabil-
ity culture to the curriculum is to increase coun-
selor competence in working with clients with 
disabilities.  This increase is expected to lead to 
greater client satisfaction and reduction of biases 
and oppression.  According to Beecher, Rabe, 
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and Wilder (2004), a “lack of disability knowl-
edge and training may increase counselors’ dis-
comfort in interacting with persons who have 
disabilities” (p. 85).  Since people with disabili-
ties make up the largest minority population, it 
is very likely that counselors will interact, direct-
ly and indirectly, with people who have different 
types of disabilities.

Disability as a Culture

Barnes and Mercer (2001) state that, “Dis-
ability culture presumes a sense of common 
identity and interests that unite [people with 
disabilities]…” (p. 522).   DePoy and Gilson 
(2004) described culture more specifically as, “A 
circumscribed group in which members share 
common experiences, symbols and meanings, 
tacit rules, language, history, discourse and cul-
tural identity” (p. 81).  Disability culture shares 
many obstacles experienced by other minority 
cultures.  People with disabilities face prejudice, 
discrimination, and stigma due to their impair-
ments.  They may be overlooked for jobs be-
cause employers either underestimate what the 
person is able to accomplish or feel uncomfort-
able about the disability (Olkin, 1999).  Other 
common characteristics of minority popula-
tions include a shortage of public role models 
with whom to identify, a lack of representation 
in professional roles, and political under-repre-
sentation (Olkin, 1999).  People with disabili-
ties are also underrepresented in groups used in 
normalizing assessment instruments, therefore 
are often subjected to inappropriate use of tests 
(Olkin, 1999).

Disability, as a cultural minority, differs 
from ethnic minority populations in some ways 
too.  Disability is a category that a person can 
enter into and exit.  A person can get into a car 
accident at any time, become paralyzed, and be-
come a person with a disability.  A person who 
has lost the use of an arm may regain use of it 
through surgery and no longer have a disability.  
People with disabilities are often subject to sepa-
rate but equal status, as evidenced by separate 

transportation, entrances, and water fountains.  
A person with a disability is often the only per-
son in an immediate family or neighborhood 
that has a disability.  There is rarely a preexist-
ing sense of disability pride in the family.  Some 
people who have disabilities do not self-identify 
as being disabled (Olkin, 1999).  People who are 
able to carry out all the functions of every day 
life that permit them to live independently, may 
not feel that they have a disability.

Some counselors may think it unnecessary to 
learn about this population because counselors 
are supposed to have unconditional positive re-
gard for all their clients.  Unconditional positive 
regard is a term that is common to the field of 
mental health.  It refers to the idea that all people 
have value and should be treated in an accepting 
and caring manner.  This regard is important, 
but not sufficient, because the counselor needs 
to make certain behavioral and physical accom-
modations that they may be unaware of unless 
taught (Reeve, 2000).  A large number of prob-
lems that people with disabilities experience are 
environmental and outside of their control. For 
example, buildings without elevators or ramps, 
aisles too narrow for a wheelchair, lack of acces-
sible parking, and signs without Braille.  Most 
counselors focus on facilitating personal change 
within the client, but if the counselor does not 
recognize or address the environmental stress-
ors, the client may not feel heard (D’Andrea, 
Skouge, & Daniels, 2006).  Counselors’ lack of 
knowledge about the needs of this population 
further alienates and marginalizes people with 
disabilities.

Marginalization of People with Disabilities

Historically, people with disabilities have 
been devalued and marginalized.  They were 
locked up in asylums, put on display in “freak 
shows,” and involuntarily sterilized to prevent 
reproduction (Fishley, 1992).  Today, people 
with disabilities are frequently misrepresented in 
the media and are rarely portrayed as everyday 
human beings (Shapiro, 1994).  The media of-
ten portray people with disabilities according to 
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stereotypes --as persons suffering from personal 
tragedies, as sources of great inspiration, or as 
mean and embittered recluses who are miserable 
because of their impairments (Reeve 2000; Sha-
piro, 1994).

Marginalization continues to occur in mul-
tiple ways.  For example, stigma surrounds 
people with disabilities enjoying a sex life and 
wanting to reproduce (Ward & Pointon, 2004).  
Eugenics is still being practiced in the United 
States.  Eugenics is a belief that a higher quality 
of the human species can be created by prevent-
ing people with certain characteristics from re-
producing (“Eugenics,” n.d.).  This is evidenced 
by the common practice of doctors testing for 
abnormalities in fetuses by way of amniocente-
sis.  If fetal abnormalities are present, doctors 
sometimes recommend the mother terminate 
the pregnancy by way of a therapeutic abortion.  
The term therapeutic abortion refers to an abor-
tion performed to prevent the birth of an in-
fant with a birth defect (“Therapeutic abortion,” 
n.d.).  

Leaders of the disability movement want 
to move away from the mindset of disability as 
devalued to that of equal value (Olkin, 1999).  
The disability movement is striving toward full 
inclusion (Olkin, 1999).  People with disabili-
ties want to be able to participate in all aspects 
of life to the extent the person desires, not lim-
ited by environmental and attitudinal barriers.  
The minority model promotes the mindset that 
disability is natural and people with disabilities 
should be seen as people first.  

It Is More than Just a Name Change

Person First Language (PFL) puts the per-
son before the disability.  The purpose of PFL is 
to reaffirm that disability is not the most impor-
tant aspect of a person.  Non-PFL is common in 
most medical settings.  It is part of the practice 
in which professionals refer to clients by their 
symptoms: the cancer patient, the schizophrenic 
man, the alcoholic family, the blind client.  A 
study by Arokiasamy, Strohmer, and Guice 

(1994) examined how clients with disabilities 
perceived their counselors’ credibility.  The 
counselors used different types of communica-
tion styles, varying between ultra-correct (eu-
phemistic terms for disability), correct (PFL), 
and incorrect (Non-PFL).  The researchers con-
cluded that the different types of language use 
did not significantly impact the clients’ percep-
tions about their counselors’ credibility.

Perhaps these results are indicative of the 
need for deeper changes.  Person First Language 
is more than a language style; it is an attitude 
and mindset.  Changing the terms without 
changing the attitude does not change the mes-
sage.  A personal experience comes to mind that 
supports this view.  One week after receiving 
training on disability etiquette and PFL, a coun-
seling student was talking about a sports event 
she had watched the previous night.  Comment-
ing on the way the players performed she stated, 
“Those guys played like a bunch of special needs 
kids.”  She changed the terminology; she did not 
say “retards,” but her attitude about people with 
disabilities had not changed.  She was still dem-
onstrating the attitude that people with disabili-
ties are “less than” people without disabilities.  If 
a counselor is not demonstrating an accepting 
attitude, using PFL will probably not improve 
the relationship between the counselor and the 
client.

Stereotypes and Biases about People with 
Disabilities

Counselors need to examine their personal 
biases about people with disabilities in order to 
competently counsel people in this population.  
As is the case with other minorities, there are a 
number of stereotypes and assumptions about 
people with disabilities.  The researchers limit 
the discussion of these myths to those most 
prevalent in and relevant to the counseling set-
ting.



94

Disability as a Piece, Not the Whole

In general, people without disabilities often 
perceive the disability to be the person’s biggest 
issue.  However, people with disabilities often 
feel that other peoples’ attitudes and inaccessible 
environments are the biggest problem they face 
(Swain, Griffiths, & Heyman, 2003).  While 
people with disabilities most often view disabili-
ty as one spoke in the wheel of their lives, people 
without disabilities perceive the disability as the 
hub of the wheel (Olkin, 1999).  It is important 
to remember that all people have multiple roles 
and identities.

More specifically, when a person with a dis-
ability comes to counseling, counselors often as-
sume that the disability is the presenting prob-
lem (Smart & Smart, 2006).  The counselor may 
assume that the disability is causing the prob-
lems that the client has reported (Reeve, 2000).  
The disability may or may not have anything to 
do with the counseling issue.  If a person with 
a disability is experiencing symptoms of depres-
sion or is feeling angry, counselors may assume 
this to mean the person has not “come to terms” 
with his or her disability.  Counselors sometimes 
forget that personality characteristics range as 
much for people with disabilities as they do for 
people without (Olkin, 1999).

Having a Disability Does Not Imply a Lower 
Quality of Life

It is inaccurate to assume that a person with 
a disability has a lower quality of life than a 
person without a disability.  People frequently 
make comments that indicate they think this 
way such as, “I would rather be dead than live 
like that.”  Many people with disabilities are not 
waiting to be cured or fixed.  Judy Heumann, a 
disability rights activist stated, “Disability only 
becomes a tragedy for me when society fails to 
provide the things we need to lead our lives – 
job opportunities or barrier-free buildings, for 
example.  It is not a tragedy to me that I’m liv-
ing in a wheelchair” (as cited in Shapiro, 1994, 
p. 20).  The tragedy assumption is prevalent 

even among counselors, as found by Parkinson 
(2006), where 75% of the 25 participants, ad-
mitted to viewing disability in terms of tragedy 
or irrevocable loss.

One Impairment Does Not Imply Impairments in 
Other Areas

Disability as a characteristic has a large 
“spread.”  “Spread refers to the power of single 
characteristics to evoke inferences about a per-
son” (Olkin, 1999, p. 55).  For example, a com-
mon assumption is that if a person has one dis-
ability, it leads to impairments in other parts of 
that person’s life.  Some people assume that a 
person with a visual impairment also has a hear-
ing impairment, as demonstrated when people 
talk slowly and loudly to a person who has a 
visual impairment.  People with speech impair-
ments are often assumed to have cognitive im-
pairments.  Speech impairments can be caused 
by a variety of disabilities that do not impact 
cognitive abilities.  “Our society automatically 
underestimates the capabilities of people with 
disabilities…A disability, of itself, is never as dis-
abling as it first seems” (Shapiro, 1994, p. 18).

Another common misperception is that 
people with cognitive disabilities are eternal chil-
dren or childlike.  This is apparent when adults 
with cognitive disabilities are given children’s 
toys and stuffed animals.  Sometimes people will 
even talk to a person with a cognitive impair-
ment in baby talk or talk about that person right 
in front of them.  People with cognitive disabili-
ties are often concerned about the same issues as 
people without these impairments:  intimate re-
lationships, paying bills, and getting along with 
coworkers.  It is important to keep in mind that 
there are varying degrees of impairment associ-
ated with cognitive disabilities, as apparent by 
the different levels of severity described in the 
Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental 
Disorders(DSM-IV-TR) (American Psychiatric 
Association, 2000).
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The Current Study

In order to increase counselor awareness 
about disability culture, Sheri Rawlings present-
ed a one-hour training on disability culture to 
first year masters’ counseling students at Univer-
sity of Wyoming. The goal of the training was to 
have students examine their personal beliefs and 
biases about people with disabilities.  The train-
ing included a discussion about common myths 
held about people with disabilities.  The train-
ing was firmly grounded in the minority model 
of disability studies and included the rationale 
behind why disability qualifies as a culture.  The 
session included a summary of how the disabil-
ity movement has changed over time.

Method

Eighteen first-year masters’ students and 
one second-year masters’ student in a counselor 
education program volunteered to participate in 
this study.  Participants were recruited by one of 
the researchers going to both of the counselor 
practicum classes and asking for volunteers.  The 
classes were told that the research would include 
training about disability and would include fo-
cus group discussion.  Every student from the 
practicum classes voluntarily participated in the 
research study.  This study did not have a control 
group.  Descriptive data was not collected about 
the participants for this research study. Partici-
pants did not receive monetary compensation 
for their participation.  They were provided a 
pizza lunch since the research study took place 
during lunchtime. 

Materials

Vignette

Participants received a vignette describing a 
client coming to counseling.  This vignette de-
picted typically occurring presenting concerns: 
the client with a diagnosis of Mental Retarda-
tion was experiencing job dissatisfaction, rela-
tionship problems related to communication 
problems, and dissatisfaction with her sexual 

relationship.  The vignette included four discus-
sion questions to gain understanding of the way 
the participants conceptualized the case, what 
other information they would like to know 
about the client, ethnic and cultural concerns 
related to the client, and possible resources and 
recommendations that the counselor would ex-
plore with the client.

Disability Etiquette Handout

Participants received a two-sided, one page 
handout about disability etiquette.  The purpose 
of this handout was threefold: to eliminate the 
participants’ need to take notes, to increase their 
participation during the presentation, and to 
provide them with something to remind them 
of their learning.  

Disability Culture Training

Participants learned for an hour about dis-
ability culture.  This training focused on mul-
tiple aspects of disability culture, including dis-
ability etiquette, stereotypes, myths, and person 
first language.  The presentation included a 
definition of disability culture and rationale for 
why it qualifies as a culture.  The presenter also 
introduced the participants to the three most 
common models of disability studies: moral, 
medical and minority.  Participants watched 
video clips from two videos; Without Pity: a Film 
about Abilities (Mierendorf, 1996) and Murder-
ball (Mandel & Shapiro, 2005).  Both of these 
movies feature people with disabilities.  The re-
searcher also presented counseling concerns of 
people with disabilities that are similar to the 
concerns of people without disabilities and those 
that would differ between the two populations.  
Examples of differing counseling concerns in-
cluded stress from prejudice and discrimination 
about the disability, living with chronic physical 
pain, end of life issues, and not having relatives 
or family members with a disability with whom 
the person can identify.

Focus Group Discussion Questions

Each group received the same set of ques-
tions to facilitate the focus group discussions.  
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The participants were asked to reflect on their 
previous experience with disability, both person-
ally and in the counselor education program.  
The participants discussed what knowledge they 
gained from the presentation and they shared 
how the information they learned would impact 
their counseling skills.  The participants were 
asked about what past stereotypes and myths 
they had been exposed to.  They also discussed 
what information they thought was most im-
portant to share with other counselors.

Procedure

After obtaining informed consent, partici-
pants were given a vignette describing a client 
coming in to counseling.  The participants were 
given 15 minutes to answer the questions at the 
bottom of the vignette.  The participants were 
instructed to use a different color pen to add 
notes or make changes to the treatment plans 
for their vignettes as the training progressed.  
The researcher presented a one-hour training on 
disability culture.  Following the lecture, partici-
pants were randomly divided into five groups.  
Four groups had four participants, and one 
group had three participants.  Each group had 
a group facilitator who facilitated group discus-
sions of the set of questions.  The discussion was 
limited to 30 minutes.  After the participants 
finished their discussions in their groups, the re-
searchers allowed them to make changes to the 
treatment plans, based on the knowledge gained 
from the training.

Results

Two participants did not return the vignettes 
at the end of the research study as the researcher 
only received 17 back from the participants.  
Nine of the 17 participants (approximately 
52%) mentioned disability or Mental Retarda-
tion somewhere in the treatment plans for the 
vignettes.  Five of these nine participants were 
interested in knowing the severity of the Mental 
Retardation of the client in the vignette.  Three 
of the nine participants wanted information 

about how the fiancé views disability.  Only two 
participants recognized disability as a culture in 
the treatment plans.  Only one participant made 
changes to the vignette after receiving the train-
ing, limiting the amount of discussion about 
this part of the research.

Discussion

In addition to the 19 research participants, 
five staff members from the Wyoming Institute 
for Disabilities (WIND) were present through-
out the presentation.  These people were also the 
focus group facilitators.  One of the counseling 
education department professors was also pres-
ent in the training, but did not participate in 
the focus group discussions.  Having these ad-
ditional people present during the training may 
have led some participants to be nervous, and 
possibly not share as much as they may have 
otherwise.

The researcher does not know why two par-
ticipants did not return the vignettes. One of 
these participants is likely to be one who showed 
up to the presentation late, and that person may 
not have had time to complete the treatment 
plan.

Only one student made changes to the vi-
gnette after the training.  The researcher allowed 
the students to make the changes throughout 
the presentation, but did not set aside a specific 
time for the participants to make the changes.  
It is likely that more participants would have 
made changes to the treatment plans had time 
been allotted specifically to that.  The lack of 
changes on the vignettes made it difficult for the 
researcher to track any mindset changes the par-
ticipants may have had during the training.

Participants’ Experience with Disability

The first question asked participants to dis-
cuss their experiences with disability, both per-
sonally and in the counselor education program.  
All but one of the 19 participants stated they 
had personal experience with people with dis-
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abilities.  Many of these experiences included 
occupations that led to interactions with people 
with disabilities.  The participants discussed 
working with youth with hearing impairments, 
directing recreational activities for people with 
various types of disability, and working with 
children in special education classroom settings.  
Some participants discussed more personal in-
teractions with family members, friends and 
classmates with disabilities, and one participant 
mentioned that he had a disability.

Only four of the 19 participants stated that 
they had experiences with disability in their 
counselor education program.  One student re-
ported having a classmate with a disability, who 
shared information about her disability in a 
class.  One student reported having a client with 
a disability in her pre-practicum class.  Two stu-
dents reported learning a small amount about 
disability in the diagnosis and psychopathol-
ogy course in the program.  One student stated, 
“This is the first that I have encountered, except 
for maybe in diagnosis we talked about some of 
the disabilities people might experience because 
of a diagnosis” (personal communication, No-
vember 7, 2006).

What Participants Learned About Disability 
from the Training

The second question asked participants what 
they learned about disability from the training.  
Eight participants expressed that they were sur-
prised that not all people with disabilities want 
a cure for their impairment.  One responded 
stated, “That is something I wasn’t at all aware 
of … their not wanting to change their disabil-
ity.”  Four participants stated the training was 
their first exposure to person first language and 
four participants reported they had never heard 
about the models of disability studies before.  
Three participants stated that they would have 
assumed that a person with a disability coming 
to counseling would be coming to counseling to 
discuss problems related to the disability.  Other 
statements participants made included the dif-
ferent myths and stereotypes about disability, 

the importance of education about disability 
and disability etiquette, how attitudes about 
disability impact the way people with disabili-
ties are treated, and learning the importance of 
asking the person before helping.  A participant 
said, “I would usually just do it for them instead 
of asking them if they want help.  It really made 
me aware that I assume a lot about their abili-
ties”

Participants’ Prior Attitudes and Stereotypes 
about People with Disabilities

The third question asked participants about 
attitudes and stereotypes they had about people 
with disabilities prior to the training.  Seven 
participants stated that they had previously as-
sumed that a person with a disability would 
want to be cured if the opportunity were avail-
able. One person stated, “I had never thought 
that someone would not want a cure…I will be 
thinking about that for awhile.”  Another per-
son similarly stated, “I always assumed that of 
course they would want to be back to normal or 
whatever.  I think that was my own assumption 
that needed to be challenged.”

Five participants stated that they had pre-
viously used inappropriate language to refer to 
people with disabilities, or would use words 
that refer to types of disability as put-downs for 
people (i.e., not using person first language, call-
ing a person a “retard,” or telling a person their 
idea is “retarded”).  Three participants said they 
had assumed that people with disabilities were 
unhappy and had a lower quality of life than 
people without disabilities.  One person stated, 
“I made the assumption they are probably not 
happy and they would want to be different.”  
Two participants stated they assumed that a 
person’s disability would be the reason why that 
person would come to counseling.

Other statements the participants made in-
cluded previously treating adults with disabili-
ties as children, seeing the person as a disability 
and not as a person, speaking to an interpreter 
instead of the person with a hearing impair-
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ment, and feeling sorry for a person because 
they have a disability.   A participant mentioned 
that he had an “instantaneous reaction to treat 
someone childlike or talk to them in a different 
way than I would someone else.  “I have to stop 
and tell myself to talk to this person just like 
they are, as an individual.”  Another participant 
mentioned having a brother that had multiple 
disabilities that are not visibly apparent.  He 
said, “I noticed when I tell people before they 
meet my brother they are going to treat him dif-
ferent than if I just let them figure it out.”

Two participants stated that they had pre-
vious stereotypes and had made assumptions 
about people with disabilities prior to the train-
ing, but they did not specify what those were.  
Six people in several different discussion groups 
brought up an interesting topic that was not ad-
dressed in the presentation.  When participants 
were talking about people with physical disabili-
ties, they would say they had “never thought of 
the person as being disabled.”  That viewpoint 
was typically presented when the participant 
was commenting that the person with the dis-
ability was intelligent and “perfectly function-
ing.”  The researcher has recognized a need to 
further educate the counseling students about 
people with cognitive impairments.  It seems 
once the participants became more comfortable 
with physical disabilities, they viewed that type 
of impairment as more acceptable.  It is possible 
that the training did not spend enough time go-
ing over cognitive impairment for the partici-
pants to become more comfortable with people 
from that population.

How Participants Intend to Use the 
Information Learned in the Training

The fourth question asked participants to 
comment on how they intended to use the in-
formation they learned in their counseling prac-
tices.  Each participant was able to identify a 
way in which they could apply the knowledge 
gained from the presentation.  These applica-
tions seemed appropriate for the field and fairly 
easy to implement.

Eight participants stated that they would 
not assume that a person’s disability is the reason 
the person is coming to counseling.  A partici-
pant mentioned the importance of “consider-
ing the fact that the disability is not the reason 
they are there.  There are other things, regular 
life things that come into play.”  Another person 
stated, “It’s not the very first thing you need to 
ask about.  Assess what they are there for and if 
they bring it up, fine.  But don’t make it an is-
sue if they don’t feel it is one.” Two participants 
stated they would use the etiquette tips and per-
son first language with clients.  Two participants 
said they will treat people with disabilities like 
“normal” people.  Other things participants said 
they would do is learn more about people with 
disabilities, not treat adults with disabilities like 
children, not make assumptions about the per-
son, and not assume the person wants a cure for 
their impairment.  A participant stated, “It has 
challenged some of my assumptions.  Most of 
the time I like to think of myself as colorblind, 
and that I treat everyone the same.  I’m wonder-
ing as a new counselor if someone came to me 
who has a disability, what would be my first hu-
man reaction or assumption.”

One participant who has a client with a dis-
ability plans to change the questions she was 
going to ask her client in their next therapy ses-
sion.  She said, “I’m already thinking about how 
much I am going to change things with the cli-
ent I am working with now.  The questions that 
I was planning on asking in the next session, I 
am not going to ask those.”  The researcher felt 
it was significant that this one participant was 
planning to change the focus of the therapy ses-
sion after receiving the training.  This may indi-
cate the training impacted her view of disability 
to a strong degree.

What Participants Think is Most Important 
for Counselors to Know about Disability

The last question asked participants to dis-
cuss, in one minute, what they would tell in-
coming counseling students about disability.  
Several new topics came up in the discussion 
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about this question.  Participants focused on 
how important it is for counselors to learn about 
people with disabilities.  One participant stated, 
“I would say that it is a critical piece of the con-
tent of the program and they should also seek 
additional opportunities to learn more infor-
mation.”  Each participant was able to identify 
at least one area that they felt was critical to a 
counseling program.  The responses to this ques-
tion indicated the participants truly believed it 
would be beneficial.  Five participants stated 
they would encourage new students to learn 
about disability.  One person said, “We have to 
learn about it because we are going to have cli-
ents who are going to be looking to us, so they 
don’t have to be continually educating us, so we 
can get to the work of counseling.”  The follow-
ing three recommendations were each brought 
up by four participants:  (1) exploring their per-
sonal attitudes and stereotypes about disability, 
(2) viewing the clients’ disability as a piece of 
the person, not the entire person, and (3) not 
assuming the disability is the presenting prob-
lem.  The following three recommendations 
were each brought up by two participants:  (1) 
acquiring knowledge about disability is a critical 
piece of counselor education training, (2) using 
person first language, and (3) not assuming a 
person wants a cure for a disability.

Conclusion

The research showed that the counseling stu-
dents at the University of Wyoming knew little 
about disability culture.   The participants indi-
cated that they valued the material they learned 
by the comments made in the focus group dis-
cussions.  This would indicate that incorporat-
ing disability content into counselor education 
programs would be well received by most stu-
dents.  The students were able to identify ways 
in which they could benefit from learning about 
this population.  There are topics of disability 
that need further attention, especially informa-
tion about cognitive impairments.  Several pro-
fessors in the counseling department have since 
mentioned that the students still bring up top-

ics addressed in the training during their classes.  
This indicates to the researcher that the partici-
pants find the material applicable to their pro-
fession.

A one-hour training is not sufficient to 
teach counseling students all they need to know 
to adequately prepare for working with people 
with disabilities.  It is important that these top-
ics continue to be addressed in multiple courses 
and contexts within the program.  Overall, the 
project seems to have made a positive contribu-
tion to the counseling students and the research-
ers hope this will continue in the program for 
years to come.
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Ethnographing the Garden

Rama Cousik
Indiana University–Purdue University Fort Wayne (IPFW)

 

As I serendipitously encountered unique contexts during my dissertation research, I began to gain 
a deeper understanding of the families of children with disabilities who are participating. One day, I 
extended my work to a participant’s garden and continued my quest. We happily dug, tilled, weeded 
and planted together as we talked. The process of working with the earth put us both in a relaxed and 
comfortable mood. I began the interview in a natural, conversational tone. Appearing to feel com-
pletely at ease, the mother began to share some of her thoughts about her child, his school and the 
problems with the system. 

Digging the earth

Seeking to know her well

Tilling the land

Mulling over our conversation

Weeding the earth

Airing her misgivings

Planting peppers

Sowing seeds of trust

Binding the earth

Bonding with the family

Hoping for a good harvest

Hoping to enjoy the fruits of our labor

Rama Cousik is an Assistant Professor in Special Education. She received her Ph.D. from Indiana 
University Bloomington in 2011. She teaches an undergraduate course on teaching methods for 
students with special needs and an undergraduate/graduate course on transition. Her research 
interests include the impact of culture on the education of children with disabilities.
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Book Review

Title: Moon on the Meadow: Collected Poems
Author:  Pia Taavila
Publisher: Gallaudet University Press, 2008
ISBN: 978-1-56368-364-0, Paper, 140 pages 
Paper:  $24.95 
Reviewer: Aimée Gramblin

When I was an elementary-aged child, my 
Dad and I took an American Sign Language 
class. Learning the alphabet was all it took for 
me to become captivated and mesmerized by 
the language. When Moon on the Meadow: Col-
lected Poems came to my attention and I saw the 
author, Pia Taavila, was an English professor at 
Gaullaudet University, I was immediately in-
terested. My curiosity was satisfied by a collec-
tion that offers a window into disability culture 
as perceived by a hearing Child of Deaf Adults 
(CODA). Moon on the Meadow winds around 
many universal themes, including childhood, 
having children, familial roots, romantic involve-
ments and dissipations, experiences of learning 
and teaching, and communion with nature. We 
are given glimpses into the deaf community on a 
personal and general level. Although these poems 
do not dominate the collection, Taavila’s highly 
imagistic poetry is informed by her experience as 
a CODA. 

In her astute and beautifully written introduc-
tion, Taavila cites Ezra Pound as one imagist poet 
from whom she draws inspiration. Amy Lowell is 
another imagist poet who comes to mind when 
reading Taavila’s poems. On the predominance of 
images in her poetry, Taavila states: 

“It is a seeing and seeing again, that shapes 
my work. It is the direct result of being 
raised by deaf parents, whose entire meth-
od of communicating with me was primar-
ily through our hands and eyes, through a 
touch on the shoulder. Concrete. Tactile. 
Animated. Expressive” (p. xxv).

Earlier in the introduction, we are provided 
with helpful insights into Taavila’s dance between 

the hearing and deaf community: “my overall 
feeling is one of gratitude for and celebration 
of being a quasi-member of two cultures, even 
as that identity was often one of confusing and 
overlapping allegiances” (p. xxii). This sentiment 
resonates in Taavila’s poem “The Deaf Club Sails 
to Bob-Lo Island”: 

“When Daddy spun and dipped her low,  
she came up laughing.  
How did they know  
to move their feet, which steps to take? 
How did they feel the drum line’s beat?  I 
saw them dance to private music” (p. 19).

The poet’s reverence for her parents’ private 
language is obvious here; we feel a longing from 
Taavila to be an exclusive part of her parents’ deaf 
culture, while she is instead faced with the ongo-
ing struggle of being “other” in both the hearing 
and deaf communities, thus providing an im-
portant poetic tension which holds together the 
entire collection.

The writing in Moon on the Meadow is self-
assured and varied, serious and playful. As Taavi-
la works within traditional poetic forms, such as 
Haiku, she also stretches their limits. Moon on the 
Meadow consists of many previously published 
poems and lends itself to being read in snippets 
as each piece stands on its own. All the poems 
are presented in a continuous stream, which feels 
a bit overwhelming at times. For such a dense 
collection, guideposts such as section divisions 
would have proven useful. But this is only a mi-
nor annoyance. Taavila’s collection, observant 
and vivid, promises to have a far reach into sev-
eral audiences, including those interested in dis-
ability culture, poets and poetry enthusiasts. 

Aimée Gramblin, English M.A., University 
of Central Oklahoma, has had Arts columns 
appear in Urban Tulsa Weekly and poems 
published in journals including The Mid-
America Poetry Review and The Rectangle. She 
was the 2006 University of Central Oklahoma 
Creative Studies Program Geoffrey Bocca 
Scholar.  She may be contacted at dna_
gramblin@yahoo.com
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Book Review
Book Title: Representing Disability in an Ableist 
World: Essay on Mass Media

Author:  Beth A. Haller  

Publisher: Louisville, KY, Advocado Press, PO 
Box 406781, www.advocadopress.org, 2010

Paper: ISBN:  978-0-9721189-3-4

Cost: $24.95; 208 pages

Reviewer: Steven E. Brown

Representing Disability in an Ableist World 
consists of 10 essays, most previously published 
elsewhere, but all updated for this excellent 2010 
book. Haller, a newspaper journalist, who has 
become a professor of media, and a proficient 
blogger of media issues related to disability, ap-
proaches her subjects from a disability rights and 
disability studies viewpoint. While Haller clear-
ly empathizes with the disability rights move-
ment and is clear in her writing about her posi-
tion, she is also able to provide a well-nuanced, 
balanced approach to each of these issues/essays.

Many chapters are based on qualitative or 
quantitative content analysis as well as the au-
thor’s interpretation of subjects ranging from 
assisted suicide to movies (or more specifically 
movie: “Million-Dollar Baby”) to telethons, hu-
mor and more. Several essays focus on disability 
in news media, including case study of autism 
and inclusive education. 

In the chapter titled, “Changing disability 
terminology in the news,” Haller explains why 
language is so important to disability rights ac-
tivists:     

“Language has always had the power to 
define cultural groups. The words used 
to refer to a group of people are impor-
tant: they have ramifications for self-
perception, but they also play a large role 
in shaping what thegeneral public believes 
about the group….The language in sto-

ries about disability, they say, helps shape 
what the public understands about the 
disability condition” (p. 49). 

In our media-based, social-networked soci-
ety, understanding how disability is represented 
in the media is of great import and Haller’s book 
would be useful in courses ranging from disabil-
ity studies to journalism to history to economics 
(the chapter on advertising) and many more.

Steven E. Brown, Ph.D. is an Associate 
Professor of Disability Studies at the University 
of Hawai‘i Center on Disability Studies, an 
Editor of RDS, and co-founder of the Institute 
on Disability Culture. He may be contacted at 
sebrown@hawaii.edu

Book Review

Title:  The Power to Spring Up: Postsecondary 
Education Opportunities for Students with 
Significant Disabilities

Author:  Diana M. Katovitch

Publication Data:  Bethesda, MD: Woodbine 
House 2009

Softcover:  ISBN: 978-1-890627-95-9

Cost:  $24.95, 265 pages,

Reviewer: Frank R. Rusch

Postsecondary education and employment 
are typical outcomes of high school students 
without disabilities and these two outcomes are 
increasingly important to students with diverse 
disabilities. Postsecondary education, in par-
ticular, has clearly been one of the bright spots 
in relation to outcomes associated with youth 
with disabilities transitioning from high school 
to young adulthood. Newman et al. (2010) re-
ported that 46 percent of youth with disabilities 
in their 2005 cohort entered a postsecondary 
institution within four years of “leaving” high 
school in comparison to 26 percent of their co-
hort under study in 1990. There should be little 
doubt that new and higher expectations face our 
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youth with disabilities, and new resources that 
will help and guide these expectations will fol-
low. Katovitch’s The Power to Spring Up is an ex-
cellent example of these expected resources. 

The Power to Spring Up is presented in three 
parts: Part One contains three chapters that in-
troduce the reasons for attaining a higher edu-
cation, the laws that support this quest, and 
practical considerations related to attending an 
institution of higher education; Part Two con-
tains 11 chapters that profile programs across 
the country to illustrate diverse options avail-
able; and Part Three provides important detail 
related to the roles that must be assumed by stu-
dents, their parents, and teachers. One of the 
six chapters found in this third section provides 
detail related to financing (chapter 18) and one 
of the most interesting chapters in this section 
provides important advice to parents who are 
unsure how to support their children and even 
how to “let go.” Katovitch provides a long list 
of references for parents throughout the text, 
including Letting go: A parent’s guide to under-
standing the college years by Karen Levin Coburn 
(2009). 

The Power to Spring Up is appropriate for 
parents and any educator counseling youth 
to attend postsecondary education. Chapters 
include specific examples of how youth with 
“significant disabilities,” Autism Spectrum Dis-
orders, Asperger’s Syndrome, Down syndrome, 
and Cerebral Palsy manage their enrollment in a 
number of diverse postsecondary settings. This 
text is a valuable resource for anyone interested 
in the nuts and bolts of planning, financing, and 
generally supporting youth in transition. Parents 
will be inspired to consider new and rewarding 
options for their children as these youth grow 
and find their place in the community. Katovi-
tch deserves a standing ovation. 

Frank Rusch is Professor of Special Edu-
cation at Penn State University. His research is 
focused on comparing and contrasting the out-
comes experienced by youth with diverse dis-

abilities transitioning from high school-related 
programs over the past 30 years, including post-
secondary enrollment, employment, dropping 
out, poverty, and arrest rates.

References

Coburn, K. L. (2009). Letting go: A parent’s 
guide to understanding the college years. 
New York: HarperCollins.

Newman, L., Wagner, M., Cameto, R., 
Knokey, A. M., & Shaver, D. (2010). 
Comparisons across time of the outcomes 
of youth with disabilities up to 4 years 
after high school. A report of findings 
from the National Longitudinal 
Transition Study (NLTS) and the 
National Longitudinal Transition 
Study-2 (NLTS-2). Menlo Park, CA: 
SRI International.
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Disability Studies 

Dissertation Abstracts
Editor’s Note:  The information for this 
section of RDS is provided by Jonathon Erlen 
of the University of Pittsburgh.  A full list of 
disability-related dissertation abstracts may 
be found at: http://www.hsls.pitt.edu/guides/
histmed/dissertations/

Of deaf lives: Convert culture and the dialogic of 
ASL storytelling  
Bechter, Frank Daniel.  Proquest Dissertations 
And Theses 2009.  Section 0330, Part 0326 
578 pages; [Ph.D. dissertation].United States 
-- Illinois: The University of Chicago; 2009. 
Publication Number: AAT 3362460.

From Locke toward liberation: An intellectual 
history of blindness and Enlightenment thought 
from the 1690s to the present 
Wyman, Franklin Karelsen.  Proquest 
Dissertations And Theses 2009.  Section 0064, 
Part 0582 265 pages; [Ph.D. dissertation].
United States -- New Jersey: Drew University; 
2009. Publication Number: AAT 3364860.

A study of the achievement of students with 
disabilities within inclusion classrooms in 
Alabama public high schools 
Cain, Patrick M., Sr..  Proquest Dissertations 
And Theses 2009.  Section 0302, Part 0514 
151 pages; [Ed.D. dissertation].United States 
-- Alabama: Alabama State University; 2009. 
Publication Number: AAT 3362649.

Attitudes and perspectives of urban special 
education teachers working with students with 
Emotional and Behavioral Disorders in an 
inclusive setting 
Twine, Theresa.  Proquest Dissertations And 
Theses 2008.  Section 1063, Part 0514 131 
pages; [Ed.D. dissertation].United States 
-- Pennsylvania: Widener University; 2008. 
Publication Number: AAT 3363775.

Teachers' attitudes towards inclusion of special 
education students and their instructional 
adaptability to students with disabilities 
Witherspoon, Cheryl Kenely.  Proquest 
Dissertations And Theses 2005. Section 1045, 
Part 0514 94 pages; [Ed.D. dissertation].
United States -- South Carolina: South 
Carolina State University; 2005. Publication 
Number: AAT 3361422.

Self-advocacy experiences of college students with 
Learning Disabilities and/or Attention-Deficit 
Hyperactivity Disorder 
Cano-Smith, Jennifer.  Proquest Dissertations 
And Theses 2009.  Section 0061, Part 0745 
199 pages; [Ph.D. dissertation].United States 
-- Colorado: University of Denver; 2009. 
Publication Number: AAT 3359920.

Developing a fascination for literacy: An 
examination of the literacy learning of an 
included student with autism 
Hayward, Joyce L..  Proquest Dissertations 
And Theses 2009.  Section 0162, Part 0535 
355 pages; [Ed.D. dissertation].United States 
-- Illinois: Northern Illinois University; 2009. 
Publication Number: AAT 3359057.



107RDSv7 i2

Teachers' beliefs towards the inclusion of students 
with disabilities 
Sprankle, Marcia A..  Proquest Dissertations 
And Theses 2009.  Section 1517, Part 0529 
138 pages; [Ed.D. dissertation].United States -- 
Delaware: Wilmington University (Delaware); 
2009. Publication Number: AAT 3361933.

Teaching parents of children with autism to 
evaluate interventions 
Berquist, Kari L..  Proquest Dissertations 
And Theses 2009.  Section 0047, Part 0384 
185 pages; [Ph.D. dissertation].United States 
-- California: The Claremont Graduate 
University; 2009. Publication Number: AAT 
3361802.

The perception of friendships for children with 
Asperger's Disorder and its relationship with 
loneliness and depression 
Yeung, Angela W..  Proquest Dissertations And 
Theses 2009.  Section 0474, Part 0622 118 
pages; [Psy.D. dissertation].United States - - 
Connecticut: University of Hartford; 2009. 
Publication Number: AAT 3363838.

Sawing the air thus: American sign language 
translations of Shakespeare and the echoes of 
rhetorical gesture 
Snyder, Lindsey Diane.  Proquest Dissertations 
And Theses 2009.  Section 0117, Part 0465 
181 pages; [Ph.D. dissertation].United States 
-- Maryland: University of Maryland, College 
Park; 2009. Publication Number: AAT 
3368897.

Sexual development and voices of young adults 
with disabilities: Parents and school counselors 
experiences 
Urbina Rodriguez, Sandra.  Proquest 
Dissertations And Theses 2009.  Section 0281, 
Part 0519 264 pages; [Ed.D. dissertation].
United States -- Puerto Rico: University of 
Puerto Rico, Rio Piedras (Puerto Rico); 2009. 
Publication Number: AAT 3365019.

Web usability or accessibility: Comparisons 
between people with and without intellectual 
disabilities in viewing complex naturalistic scenes 
using eye- tracking technology 
Bazar, Nancy Sceery.  Proquest Dissertations 
And Theses 2009.  Section 0883, Part 0529 
251 pages; [Ph.D. dissertation].United States 
-- Virginia: George Mason University; 2009. 
Publication Number: AAT 3364571.

Transition from secondary to postsecondary 
education: The perceptions of college students with 
learning disabilities 
Butler, Michael K..  Proquest Dissertations 
And Theses 2009.  Section 0543, Part 0529 
121 pages; [Ed.D. dissertation].United States 
-- Minnesota: Walden University; 2009. 
Publication Number: AAT 3366746.

Examination of case law (2007--2008) regarding 
Autism Spectrum Disorder and violations of the 
Individuals with Disabilities Education Act 
Hill, Doris Adams.  Proquest Dissertations 
And Theses 2009.  Section 0012, Part 0529 
141 pages; [Ed.D. dissertation].United 
States -- Alabama: Auburn University; 2009. 
Publication Number: AAT 3365542.
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Predictors of attitudes toward disability and 
employment policy issues among undergraduate 
students at the University of Nairobi 
Mamboleo, George Isaboke.  Proquest 
Dissertations And Theses 2009.  Section 0009, 
Part 0529 148 pages; [Ph.D. dissertation].
United States -- Arizona: The University of 
Arizona; 2009. Publication Number: AAT 
3366208.

The needs of Korean-American and Korean 
families of children with disabilities 
Moon, Molly Minjung.  Proquest Dissertations 
And Theses 2009.  Section 0075, Part 0529 
241 pages; [Ed.D. dissertation].United States -- 
District of Columbia: The George Washington 
University; 2009. Publication Number: AAT 
3366979.

Adaptive behavior, self-determination, and 
quality of life for students with severe disabilities 
in inclusive and self-contained placements 
Morgan, Samuel Lambert.  Proquest 
Dissertations And Theses 2009.  Section 0055, 
Part 0529 145 pages; [Ed.D. dissertation].
United States -- New York: Teachers College, 
Columbia University; 2009. Publication 
Number: AAT 3368374.

Perception of early intervention family outcome: 
Inside Chinese-American families having children 
with disabilities 
Wu, Pei-Fang Rachel.  Proquest Dissertations 
And Theses 2009.  Section 0169, Part 0529 
193 pages; [Ph.D. dissertation].United States 
-- Oklahoma: The University of Oklahoma; 
2009. Publication Number: AAT 3365921.

Deaf children's acquisition of novel fingerspelled 
words  
Hile, Amy Elizabeth.  Proquest Dissertations 
And Theses 2009.  Section 0051, Part 0679 
182 pages; [Ph.D. dissertation].United States -- 
Colorado: University of Colorado at Boulder; 
2009. Publication Number: AAT 3366601.

Twinned deviance: Women and disability in 
medieval literature 
Pearman, Tory Vandeventer.  Proquest 
Dissertations And Theses 2009.  Section 0112, 
Part 0297 308 pages; [Ph.D. dissertation].
United States -- Illinois: Loyola University 
Chicago; 2009. Publication Number: AAT 
3367121.

Connection, caretaking, and conflict: The recalled, 
lived experience of adult daughters of bipolar 
mothers 
Presley, Louise Ribeiro.  Proquest Dissertations 
And Theses 2009.  Section 0112, Part 0452 
274 pages; [Ph.D. dissertation].United States 
-- Illinois: Loyola University Chicago; 2009. 
Publication Number: AAT 3366142.

"In the same soup": Marginality, vulnerability 
and belonging in life stories of disabled Ghanaian 
women 
Nepveux, Denise M..  Proquest Dissertations 
And Theses 2009.  Section 0806, Part 0453 
559 pages; [Ph.D. dissertation].United States 
-- Illinois: University of Illinois at Chicago, 
Health Sciences Center; 2009. Publication 
Number: AAT 3364825.
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The use of dogs to impact joint attention in 
children with autism spectrum disorders 
Welsh, Kenneth Charles.  Proquest 
Dissertations And Theses 2009.  Section 0543, 
Part 0622 94 pages; [Ph.D. dissertation].
United States -- Minnesota: Walden University; 
2009. Publication Number: AAT 3366835.

 

Come Blog with us!
The Review of Disability Studies has a blog for you 
to get and give input on disability studies’ latest topics.

http://rdsinternationaljournal.blogspot.com/
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Information for Advertisers

The Review of Disability Studies, published 
by the Center on Disability Studies at the Uni-
versity of Hawai‘i at Manoa, invites advertise-
ments from (a) publishers of books, films, vid-
eos, and music, (b) employers with position an-
nouncements, and (c) producers and distribu-
tors of products and services. For questions or to 
advertise with RDS, please email rdsj@hawaii.
edu or call 808-956-5688.

Why Advertise With RDS?

The Review of Disability Studies is the ideal 
vehicle for reaching an international audience in 
the field of disability studies. We have and are 
pursuing affiliations with other major organiza-
tions in the field. 

Subscribers are academics, advocates, and 
libraries. It is a highly receptive audience for ap-
propriately targeted advertising. Research shows 
that specialty journals such as the Review of 
Disability Studies are cited by professionals as 
the most useful source of information for the 
purchase of products and services, more so than 
conferences, direct mail, and direct sales.

Copy Requirements and Cost

Advertisements must be submitted in an 
electronic format - preferably a PDF file with 
fonts embedded or as a Microsoft Word file - in 
an email attachment sent to rdsj@hawaii.edu. 

Dimensions for a half page are 7 x 4 inches 
at a cost of $300. Dimensions for a full page are 
7 x 8 inches at a cost of $500.

Discounts:
10% discount for 3, 4 or 5 insertions
20% discount for 6 or more insertions
10% publishers discount
10% discount for first time advertisers

Please note: Only one type of discount will 
be applied to each booking. Combinations of 
discounts are not accepted.

Frequency and Length

RDS is published four times a year and runs 
approximately 50 pages.

Terms and Conditions

1.  All advertisements submitted are 
subject to editorial approval. We 
reserve the right to refuse or to remove 
advertisements at our discretion.

2.  A confirmation of your order will be 
supplied upon acceptance.

3.  We cannot make any guarantees as 
to publication dates. While we will 
make every effort to ensure that your 
advertisement will be published, the 
Review of Disability Studies may run 
ahead or behind schedule.

4.  All advertisements are accepted on a 
space available basis. On rare occasions 
it may not be possible to accommodate 
a particular advertisement. Should this 
be the case, a refund or substitute issue 
will be offered.

5.  No liability is accepted by the 
Center on Disability Studies or the 
University of Hawai‘i for the content 
of any advertisements or quality of 
any products, materials, or services 
advertised.

6.  The Center on Disability Studies 
and the University of Hawai‘i do not 
accept any liability for loss or damage 
arising from the use of any products 
or materials purchased as a result of 
advertisement publication.
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7.  Invoices for all advertisements must be 
settled within 30 days of receipt from 
the date as postmarked.

8.  All advertisement prices are subject 
to sales tax, general equity tax, value 
added tax, or any similar tax if 
chargeable and at the current rate.

9.  Prices are correct at the time of 
publication. The Center on Disability 
Studies, at the University of Hawai‘i at 
Manoa, reserves the right to increase 
advertisement rates at any time.

About the Center On  
Disability Studies

The mission of the Center on Disability 
Studies (CDS), at the University of Hawai‘i at 
Manoa, is to support the quality of life, com-
munity integration, and self- determination of 
all persons accomplished through training, ser-
vice, research, demonstration, evaluation, and 
dissemination activities in Hawai‘i, the Pacific 
Region, and the mainland United States.

The Center on Disability Studies is the um-
brella for some 25 funded projects. It originated 
as the Hawai‘i University Affiliated Program 
(UAP) funded by the Administration on Devel-
opmental Disabilities of the U.S. Department of 
Health and Human Services. It was established 
in 1988 as part of a network of over 60 UAP's 

in the United States. It is now a University Cen-
ter for Excellence in Disability Education, Re-
search, and Service.

Although core funding for the Center is 
provided by the Administration on Develop-
mental Disabilities, other federal and state funds 
are provided by the Maternal and Child Health 
Bureau of the U.S. Department of Education, 
various other programs in the U.S. Department 
of Education, the University of Hawai‘i, and the 
State Planning Council on Developmental Dis-
abilities.

The activities of the Center for Disability 
Studies extend throughout the state of Hawai‘i, 
the mainland United States, and the Pacific 
region with funded projects in several initia-
tive areas including intercultural relations and 
disability, mental health, special health needs, 
Pacific outreach, employment, and school and 
community inclusion.

The Center provides a structure and process 
to support and maintain internal professional 
development, collegiality, and cooperation, re-
flecting an organizational commitment to excel-
lence. Center activities reflect a commitment to 
best practice and interdisciplinary cooperation 
within an academic, community, and family 
context. Activities are culturally sensitive and 
demonstrate honor and respect for individual 
differences in behavior, attitudes, beliefs, and 
interpersonal styles.
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