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DISABIL

ITY STUDIES A S A FIELD

dis a bilit ie s ? W e r e n 't lit e r a r y

a nd a r t is t ic a r c hiv e s

p e r v e r s e in t he ir

r e p r e s e n t a t io na l dis t o r t io ns

o f t he d is a b le d b o d y ? Did n 't

o ne b e c o m e d is he a r t e ne d

o v e r t ime w it h t he

unb e a r a b le s y mb o lic w e ig ht



o f lit e r a r y c ha r a c t e r iz a t io ns ?

T his is , no t t o m e n t io n, t he

c e nt r a l is s ue o f h o w s t ud y

in t he hum a nit ie s c o uld

c o nt r ib u t e t o t he p r a g ma t ic

ne e d s o f d is a b le d

c o mmunit ie s a nd t he c o n-

t e m p o r a r y p o lit ic a l rig ht s

mo v e m e n t !

B e ginning ne a r ly 3 0 y e a r s

a g o , a r e s ur g e nc e o f c o n c e r n

o v e r t he c o n s e q ue nc e s o f

d e hum a n-iz ing

r e p r e s e n t a t io ns (i.e .,



mo ns t e r , f r e a k , m a d m a n,

s uf f e r ing inno c e nt , hy s t e r ic ,

b e g g a r ) o f t he d is a b le d ha s

r e s ult e d in s us p ic io n o v e r

t he ult ima t e ut ilit y o f

r e p r e s e nt a t io na l s t ud ie s

a b o u t d is -a bilit y . Truly, lit e r a r y

a nd his t o r ic a l t e x t s ha v e

r a r e ly a p p e a r e d t o o f f e r

dis a b le d c ha r a c t e r s in d e -

v e lo p e d , "p o s it iv e "

p o r t r a it s .
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But t he b e lie f

t ha t lit e r a r y s t ud y ha s lit t le

t o o f f e r o ur m o r e



p o lit ic iz e d und e r s t a nd ing s

o f d is a b ilit y e x p e r ie n c e r e s t s

unc o mf o r t a b ly w it h us .

Pre v io us ly , p r o p o ne nt s o f

t he univ e r s a lit y in a r t ha d

s o ug ht t o s a lv a g e t he

s ig nif ic a nc e o f dis-a b le d

lit e r a r y c ha r a c t e r iz a t io ns b y

v ie w ing t he m a s e v id e nc e

f o r inhe r e nt f r a ilt ie s in w ha t

us e d t o b e c a lle d " t he

hum a n c o nd it io n." F o r

e x a m p le , He r b e r t Bla u

(19 8 1) d e f e nd s lit e r a r y p o r -



t r a it s o f dis a bilit y b y

e x p la ining t ha t t he y c a us e us

t o " c o nc e d e t ha t w e a r e a ll,

a t s o m e w a r p e d le v e l o f t he

e s s e nt ia lly hum a n,

imp a ir e d " (p . 10 ) . A

c a t a lo g ue o f d is a b le d

r e p r e s e n t a t io ns in lit -e r a t ur e

inc lud e s s o m e o f t he mo s t

inf lue nt ia l f ig ur a t io ns o f

"s uf f e r ing hum a nit y " a c r o s s

p e r io d s a nd c ult ur e s : t he

c r ip p le d G r e e k g o d ,

He p ha is t o s ; Mo n t a ig n e 's



s e x ua lly p o t e n t limping

w o m e n; S ha k e s p e a r e 's

hunc hb a c k e d k ing, Ric ha r d

III; F r a nk e n s t e in 's

d e f o r m e d m o n s t e r ; B r o nt e 's

ma d w o m a n in t he a t t ic ;

Me lv ille 's o ne -le g g e d ,

mo no m a nia c a l C a p t a in

A h a b ; Nie t z -s c he 's

p hilo s o p hic a l g r o t e s q ue s ;

He ming w a y 's w o und e d w a r

v e t e r a ns ; Mo r r is o n 's

t r unc a t e d a nd s c a r r e d

e x - s la v e s ; B o r g e s 's b lind



lib r a r ia ns ; a nd O e 's

b r a in-d a ma g e d s o n.

A s t o nis hingly , t his c a t a lo g ue

o f "w a r p e d " huma nit y

p r o v e s a s int e r na t io n a l a s it

d o e s b io lo g ic a lly v a r ie d .

W h y d o e s d is a b ilit y

c ha r a c t e r iz a t io n s o o f t e n

r e s ult in ind e lib le , a lb e it

o v e r w r o ug h t , lit e r a r y p o r -

t r a it s ? W it h t his in mind , t he

e x c ha ng e b e t w e e n S t ik e r

a nd L o ng m o r e t a k e s o n t he

c o n t o ur s o f a d is c ip lina r y



c ris is t ha t ne e d s t o b e

t he o r iz e d dire c t ly .

W e s ug g e s t t ha t t he

" p r o b le m" o f d is a b ilit y

r e p r e s e n t a t io n is t he r e s ult

o f t w o p r e d o mina t ing mo d e s

o f his t o r ic a l a d d r e s s :

o v e r he a t e d s y mb o lic

im a g e r y a nd dis a b ilit y a s a

p e rv a s iv e t o o l o f a r t is t ic

c ha r a c t e r iz a t io n. Y e t w hile

s c ho la r s in lit e r a r y a nd

c ult ur a l s t ud ie s ha v e

p r o d uc e d im-p o r t a n t r e a d ing s



o f indiv id ua l dis a b le d

c ha r a c t e r s a nd t he c e nt r a lit y

o f d is a b le d t y p e s t o s p e c if ic

g e nr e s , w e ha v e la r g e ly

ne g le c t e d t o t he o r iz e t he

ut ilit y o f huma nit ie s w o r k

f o r dis a bilit y s t udie s in

p a r t ic ula r a nd dis a ble d

p o p ula t io ns in g e ne r a l. T his

c ha p t e r s e e k s t o $ urv e y

d e v e lo p m e nt s in t he s t ud y o f

d is a b ilit y a c r o s s t he

hum a nit ie s in a n e f f o r t t o

p r o v id e a g o v e r ning lo g ic



f o r t he ne - c e s s it y o f t he

huma nit ie s t o t he e v o lut io n

o f d is a b ilit y s t udie s in

g e ne r a l.

W e a ls o s e e k t o e x p la in

t he my ria d w a y s t ha t

s c ho la r s ha v e c o mp lic a t e d

t he q ue s t io n o f "ne g a t iv it y "

w it ho ut s ur r e nd e r ing us a b le

p o lit ic s . R e c e n t s t ud ie s o f

d is a b ilit y in t he a r c hiv e s

p r o v id e a ma nif e s t ly

mult if a c e t e d b a s e o n w hic h

t o b uild o ur o w n p e r io d 's


