CHAPTER 23

Disability and Blackness
Josh Lukin

In 2005 the Modern Language Association’s
Committee on Disability Issues in the Pro-
fesssion wrote, “The future of Disability
Studies is Black indeed.” Their prophecy
expressed a determination to begin a long-
overdue discussion of black issues and art-
ists in the context of Disability Studies, and
vice-versa. Committee member Robert
McRuer, of George Washington Univer-
sity, noted that, with few exceptions, Dis-
ability Studies silently assumes whiteness
in its practitioners and subjects. McRuer
recalled how, twenty-four years earlier, the
endless repetition of the phrase “blacks and
women,” as though the two were mutually
exclusive categories, had provoked the
creation of the volume, All the Women Are
White, All the Blacks Are Men, but Some of
Us Are Brave: Bluck Women’s Studies. That
emphasis on where identities intersect, and
the need to create more complex concepts
of identity that could accommodate that
intersectionality, transformed feminism:
McRuer and his allies hoped for a similarly
deep transformation in Disability Studies.
To understand this state of affairs, we
need to look back. The disability rights
movement gained widespread recognition
in the 1970s; the academic field of Disabil-
ity Studies is associated with the founding
of the Society for Disability Studies {SDS§]
in the 1980s; and humanities scholars at

the MLA have been working in the field
since the early 1990s. Rosemarie Garland-
Thomson's 1996 Extraordinary Bodies, a
pioneering study of disability in literature,
addressed depiction of disability in the
work of black writers such as Audre Lorde,
Ann Petry, and Toni Morrison. Although
African Americans constitute twelve per-
cent of the population in general, they
make up eighteen percent of Americans
with disabilities; so one might reasonably
ask why the appearance of Black Disability
Studies has taken so long considering thata
greater percentage of black people appear
to be disabled? And what role can literary
scholars have in developing black disabil-
ity studies? The answetrs to those two ques-
tions are connected, and relate to the ten-
sions between black activism and disability
advocacy going back to the earlier days of
the disability movement.

I. ACTIVISM

Black disabled activist Johnnie Lacy, in a
1998 interview for UC Berkeley's oral his-
tory archive, recounted several decades of
experience trying to negotiate her minor-
ity identiiies: As carly as 1960, Lacy was
exquisitely conscious of the power that
even those who might oppose race and
sex discrimination felt they could wield in
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oppressing people with disabilities. She
recalls the San Francisco State University
professor who successfully organized a
movément to stop her from studying in his
department because he saw no place in his
profession for wheelchair-users:

... my final and departing shot to him was
that if [ were just a woman, he could not do
this to me; if ¥ were only a person of color,
he would not be able to do thisto me; and
... the only reason that—the only way that
you. [are] able to take this unfair advantage is
because I have a disability.

Although (the analogy between racist
and ableist discrimination is evident in
Lacy’s protest, she did not see that analogy
being widely understood. At the time, and
well into the early Seventies, her interac-
tion with her fellow black activistsilediher
to believe thatthe black community shared
the larger society’s prejudices against the
disabled:

lsbelieve, that African Americans see dis-
ability in the same way that everybody else
sees it—[perceiving people with disabilities
as] worthless, mindless—without realizing
that this is the same attitude held by oth-
ers toward African Americans. This belief
in effect cancels out the black identity they
share with a disabled black person, both
socially and culturally, because the disability
experience is not viewed in the same context
as if one were only black, and not disabled.
Because of this myopic view, I as a black
disabled person could not share in the intel-
lectual dialogue viewed as exclusive to black
folk. In other words, I could be one or the
other but not both.

Although the black community acknowl-
edged the existence of disability, Lacy felt
that it did not recognize the possibility of
people with disabilities having a group
identity. “I also discovered ... that many
African-Americans consider being black as
having a disability, and so they didn't really
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identify with disability as a disability but
just as one other kind of inequity that black
people had to deal with."

With the late Seventies came the “504
Demonstration,” the Stonewall Inn of the
disability rights movement. The Rehabili-
tation Act of 1973 had contained a pro-
vision making it illegal for any federally
funded institution or activity to discrimi-
nate against the disabled; but this passage,
like the lines in the 1964 Civil Rights Act
prohibiting sex discrimination, was not
taken seriously by the federal government.
Like the women's movement of a decade
earlier, and the desegregation movement
before that, the disability movement took
to direct action to compel the state to keep
its promise. For twenty-five days, disabil-
ity activists occupied the San Francisco
offices of the Department of Health, Edu-
cation, and Welfare, ultimately prompting
HEW to grant their demands that the anti-
discrimination law be enforced with no
exceptions.

Johnnie Lacy was among the many dis-
abled citizens who gained a new under-
standing of the position of the disabled in
society, realizing that a newly self-aware
minority was no longer going to ask meekly
for the favor of equal opportunity:

I saw disabled people demanding things ...
that should have been theirs ... and I imme-
diately made the connection. . . I had worked
in the anti-poverty program before, and poor
[Black and Latino] people were given the same
kinds of lack of respect and the samne kinds of
treatment.

At this point, Lacy did not feel she had to
deny or disavow her other identities to
accept her newly affirmed status as a mem-
ber of the disability community: the edu-
cation she received in and arcund the 504
Demonstrations gave'her,

a sense of pride as a disabled person, not
as a black person and not as a woman. But
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it . . . brought the three together for the first
time to me. And sort of made me feel like a
whole person .. . I could identify myself with
a whole group of people that I never identi-
fied and that I didn’t really know existed. It
was like sharing my experiences as a disa-
bled person for the first time, sharing my
insights ... It was like being with a group of
people who saw themselves as people, not
as objects of pity ... people, like I say, were
being empowered and they were not blam-
ing themselves.

As an activist in the new movement, work-
ing at Berkeley’s Center for Independent
Living and similar institutions, Lacy found
herself on the other side of the divide:
instead of feeling frustrated with the black
community’s limited understanding of
disability culture, she became a kind of
ethnographic guide to the largely white
disability community, trying to educate
its members who had no clue as to how to
approach the black community. Although
she quickly taught her white coileagues to
avoid openly condescending behavior, she
had more difficulty with their ignorance of
cultural difference:

It's just that they came from backgrounds
where ... they just didn't have that much
exposure to people of color, and they truly did
not know how to outreach with these folks.
They just felt that if you're disabled, that's
the only thing, you know, that’s important.

Shestruggled to explain how many minor-
ity cultures had ditférent attitudes toward
community and family than did the inde-
pendence-mindedwhite professionalclass,
and howthosedifferences were relevant to
the Independent Living Movement. Ulti-
mately the movement’s minority outreach
resources improved with the recruitment
of more activists of color who had received
and given training in the “504 group.”

The obstacles to recognition and under-
standing between the two movements,
black and disabled, are discussed further

by blind black activist Donald Galloway
in the Berkeley oral history archive, Work-
ing at the Center for Independent Living
in 1973, he was punished for advocating a
larger minority presence:

I was the only black, and I started bringing
black people into the center as drivers and
attendants, and bringing in professional
types ... I went to the board of directors at
the center, and said, we're going to start a
black caucus to make sure we get our voice
heard. That went over like a lead balloon .. .
because the attitude was that we were all
one, and there's no need forit. . . I got kicked
off the board because of iy position.

But while the disability’ movement, took
some time to perceive the need for
attention to race, Galloway recalls Bay
Area black leaders who were responsive
to the needs of the disabled in the Seven-
ties, He was among those who brought the
Black Panther Party into an alliance with
the 504 demonstrators and persuaded
the black elected officials of Berkeley to
support the Center for Independent Liv-
ing (see Schweik for a detailed account
of the other individuals involved in that
alliance).

Yet, despite his personal successes
in connecting with black organizations
on specific issues, Galloway ultimately
shared Lacy’s feeling that there was a gap
in mutual understanding between the
movernents:

To be realisticraboutiit, the black eommu-
nity, even now, the organized black commu-
nity did not really identify with the struggle
of people with disabilities in the same way.
I think that we, as disabled people, identify
with the black movement. But the black
movement. . . did not want to include people
with disabilities in the movement. .. In fact,
Senator Humphrey, during the 1973 debate
... when the Civil Rights Act 0f 1964 came up
1o be voted on, he wanted to include people
with disabilities, and the black organized
community said, “No..."
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Onlyrinsthe Nineties, when a broad coali-
tion was required to save the Civil, Rights
Act; did Galloway see.a mutually respect-
ful alliance forming, His description of it is
telling:

We came in.andrbasically helped to bail—
not to bail—to help them, to help us to—it's
hard to call them and us, because I'ma part
of both groups, so I'm bouncing back and
forth, so you understand when I said them
and us. We had to go in and help support
the reauthorization of it. It was successful.
And now they are beginning to understand
that we needed to support each other. . . It's
that kind of awareness that's beginning to
happen between the different groups. The
women’s movement went through the same
thing.

II. SCHOLARSHIP

The issues behind Galloway's struggle over
which group to call “them” and “us” are
illuminated by a recollection Johnnie Lacy
has of a Community Action agency meet-
ing in the Sixties:

I can remember one manager standing up
and declaring very loudly that he didn't see
a difference between disabled people and
black people, because he was black, and he
felt just as disabled as a disabled person. And
1 think he got a big support for that state-
ment. And 1 think it clearly was a dividing
point, between the way blacks saw disability
and the way that black disabled people saw
disability. There was a difference.

That “difference” is central to the conflict
between the two movements—whenever
one group said “We are the same,” the
other group said, with some insight, “No.
You are exploiting my group's experience
just so that you can have a metaphor for
your owr.” Andrindividuals who-eccu-
pied both groups at once were caught in
the crossfire. The tension created by one
group feeling that its experience was being
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reduced to a metaphorstill occurs in situ-
ations where people with disabilities seek
representation alongside racial and ethnic
minosities.

The manager whose analogy elic-
ited Lacy’s objection was using (rhetoric
familiat to students of disability. Charac-
ters with disabilities in novels are always
symbols of something or other, Very rarely
do we see what a person with a disability
interacting with the world experiences—a
descriptive goal that is taken for granted in
stories about characters from other histori-
cally marginalized groups. Readers now.are
scnsitive to racial and gender metaphors.
But, as critic Michael Bérubé has observed,
it still takes a rare sensibility to notice that
the lawyer in Native Son presents disabil-
ity as a moral failing when he shouts, “Your
philanthropy was as tragically blind as your
sightless eyes!” (569).

Hence, in its rhetorical use of disability,
the manager’s claim that he feels just like a
disabled person because he is black comes
as no surprise. But in historicaliterms, it is
a novel connection—traditionally, African
Americansshave been extremely averse to
race/disability analogies; when scholars
seek to include disability alongside race
and ethnicity in a multicultural curricu-
lum, objections still axise'from representa-
tives of racial minorities who take offense
at the suggestion that they could have any-
thing in common with the disabled. Jen-
nifer James, a literary scholar at George
Washington University, has researched the
historical reasons for this aversion.

Simply put, from the beginnings of the
United States, the claim that “Blackgess is
like disability” was not used as an expres-
sion of how black Americans suffered but
as a tool of their oppression. During the
American Revolution, James explains, “the
Continental Congress decided not to enlist
‘Negroes, Boys unable to bear Arms nor
Old men unfit to endure the Fatigues of the
Campaign,’ ... New Hampshire refused
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to accept ‘lunatics, idiots and Negros,’
implying blackness.was a similar mental
deficiency.” The very fact of blackness was
regarded as a deformity or disability, even
by white Americans sympathetic to the
cause of civic equality. In the 18605, “Aboli-
tionist Thomas Wentworth Higginson, who
commanded . . . the first African American
regiment officially raised for the Civil War,
issued this progress report on his black
subordinates: they ‘were growing more like
white men—less grotesque.”” These asso-
ciations naturally influenced black writers’
priorities: James argues that in

post-Civil War African American Jiterature
particularly, it was imperative that the black
body and the black mind be portrayed as
uninjured /. . in order to disprove cne of the
main_anti-black arguments that suifaced
after emancipation—that slavery had made
blacks ‘unfit’ for citizenship.

The same rhetorical issues were at work
in the integration struggles that followed
World War II: as postwar civil rights agita-
tions grew, the stakes surrounding public
portrayals of blackness also increased. To
aid the struggle, image brokers sought cul-
tural products that highlighted the trag-
edy of white oppression and the reliability
of black dignity. In practice, this meant
excluding portrayals of black Americans
that would suggest sexuality, childishness,
or disability, all of which were associated
with the history of anti-black stereotypes.
The ironies are painful here—black sol-
diers were disproportionately punished
for infractions of discipline during the war,
and those with war-derived physical and
mental disabilities were often denied dis-
charge, and sometimes subjected to beat-
ings and torture in the guise of “therapy.”
But the pressure to convey the public mes-
sage that “The Negro is just like you,” with
“you” being an imagined able-bodied,
empowered, white audience who could
aid in the liberation struggle, led to strange

silences and distortions on the subject of
disabled black veterans. It was in this con-
text, James says, that John Oliver Killens
censured his fellow black novelist Ralph
Ellison for depicting psychologically disa-
bled black veterans.

James finds tools for understanding this
problem in recent disability scholarship,
especially thatofHenri-Jacques Stiker, Peo-
ple disabled by wartime injury or by work-
related accidents, Stiker explains, have for
the past century or more been the object of
attempts to reintegrate them into society.
Such efforts assume that “integration” is
desirable and “society” is something eve-
ryone wants to be part of. To James, John
Oliver Killens' complaint is part of a “black
politics of rehabilitation” that requires
black bodies to prove their “sameness”
before Black people can be fully integrated -
into the national community. For people
with disabilities, “readjustment must be to
society as society is presently constituted.”
Society promises the benefits of sameness,
luring the “other” to accept rehabilitation.
The idea that “society” requires radical
change, and the idea that the forces cre-
ating marginalized groups and minorities
outside the norm must be fought, form no
part of this rehabilitative model.

Theargument thatdemandingtobe “like
everybody else” attributes a greater value
to “everybody else” than “everybody else”
may possess is of course a commonplace
of black activism from the Sixties onward,
beginning with James Baldwin’s asking,
in the context of his demand for immense
transformations in Western societies, “Do [
really want to be integrated into a burning
house?” But Jennifer James finds that even
in the Fifties, there was one literary voice
consistently and repeatedly defying the
pressure to engage in “damage control,”
and possessing none of the “hesitance to
offer graphic descriptions of a black body
wounded by warfare” that she sees inform-
ing most postwar black literature. This
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author, who presented unashamed depic-
tions of unrehabilitated black male bod-
ies, was the poet and novelist Gwendolyn
Brooks. In her 1944 “Soldier Sonnets” (reti-
tled “gay chaps at the bar”), her 1949 vol-
ume Annie Allen, and her 1953 novel\Maud
Martha, Brooks breaks with a tradition of
black American war writers who evaded
the issue of bodily injury; she seeks to give
voice to various “non-heroic” bodies using
prose and verse structures that mirror their
broken forms. The argument that “we are
like other people” does appear in such son-
nets as “the white troops had their orders
butthe Negroes looked like men,” but these
“men” are not idealized figures of empow-
erment: they lose their limbs, faces, blood,
and lives in a war that offers little glory.
Brooks’ project, James believes, is to force
socially produced disability into view and
to show that society, rather than the indi-
vidual, is in dire need of rehabilitation.

The head of Temple University's Insti-
tute on Disabilities, Diane Bryen, in 1996
surnmarized the(central precepts of Disa-
bility Studies and the movements that gave
rise to it. They include

* An opposition to “cureism,” the belief
that the goal of people with disabilities
should be focused on eliminating their
disability.

* An opposition to the depiction of
people with disabilities as helpless,
pitiful, and powerless victims of their
impairments.

* Anopposition to the “Supercrip” myth
of the disabled person who pulls him-
self up by his bootstraps to become an
Inspiration to Us All,

» Perception of the “problem of disabil-
ity” as a social {(not a medical) problem
that can be minimized by eliminating
barriers in the environment.

* The belief that people with disabilities
have shared histories, cultures, and
interests, and a desire for full citizen-
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ship, encompassing social and politi-
cal self-determination.

» The insistence, exemplified in the slo-
gan “Nothing about us without us,”
that people with disabilities and their
perspectives be included in accounts
of disability and the formation of dis-

ability policy.

These dogmas have been powerful tools for

uniting people with similar goals, values,
and experiences. But some of them suffer
from the problems inherent in any attempt
to make broad generalizations that define
a culture or an identity.

While Jennifer James’s work shows how
black voices and Disability Studies cri-
tiques converge, Anna Mollow, another
participant in the Black Disability Studies
panel, focuses on how black perspectives
can shake up and complicate the conven-
tional wisdom of the Disability Studies
world, She urges that,

in examining intersections of forms of
oppression, we guard against the dangers of
a ‘disability essentialism,’ in which the expe-
riences, needs, desires, and aims of all disa-
bled people are assumed to be the same and
those with ‘different’ experiences are accom-
modated only if they do not make claims that
undermine the movement’'s foundational
arguments.

Mollow’'s work on Meri Nana-Ama Dan-
quah shows how a narrative in many ways
at odds with the standards of the approach
Bryen outlined: for Danquah, the fight
is not to get out of a system that unjustly
stigmatizes her as ili, or to combat stere-
otypes about triumph and inspiration, but
to get into a system that unjustly denies the
reality of her illness and the resources she
needs to recover.

There have been several positive devel-
opments both in intersectional activism
and in academic analysis since the pre-
diction opening this essay, including the
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rise of the National Black Disability Coa-
lition and the publication of Chris Bell's
Blackness and Disability anthology. In the
Bay Area, still a disability activism mecca,
black performance artist Leroy Moore is a
leader both in social justice organizing and
in the arts, with such projects as Krip Hop
Nation, which supports and raises public
awareness of musicians with disabilities.
The University of Michigan Press has pub-
lished Terry Rowden’s The Songs of Blind
Folk: African American Musicians and
the Cultures of Biindness as part of its dis-
ability studies series; the journal MELUS
has published an issue on “Race, Ethnic-
ity, Disability, and Literature.” Education
scholar Nirmala Erevelles has been writing
groundbreaking workat the intersection of
disability studies and critical race theory,
analyzing the creation of disability in peo-
ple disadvantaged by class and race, the
oppression of disabled people of color, and
he ideological use disability to justify racial,
gender, ethnic, and national oppression.
There is a growing body of work of activ-
ist women of color in the blogosphere and
on the academic conference circuit that is
increasing awareness of disability move-
ment struggles and insights.

The theme running through the work
of all of these writersis themneed to listen
to black voices and consider distinctively
black experiences when tracing the his-
tory of disability and its artistic represen-
tation. Their insights can help us make
sense of the dilemmas and obstacles
described by African Americans with dis-
abilities and indeed could help to reduce
the misunderstandings and ignorance
encountered by Lacy, Galloway, and oth-
ers in their position. Simi Linton has writ-
ten that the “Disability Studies’ project is
to weave disabled people back into the

- fabric of society, thread by thread, theory

by theory. It aims to expose the ways in
which disability has been made excep-
tional and to work to naturalize disabled

people—remake us as full citizens whose
rights and privileges are intact, whose his-
tory and contributions are recorded, and
whose often distorted representations
in art, literature, film, theater, and other
forms of artistic expression are fully ana=
Iyzed” (522).. It is i rative that those
threads and theories, and that “fabric of
society,” not be imagined as all white.
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