Disability in Contemporary Society

Societies have always had members with disabilities. Historically, they have dealt differently with people who had physical or mental limitations, but rarely have they been treated as equals. According to the Bureau of the Census, an estimated 36 million people had a disability in 2011. Disability is considered a reduced ability to perform tasks one would normally do at a given stage in life. This includes everyone from those who have difficulty carrying 10 pounds to people who use wheelchairs, crutches, or walkers (Bureau of the Census 2011d). Explore on mysoclab.com We often marginalize people with disabilities, but many individuals have accomplished much in their lives. As we can see in Table 17.1, some people’s disabilities are well known, whereas others’ go largely unnoticed. Disabilities are found in all segments of the population, but racial and ethnic minori- ties are disproportionately more likely to experience them and also to have less access to assistance. Fewer African Americans and Hispanic people with disabilities are graduating from college compared with White people with disabilities. They also have incomes consistently lower than their White counterparts (Steinmetz 2006). Although disability knows no social class, about two-thirds of working- age people with a disability in the United States are unemployed. African Americans and Hispanics with disabilities are even more likely to be jobless. Most of them believe that they would be able to work if they were offered the opportunity or if some reasonable accommodation could be made to address the disability (Kirkpatrick 1994; Noble 1995; Shapiro 1993).

Labeling the Disabled

Labeling theorists, drawing on the work of sociologist Erving Goffman (1963), suggest that society attaches a stigma to many forms of disability and that this stigma leads to prejudicial treatment. Indeed, people with disabilities often observe that people without disabilities see them only as 

disability reduced ability to perform tasks one would normally do at a given stage in life

People with disabilities are no longer willing to keep out of sight and are prepared to become fully functioning members of society, as reflected in this man enjoying a carousel ride in San Antonio, Texas.

 Explore the Concept Social Explorer Activity: Disability in the U.S. on mysoclab.com
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blind, deaf, wheelchair users, and so forth, rather than as complex human beings with individ- ual strengths and weaknesses whose blindness or deafness is merely one aspect of their lives. In Listen to Our Voices, we consider settlements that the Civil Rights Division of the Department of Justice reached in its enforcement of the Americans with Disabilities Act reflecting the wide range of situations that create discrimination today. As with other subordinate statuses, the mass media have contributed to the stereotyp- ing of people with disabilities. Too often, they are treated with a mixture of pity and fear. Nationwide charity telethons promote a negative image of people with disabilities as being childlike and nonproductive, suggesting that until they are “cured,” they cannot contribute to society like other people. At the very least, the poster-child image proclaims that it is not okay to have a disability. By contrast, in literature and film, evil characters with disabilities— from Captain Hook to Dr. Strangelove to Freddy Krueger—reinforce the view that disability is a punishment for evil. Efforts to encourage sober driving or safety in the workplace use images of people with disabilities to frighten people into the appropriate behavior. Negative attitudes are not the only challenge facing people with disabilities. Among men and women aged 16–64 with any kind of disability, 35 percent are employed, compared to 72 percent without a disability. People with disabilities are also 1.5 times more likely to be 

TABLE 17.1 Famous People with Disabilities

Can you match the person with the disability? All the famous people listed in this table have at least one disability. Match each person with one or more disabilities, then check your answers below. Match the letters in Column A with the names in Column B.

Column A Column B

A. Blind ______Stevie Wonder B. Learning disability ______Michael J. Fox C. Polio ______Beethoven D. Epilepsy ______Tom Cruise E. Dwarfism ______Patrick Dempsey F. Parkinson’s disease ______Napoleon G. Quadriplegic ______Sting H. Deaf ______Franklin Delano Roosevelt I. Stuttering ______John Mellencamp J. HIV–AIDS ______Christopher Reeve K. Multiple sclerosis ______ “Mini-me” Verne Troyer L. Attention-deficit disorder ______Homer M. Cancer ______James Earl Jones N. Spina bifida ______Frida Kahlo O. Bipolar disorder ______Montel Williams ______Steven Spielberg ______John Lennon ______Jay Leno ______Axl Rose ______Charles Schwab ______Robin Williams ______Lance Armstrong ______Magic Johnson ______Bruce Willis

Answers: Wonder A, Fox F, Beethoven H, Cruise B, Dempsey B, Napoleon N, Sting BL, Roosevelt C, Mellencamp B, Reeve G, Mini-me E, Homer A, Jones I, Kahlo CN, Montel Williams K, Spielberg B, Lennon L, Leno I, Rose BL, Schwab B, Williams LO, Armstrong M, Johnson J, Willis L.

Source: Author, based on Meyer 2007.
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victims of both violent and nonviolent crimes. In about one in five incidents, the victim felt that their disability was why they were victimized (Brault 2010; Rand and Harrell 2009). In Chapter 3, we introduced institutional discrimination, which describes the denial of opportunities and equal rights to individuals or groups, resulting from the normal opera- tions of a society. This applies to people with disabilities. For example, society is sometimes organized in a way that limits people with disabilities. Architectural barriers and transporta- tion difficulties often add to the problems of people with disabilities when they seek and obtain employment. Simply getting around city streets can be quite difficult for people with mobility challenges. Many streets are not properly equipped with curb cuts for wheelchair users. A genuinely barrier-free building needs more than a ramp; it should also include auto- matic doors, raised letters and Braille on signs, and toilets that are accessible to people with disabilities. Even if a person with disabilities finds a job, and even if the job is in a barrier-free building, he or she still faces the problem of getting to work in a society in which many rail stations and most buses remain inaccessible to wheelchair users and others with disabilities.

Advocacy for Disability Rights

Until recently, people with disabilities as a group have scarcely been thought of in any terms except perhaps pity. Often history has forgotten how deep the mistreatment has been. There has been a steadily growing effort to ensure not only the survival of people with disabilities but also the same rights enjoyed by others. In the early 1960s, Ed Roberts and some other young adults with disabilities wanted to attend the University of Califor- nia at Berkeley. Reluctant at first, the university was eventually persuaded to admit them and agreed to reserve space in the university infirmary as living quarters for students with disabilities. These students and others established their own student center and became known as the Rolling Quads. They eventually turned their attention to the surrounding community and established the Berkeley Center for Independent Living, which became a model for hundreds of independent living centers (Brannon 1995). By the early 1970s, following the example of the Rolling Quads, a strong social movement for disability rights had emerged across the United States, which drew on the experiences of 

institutional discrimination a denial of opportunities and equal rights to individuals or groups, resulting from the normal operations of a society

Enforcing the ADA

Listen to Our Voices

On September 30, 2010, Lee Nails, a mani- cure salon in Lake Wales, Florida, entered into a settlement agreement with the Depart- ment resolving a complaint that the salon had refused to serve a high school student [having her nails done for her high school prom] because she has cerebral palsy that affects one of her hands. The agreement requires Lee Nails to adopt an ADA nondis- crimination policy, train all new and current employees on the policy, and pay the com- plainant $2,000 in compensatory damages. An individual with a mobility disability who uses a motorized scooter complained that an Ohio county courthouse did not have an accessible public entrance or an accessible toilet room. The county agreed to install a ramp at one of the courthouse’s

public entrances and to remove barriers in a public toilet room near the entrance. On July 19, 2010, Blockbuster, Inc., entered into a settlement agreement with the Department resolving a complaint filed by an individual with a disability who was denied access on multiple occasions at differ- ent Blockbuster stores when she attempted to shop while accompanied by a service ani- mal, even after contacting Blockbuster, Inc., and receiving assurances that she would be allowed to shop at Blockbuster stores with her service animal. The agreement requires Blockbuster to adopt and implement a com- prehensive service animal policy. . . .

Source: Civil Rights Division (Department of Justice) 2010: 9, 11.
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the Black civil rights movement and the feminist movement. This movement now includes a variety of organizations; some work on behalf of people with a single disability (such as the National Federation of the Blind), and others represent people with any of many disabilities (such as New York City’s Disabled in Action). The large number of Vietnam veterans with disabilities who joined the effort gave a boost to advocacy efforts and a growing legitimacy in larger society. Many of these organizations worked for the 1990 pas- sage of the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA). In many respects, this law is the most sweeping antidiscrimination leg- islation since the 1964 Civil Rights Act. The ADA went into effect in 1992, covering people with a disability, defined as a condition that “substantially limits” a “major life activity” such as walking or seeing. It prohibits bias in employment, trans- portation, public accommodations, and telecommunication against people with disabilities. Businesses with more than 15 employees cannot refuse to hire a qualified applicant with a disability; these companies are expected to make a “reason- able accommodation” to permit such a worker to do the job. Commercial establishments such as office buildings, hotels, theaters, supermarkets, and dry cleaners are barred from denying service to people with disabilities (Burgdorf 2005). The ADA represents a significant framing of the issues of people with disabilities. Basically, we can see it taking a civil-rights view of disabilities that seeks to humanize the way society sees and treats people with disabilities. The ADA does not take the perspective adopted in other nations, such as Great Britain, of seeing disability as totally an entitlement issue; that is, because you have a disability, you automatically receive certain benefits. Rather, its perspective is that people with disabilities are being denied certain rights. As disability rights activist Mark Johnson said, “Black people fought for the right to ride in the front of the bus. We’re fighting for the right to get on the bus” (Shapiro 1993:128; see also Albrecht 2005; Burgdorf 2005). A more specific concern relevant to people with disabilities has arose at Gallaudet Univer- sity, the school founded in 1864 to serve deaf students. This institution, located in the District of Columbia, has been the scene of unrest during the last 20 years concerning the selection of its president. For many students and sympathetic supporters, the president of this institution must not only be deaf but also embrace the primacy of American Sign Language (ASL). First in 1988 and then again in 2006, students mounted “Deaf President Now” campaigns after presidents were proposed who were not “deaf enough” because they relied too much on read- ing lips or spoke without using ASL. The disability rights movement has caused people both with and without disabilities to rethink what constitutes fairness and equity (Basken 2007). Rethinking the rights of people with disabilities began with the ADA but has now come with the call for visitability. Visitability refers to making private homes built so that they are accessible for visitors with disabilities. In the mid-1990s, cities such as Atlanta and Austin, Texas, as well as Great Britain, passed ordinances encouraging new homes to have at least one no-step entrance, wider doorways, grab bars in bathrooms, and other accommoda- tions. This new idea suggests that all environments should be accessible—not just public places, such as courtrooms or token handicapped-accessible accommodations in hotels, but all living spaces. Many people oppose such a move as unnecessary government inter- ference; others see it as a long-overdue recognition that people with disabilities should be able to move freely throughout the country (Buchholz 2003; Visitability 2011). Activists remain encouraged since the passage of the ADA. Long-time activists have been joined in their continuing efforts for disability rights by those working on behalf of the veterans of the Iraq and Afghanistan wars who have returned with significant disabilities. Although the ADA has been in effect for less than two decades, studies reveal that people with disabilities feel empowered and perceive increased access to employment opportu- nities. However, one must remember that civil rights activists felt a measure of optimism after passage of the major civil rights legislation more than 40 years ago (Albrecht 2005; Meyer 2008).

visitability building private homes to be accessible for visitors with disabilities

People with disabilities are often the first to identify an unmet need. Here 17-year-old student intern Bobby Harris has created for the Frederick, Maryland, police department a series of cards that serve as a visual communication to help first-responders interact with hearing-impaired people or, for that matter, non- English speakers. Brown, who was born deaf, found that the resource was more practical than trying to teach even basic sign language to the many people who may wish to help in times of emergency.
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