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What Happens When We Locate Social Problems in Individual Bodies? 
Wendell’s article: “The Social Construction of Disability” 

· Wendell argues that disability is often less about physical or mental impairments than it is about how society responds to the disability. 
· Disability is difficult to define because it is often created by society.

· Can you explain how society creates disability?
· Do you understand what is meant by “disability is a social oppression” (aka a “political fact,” as will be described in the video)

The following examples illustrate the difficulty of defining disability based on medical conditions alone:
· A person who has a cochlear implant 

· A person who has a digestive disorder that requires following a very restrictive diet and regime of taking medications, and could result in serious illness if such regime is not adhered to
· A person with serious carpal tunnel syndrome
· A person who is very short
· A person who can’t sit still for long periods of time
· A person who has severe facial scarring
1. How is disability constructed as a social problem?

· Disability is seen as a problem faced by individual people

· These problems are located in individual bodies

· A culture sees these bodies as “wrong” in some way
· Three “models” assist in this construction:

1. Medical Model: disability is a disease or condition that is curable and/or treatable
2. Charity Model: disability is a tragedy, misfortune, that must be erased by generous giving; children used as props
3. Supercrip Model: disability is a challenge to overcome and disabled people are constantly praised for their “courage”
4. Moral model: disability is a sign of moral weakness; defects must be erased to cleanse mainstream society of people who are diseased or maimed; people with disabilities must be set apart from mainstream society
Ex:  Chicago law from 1911 "No person who is diseased, 
       maimed, mutilated, or in any way deformed so as to be an

unsightly or disgusting object or improper person to be allowed in or on the public ways or other public places in this city, shall therein or thereon expose himself to public view." (Russell 2002)

2. What is the sociological perspective on disability?

Social Model of Disability maintains that: 
· “you’re always in control of your body”  is not true for most people! 

· Culture mandates that everyone must fit into a narrow range of bodily ability. When the majority of people do not fit into this range, we see social problems like: obesity discrimination, ageism, rampant psychological damage
· Difference is not deviance

· Disabled people who don’t face life-threatening conditions may not need or want a “cure”  
· Our social environment can change to lessen the problems people with disabilities experience. 
· It is disability oppression—reflected in high unemployment rates, lack of access, staring, substandard education, being forced to live in nursing homes, and being seen as childlike and asexual—that needs changing.
1

