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A Life Course Approach

The theoretical frame of a |life course approach offers
two perspectives that have great relevance to the study of
disability within a social nodel approach. On the one hand, we
can conceptualize the life course in terns of individua
bi ography and unique life experiences. In this sense, a life
course approach allows us to exam ne how individual life
projects are forged and how they unfold in different
hi storical nmonments and social contexts. From a social node
perspective, the value of this approach lies in the
opportunity to |learn how disabling barriers are manifested and
chal l enged via a direct connection with the lived experience
of disabl ed people. Alternatively, we can think of the life
course nore generally, as a kind of generational system
operating at the macro-level in societies, grounded in the
shared cultural rules and structural boundaries that define
what a 'normal life' should be. In this sense, a |ife course
approach hel ps us to understand how societies organize life
transitions in an institutionalized or structural way. From a
soci al nodel perspective, the value of this approach lies in
the opportunity to I earn about the differing inpact of
di sabling barriers, and the different social meanings
attributed to disability, in different generational |ocations
(e.g. in childhood, youth, adulthood or old age).

Li ke disability, generational l|ocation is both socially
produced and culturally constructed. Generational identities
and transitions may be manifested in the subjective
reflexivity and agency of individuals but they are al so
regul ated t hrough powerful discourses of "normal' l|ife
progression, and governed through social policies and
institutions (such as the famly, schools, work, and welfare).
Exploring these ideas in nmy own research, and that of others,
has led me to the view that generational |ocation should be
viewed as a significant dinension of difference within the
anal ysis of disability. Just as gender theorists have shown
what nmay be gai ned by adopting a gendered perspective, so a



life course approach suggests that we nust think nore
carefully about the inpact of generational systens and
politics. This helps us to understand nore clearly how
disability is produced, howit is socially constructed, and
how it is regulated through policies and social institutions.

As | have argued el sewhere (Priestley 2000), our gendered
expectations of 'independent adulthood' |ie at the heart of
this generational systemin nodern Western societies, and
ot her generational categories (such as childhood and ol d age)
have been constructed as 'non-adult' because of their
hi storical exenption from and structural dependence on, adult
| abor (both productive and reproductive |labor). In this sense,
there are inportant relationships of power and conflict
bet ween di fferent generations, and the 'generational system
is, in many ways, anal ogous to systenms of gender and cl ass
dom nation. Wthin this context, disability has been produced
in very simlar ways to childhood and old age - as a 'non
adult' social category of people excluded from adult | abor
mar ket s and subject to enforced dependency on non-di sabl ed
adult | abor. Moreover, without '"adult' responsibilities there
are rarely "adult' rights, and this may help to explain why
chil dren, ol der people and di sabled people (of all ages) have
been subject to very simlar fornms of institutional discipline
and control in nmodern societies (Hockey and Janes 1993).

Finally, it is inportant to note that the adoption of a
life course, or generational, approach in disability studies
is not sinply a means to understand oppression in a static way
(at the individual or structural level). It also offers a
means to uncover, to understand and to share the strategies
and forces that contribute to positive change. Taking the
i ndi vi dual - bi ographi cal approach, there is nmuch to be gai ned
in the transformati ve potential of individual life histories
as they reveal the kinds of agency and opportunities that
contribute to real and positive change in people' s |ives
(Kasnitz 2001).

Stories of resilience and resistance nake a novenent
stronger and contribute to the building of disability culture.
Li kewi se, in terns of a structural-normative analysis, there
is much to be gained from marking the progress of change in
di sabling societies over time, through the analysis of
di fferent generational cohorts for exanple.

So, to summarize, 'a life course approach' coul d be
consi dered as enconpassing two strands that are very rel evant
to disability studies - what we m ght call the individual-
bi ographi cal approach and the structural -normative approach.
Thus, the individual-biographical approach draws on the
i nportance attached to |ived experience in disability culture
and research while the structural -normative approach draws on
the materialist and social constructionist traditions that
have shaped disability studies as a discipline. The thenme for
this synmposium arose from a personal interest, devel oped
during a three-year research Fellowship funded by the UK
Econonmi ¢ and Soci al Research Council (number R000271078).
This, in turn, provided an opportunity to explore the



inplications of a |ife course approach in two recently
publ i shed books, Disability and the Life Course: dd oba
Perspectives (Priestley 2001) and Disability: a Life Course
Approach (Priestley 2003). The contributions to this synposium
illTustrate sonme of the ways in which such an approach can be
applied to disability studies and disability research in an

i nternational context.

The Contri buti ons

The ei ght papers in this synposiumoffer sone diverse
perspectives on disability, generation and the |life course
froma nunber of different countries. Sonme are driven by a
met hodol ogical interest in |life course research or theory,
while others are notivated by nore substantive issue-based
concerns, to which a life course analysis has subsequently
been appli ed.

The openi ng paper by Johans Sandvi n conbi nes both theoretical
and enpirical interests. In this sense, it denonstrates how
researchers can nmaintain a genuine connection with the lived
experience of disabled people whilst also nmaintaining a focus
on di sabling social arrangenents and institutions. Draw ng on
data fromlife history interviews with disabl ed people in

Nor way, Sandvin shows how the historical devel opnent of social
attitudes and wel fare regi nes, over tinme, creates different
opportunity structures for disabled people of different
generational cohorts, and how this inpacts upon the kinds of
disability identity resources they are able to draw upon. In
this kind of approach we can see how |ife course nethods and
gener ati onal concepts can be enployed to create an anal yti cal
| ens through which to view macro social change in disabling
soci eti es.

The paper by Nina Slota and Daniela Martin al so exam nes
how | ife course theory and nethods can benefit disability
studies (and vice versa). In this context, they reflect on the
| essons | earned fromresearch into the |ives of survivors of
traumatic brain injury in the USA. In addition to providing
sonme useful theoretical |inks between disciplines, and
refl ections on nethodol ogi cal design, their conclusions
suggest that a |life course approach can help us to avoid an
unnecessary fragnentation of disability experience by
mai ntai ning a focus on 'whole lives'.

Beth Ritchie and col | eagues nove the focus froma
retrospective or prospective focus on individual |ives towards
a nore categorical analysis of generational significance.
Taking as their starting point, the stories of resilience
anongst |and m ne survivors in different countries, they
exam ne the differing generational inpact of traumatic linb
| oss and adjustnent at different |life stages. Here, the
enphasis is on illustrating how generational |ocation energes
as a significant variable that interacts with the
psycho-enotional, econom ¢ and social context of disability.

Simlarly, Elaine Gerber and Corrine Kirchner's paper



begins not froma grounding in life course research but froma
particul ar enpirical research problem that of defining and
creating 'livable comunities' for people with visual
inpairnments in the USA. In their reflexive account of research
practice and anal ysis, they show how generational | ocation
became a key factor in explaining the interaction between

di sabl ed peopl e and di sabling environments across the life
cour se.

Justin Powell's paper returns to a nore general
commentary on the inportance conbining life course theory and
met hods with disability research (highlighting again the
apparent |ack of cross-fertilization between these
disciplines). In this contribution, Powell uses a secondary
anal ysis of special educational policies and research in
Germany and the USA to show how systens of 'special needs'
cat egori zati on separate di sabl ed and non-di sabl ed chil dren
into different opportunity structures at an early stage of
life. This in turn steers theminto divergent |ife course
trajectories, affecting future life anbitions and |life chances
in ternms of individual psycho-enotional effects, the shaping
of collective biographies and the creation of disabling
barriers in adult life. Early educational dis/advantage is
t hus shown to have a nultitude of cunul ative effects in adult
life.

Hi | de Haual and, Arne Gr°nni ngsuter and | nger Hansen
pursue a related argunment in their research with Deaf and hard
of hearing young people in Norway. Here they conpare sone of
t he generational cohort factors affecting the | anguage and
identity formation of young Deaf people growing up today with
t hose of earlier generations. This analysis reveals how
macr o-soci al and policy changes at the level of culture and
the state can provide very different opportunity structures
for young di sabl ed people. In particular, they draw attention
to the significance of changes in oral and | anguage policy for
Deaf young people and how this positively influences their
sense of identity, culture and |ife choices.

Ti m Epp explores generational concepts in a nore
conceptual and categorical way, by highlighting the barriers
to recognition of adult status for people | abeled as having
| earning disabilities in Canada. Drawi ng on observation, and
t he accounts of self-advocates in Ontario, the paper exam nes
t he denial of appropriate generational status during a period
of reorganization in provincial policy and services. This
rai ses sonme fundanental questions about the central val ue
attributed to the achievenent of 'adulthood in nodern
soci eties, and the intense sense of marginalisation that
results fromthe perceived denial of adult social status.

The final paper, by Yasm n Hussain, devel ops this thene,
by exam ning the processes and nmeani ngs of transition to
adul t hood for young di sabl ed people and their famlies. In
this paper, she enphasi zes the inportance of a
mul ti di mensi onal approach to understanding life transitions
and generational identities. Drawing on the life experiences



and accounts of young people, their siblings and parents in
British South Asian fam lies, she shows how gender and
ethnicity interact with disability and generation to introduce
significant dinmensions of conplexity and cultural hybridity in
young people's lives. In this way, the paper illustrates how

t he adoption of a generational or life course approach in

di sability studies nust be incorporated al ongsi de ot her

di mensi ons of difference and diversity.
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