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Abstr act

This article includes sociological concepts of post
nodernity, stigma, victimzation, self-actualization,
and, finally, suggestions toward future research. To
begin wwth there will be a brief macro-sociol ogical
anal ysis foll owed by m cro-sociol ogi cal concepts |
think are relevant to disabilities. The major theorists
are soci ol ogi st Anthony G ddens and psychol ogi st

Abr aham Masl ow. This paper attenpts to link the

af orenenti oned theories along with the witings of
political activists of the Disability R ghts Mvenent.
These activists include Tom Shakespeare, M chael
Aiver, Colin Barnes and Lerita Col eman.

| did not want to wite a book on ny disability, but it was
the best thing | ever did. Seen But Not Heard is the title of ny
yet-to-be published manuscript. The idea to wite an
aut obi ogr aphi cal book about nmy own and ot hers deaf ness cane after
a passionate argunment wth a staff nenber of the | ocal newspaper.
She had not paid nme for twenty articles I had witten on various
| ocal topics. | asked if ny deafness prohibited me from working
full time as a journalist since | had the university
qual i fications and work experience. She replied, indirectly, that
it did. My best chance of becomng a paid witer, she said, was
to publish a book about hearing inpairnment. Whichever way she
meant it, that was good advice.

The exercise took two years. Wiile witing for the general
public much of ny ideas stemmed from ny sociol ogy education at
university. In the process, | found nyself unwittingly assisted
by the theories of sociologists Anthony G ddens and Ervin Gof f man
as well as humani st psychol ogi st Abraham Maslow. In particular, |
had to work through the idea of the self in relation to the
soci ol ogi cal concepts of post nodernity, stigma, victimzation
and, finally, self-actualization. This paper attenpts to link the



af orenenti oned theories along to the witings of political
activists of the Disability R ghts Mwvenent. There will be a
brief macro sociol ogical analysis followed by m cro sociol ogi cal
concepts | think are relevant to disabilities.

Tradi tional and Post Traditional Concepts
in Relation to Disability

Central to G ddens' philosophy of nodernity are the concepts
of traditional and post traditional. These general thenes can
lead to a distortion of the nature and theories of societies
before nodernity.! Traditional comunities are nechani cal
solidarities that function best with the allocation and interplay
of roles. Traditional nodes of thought have been and continue to
be oppressive. There is a tendency to denounce, or even
eradi cate, individual autonony. Pressure toward conformty is
anot her inherent trait. (d ddens, 1996: 126) The human soul is
deened too conplex to master. Things that occurred in an
individual's life is due to 'fate' or destiny and a person cannot
determ ne who they are, influence or make things 'happen.’ Wth
arbitrary and authoritarian tendencies, traditional constraints
often rely on blind belief and loyalty or faith for faith's sake.
Largely, a person's powers of critical thinking are rendered
ineffective since they are lead to believe that their fate is
beyond control or determ ned by an unseen force. It is no
coi nci dence that people who question the prevailing ideals are a
threat or deviant.

Tom Shakespeare (1997: 34) postulates that traditional
approaches towards disabilities, of which 'The Personal Tragedy
Theory' is very much part of, are increasingly becom ng redundant

"the nobilization of disabled people on a grand scal e has seen
to that." Mbilization is a key conponent in the macro
soci ol ogi cal phenonenon G ddens calls 'detraditionalization.'
Detraditionalization entails that tradition, or traditional
constraints of behavior, have becone exposed to interrogation and
di scourse. A post traditional social order is not one where
tradition disappears, but one in which tradition changes status.
(G ddens, 1996: 5)

Detradi tionalization has been |argely created by
gl obal i zati on which is not exclusively an econom ¢ phenonenon.
Soci eties enduring the pressures of detraditionalization are
societies where there has been a |large-scale intensification of
reflexivity.? The energence of mass transportation and
i nst ant aneous gl obal comruni cati on has been | argely responsible
for this. (G ddens, 1996: 4) d obalization has ignited pervasive
processes of detraditionalization in everyday social activity.
There has been an evident acceleration of reflexivity of |ay
popul ations. This growh appears likely to continue and is the
common denom nator in a diversity of changes that may ot herw se
have no shared thene. (G ddens, 1996: 7, 42)

Consequently, a world of intensified reflexivity is one
where people are literally demandi ng nore aut onony than



previously, thus, the energence of what G ddens (1996: 7)
believes is "a world of clever people.” Femnismis an exanple.
Traditional societies restricted wonen's autonony. Fem nism
together wth the inproved educati on of wonen, brought about an
al tered consciousness or a detraditionalization of traditional
concepts of femninity. Particularly in western countries, wonmen
have asserted and continue to prove as individuals and a gender
that they are not content with identities inposed, inherited or
derive froma traditional status. By challenging a second rate
inferior gender role, Fem ni smproduced a profound change in
wonen's views about their actual and possible roles. In effect,
what it nmeans to be a wonan has changed status. Increasingly,
wonen are nmore in control of their social destiny or 'fate.'

(G ddens, 1996: 82) This concerns a life politics that is not so
much "of |ife chances, but of lifestyle." (G ddens, 1996: 14)

In a post traditional order, self-identity has becone a
psychol ogi cal rather than a social construction sinply inherited
or predeterm ned by status. ldentity concerns generative politics
where the self, and increasingly the body al so, operate as a
reflexive project. To determne the health of one's lifestyle, a
"person's identity has in large part to be discovered,
constructed and actively sustained." (G ddens, 1996: 82) This
inplies that people have control over their destiny and presunes
a close tie between individual autonony and productivity.

"Rarely," wote Fiona Canpbell (2001: 1), "is the matter of
ont ol ogy consi dered a paranount concern in unpacking the ways in
whi ch a 'disabled person' is produced.” In large, this part may
be due to Mchael Adiver's 'Personal Tragedy Theory' that
suggests that disability cannot be thought of as anything but an
anat hema, a terrible chance event that occurs to unfortunate
i ndividuals. (Canpbell, 2001: 1; diver, 1996: 32) This is not
only relevant to the nedical industry, but in the nedia and
everyday life.

The theory also inplies that a person with a disability is
in an irreparable or 'static' state, either physically or
enotionally. (Barnes & Aiver, 1993: 8) Sonehow, they becone |ess
human and certainly not autononous. This stigma is inaccurate.
(Aiver, 1990) Zola (1982) proposed that this has created
artificial constructs and barriers for people with disabilities.
It also assists the cultural hegenony of ableist thought in many
forms and wastes "val uabl e resources on a grand scale." (Barnes &
Aiver, 1993: 8) Furthernore, Canpbell (2001: 2) states, that
disability "is assuned to be ontologically intolerable," yet
anot her instance of 'The Personal Tragedy Theory' whereby the
experiences of the disabled are ignored and expelled to M chel
Foucaul t's concept of 'unthought. ™3

I ncreasi ngly, as Shakespeare suggested, people with
disabilities are questioning traditional nodes of disability.
Lerita Col eman (1997: 221) expl ains:

Tradi ti onal approaches to sociocognitive processing ..
do not offer ideas about how people can perceptually



nove beyond the stereotype, the typification, or stignm
to perceive an individual. ... People are treated
categorically rather than individually, and in the
process are deval ued.

Col eman' s notion of sociocognitive processing is sonething |
will shortly link with G ddens and Masl ow. Meanwhi |l e, Col eman has
insinuated that traditional perceptions of disability remain
strong in the nedical industry, nedia, workforce and general
everyday activities. These prevailing ideol ogi es have been
comonl y associated with ableist thought and are yet to be
reflexively challenged or detraditionalized on a | arge scal e.

The Role of Victim zation and Stigma

Al though commtted to political activism | share M chael
Aiver's reluctance to use the judicatory systemas a political
weapon. The approach can be too dogmati ¢ and can have adverse
effects on addressing social inequalities by neans of legally
enforceabl e rights. (Bickenbach, 1997: 105; diver, 1990: 105-
106, 121-22) The macro soci ol ogi cal approach of appealing to one
of the many social establishnents that oppress people with
disabilities can be counterproductive. Political activism wote
Shakespeare (1997: 31), "is a very powerful rhetoric device for
demandi ng soci al change,"” because "it identifies society as the
mai n problem for disabled people, but it says little about the
experiences of disabled people."” The consequences for the
di sabled are that they remain exiled as a 'ghettoised" soci al
mnority who are "considered as a separate political and soci al
constituency." (Shakespeare, 1997: 31) In addition, the
experiences of people with disabilities have been put to little
use. Shakespeare (1997: 34) warns, "political activismhas not
contributed to conparable intell ectual advance. Disability is

still under theorized and the activists have been slow to apply
the insights of other novenents to the experience of disabled
people.” | interpret this as a demand for a m cro-soci ol ogi cal

analysis in Disability Studies.

The problem for people with disabilities attenpting to
maxi m ze their potential is partly identified by Paulo Freire's
(1993: 12) description of a 'culture of silence' that perpetuates
t he oppression of disadvantaged minority groups including people
with disabilities. The oppressive and alienating consciousness
exhausts the critical powers and vivacity necessary for a person
to respond to their circunstances. The social outcast, as it
were, remains fixed in this bind since they lack the vita
resources, notivation and vocabulary to expose and articul ate
their oppression. Jennifer Fitzgerald (1997: 267) el aborates
further:

While this "culture of silence' anongst the oppressed
means that the oppressed cannot speak about their
oppression, there is a different 'culture of silence',



whi ch exi sts anpngst the oppressors which ensures that
they will not speak about the vulnerability and

mar gi nal i sation of significant groups of people within
the community.

In terns of disabilities, stigmatization is evident in this
concept of ableist cultural hegenony. Refusing to acknow edge or
understand the experiences of stignmatization is a form of passive
aggression. Social rejection or avoidance is not only a form of
'social death,' but also an execution of containment or soci al
control. (Coleman, 1997; Edgerton, 1967; Goffman, 1963; Schur,
1983; Scott, 1969) This al so says much about expectations of the
non-stigmati zed regarding the stigmatized. In terns of lifestyle,
they are not expected to devel op enotionally, to have anbitions
or be successful, and are presuned to have reduced if any life
chances. As a result, sone stignatized people can "becone
dependent, passive, helpless, and childlike because that is what
is expected of them" (Coleman, 1997: 224) Fromthis energes the
soci al phenonenon of victim zation.

On a personal |evel, this maybe expl ained by the notion that
a detraditionalizing society also "tends to stinulate addictions
- addiction being understood as a driving enotional or
noti vational force which is un-mastered by the individual."

(G ddens, 1996: 175) Victim zation has perpl exed fem nists,
mnority groups and individuals who cone up agai nst
stigmatization nost sharply. In addition, | believe a solid
understanding of victimzation is sonething that is critical for
disability political activists. It could nean the difference

bet ween being a ghettoized mnority or a dynam c and progressive
soci al novenent.

Victim zation is a bind, an unhealthy dependence and an
addiction of a kind. In many ways it is a refusal to take on
personal risks and often assunmes that soneone else wll take care
of the problen(s). Unwittingly or not, victimzation assunes an
endl ess variety of neurotic rol e-takings. The experience inplies
resignation to 'fate' and that nothing can be done to rectify the
low quality of life. Fuelled by self-pity, the comopn denom nat or
appears that to preserve pseudo or dysfunctional identities
social victins nust have others to play reciprocal roles. The
desperate gane requires securing a supporting response in order
to mai ntain character defenses. The serious flaw of the person
who plays the role of victimis that they remain a stranger to a
stranger. They bypass (or m stake) genuine interaction or
feelings for ready-nmade responses. Kopp (1971: 117) said this can
be "acconplished through threat, flattery or pathetic appeal."
This may cause a vicious cycle of desperation and other socially
undesi rabl e behavi ors.

Various character defenses of social victins are part of
her/ hi s escapi ng genuine interaction with others. They avoid
avenues offering new experiences. By protecting thenselves from
ri sks they can never really develop enmpotionally. In forfeiting
ri sks essential to self-actualization, the social victimcannot



| ose, nor can they wn. Instead, they may 'sit out' and remain at
an infantile level of dealing with the world.

"Wnning' fromthe passive position is unproductive. It has
the capacity to generate m strust and w despread disillusionnent.
By forgoing autonony of action, victimzation can be viewed as
refusing to counteract stigma. Victimzation is exploiting a
situati on whereby the passive aggressor seeks to excul pate
t hensel ves fromany responsibility for their actions. Seeking
refuge in a victimstatus threatens to propel people with
di sabilities backwards both as a individual and as a mnority
group. Col eman (1997: 225, 228) believes this is largely due to
personal choice. One barrier to self-actualization for
stigmati zed people has been that they sonetines "blane their
difficulties on the stigmatized trait, rather than confronting
the root of their personal difficulties.” In other words, we can
choose to accept our stigma and its inhibiting consequences or
take on the responsibility to counter it. The |later approach is
preferable for stigmatized people or groups.

There is potential for changing and re-shapi ng soci al
responses to disability in a positive way. Ot herw se, our
deval ued social position is not |likely to change. The denial of
agency and the refusal of autonony of action can reinforce
traditional perceptions of the disabled as infantile, dependant
and essentially incapable of making life choices. The cultural
phenonmenon of victimzation is inherently fundanentalist, since
fundanmental i snms are "nothing other than tradition defended in the
traditional way." (G ddens, 1996: 48) In the case of
disabilities, it is remaining as the traditional stereotype
prescribes whether as a political group or as an individual
per son.

Anot her issue for stigmatized people is normalization. By
trying to 'pass' as 'normal' they may attenpt to disguise their
difference in order to blend in with non-stigmatized peopl e.

(Col eman, 1997; Davis, 1964; Goffman, 1963) Normality takes on an
exaggerated i nportance until the stignmatized person realizes
"that there is no precise definition of normality except what
they would be without their stigma." (Col eman, 1997: 225) Most,

di sabl ed or not, never reach this point of self-actualization.

The I nportance of Dignity of Risk in Potential Maxim zation

The term ' potential maxim zation' can easily be confused

with '"overcomng disability' or the "attenpt to be normal' - two
ideal s that can be equated with traditional nodes of thought
still prevalent toward disability in western societies. 'Triunph

over adversity' mght be closer to the truth. However, the self
is forever in flux. Thus, there is never a point of conpletion or
exact nmonent of triunph over adversity. Instead, there m ght be
what Masl ow termed ' peak experiences.’*

Masl ow s psychol ogi cal theories stemfromhis studies of
peopl e notable for their creative, rich and productive lives - a
critical break away fromthe mainstream psychol ogi cal studies of



"dysfunctional' or troubled people. Fromthis he created his

vi sion of psychol ogical health and productivity, in particular,
self-actualization. Carified in his hierarchy of needs, the
foundati on of the pyram d concerns physiol ogi cal (hunger and
thirst) and safety (physical security and enotional stability)
needs. Next are needs of bel ongi ngness (soci al acceptance and

| ove) and esteem (conpetence and respect fromothers). Self-
actualization needs sit atop the pyram d. These connote the need
to reach one's potential. This highest |evel, according to

Masl ow, may not be reached if the | ower needs are not satisfied.

Masl ow reported that people Iike Abraham Lincoln, Thomas
Jefferson and El eanor Roosevelt had many shared characteristics.
These traits included sel f-acceptance and sel f - awar eness,
spontaneity and openness, generosity and conpassi on, and not
bei ng i nhibited by the opinions of others. Their focus remai ned
primarily on tasks concerned with long-termgratification rather
than short-termgratification. Self assured, their pursuits were
probl em centered and not self-centered. (Mslow, 1970: 480)

Masl| ow argued that dissatisfaction notivates people with the
need to conpensate for their perceived deficits. Victins of
stignma are usually stuck at the |ower |evels of the hierarchy and
often strive for belonging, protection and affection. This can
cause adverse effects.

An autotelic individual, one whose basic needs are net, no
| onger struggles to cope in the sane manner. |nstead of
di splaying rigid thinking or conveying a neurotic sense of
desperation, the self-actualized person appears spontaneous, self
content and capable of rewarding relationships with others -
rel ati onships that are not superficial or conditional. They have
outgrown sel f-centered yearnings to becone conpassionate. |If need
be, the self-actualized person has courage to be unconventional .
O her people's opinions matter little because this person has a
powerful sense of ontol ogical security. Hi s/her quality of
det achnment, need of privacy and genui ne sel f-acceptance, my
sonetinmes project a hostile, unfriendly or apparently arrogant
facade. But the autotelic individual knows the |Iine between
sel fi shness and unsel fi shness, between what '|l nust do' and 'what
is expected of nme.' (Kopp, 1971: 142) In doing so, they wll
override the 'fear choice' by making the 'growth choice'. Let
others have their pal mread, consult the horoscope or observe
tarot cards. For this person, there are surer ways of seeing into
the future. Through autonony of action,”® the future is not
sonmewhere we are heading but, largely, what we create.

An inportant conponent of self-actualization for people with
disabilities involves what | will call "dignity of risk.' Dignity
of risk is linked to the notion of autonony of action. There is
dignity in taking risks because through taking risks we attain
dignity, whether fromothers or for ourselves. Dignity of risk
does not involve fool hardy or outrageous risk, but taking
calculated risks. It is about achieving realistic goals and is a
vital elenent of self-actualization because risks are required
for self-discovery. Rather than being inprisoned by character



def enses, a di sabl ed person who takes risks can hope to test the
i npositions of stignma and achi eve a greater sense of self-
awareness. Dignity of risk is the opposite of victimzation.
Through taking risks one actively perforns sel f-autonony.

To sonme extent, the future is not sonething to be feared and
t he present beconmes nore manageabl e. Increasingly, through taking
risks, a person will be nore able to refrain from projecting
negati ve thoughts on the world which is neither "unfair' or
"fair," but a continuous flow of experiences. Others are not
there to serve a purpose or exploited. W begin to see ourselves,
t hrough devel oped confidence, as independent and as part of a
whol e of humanity.

Afriend of mne told ne a story of a German man with
cerebral palsy he had net in India. Fritz told ny friend he had
traveled to India alone. He said that traveling was inmensely
difficult. At Delhi Airport a taxi driver had robbed him at
kni fepoi nt. Thrown out of the taxi into a dark road, Fritz's
nmoment of decision was to wal k back to the airport and go hone or
to hitchhike into Delhi. He punted for life. On the first night
in his hotel, Fritz deliberated over whether he should return
honme. India had few disabled facilities and he had al ready
confronted the unkind opinions of others. Wien asked why he went
to India of all places considering his disability, Fritz replied,
"Because there was nothing better for me to do at hone."” In tine,
he nmet sone I ndians who were intrigued and kindly asked hi m about
his disability. The German, having great difficulty speaking,
managed to explain. One Indian said in amazenent, "But in your
country, surely nodern nedici ne woul d have the cure for your
disability."” Fritz assured themthat mnedicine could not better
his condition.

In tal king about his experience with the Indians, Fritz told
my friend that the highlight of his travels was he felt
confortabl e tal king about his disability for the first time. He
not only gathered confidence, but al so managed to get to know
ot her people - sonmething that had rarely happened with him
before. He found simlar interests shared with his new friends
not related to disability. "Once others got passed seeing ne as
‘crippled , | becane their equal," he said. "That was sonething I
have never done before. Previously, | never got passed the first
hurdl e, because |I believed no-one was interested in ne as a
person.” By taking a risk, and a huge one at that, he
"discovered' a liberating attribute - self-assertion - he may
never have known. This, Maslow would say, was a 'peak
experi ence.'

| believe Fritz's traveling would have gone a | ong way
toward rectifying the internal struggle whereby he turned the
del i berating question "Can | do it' into the assuring 'l did it.'
By taking risks he not only attained dignity from others but
self-respect. "I can't wait to go hone," said Fritz to ny friend.
"I have learnt so nmuch in India. I now know t hat peopl e can see
me as a person and not just a guy with a disability." Fritz's
story is a spiritual one, a tale of a self-devel opnental process



wher eby he has been able to exercise his own voice. Through the
process of self-actualization, he promses to realize his
potential as a social being - sonething | believe to be a
i nstinctual human need.®
As al ready nentioned, two of the nbst common ways in which
non-stigmati zed peopl e i npose a sense of fundanental inferiority
onto stigmatized people are social rejection and | owered
expectations. Col eman sees these situations as a blessing in
di sgui se. Stigmatized peopl e who manage to shun inferior
perceptions of them bolster their inner strength. Questioning the
definitions of normality mght be difficult and painful. Yet,
t hrough redefining normality, a stigmatized person can regain and
mai ntain their identity. Through self-actualization and autonony
of action they are nore self-aware and realize "that it is
acceptable to be who they are.” (Col eman, 1997: 225)
Fifteen-year-old Hero Joy N ghtingal e exenplifies autonony
of action. She has multiple disabilities called 'l ocked in
condition.' Her nuscles are unable to perform any conpl ex
novenents, she has | ow nuscle tone and an unknown neur ol ogi cal
di sorder. Unable to speak, walk or care for herself, Hero is
confined to a wheelchair. Her Internet nagazi ne Beyond The
W ndow’ began in 1997 as way of meeting peopl e beyond her English
city of Canterbury. It is witten by her nother, Pauline, who
transcri bes Hero's thoughts by recogni zi ng subtl e hand novenents
on her palm- an arduous word-by-word form of finger spelling.
One extract from her magazi ne reads:

Sonme adults would kill nme up until to the day of ny
birth, sonme adults think I should be put down even
t hough I amalive and kicking, sone ... see ne as

soneone who is being punished for w ckedness in an
earlier life, sone people feel sorry for ne. These
peopl e are unable to see past disability. They fail to
see the whole person is the sane as them

Havi ng not attended school since the age of six, the
Internet is a critical part Hero's life. Seven issues and four
years | ater, the magazi ne boasts readers in seventy-seven
countries including promnent people such as author Margaret
Atwood and the United Nations Secretary Ceneral Kofi Annan. Hero
is living proof of overriding the isolation and alienation
purported by her disability. Hero's social life has advanced
considerably since the magazine started. Her disability
di sappears via neans of the Internet because her voice, her self
is the only thing that matters. Sone mght regard this as a
mracle of technology. | beg to differ. It is strength of wll
and a refusal to adhere to traditional constructs of her
di sability. Through dignity of risk Hero has 'transcended' the
stereotypes and purposefully continued to maxi m ze her potential.
Her Internet venture could have been a failure, but if she had
not have taken the risk it is unlikely she would conmuni cate with
as many peopl e as she does now.



Inabilities, through courage, support and incentive, can be
conpensated so that they can even becone greater abilities. Wen
accounted for, an inability can provide a rich resource or a
stinmulus that can propel individuals toward hi gher achi evenent.
Those who question what it is to be "normal' often take the first
step towards rejecting stigma. Only when one takes ri sks,
confronts the consequences of ones acts, and takes on
responsibility for the self as it were, can a person begin to
"transcend' traditional constraints and stigma

The presunption is that in the process stigmatized peopl e
devel op inner strength and come to depend on their own resources.
They literally redefine who they are. No |onger inferior, they
attain a sense of self-acceptance previously denied them by
stigma. Arguing this vein of thought is Ervin CGoffman (1997: 209)
citing a multiple sclerotic:

Both healthy m nds and heal t hy bodi es may be cri ppl ed.
The fact that 'normal' people can get around, can see,
can hear, doesn't nean that they are seeing or hearing.
They can be very blind to the things that spoil their
happi ness, very deaf to the pleas of others for

ki ndness; when | think of themI| do not feel any nore
crippled or disabled than they.

The nore 'mature' a person becones, disabled/stigmatized or
not, the nore they may be able to see that handi caps are not just
a product of physical, sensory or psychol ogical inpairnments. They
may see that all humans are encunbered by the unseen 'envotional
inplications at sone point in their life. This flies in the face
of 'normality.' The self actualizing individual exercises the
autolytic self which G ddens (1996: 192) expl ains as:

one with an inner confidence which conmes from self
respect, and one where a sense of ontol ogical security,
originating in basic trust, allows for positive
appreci ation of social difference. It refers to a
person able to translate potential threats into
rewar di ng chal | enges, sonmeone who is able to turn
entropy into a consistent flow of experience. The
autotelic self does not seek to neutralise risk or to
suppose that 'soneone else wll take care of the
problem ; risk is confronted as the active chall enge
whi ch generates sel f-actualisation

The presunption, therefore, is that self-esteem inner
confidence or ontol ogical security conmes from active engagenent
with life tasks. "Happiness”, said Mhay Csikszentm halyi, "is
not sonething that happens,” nor is it "the result of good
fortune or random chance." (Csikszentm halyi, 1992: 2)

Accordi ngly, happiness is not so nuch determ ned by external
factors and events, but rather our own interpretations of them -
a condition that nust be prepared for and cultivated. The two



enem es of happiness are denoralization - a |l apse into seem ngly
irreversi bl e apathy and despair - and conpul siveness, that driven
dependency on an unmastered enotional past or physical
dependency. (G ddens, 1996: 192) The |atter, however, may have
nothing to do with lack of financial, enotional or physical
needs, but very nuch a refusal or withdrawal fromcommtnment to
life tasks.

In a post traditional society responsibility, whether the
i ndi vi dual chooses to take it or not, is devolved onto the inner
world nore so than controlling the outer. Ignoring 'reality’
whet her by being 'lazy' in friendship, work, personal nental and
physi cal well being, can, | believe, lead to a feeling of
per sonal mneani ngl essness and that |ife has nothing worthwhile to
offer. G ddens (1991: 9) believes the latter is characteristic,
and is a wi despread, "fundanmental psychic problemin
ci rcunstances of late nodernity." The notion of responsibility,
or the successful managenent of an individual's choices, has
cl ose associations with commtnent or the creation of
commtnments. This has a close attachnment with dignity of risk,
reciprocity and interdependence. Conm tnent, whether to people or
tolife goals, allows individuals to better handle difficulties
and cope with otherwi se disturbing life patterns or events.
Comm tment al so focuses on sel f-devel opnent and the capacity to
sustain involvenent in a series of tasks nmaintai ned over an
extended period of tinme. (G ddens, 1996: 192)

In the words of Csikszentm halyi:

A person who pays attention to an interaction instead
of worrying about the self obtains a paradoxi cal
result. She [sic] no longer feels |like a separate

i ndi vi dual, yet her self becones stronger. The
autotelic individual grows beyond the limts of
individuality by investing psychic energy in a system
in which she is included. Because of this union of the
person and the system the self emerges at a higher

| evel of complexity ... (this, however) requires
determ nation and discipline. Optiml experience is not
the result of a hedonistic, |otus-eating approach to
life ... one nmust develop skills that stretch
capacities, that make one becone what one is.

(Csi kszentm hal yi, 1992: 212-213)

Barnes and Aiver cite problens with potential maxim zation.
They claimthat the 'process of adaptation' is expected of people
wWith inpairnments in order to acclimatize and becone 'normal' as
possi bl e. This pressure can add to an already hostile
environment. On the other hand, those who 'overcone their
disability' "are sanctified and held up as exenpl ars of
individual will and effort, while the majority who do not are
referred to as passive, apathetic or worse." (Barnes and Qi ver,
1993; Reiser and Mason, 1990) Susan Wendell (1997: 271) refers to
t hese people as 'disabled heroes': "people with visible



disabilities who receive public attention because they acconplish
things that are unusual even for the able-bodied.” In addition,
Lennard Davis (1996: 10) believes that the majority sees the

di sabl ed as individuals wthout abilities, social functions or
status, and that those who 'perform successfully' sonehow | ose
their disability.

The manufacturing of 'disabled heroes' creates a 'feel good
factor that is conforting to the abl e-bodied and | argely
perpetuates the nyth that "science will eradicate the disabled
body." (Davis, 1995: 40) The many who cannot neet the ideal set
by 'disabled heroes' are the truly 'disabled and abnornmal. The
fact that they are feared, stigmatized and excluded m ght be
because they "synbolise failure to control the body and the
failure of science and nedicine to protect us all." (Wendell,
1997: 271)

Very rare is the 'disabled hero' w thout social, financial
or physical resources |acking for nost people with the sane
disabilities. Maslow would argue that their basic need have been
gratified because it is precisely these support systens that have
enabl ed themto maxim ze their potential. However, they are
exanpl es that disabilities are nanageabl e. | ndeed, they may prove
inspiring to a few di sabl ed people. The problem of the
"sanctified concept arises in the creation of an ideal that
serves to increase "the 'otherness' of the magjority of disabled
people." (Wendell, 1997: 271) Wendell critiques western culture's
i nsi stence on self-reliance and if our culture held
i nt erdependence with greater esteemthe energies of disabled
peopl e woul d be better utilized. Projecting blane onto external
factors will only go so far. In a detraditionalizing society,

i ndi viduals nmust becone skilled to filter an extensive array of
information relevant to their life situations and routinely act
on the basis of that filtering process. People "have no choice
but to make choi ces; and these choices define who they are.”

(G ddens, 1996: 6,126) Also, it is worth renenbering that it is
t hrough the acceleration of reflexivity that an environnent for
guestioni ng approaches to disability has cone to being.

The 'sanctified concept argued by Wendell, Barnes and
Aiver is not clear. Is it wong for people with disabilities to
maxi m ze their potential? Wiat's the alternative? If these
aut hors better argued the point, perhaps the nedia's
representation of 'disabled heroes,’ then | aminclined to agree.
The 'feel good' factor' so often exploited by tabl oid newspapers
and television and citing the '"mracle of nmedical science' for
‘cures' play no small part in underm ni ng personal devel opnent.
Both play significant roles in separating disabled from abl e-
bodi ed and hel p bol ster artificial constructs of them and us,
unknown and famliar, of failure and success, bad and good, and
per manent and tenporary.

| argue that a person who nmaxim zes their potential,

di sabl ed or not, deserves acknow edgenent. Ironically, such self-
actual i zed peopl e probably would not care for such accol ades.
More inportantly, they would turn away from nedia attention,



because, in their mnds, they would not think thensel ves as
heroes or any better than others. Secure, they do not have the
desperation to prove thensel ves.

Many people with disabilities face difficulties, but stil
manage to live productive lives. They are not necessarily
"sanctified.' | think the Disability Mvenent has a vital
responsibility to learn what it takes and how it is possible to
live a rewarding life with all kinds of disabilities.
Increasingly it has becone necessary for people with disabilities
to learn skills that will enable themto cope with inevitable
| oss of dependence - a common occurrence in a dynam c soci al
order. We, as individuals with disabilities, are perhaps nore
vul nerabl e to these changes.

Concl usi on

Col eman (1997: 229) advocates an innovative Cross-

di sciplinary coll aboration of researchers who do not commonly
study stigma. These include historians, econom sts, novelists,
ant hr opol ogi sts, |inguists, sociologists and psychol ogi sts. They
will be primarily concerned with "how sonme stignmatised persons
overcone their discredited status.” For exanple, psychol ogists
m ght col | aborate with ant hropol ogi sts to investigate case
studies in cultures where the stigmatized have been successfully
integrated into non-stigmatized communities. Mre inportantly,
they m ght be able to better understand how stigmatized persons
utilize their talents and resources. (Col eman, 1997: 229;
Hal i fax, 1979, 1982)

Currently disability activists and theorists understand the
external factors that restrict people with disabilities. This is
essential know edge. The Disability Movenent, as a collective
group, has a distinctive advantage in our heterogeneity. Unlike
the majority of non-di sabl ed people, each of us has a uni que
experience. W are adept in managi ng what has been deened
‘ontologically intolerable." Is not this a vital conponent of
human struggle? Is not this valuable to share, not only anong us
but also to the world as a whol e?

It is time to investigate the positives on a personal |evel
and share themfreely anong us - to forma trans-disability
solidarity. Through increased comruni cation, interdependence and
reciprocity, there is a potential goldm ne of shared experiences
that future generations of disabled people will be able to
utili ze.

It is alnbst a carbon copy of Maslow s nethods. Focus on the
enl i ghtened. What shared traits do they have? Social and civil
rights novenents that preceded the Disability Mouvenent have had
i ndi vi dual s who have accel erated the detraditionalization and
deconstruction of oppressive traditional constraints. Fem nism
i ndi genous rights, and gay and | eshi an suffrages have been
| argely responsible for creating new ways of thinking. As fornmer
"deviants' they can be credited for pronoting tol erance and
flexibility in |ay popul ations.



There is much evidence to suggest disabled people are
| acki ng these essentials. Self-actualization has been denied them
because the foundations of Maslow s hierarchy of needs are not in
pl ace. However, | believe interpersonal politics and self-
actualization has an inportant role to play in this expansion of
Disability Studies thought. That is not to ignore the macro
soci ol ogi cal thought and progress of political activism- far
fromit. It responds to a need to '"think out' neans of utilizing
t he experiences of people with a disability. It enpowers them on
an individual level. It is an enpowernent that derives from
i ncreased i nterdependence and ability to operate within soci al
spheres.

Endnot es

1. | want the reader to be aware that | am conscious that
G ddens is not wthout his critics. He has been accused of
underestimati ng conpl ex relationships of the self in relation to
the social world, in particular the inevitable practical
restrictions individuals encounter. Al so, He has a tendency to
construct a view of the self as al nbst detached from soci al
constructs. (Tucker, 1997: 7). Perhaps his glaring fault,
sonet hi ng he concedes, is the recognition for financial,
enoti onal and physical resources required to achieve self-
actual i zati on.

2. Reflexivity refers to not only intelligence, but nostly
self-determ nation. Increased reflexivity in a population is
therefore a macro-sociol ogi cal concept. In a mcro-sociol ogi cal
context a reflexive person is one who executes autonony of
action.

3. Canpbell (2001: 2) describes Foucault's '"unthought' in
relation to disabilities as: "The ongoing stability of ableism a
di ffuse network of thought depends upon the capacity of that
network to 'shut away', to separate and cast out (unthink)
disability and its relevance to the essential (ableist) human
self."

4. Peak experiences are a subjective experiential response
commonly associated with the restrictive confines of religious or
myst eri ous experience. Maslow (1964: xi) states that peak
experiences are triggered by many other situations and stinuli.
These "can be produced by sexual |ove, or by phil osophi cal
insight, or by athletic success, or by watching a dance
performance, or by bearing a child."

5. Autonony of action is the active conponent of self
determ nation

6. Personal conversation with Gerry G1I, Sociol ogy
| ecturer, LaTrobe University, Bendigo, Victoria, Australia.

7. http://atschool . eduweb. co. uk/ hoj oy/
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