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Abstr act

Physical disability functions in nodern society as a status
betw xt and between everyday assunptions about "nornmal"

physi cal strength and functioning. This creates a situation
of permanent limnality, or a failure to be incorporated, in
hyper nodern society especially in the econom c marketpl ace
and architectural construction of everyday life and
nmovenent. Turning to nore traditional societies to interpret
limnality and rites of passage hel ps contenporary people
with disabilities interpret their social status and its
probl ematic, powerful construction.

| NTRODUCTI ON
Despite the passage of the Americans with Disabilities Act
(ADA) in 1990, many di sabled Anmericans still find thensel ves at

the margins of society. Individuals with disabilities are |ess
likely to be enpl oyed and have | ower | evels of social interaction
t han the abl e-bodi ed (Nati onal Organization on Disability

[ hereafter referred to as NOD] 1998). This paper adopts the
processual rite of passage devel oped by Arnold van Gennep (1908),
Vi ctor Turner (1967, 1969, 1974), and Deegan (1989, 1998) to

exam ne the status of the disabl ed.

We argue here that individuals with disabilities are in the
potentially unending, Iimnal stage of a synbolic rite of
passage. Qur goal in this paper is to present the synbolic
connections between Iimnality and disability in hypernodern
soci ety (Deegan 1998; G ddens 1990). This type of society often
prevents the reincorporation of disabled nenbers, the end of the
limnal stage, because it fails to provide themw th stabl e,
socially valued roles (see Davis 1962; Deegan 1975, 1978, 1997,
2000; Deegan and Brooks, 1985; Goffrman, 1963; Roth, 1963; Roth



and Eddy, 1967). In other words, our society is a "disabling
society" that systematically limts the opportunities for

i ndi vidual s who experience a wi de range of inpairnents: we focus
on the society's limts on an individual with physical limts
here. Finally, we stress the positive aspects of limnality as a
met hod to i nprove or renove these social restrictions on
individuals with disabilities.

RI TES OF PASSAGE

In his book Rites of Passage, the French ethnographer Arnold
van CGennep (1908:189) explored the fundanental process underlying
the change of an individual's status in society:

For groups, as well as for individuals, life itself nmeans to
separate and to be reunited, to change form and conditi on,
to die and to be reborn. It is to act and to cease, to wait
and rest, and then to begin acting again, but in a different
way.

Life, for van CGennep, is characterized by transitions from
one social group or situation to another. This is evident as an
i ndi vi dual passes through various age grades, soci al
rel ati onshi ps, and occupations during their lifetinme. Van Gennep
declared that all of these transitions share a processual
simlarity that he calls "rites of passage.”

Van CGennep anal yzed smal |l -scal e societies where changes in
status are strictly regulated and are acconpani ed usually by
cerenmonial rituals. In contrast, changing status in hypernodern
societies is relatively easy but al so nore anbi guous. To
illustrate the difference, van Gennep conpares society to a house
with roons that represent the various roles or social positions
avai l able. The nore a society resenbl es our hypernodern
industrial civilizations, the thinner its walls and the "w der
and nore open are its doors of communication” (van Gennep
1908: 26) . Passage fromroomto room fromsocial state to soci al
state, is easy. In smaller-scale societies, the roons are
carefully isolated with narrow doors and corridors. Cerenony and
ritual regul ate the passage between these roons. Wile rites of
passage are easier to identify in small-scale societies, the
process applies to all civilizations, "fromthe nost primtive to
t he nost evol ved" (Zumnalt 1982:301).

Rites of passage are subdivided into three stages:
separation (prelimnal), transition (limnal), and incorporation
(post-limnal). Rites of separation synbolically detach the
i ndi vidual froman existing point in the social structure. After
this separation, the former social status no |longer applies to

the individual. In the transition or Iimnal stage, the
individual is a synbolic outsider with no clearly defined status
or role. The limnal personae (or "limnar") resides at the

mar gi ns of society while they prepare to adopt a new role. The
final stage of incorporation allows the individual to adopt a new
social status and re-enter society. If this re-entry does not



occur, limnality does not end, a status possible in hypernodern
society but not in small-scale society.

LI M NALI TY: BETW XT AND BETWEEN SOCI AL STATUSES

Victor Turner, the anthropol ogi st and soci ol ogi st, expanded
our understanding of limnality, and described its relevance in
both traditional and hypernodern societies. Like van Gennep,
Turner analyzed society as a "structure of positions" (Turner
1967:93) where the Iimnal stage marks the transition between two
socially viable positions. "Limnality," according to Turner
(1974:274), "is a novenent between fixed points and is
essentially anbi guous, unsettled, and unsettling.” Limnars "are
betw xt and between the positions assigned and arrayed by | aw,
custom convention and cerenonial” (Turner 1969:95). Their soci al
condition is "a confusion of all the customary categories”
(Turner 1967:97).

Anbi gui ty and paradox characterize the social situation of
i mnal persons (Tuner 1967:97). They are neither this nor that,
child nor adult, woman nor nother. As a result, the |im nal
individual is often invisible both structurally and physically.
Structural invisibility is the inevitable result of |osing or
being wi thout a social status, what Mchelle Fine and Adrienne
Asch call the "rol esl essness” of persons with disabilities. OQher
menbers of society find it difficult, if not inpossible, to
interact with individuals who defy all social categories, who are
in a sense non-persons. The nyriad taboos that apply to the
limnal person [imt their social interaction and maintain their
structural invisibility. Limnality is acconpanied often by the
seclusion of the transitional person: "since it is a paradox, a
scandal, to see what ought not to be there" (Turner 1967:98).
Anmong sone traditional people, the termfor the |imnal period
itself is a formof the noun for seclusion site (Turner 1967:98).

Frequently, there is an androgynous quality to the |im nal
i ndi vidual (Turner 1967:98). They nmay be assigned characteristics
of both genders, the opposite gender, or treated as genderl ess.
During sone nonnodern cerenoni es involving both sexes, the
limnal participants often dress ali ke and behave simlarly
(Turner 1974:246). The limnal state al so nodifies sexual
activity, sonetines stressing sexual abstinence or a greater
degree of sexual freedom Because sex and gender are conponents
of any social structure, it is not surprising that they are
treated as mall eabl e characteristics during the limnal state.
These differences in gendered status are reflected in the
marriage, divorce, and single statuses of people with
disabilities in conparison to the abl e-bodi ed popul ace in
hyper nodern soci eties. Perceptions of being asexual, nonsexual,
or unattractive are particularly problematic for wonen with
disabilities (Deegan and Brooks 1985).

In many rituals, the limnal state is synbolically related
to death, deconposition, or other negative physical attributes
(Deegan 1975; Turner 1967:96). Wthout a position in the social
system it is difficult to classify a limnal person as alive or



dead. Consequently, the individual may be treated |i ke a corpse,
and even buried (Turner 1967:96). A related notion is that the
[imnar is potentially polluting (Turner 1967:97). Anyone who
cones into contact with the |imnar may be contam nated, unless
t hey have been inocul ated by having undergone the sane ritual
transformati on. These conponents of limnality force the
individual to submt to the will of the entire community (Turner
1969:103). During limnality, a person's forner status is
effectively erased, creating a blank slate upon which
expectations for the new status are inprinted. Because the

[ imnal person nmust act subm ssive and hunble, the society's

val ues, norns, and rel ationships are easily absorbed.

Turner conpares states of outsiderhood and structural
inferiority to the betw xt and between status of |limnality
(Turner 1974:231). Individuals of each state are at the margins
of society, and occupy its |owest social positions (Turner
1969: 125). OQutsi derhood occurs when an individual is cut off from
positions within the social system OQutsiders are set "apart from
t he behavi or of status-occupying, role-playing nenbers of that
systeni (Turner 1974:233). Qutsiderhood can be involuntary, as in
the case of a honel ess, unenpl oyed person, a social status that
often is associated with physical disability. Such a status may
establish a permanently limnal way of life in contenporary
society (Turner 1974:261). Structural inferiority, such as
unenpl oynment or jobs with poor wages, characterizes individuals
in the | owest, nost involuntary positions of a social class
hi erarchy. The weakness and passivity of limnal individuals is
simlar to the structural weakness of groups oppressed by
political, legal, and econom c systens (Turner 1969:99). These
l'imnal characteristics can beconme unendi ng i n hypernodern
soci eti es.

LI M NALI TY AND COMMUNI TAS | N HYPERMODERN SOCI ETI ES

Limnality in hypernodern society can be blurred, confusing,
mysterious, exciting, or disorienting (Deegan 1989, 1998). The
| ack of clear cohorts, synbols, anti-structure, rituals, and the
meani ng of the sacred characterizes Western |ife and experience.
This diffusion of nmeaning, synbols, and rules for ritual action
can be individually a peak experience (Czikzentm haly 1975), but
overall social limnality is nore difficult to characterize or
finalize.

This anbiguity limts the power of limnality in a
traditional society where limnars treat each other as equals
regardl ess of any hierarchical differences that existed prior to
the transition (e.g., Turner 1967:7). Turner calls this unique
formof social interaction "comunitas." In communitas there is
"full, unnmedi ated comruni cati on, even conmuni on" (Turner 1992:58)
bet ween the participants. The relationships fornmed during
communitas often extend beyond the |imnal stage.

Communitas is an "anti-structure" that is different fromthe
stratified, role-playing nature of the established soci al
structure (Turner 1992:59). Communitas is limted in post-



i ndustrialized society, however, because of weaker conmunity
ties, and an overriding enphasis on individuality (Deegan 1989,
1998; Turner, 1969:202). Social anti-structure is harder to
establish in our supra-hierarchical society wwth its high | eve

of specialization, and strict division of labor. It is evident,
nonet hel ess, in sone limnal positions such as mlitary boot
canps, certain fornms of nonastic life, and wi thin hippie communes
(Turner 1974:231). Communitas, therefore, is possible in
hypernodern society, but it is nore difficult to establish and
mai ntain than in traditional societies.

THE SYMBOLI C CONNECTI ON BETWEEN DI SABI LI TY AND LI M NALITY I N
HYPERMODERN SCOCI ETY

Many, nmany researchers (e.g., Deegan 1975; Mirphy et al.
1988; Shal i nsky and d ascock 1988; Murphy 1990; N col ai sen 1995;
Devl i eger 1995) analyze the simlarities between |imnal status
during rites of passage and the status of individuals with
disabilities. Marilynn J. Phillips (1990:851), for exanple,
wites that the majority of those with a permanent disability can
never be cured, restored, or normalized in a physical sense. They
percei ve thensel ves in hypernodern society, therefore, as
suspended between the sick role and normality, between w ong
bodi es and right bodies. Certainly, those with disabilities seem
to occupy an anbi guous state; they are neither sick nor well. In
a nunber of cultures, the physically disabled are not even
consi dered human (see the discussion of the Punan Bah of Central
Borneo in N colaisen 1995:42). In other small-scale societies,

di sabl ed children and the elderly are killed during tines of
environmental crises, because of the nonhuman, |im nal status of
t he di sabl ed i ndividuals (Shalinsky and 3 ascock 1988).

Li ke the nore transient limnars, people with disabilities
are often hidden away from society. This seclusion is nost
obvious in the case of people who are institutionalized. Although
there is a declining nunber of disabled individuals in
institutional settings, their social invisibility has assuned
nore subtle fornms. Robert Murphy (1990:91), for exanple, wites
that he often is ignored for |ong periods of tine, even by close
col | eagues, during parties and other social gatherings, despite
hi s physical presence as a person in a wheelchair. This type of
socially invisibility is |earned at a young age when curi ous
children who stare at individuals with disabilities are scol ded
and pulled away by their parents.

In both disability and imnality, there is a synbolic
relationship with death and ot her negative physical attributes.
Deegan (1975:1) explores shared synbolic limnality between
physi cal disability and death. A person facing traumatic injuries
may even literally face a life crisis that is a rite of passage
(Deegan 1975:6). Many Anericans deny the synbolic association
bet ween disability and death, but Dale E. Fish (1986) found a
direct correl ation between counsel or trainees and high | evels of
death anxiety that influenced their attitudes toward people with
disabilities. Unlike limnars in other rites of passage, however,



social re-incorporation is not guaranteed for disabled

i ndi viduals. Synbolic incorporation is often only possible with
deat h, and the acconpanying funeral rites. There is a sonmewhat
common perception that suicide is often preferable to disability,
suggesting that the disabled occupy a status | ower than death.

Negati ve physical signs, such as col ostony bags, anputated
i mbs, and scarring can al so acconpany disability. Public
aversion to these characteristics often associates the disability
wi th contagion or pollution (Deegan 1978). A woman who had
undergone 16 joint replacenent surgeries because of arthritis
reacted being | abeled as afflicted by a journalist. "Wo would
want to go to dinner, to a novie, or even to bed," she asked,"
with sonmeone who is afflicted! My god, she made it sound as if |
have fleas," (Phillips 1990:851). O her individuals with
disabilities say that others "act as if we were contagi ous”
regarding interactions with the abl e-bodi ed (Scheer 1984).

The androgynous quality of limnality is also evident with
disability. The public often views individuals with disabilities
as sexless, or sexually inferior. Mirphy describes an experi nent
in which he intentionally caught the eye of wonen wal ki ng across
a coll ege canpus (Murphy 1990: 127). Rather than | ooki ng away,

Mur phy reports that nost of the wonmen would return the gaze and
smle. He also found that his relationships with wonen over al
were nore open and rel axed when he began using a wheel chair.
Because he was "no | onger a source of danger," the wonen were
able to open up to him (Mrphy 1990:128). Wiile in a
rehabilitation hospital for paralytics, Mirphy spent tine on a
coed floor where nmen and wonen sl ept together in the same roons
(Murphy, et al. 1988:240). Throughout the rehabilitation process,
gender differences and roles were di m nished and rel ati onshi ps
bet ween nmen and wonen were nore open. Deegan (1975:9) states that
one of the nost significant contributions to the |imnal status
of the physically disabled concerns sexuality. Losses of
sexuality and attractiveness, noreover, may threaten the
preservation or formation of close relationships.

DI SABI LI TY AND COVMUNI TAS

Carol S. Goldin (1984) identified the elenments of comunitas
in her research anong persons who are visually inpaired. She
found that blind individuals who were involved in advocacy
organi zations had created a community of the blind. A nenber of
one such organi zation describes her experiences as foll ows:

| ook forward to going to national conventions, and not
just because it's a political issue, but because we all have
sone kind of relationship together.

There is sonmething that is very binding. It borders on being
religious or it has a religious fervor, sonme kind of spirit to it
(Gol din 1984:123).

Organi zati on nenbers were brought together by the "shared
experiences" of their socially stigmatized status (Goldin



1984:121). This community of the blind represents the power of
communitas to generate "new neani ngs of blindness.” The existence
of communi tas anong ot her disabled individuals is also likely:
hal f of all disabled individuals report a sense of common
identity with other disabled persons (NOD 1998).

Communi tas anong individuals with disabilities is also
evident in self-help groups. Activity in these groups inproves
heal th, reduces stigma, and increases acceptance of disability
(Cohen and Synme 1986; Wasserman and Danforth 1988; Gtterman and
Shul man 1986). Turner (1985:124) describes comunitas as
"rel atedness anong i ndividuals w thout judgenentality" and this
is certainly true of self-help group neetings. Since they all are
"in the sane boat," they share an equal position. Due to this
egalitarian status, self-help neetings are characterized by open
and enpat hetic comruni cation. There is also the predictable
mutual aid and support which allows group nenbers to rely on one
anot her for assistance. The group al so hel ps build self-concepts
of normality as nenbers actively di scover and construct
identities different fromthose given them by society.

DI SABI LI TY AND PERVANENT LI M NALI TY

Limnality becones systematically flawed when it fails to
end in reincorporation with society. This "permanent [imnality"
creates a social space that is no | onger betw xt and between in a
journey ending in a new social position. Bonds to society are
weakened because of the failure to ritually incorporate
individuals with disabilities into the wider world. Unending
[imnality becomes a permanent outsider status, losing its power
to connect the self and the other in everyday life. Wen
individuals with disabilities experience unending limnality,
this reflects an unsatisfactory or flawed status betw xt and
between legitimated conditions.

The ADA is oriented to creating statuses for people with
disabilities as citizens, pedestrians, and people with access to
public life. But the nost inportant status in a hypernodern
capitalist society is paid enploynent (discussed nore |ater).
Attaining all these opportunities and their subsequent positions
stops unending limnality. Barriers to these rights are
constructed in hypernodern society, our next topic.

HYPERMODERN SOCI ETY IS A DI SABLI NG SOCI ETY

Qur society is a "disabling society."! This concept is
conpatible wth T.R Young and Garth Massey's (1978)
dramaturgi cal society. It defines an abl e-bodied world as nornal,
t hereby making a world that incorporates the abl e-bodi ed and
physi cal |y di sabl ed as deliberately problematic. Hypernodern
society creates permanent limnality for nost people with
physical disabilities. This is easily reveal ed through the choice
tolimt access for individuals with nobility inpairnents.

The present forns of architectural structures and soci al
institutions exist because statutes, ordinances, and codes either
required or permtted themto be constructed in that manner.



These policies inply val ues, expectations, and assunptions about
t he physi cal and behavioral attributes that people ought to
possess in order to survive or participate in community life
(Hahn 1988: 40) .

The di sabling society creates forbidden spaces and
intentions. Taboos and limtations, that are tenporary for the
liminal initiate in a traditional society,? are permanent
barriers for persons with disabilities in hypernodern society.
The taboos that govern the lives of the disabled perneate every
| evel of society. These taboos have religious, political,
spatial, and social consequences (Durkheim 1915). They are
exhibited in core aspects of culture such as conmunication and
architecture. Taboos are also | egislated by the governnent as
evident in the education system and the provision of separate and
unequal access to persons with disabilities.

For an individual in a wheelchair, the synbolic neaning of a
flight of stairs is sinple and direct. The area beyond is off-
limts. There is a taboo against the individual's entry into that
area. This formof architectural segregation is regarded as
"natural” in a disabling society and the limtations presented by
stai rways often go unrecogni zed. Joseph Shapiro (1993:142)
relates the story of a small town postmaster who was told that
his post office would have to be nmade accessible to people in
wheel chairs. A flight of steps led to the only public entrance to
the post office and the doorway was too narrow for wheel chairs.
The postnaster could not understand why any changes were
necessary. He protested, "I've been here for thirty-five years
and in all that time |'ve yet to see a single custoner cone in
here in a wheelchair."

Simlar taboos are apparent everywhere. The w dth of
doorways and the | ayout of classroons and office areas can make
mobility difficult or inpossible. The design of autonobiles
prevents their use w thout expensive nodifications. The |ocation
of curb-cuts determ nes where the individual can cross the
street. It is the preval ence of these social barriers that create
disability, not the physical inpairnment. The court systemin the
United States, noreover, has repeatedly supported and def ended
the rights of business, enployers, and other public institutions
to continue to maintain such barriers despite the enactnent of
t he ADA.

Di sabling barriers are not just found in the physical
environnent. Claire Liachowitz (1988) offers a thorough anal ysis
of how the United States created barriers through its attitudes
and policies regarding public education. Children with
disabilities were historically prevented fromreceiving equa
educati onal opportunities. Barriers to education, in turn, led to
social barriers in adulthood. Although many barriers to public
educati on have been addressed, Clark and Lillie (2000) show t hat
many di sabled children find the transition to adulthood difficult
wi t hout careful planning and assi stance.

Dom nant cul tural attitudes regardi ng gender and sexuality
al so create social barriers for disabled individuals. Gerschick



and MIler (1994) suggest that disabled nmen are marginalized
because they fail to neet and may actually underm ne the demands
of hegenonic masculinity. The authors describe how di sabl ed nen
struggle to maintain their autonony, athleticism and sexuality
despite the stigmatization of their disabilities. ldeals
regardi ng fem ni ne beauty and sexuality al so create soci al
barriers for wonen with disabilities. The enpl oynent and
occupational discrimnation facing all wonen are significantly
hi gher for wonen with disabilities (Deegan and Brooks 1985;
Brownworth and Raffo 1999).

A disabling society justifies keeping the physically
di sabled Iimnal by adopting profane reasons for this separation.
The physically disabled are tainted wwth a profane status outside
t he sacred space of the community (Durkheim 1915). I ndividuals
with disabilities are considered dirty and nust be set apart
(Dougl as 1966). Rites of incorporation in a disabling society
becone i npossi bl e because they woul d contam nate the |arger
group.

"Blam ng the victin is another profane justification used
in our disabling society. The physical disability, in this
argunment, is responsible for imts on enploynent, access to
bui I dings, and social interaction. The "disability," by
definition, prevents "normal" social interaction. |ndividuals
with disabilities cause problens in a disabling society: they
"ask too much" and demand special treatnent when they participate
in everyday life. Thus, physically disabled people are kept off
the streets, unenployed, or socially isolated because it is too
costly to put in ranps, enploy the disabled, or include themin
soci al interactions.

Wth the passage of the ADA in 1990, society has begun to
deal with accessibility issues, but certainly it has not provided
such access. One response has been the provision of
"accommodati ons” for individuals wth nobility inpairnments. But
such changes are usually far too limted in nunber or
i npl enent ati on. For exanple, the nunber of hotel roons and
par ki ng spaces cannot neet demands or one of the truly absurd
patterns is providing accessible roons in |argely inaccessible
bui |l di ngs. Thus, while there may be several entrances to a
bui l di ng the accessi ble entrance may be at the rear or side of
the building requiring the person with a disability to travel two
or three tines farther to enter that building than the distance
needed to use the abl e-bodi ed entrance. Such entrances are
usual ly poorly signed and may require getting help froma person
| ocated at an abl e-bodi ed entrance. Ranps | eading to these
entrances nmay be the last to be cleared of ice or snow Elevators
may be poorly situated, slow, or too small. The accessible
restroomcould be on a floor requiring steps to enter. Many | arge
| ecture halls and novie theaters force people in wheelchairs to
sit at the back. Airlines may state they have wheel chair
services, but |ack wheelchairs or attendants to push them Those
wi th physical disabilities may not be delivered at points of
departure. Flight crews may try to abandon the physically



di sabl ed on planes. Failure to have such services may cause

m ssed flights, a problemof greater severity for the physically
di sabl ed than the abl e-bodied. On one flight on Lufthansa, an
airline representative told a woman in a wheel chair that disabled
peopl e should wal k and not "bother" the airline (wtnessed by one
of the authors). On another flight, hostile airline enployees
reduced anot her physically disabled woman to tears.

The | abor market in hypernodern societies often creates
permanent limnality for those with disabilities. Success at
one's career largely determnes an individual's status in
i ndustrialized nations. The United States, in particular, views
the work ethic as one of its bedrocks (Whber 1930). Individuals
with disabilities, however, face discrimnation and structural
barriers preventing success in the job market. Conpounding their
inferior status is the perception that the disabled are a drain
on soci ety because of their reliance on governnment benefits and
servi ces.

This limnal status of unenploynent is easily docunented.
The 2000 N.O.D./Harris Survey of Americans with Disabilities, for
exanple, found that only 32% of individuals with disabilities are
enpl oyed full or part-tinme, conpared to 81% of the abl e-bodi ed.

O the unenpl oyed di sabl ed over two-thirds report that they want
to work. Despite the goals of the ADA, the percentage of disabled
Americans who are enpl oyed has remai ned rel atively unchanged
since 1991 and actually dropped between 1994-1997 (MNeil 2000).
The NOD study al so shows that |ack of noney is the biggest
probl em facing Anericans with disabilities. In fact, disabled
individuals are nore likely to live in households earning | ess

t han $15, 000 a year and many of themand their famlies live in
poverty. Like the limnal initiate in a traditional society, a
person with a disability in hypernodern society may | ose property
or be restricted in property ownership because of their |ow
econom ¢ status.

Society also creates disability in the education system
Children who fail to achieve at prescribed perfornance |evels are
| abel ed "slow | earners.” Attention deficit disorders and dyslexia
were unknown in the societies studied by Van Gennep and Turner.
Only a social system dependent upon an educated and skilled | abor
force regards these children as disabled and stignmatizes them as
a result.

Disability itself is a culturally constructed phenonenon,
and the degree to which physical, nental, and sensory inpairnents
di sable an individual is highly variable (Ingstad and Wyte
1995). Nora Groce (1985) reveals that the residents of Martha's
Vi neyard adapted a core aspect of social interaction,
communi cation, to accommodate hearing inpaired nenbers. Between
the 17th and early 20th centuries, this island' s popul ation
exhibited a high level of hereditary deafness and this was
defined as part of everyday life. Thus the ngjority of the
heari ng popul ati on was bilingual in English and sign | anguage.
Thi s adaptation was not a planned deci sion, but rather the
spont aneous creation of an inclusive culture. The hearing



inpaired residents of Martha s Vineyard were not disabled,
because their status in society was unaffected by deaf ness.

TAPPI NG THE PONER OF LI M NALITY IN A DI SABLI NG SOCI ETY

The limnal status has the power to redefine and reshape the
di sabling society. It is "a fructile chaos, a storehouse of
possibilities, not a random assenbl age but a striving after new
forms and structures, a gestation process, a fetation of nodes
appropriate to postlimnal existence” (Turner 1986:42). It
exposes "the basic building blocks of culture"” (Turner 1967:110).
In limnality, the individual is forced to think about the
established social structure as they prepare to re-enter that
structure. The limnal person |learns what is expected of viable
menbers of a social systemwhile they are between fixed states.
The individual also discovers new patterns of relationships with
ot her nenbers of the society.

Disability in a disabling society al so exposes the buil ding
bl ocks of society. What is considered a disability here reveals
who is and is not incorporated as a viable nmenber. Thus
disability has very little to do with any physical, nental, or
sensory inpairnents, but it is a social definition of who is and
is not valued. Disability exposes the social barriers, or taboos,
that restrict the full participation of all the nenbers of
society. Disability also questions the neaning of a community
when a nmenber can be marginalized so easily. Because of the
permanent limnality of disability, the arbitrariness and
hostility of the disabling society can be reveal ed and shattered.

In limnality, an individual is allowed "to play with the
factors of sociocultural experience" (Turner 1985:236).
Experimenting with the social structure allows the person to
develop "a potentially unlimted series of alternative soci al
arrangenments" (Turner 1974:14). In this way, |limnality becones a
primary source of social change. Individuals with disabilities
play with their sociocultural experience by adapting to the
social Iimtations they face.

Em |y Bonwi ch (1985:62), for exanple, reveals how sone wonen
who experienced spinal cord injuries adapt to their inpairnent.
Several wonen found that their injuries had released them from
the constraints of traditional fermale roles and ot hers adopted
roles that seened inpossible before their injuries. The wonen
al so had increased | evels of self-esteem because of their mastery
of these unique roles. "These wonen often said that they now had
different ideas about what a wonman s role should be, giving | ess
i mportance to conventional wife-nother roles and " man-pl easi ng
attributes than to their own self-actualization and
acconpl i shnents" (Bonwi ch 1985:62).

I ndi viduals with physical inpairnments may nodify their
environnments and thereby | ower social barriers. \Weel chair users,
for exanple, build ranps where there once were stairs. They
renmodel their hones to reach cupboards, sinks, and shelves. They
w den doorways and shower entrances. Individuals with arthritis
repl ace traditional doorknobs wth those that are easier to



grasp. They create new tools to button shirts, put on socks, and
mop fl oors.

I ndividuals with all forns of inpairnments nodify their work
environnents to have successful careers. Wrkers who fatigue
easily utilize flex-time or part-tinme work schedules. Qhers
restructure their work activities to avoid heavy lifting or
carrying. Sinply reorganizing the physical environnment of the
wor k area provides benefits for many di sabled individuals. Wth
advances i n conputing and conmuni cati ons technol ogi es, people who
| ack personal or physical nobility may create other forns of
transportation. O her advances such as Braille printers and text
t el ephones can assi st working individuals with sensory
i npai rment s.

An inclusive rather than a disabling society reflects such
redefining adaptations as well as alternative social roles,
particularly in the |labor force. Geater opportunities for paid
enpl oynent nust be provided for individuals with disabilities.
Accessibility barriers need to be conpletely elimnated so
di sabl ed individuals can participate nore in all aspects of
social life. Adopting social changes that provide greater
visibility and higher status roles for the disabled will lead to
the elimnation of the permanent limnality of disability in
hyper nodern soci ety.

CONCLUSI ON
When viewed within the synbolic franework of a "rite de
passage,"” individuals with disabilities in hypernodern societies

of ten experience permanent limnality. These disabling societies
create barriers that prevent disabled individuals from conpleting
t he passage to social reincorporation. These barriers do not
allow individuals with disabilities to achieve stable, socially
viable roles. This unending [imnality reveals the structural and
experiential creation of society because the social construction
of disability reveals what is and is not inportant in a society.
Clearly, not every disabled person in hypernodern society is
inalimnal status and not every part of life is altered by
disability. Many individuals with a substantial disability occupy
socially viable roles. These individuals provide exanpl es of how
to create a nore inclusive society. Creating such a hypernodern
society that incorporates individuals with disabilities to nove
toward the core and away fromthe margins of society is our goal:
"today's Iimnality is tonorrow s centrality"” (Turner 1975:33).

Not es

1. This concept is conpatible with T.R Young and Garth
Massey's (1978) dramaturgical society.

2. Permanent limnality is not an option in traditional
societies. O course, sone traditional societies, as noted
earlier, end the limnality of a person with a disability when
the society approves of killing the physically disabled, a dire



solution to the problem of reincorporation
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