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Look, it’s quite simple. We want to put everything in common […] Obviously when I say everyone should work I mean all those who are able to, and doing the amount suited to them. The lame, the weak and the aged should be supported by society, because it is the duty of humanity that no one should suffer. […] The revolution achieved, it will be necessary to begin from the base and work to the top.

-- E. Malatesta (1981 [1884]: 10-11, 36)
Disability Studies: Defining Disability

Disability Studies is a relatively new academic field. It springs in part from the disability rights movement and social change activism spurred largely by people labeled and marginalized as ‘disabled’ in numerous societies (Barnes, Barton, and Oliver, 2002; Kafka, 2003; Malhotra, 2001). Like feminist and queer studies, Disability Studies provides a conceptual framework for a critique of law, culture, and society. Disability Studies deconstructs and reconstructs the meaning of disability through investigating the social construction of disability, the power structures that support and enhance ableism, and the idea of normalcy.  The basic approach that all disability studies scholars share is that disability is not an inherent trait located in the disabled person’s body and mind, but a result of socio-cultural dynamics that occur in interactions between society and people defined as disabled.
An important point to address at the outset is that all people are different and have unique needs. Therefore, “normal,” “average,” or “able” are all socially constructed terms. Disability, from this premise, is seen as a spectrum, not a binary (dis/ability). The construction of dis/ability as a binary and the placement of particular individuals on either side is a result of power relations and hegemonic beliefs about ideal productive bodies and about notions of usefulness, independence, and social and economic contributions.        
Writing on the notion of anarchy as the antipode of fascism and the fascist conception that “in unity there is strength — in uniformity there is strength,” Alan Moore (2007) stresses that anarchy is almost starting from the principle that “in diversity, there is strength.” Everybody is recognized as having their own abilities, agendas, and their own need to work cooperatively with other people in mutual and collaborative approaches. This is in direct contrast to the current neoliberal, capitalist, and modernist narrative that individuals are independent, without the need of community or group support. 

Anarchist theory foregrounds diversity as the great social reservoir of human particularity, with people, all different, working together in common toward mutual goals.. Capitalism contributes to the marginalization of those constructed as ‘dis/abled’ by positioning the individual as consumer and producer. Capitalism, especially in its post-war hyper-consumerist form, works to reduce our humanity and citizenship to these two roles, both of which support capitalism. For example, consumption supports the engines of production because people have to sell their labor-power in order to purchase, and capitalism (through the ideological and repressive apparatuses of the state (Althusser, 1971; Hill, 2004)), engages in permanent culture wars to capture and/or inflame people’s consumerist materialistic desires and ideological support (Gramsci, 1989; Marcuse, 1969). But until everyone is respected as being different and not measured according to an imaginary notion of a ‘normal person,’ there will be those that are marginalized, disabled, and challenged in a culture that constructs bodies along a binary typology as either ‘normal’ or ‘deviant.’ 

Normalizing and its Archeology

Bourgeois ideology creates and reproduces a disciplinary world in which people conform to a particular hegemonic set of values and patterns of thought. ‘Shallow equality’ (as contrasted with ‘radical equality’), normality, and being ‘average’ seem so ingrained that most people take them as neutral terms that have always guided our ways of living and thinking, and as a taken-for-granted way of creating social hierarchies.  

In fact, normalcy is a relatively new concept which arose as part of the modernity project in 1800-1850 in Western Europe and its North American colonized spaces. The word ‘normal’ did not enter the English language until around 1840 (Davis, 1995; see also Reiser 2006). Prior to the concept of normalcy there was the concept of the ideal (and its corollary, the grotesque). In Roman-Greek culture it was understood that everyone falls beneath this standard. The ideal was perceived as unachievable and imperfection was on a continuum (like a Greek statue). Imperfection was seen as being in various degrees from the ideal and was not penalized as such (Davis, 2002).

In the nineteenth century, the concept of normal entered European culture, as it related to the concept of the average; normalcy thus began with the creation of measurements and statistics. Qualities are represented on a bell curve, and the extremes of the curve are abnormal. Statistics were created as state tools (hence their etymology, as stat(e)istics) and, with the advent of modernity, as ‘political arithmetic’ (Porter, 1995). It is hard to imagine that before the advent of modernity and capitalism, governing bodies did not make decisions based considerably on crime, poverty, birth, death, and unemployment rates (Porter, 1995). This new form of governance is what Foucault (1990, 2003) characterized as biopolitics. Indeed, it is exactly this newfound ability to measure performances of individuals and groups that makes them governable. 
Davis (2002) states that there is a difference between normalcy and normality, in which normality is the actual state of being normal or being regarded as normal, and normalcy is the structural realm that controls and normalizes bodies. It is the ideology behind normality. This ideology is embedded with bourgeois norms, in which the middle class are seen as the ‘mean.’ The key argument Davis makes is that abelism and normalization are not unusual practices that we must denounce, but are part of the Western modernist project by definition (e.g., modern nation states, democracy, science, capitalism). There are several paradoxes associated with modernism: for example, representational democracy versus individual liberty and capitalism versus equality. Normalcy as an ideology seemingly resolves these conflicts. In regards to wealth, on a curve it is clear that not all can be wealthy. Some, i.e., the capitalist class profiting from the labor power of workers, have to be in the (richest and most politically and culturally powerful) margins of the curve for capitalism to be sustained. 

Many fight for equality of opportunity, others for more equality of outcome, but what we should be fighting for at the same time is a world of ‘radical democracy’ founded on genuine respect for diversity and difference, respect for the unique individual in her ‘being-there,’ a transformed and transformative conception of ‘radical equality’ within what some would see as an anarchist-socialist society of radical libertarian solidarity and mutual aid or a democratic Marxist society.  

The concept of the norm, unlike the ideal, implies that the majority of the population must somehow be around the mean. In a normalizing society, everyone has to work hard to conform to norms, albeit that some of the norms are niche norms (e.g., lifestyle, fashion, consumption patterns) while others are more societal (with a standard `acceptable’ range of pro-capitalist ideologies), but people with disabilities, and other marginalized groups, are scapegoated for not being able to fit these standards. There is a need for people at the margin, in order to highlight and valorize ‘normalcy’ by contrasting it with a demeaned and derided  ‘abnormalcy.’ Davis (2002) also notes that almost all the early statisticians were also known eugenicists, unsurprising perhaps since the notion of the norm and the average divided the populous into standard and substandard populations. Difference is thus projected onto stigmatized populations so all others can strive for some illusory normalcy.

             Difference (especially major, transgressive, difference) is what normalcy fears, represses, and fights against. By some measure, this framework can be applied to the privileges held by any dominant position, but for the disability community this framework can be particularly useful in rendering the social construction of the ‘abled-body’ visible.  The more we understand how the disabled body is manifested, the more we understand how the abled-body is too. By breaking down the socially constructed binary of normal/abnormal we can perhaps begin to truly see a world of difference. 

But we must first understand that the disabled body is a social construction rather than an innate quality. Our ideas of health and bodily function within the U.S. and the rich white capitalist world, for example, are carried out by mostly white, heterosexual, able bodied, wealthy. American-dominated media carry this entire ‘imaginary of ability’ and its negation around the globe, infiltrating non-capitalist cultural schemata. It thus appears that the entire concept of Western ‘normalcy’ needs to be radically ‘decolonized’ (Smith, 1999). Such ‘decolonizing’ of concept and method is central to any social-anarchist reconceptualizing of what needs to be done in creating more inclusive post-capitalist societies on a decentralized planetary scale. Vestiges of ‘colonialist’ concepts lie everywhere inside bourgeois systems of knowledge production, theory, and practice, underpinning virtually all epistemologies now in circulation or that are accepted in the academy.

Disability is not based on a binary, but a multinary. It is an understanding that all are different. It is, alongside other ‘subaltern’ and resistant ideologies and movements, a movement that fights against normalcy, averaging, standardization, and conformity. Self-repression, by valorizing normalcy and subjugating difference, twists and perverts our identity and who we truly are. Normalizing normalcy is what capitalism wants and what nature rejects. Therefore, in this sense, as in others, capitalism is at war with nature. It for this reason that nature is being genetically modified and enhanced to be controlled, normalized, and standardized for the purpose of effective production, marketing, and consumption. We have one picture of what a perfect apple looks like, while knowing that there are many types of apples in all different shapes and colors. This holds true with all plants (and people as well), but as science and society strive to control, they find themselves destroying what they love so much: a diversity of plants, a diversity of life, or to our great dismay,a diversity of human life. That diversity of life is celebrated in initiatives such as ‘biodiverse resistance’ (Biodiverse 2007) and in its working vision of a society in which hierarchies are abolished, food and energy sources are ecologically sustainable, and all people are recognized and accepted for who and what they are. 
This is what a social-anarchist approach to biodiversity will seek to foreground and implement. An anti-authoritarian framework for dealing with ‘alter-ability’ will struggle against tendencies toward top-down managerialism in social service provision by the existing state (Searing, 2002). More importantly, it will encourage the less able to build their own alternative structures of  useful activity integrated within a cooperative framework, especially at the scale of households and neighborhoods, and local ‘peer circles’ for small-scale projects (e.g., cooking, teaching, autonomous health care, child care), as sketched in Herod (2007: 11).  Herod sees households in a proto-anarchist society (forming the new in the shell of the old) as follows:

Households are units of roughly two hundred people cohabiting in a building complex that provides for a variety of living arrangements for single individuals, couples, families, and extended families. The complex has facilities for meetings, communal (as well as some private) cooking, laundry, basic education, building maintenance, various workshops, basic health care, a birthing room, emergency medical care, and certain recreational activities. Households are managed democratically and cooperatively by a direct assembly of members (the household assembly).

Those with alter-abilities could be far better included in such flexible structures for togetherness than anything presently existing today. James Herod’s framework is highly suggestive for how to integrate all persons, whatever their capacities, into a new kind of society of radical mutual aid.  
Capitalism and the Consumer 

Capitalism at its core desires to be as efficient as possible by any means necessary, standardizing the workforce and consumer base. Capitalism promotes divisions and hierarchies among people’s identities, intellects, and abilities, as well as dividing people into classes and class strata based on their relationship to the means of production. Capitalism seeks the standardization of the consumer so that both the production and consumption of the product can be standardized. Furthermore, capitalism views customization for certain individuals (e.g., the disabled) as slowing down production and decreasing profits. A significant proportion of the poor across the planet, perhaps some 20%, are among those labeled as ‘disabled,’ and thus excluded from gainful employment. In this sense, disability appears as both a cause and consequence of poverty (DFID, 2000). Social justice scholars need to re-think equality and standardization and start a conversation on the merits of human variation. If we respect diversity and difference, we begin to resist normalcy and shallow ‘surface equality’ in the bourgeois sense. Capitalism promotes the false premise that people are individuals and are independent of others, but we are in fact interdependent and are only able to have pure social progress if all benefit together. That is at the heart of Malatesta’s (1981 [1884]: 10) conception that “we want to put everything in common.” He saw that in the context of social revolution, where the masses of workers begin to rebel with the idea of getting rid of bosses and governments and only count on their own strength (ibid.: 28).

This is a conception of class struggle anarchism (and also of class struggle Marxism/socialism) opposed to governments based on bourgeois conceptions of representative democracy and normalcy. As Davis (2002: 109-10) stresses, this in actuality is not democracy, but ‘normocracy.’. What we need is a deep radical democracy within an anti-authoritarian framework of social being and mutual aid, a network of federated communes working together in radical solidarity, where ability and its antipode are radically reconfigured. Goldman (1996: 393-394) stresses that “no revolution can be truly and permanently successful unless it … strives to make the revolution a real revaluation of all economic, social and cultural values,” mindful that “only the libertarian spirit and method can bring man [sic] a step further” (393). 

Dis-Abling Capitalism: Moving Forward


Future research and analysis in social-anarchist theory and praxis should better focus on several points, exploring the need to:

· give the individuals affected a voice. This means narratives where those socially classified as ‘disabled’ speak from their worlds, part of a radical ethnography of abelism and its deconstruction from within. This is not ‘human interest’ stories – as bourgeois media sometimes foreground reports on those physically or mentally ‘challenged’ (the popular term of bourgeois political correctness today) – but radical narratives, voices of the oppressed resisting their oppression (e.g., Fries, 1997; Kleege, 1999; Clare, 1999; Michalko, 1998; Charlton, 1998). 
· develop an anarchist-socialist radical psychiatry and conception of ‘mental illness,’ building on work by Laing, Szasz and others (see Moncrieff,  1997). Mental ableism must be a key focus for struggle, inquiry, and analysis. Looking at autism, we need to develop social-anarchist perspectives based on major works like Nadesan (2005), a study by the mother of an ‘autistic’ child that explores the social practices and institutions that mold the way we think (and act) regarding autism, and what effects this has on those labeled ‘autistic,’ others, and their loved ones. Also exemplary in revealing the social construction of autism, and bringing in the ‘voice’ of (verbal and non-verbal) people with autism is the work of Doug Biklen (1993, 2005).

· better ground anarchist analysis in the ongoing work of disability rights activists and researchers, sometimes bourgeois in orientation, such as the Society for Disability Studies and similar discourse communities and nodes of resistance.

· foreground more empirically the dimension of social class in analyses of ‘dis/ability,’ as reflected in the research and activism of the Barefoot Social Worker collective in the U.K., challenging the “prevailing culture of managerialism” in dealing with disability.  Ideologies of ableism intertwined with social class are at the very heart of what social workers are confronting in their daily practice (Searing, 2006; Searing, 2002). Moreover, social work methods, value bases, and practices need to be ‘authenticized’ everywhere, especially among the social majorities of the planet (Ling, 2007: 18-24, 26-32), with theory and practice grounded in indigenous cultures.

· learn to ‘talk plain’, to develop anarcho-socialist discourse in a language, style, and format that is readily understandable to working people and people with various (learning, cognitive, sensory) impairments. One major example in the anarchist heritage is Malatesta’s (1981 [1884]) dialogue between two Italian farmers on the nature of capitalism, their own exploitation, and the workers’ struggle. Much of Emma Goldman’s work is also in readily–accessible, comprehensible English. Radical thought in plain language should be a fundamental principle of all democratic discourse. We also need more graphic novels like Alan Moore’s V for Vendetta, Marjane Satrapi’s Persepolis or Charles Burns' Black Hole, but geared to explicating problems such as ableism through the optics of anarchist-socialist class struggle.
· make our presentations, conversations, and writings accessible to all. Utilizing the principles of universal design means that multiple modalities are used when speaking and presenting, as we all have different and preferred ways of accessing information (Burgstahler, 2001). Some are auditory learners and some understand better by having visual examples or mind maps, in order to capitalize on our multiple intelligences and strengths (Gardner, 1983). This entails presenting ideas in multiple formats (written, verbal, pictorial) and not assuming that our audience can hear, see, or read in order to participate in the discussion.
· create more concrete teaching materials for ‘informed resistance’ against ableism and its ravages. This means creating a radical pedagogy of dis-abling capitalism that can be integrated into a constructivist ‘inclusive’ classroom without walls (Marlowe & Page, 1998). One approach is within a ‘curriculum of empathy’ that concentrates on schooling social imagination, through interior monologues written by students (Christensen, 2000: 6-7; 134-137) of what may be in the minds and hearts of the ‘disabled,’ such as  imaging and imagining an hour or day in the life of a sightless, soundless, limbless, or other ‘different-bodied’ person. Radical empathy with ‘dis/abled’ lifeworlds needs to be galvanized through requisite scaffolding along the lines of Vygotsky for learners of all ages (Berk & Winsler, 1995). 
In Sum

Fundamentally, we need to regard disability as a continuum and a prism that enriches our understanding of the world. Through this lens we can question the construction of disability itself. We don’t need to imagine being disabled in order to interrogate our own abelism. Why is a certain condition defined as a disability? What interests do such definitons serve? What are the full implications of constructing labels? One might interrogate, under this prism, the ways we can all create inclusive classrooms and communities that eliminate disabling barriers and attitudes. Some specific examples would include questioning the use of abelist language in the classroom (Ben-Moshe, 2005) and within social movements (see May and Ferri, 2005, for a critique of the use of abelist metaphors in women’s studies). When students say that an idea is ‘lame’ or ‘retarded,’ it provides a great teaching moment to question their assumptions about disability as a negative entity. 

Moreover, we need to be material, to stress what Marx called the “this-sidedness of thinking in  practice” (Marx, 1845: 535), in part through teaching materials that help build our anarcho-pedagogical praxis. As Emma Goldman (1996: 402) reminds us: “The ultimate end of all revolutionary social change is to establish the sanctity of human life, the dignity of man [sic], the right of every human being to liberty and well-being.” Taking these teachings seriously, we can creatively seek to include rather than marginalize individuals who are ‘different’ than the socially-constructed ‘norm,’ potentially yielding a society that serves everyone’s interests alike. 
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