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ACCESS NOTE

Please use this space as you need or prefer.

Sit in chairs or on the floor, pace, lie on the floor, rock, flap, 
spin, move around, step in and out of the room. 



CONTENT/TW

I will talk about trauma, abuse, violence, and murder of disabled 
people, as well as forced treatment and institutions, and other acts of 

violence, including sexual violence.

Please feel free to step out of the room at any time if you need to.
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WAYS OF THINKING ABOUT DISABILITY

CharityInspiration

Moral Medical

DiversitySocial

Disability is tragic object of pity
Disability is special barrier to 
overcome for benefit of others

Disability is moral failure and 
laziness / punishment for sin

Disability is a health problem 
requiring treatment/cure

Disability is a social construct, 
doesn’t exist in nature

Disability is natural and normal



DISABLEMENT (PRODUCT & PROCESS)

Society & Culture Biology & Neurology

DIVERSITY PARADIGM

Many Ways of Being Disability is Natural

PATHOLOGY PARADIGM

The One Normal Disability is Defect





DEFINING ABLEISM

An entire system of thinking and doing that 
hurts disabled people.

Ableism is a form of structural oppression.



UNDERSTANDING OPPRESSION

Systematic disenfranchisement of a particular 
group as a result of the power belonging to a 

privileged group.

Oppression = prejudice + systems of power



ABLEISM WORKS ACROSS SYSTEMS

CLASSISM

ABLEISM

RACISM

HETEROSEXISM

SIZEISM

(TRANS)MISOGYNY

AGEISM



deformity as 
mental 

retardation, 
crippled bodies

poverty as 
stupidity, 
laziness

homelessness 
as mental 

illness

people of 
color as 

psychotic, 
oppositional 

defiant

women as 
neurotic, 
hysterical

queer & trans 
experience as 
mental illness, 

social 
deviance

asexuality as 
sickness

abusers, murderers, rapists, 
cultists, terrorists as mentally ill

oppressive behavior, ideas, speech 
as crazy, psycho, dumb, stupid

“our minds work fine”
“but we’re high-functioning”DISAVOWAL

presumption of disabled 
incompetence, incapacity, pathology

universal marginality of disability



Medicine

Education

Hate 
Crimes Sexuality

Journalism

Pop 
Culture

Criminal 
Justice

Science 
& 

Research

Law & 
Public 
Policy

Architecture



ENDEMIC VIOLENCE AND ABUSE

Compliance

Seclusion

Indistinguishability 
Philosophy

Restraint Aversives

Rape & 
Sexual 

Violence

Medical 
Neglect & 

Abuse

Family Abuse and Filicide

Financial 
Exploitation

Police 
Brutality & 

Mass 
Incarceration

Institutions

Hate Crimes



Zero tolerance 
policies

Restraint & 
seclusion

School-to-prison 
pipeline

Police brutality

Mass 
incarceration

Hate crimes & 
abuse

Ableism and 
racism in society

Fear and hate in 
media and policy

ABLEISM
IN CRIMINAL 
(IN)JUSTICE

Retraumatization in 
jails and prisons

Psychiatric 
institutions and 

quasi-incarceration

Health neglect in 
jails and prisons

Protective custody 
/ Solitary 

confinement



FEARS OF PERVERSE REPRODUCTION

• Intervention 
for pathology

• Sexual 
normativity

• Presumed 
incompetent

• Experiential 
knowledge 
questioned

• Denied parenting 
right 
(birth/adoption)

• Paternalism
• Gender affirming 

treatment 
contingency

• Desexualization
• Infantilization
• Physical 

barriers
• Incarceration

Denied 
Sexual 
Agency

Forced 
Sterilization

“Corrective” 
Rape

Presumptive 
Victimhood





Chattel slavery

Compliance 
training

Productivity 
as worth

Tuskegee 
syphilis

Rehabilitation 
discourse

Buck v. 
Bell

Henrietta 
Lacks

UNRULY 
BODIES

California 
prisoner 

sterilizations

Fernald 
radiation 
experime

nts

Judge 
Rotenberg 

Center

Convict 
leasing

War 
on 

drugs

The 
asylum

Black 
Lives 

Matter



NONCOMPLIANCE?

Photo by Rebecca Taplin. Lydia Brown, around 2004, fifth grade, reading an Animorphs novel instead of  doing 
math homework, and rubbing shirt sleeve against face.



Photo by Disability Pride Philadelphia. Lydia Brown marching in 2012 disability 
pride parade, holding colorful hand-drawn sign that says Autistic & Proud. 



Photo by Kory Otto Jacobs. A few dozen people of  various genders, ages, disabilities, and races gathered in a circle in Farraqut Square, 
Washington, D.C. for the 2013 Day of  Mourning vigil for disabled people killed by family members or caregivers, organized by the Autistic 
Self  Advocacy Network’s national office and chapter networks.



Photo by Taylor C. Hall. White person, Shain Neumeier, and 
east asian person, Lydia Brown, protesting Judge Rotenberg 
Center’s electric shock torture. Signs : 1) Stop the Shocks, 2) 
People Not Experiments, 3) Shocked for … [list of  minor 
behaviors like getting up without permission] Ban the GED 
[graduated electronic decelerator].



Photo: A group of  many people with various disabilities, of  
various races, genders, and ages, though most are 20's and 
30's. Lydia is wearing a shirt with the power fist that says, 
The Whole Damn System Is Guilty As Hell. July 2016.



INTERDEPENDENCE

INDEPENDENCE
AUTONOMY



Movement

Typing

Writing

Pictures

Echolalia

Speech

Sound

COMMUNICATION
HAPPENS IN 
MANY WAYS.
ALL ARE
EQUALLY
VALID AND
DESERVE
RESPECT 
AND 
PATIENCE.

MULTIMODAL 
ACCESS

NOW



THE RIGHT TO BE DISABLED

Photo by Lexington Christian Academy 
(Massachusetts). Lydia flapplauding during public 
ceremony.



FROM RIGHTS TO JUSTICE

Ri
gh

ts laws / enforcement
public policy
nonprofit orgs
state action
academia
institutional research
individual-focused

Ju
st

ic
e society / culture

community alternatives
harm reduction
healing
intersectional
macro-change
collective power



DISABILITY AS CULTURE
• Autistic Community: Social 

communication badges

• People First self-advocacy groups

• Deaf identity and community

• Ragged Edge Magazine

• FWD: Feminists with Disabilities

• Sins Invalid

• Krip Hop Nation

• Neuroqueer!

• Disability Cultural Centers

• Sick and disabled queers (and QTPOC)

Photo from Autistic Self  Advocacy Network. Collection of  social 
communication badges with green, yellow, and red cards to indicate 
different levels of  comfort with social interaction.



THE DISABILITY RAG / RAGGED EDGE (1980-2005)

Photo: Front page of  the Disability Rag from August 1982, published in Louisville, 
Kentucky. Feature: ANGER: Why do we avoid our anger? What happens when anger is 
suppressed? How could we used anger?



TOOLS FOR CHANGE
Policy Advocacy

• Strengthening regulations on punitive 
interventions, abuse, and accessibility

• Developing policies for holistic & 
nonviolent educational spaces

• Training teachers, support staff, 
police, prosecutors, & community 
members

• Educating disabled students on self-
advocacy and coalition-building

• Funding community-based 
participatory research projects

Community Empowerment

• Training for community members by 
other disabled people and people of 
color (esp. disabled people of color!)

• Collecting and sharing independent 
data and stories

• Creating safe spaces for disabled 
queer and trans and PoC community

• Leaving evidence in subversive culture 

• Develop community-based 
alternatives for crises and ongoing 
support, grounded in harm reduction 
and interdependence



THE TAKEAWAYS
Talk about 
differences

Teach 
marginal 
history

Support 
shared 
spaces

Reject the 
pathology 
paradigm

Affirm 
different 
ways of  

being

Recognize 
disability

Build
Intersectional

Coalitions



STIMMING TOGETHER

Six autistic people, including Shain and Lydia, mutually 
stimming with each other’s hair during a November 
14, 2012 Autistic Self  Advocacy Network annual gala 
at the National Press Club in Washington D.C. Photo 
Lydia Brown.
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Thank you for joining us!

For more information, please visit
www.coloradotrust.org


