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ABSTRACT 

DEB MARTIN 

DIS-ABILITY IN COMPOSITION TEXTBOOKS: 

A RHETORIC OF DIFFERENCE 

MAY 2002 

This work brings together three different but complementary perspectives on 

language as social practice: 1) critical discourse analysis as presented by Nom1an 

Fairclough; 2) the rhetorical analysis of Kenneth Burke; and 3) social semiotic analysis as 

explained by Robert Hodge and Gunther Kress. Using these methodologies, I investigate 

structures at work in creating the concept of dis-ability in college composition textbooks. 

It is here that language and literacy, power, ideology, and epistemology collide and often 

reveal inconsistencies. Rhetorical strategies, both deliberate and unconscious, are 

developed and practiced in the immediate world of the everyday and influence the 

academic writing taking place in composition courses. Invisible assumptions of all 

writers are, in a way, coded in their use and interpretation of language and symbols. By 

raising the collective understanding of such devices at work in our language and in the 

dominant pedagogy, we are better able to understand how such structures inscribe 

attitudes and influence behavior. The overarching purpose of this study is to shed light on 

how the composition profession constructs dis-ability. This purpose is achieved by 

focusing on three primary questions: How is the concept of dis-ability constructed in 

composition textbooks? How does the language of composition texts contribute to, 
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challenge, or otheiwise subvert dominant constmctions of dis-ability? What implications 

can these findings have for writing practices? Findings indicate that although there is a 

conspicuous absence of disability as a category of difference, the trend is moving toward 

inclusion. When disability is included, essentialist portrayals of people with disabilities 

prevail due largely to constraints of the textbook genre and of publishing in general, 

along with the limits of current traditional argument fonn that influences composition 

pedagogy today. Additionally, little attention is devoted to uncovering dominant ableist 

assumptions working to create disabling conditions. Students are not encouraged to 

consider their own role in social maintenance and change through language use. While 

many of the readings included in chapters on disability are timely and compelling, often 

there remains a cognitive disjunction between the readings and the editorial apparatus. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTION 

Just as sex was the ubiquitous unspoken subject in 

the Victorian world, disability - the harbinger of 

morality - is the ubiquitous unspoken topic in 

contemporary culture. 

Sharon Snyder, et al. 2 

This study, in the broadest sense, explores dis-ability1 at the intersection of 

language and writing. The site of investigation, the college composition classroom, is one 

place where the "unspoken topic" of dis-ability is increasingly being introduced. The 

composition classroom makes for a particularly interesting arena as students begin to 

struggle with complex meaning; language and literacy, power, ideology, and 

epistemology collide and reveal inconsistencies. Through a concentrated study of 

composition textbooks, i.e., rhetorics, handbooks, and readers, I seek to understand how 

our profession and consequently our students constitute dis-ability. 

As teachers and scholars in composition and rhetoric continue to reread and 

reinvent our discipline, we cannot afford to neglect the dynamic role textbooks play in 

maintaining, challenging, and transforming culture, the discipline, and the tradition of 

teaching writing (Olson 4). Textbooks are key sites of influence for teachers deciding and 

organizing course content and designing writing assignments. For students, textbooks 

represent a reliable authority. Students come to depend on textbooks to help them 
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negotiate the meaning of new and difficult concepts. By looking at the kinds of discourse 

generated about dis-ability and the relationship between the language, the authors, and 

the readers, including myself as interpreter, I will show the ways in which language and 

other sign systems signify the construction of dis-ability in our textbooks and thus 

influence a chain of consequences. 

Rhetoric, increasingly, is joining composition in university writing programs. Our 

profession has seen a resurgence of interest in the rhetorical tradition (Lindemann 34, 

Welch 4). Through rhetoric, students learn about implied authors, purposes and 

contradictions in texts, and assumptions that writers may or may not make explicit in 

their words (Marius 476). Additionally, rhetoric gives readers the tools by which to 

examine how language works in context. Rheto1ic's heuristics help writers answer 

epistemological questions that place language in context at the site of cultural struggles. 

Paulo Freire's claim that education is not neutral, that class content comes from its 

participants, and that dialogue is critical to literacy (Pedagogy) suggests the impo11ance 

of rhetoric in the composition classroom where such issues are being addressed. By 

confronting dis-ability as a social construct evidenced in language and other symbolic 

systems, I will examine the power and the irony of language as it simultaneously 

constructs and deconstructs dominant notions. 

The idea that, through language, culture creates reality is illustrated by the 

following examples from the medical community. It has long been recognized that social 

periods have particular medical problems related to them. Sometimes it is the language of 

the medical community that, in part, works to define the boundaries of the condition - or 
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defines it so completely that people have no choice but to accept the narrow medical 

view. Conditions, medical and otherwise, have been conceptualized and accepted in a 

way that makes their infrastrncture invisible or transparent. Hypoglycemia and multiple 

personality disorder were widespread conditions in the 1950s and 60s. Nervous 

conditions, such as hysteria, were a popular diagnosis during Virginia Woolf s day. 

Teenagers, like the ones portrayed in the film Girl Interrupted, responding to the cultural 

environment of the 1960s, were institutionalized for mental illness. These are all 

conditions that are still with us today but are viewed very differently. Each condition 

represented a type of sickness but was understood within particular parameters that 

represented and identified their times. 

Philosopher and historian of science, Ian Hacking, uses the term "semantic 

contagion" to describe the way in which publicly identifying and describing conditions 

works to spread them (Elliott 74). Although psychiatric conditions have multiple causes, 

the niche created through definition helps explain how certain disorders are contained 

within certain historical periods. The kinds of questions doctors ask patients, the 

treatments they use, the diagnostic categories created, and the faulty cause and effect 

assumptions all contribute to the making of a condition. The conditions may actually 

remain the same from one historical period to the next yet the discourse changes 

significantly so that our understanding of it changes dramatically. 

The term "linguistic currency" (Elliott 83) is used when discussing the idea that 

our cultural and historical settings have not just revealed conditions but worked to create 

them. For example, once the terms "transsexuals" and "gender identity disorder" and 
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"sex-reassignment surgery" became common linguistic currency, more people began 

conceptualizing and interpreting their experience in this language. As individuals gained 

access to the medical language, it led more individuals to the medical solution of sex

reassigmnent. In another example, individuals, after learning how to frame their 

conditions in terms of identity and selfhood in describing their desire to lose a limb, can 

legally have such a surgery and are doing so at increasing rates (Elliott 80). Through 

these examples, I hope to expand the reader's awareness of how language, operating in a 

social context, works to create, if not conditions, then the perceptions and definitions of 

those conditions. 

Similarly, linguistic currency is creating and shaping our understanding of what it 

means to be dis-ab led, of what we think the "causes" to be, and most importantly, what it 

feels like to be dis-abled. As these examples have served to demonstrate, words and 

symbols used in composition textbooks contribute to a dis-ability discourse that 

influences attitudes about the concept of dis-ability and the people regarded as dis-abled. 

As I will detail in the next chapter, of the scholarly work that has been undertaken 

in the past several decades designed to illuminate our understanding of dis-ability as a 

social construct, few include focused, meaningful language analysis. Studies have for the 

most part failed to connect the influence of language to thought and action in the field of 

dis-ability studies. Studies based on social construction theory that neglect language as a 

major contributor are missing a central component, for cultural views of dis-ability stem 

from the ways we communicate and have qualified our views of what it means to be dis

abled. The overarching purpose of this study is to shed light on how the composition 
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profession constructs dis-ability through language systems. This purpose is achieved by 

focusing on three primary questions: 

../ How is the concept of dis-ability constructed in composition textbooks? 

../ How does the language of composition texts contribute to, challenge, or 

otherwise subvert dominant constructions of dis-ability? 

../ What implications can these findings have for writing practices? 

This work brings together three different but complementary perspectives on 

language as social practice: 1) critical discourse analysis as presented by Norman 

Fairclough; 2) the rhetorical analysis of Kenneth Burke; and 3) social semiotic analysis as 

developed by Robert Hodge and Gunther Kress. 

Fairclough's framework for analyzing discourse, presented in Language and 

Power, is most focused on describing the linguistic structures and functions of text and 

interpreting their functions with reference to context. For Fairclough, critical language 

analysis, beginning at the level of the word and emphasizing classification of structures, 

has the potential to unlock the hidden assumptions embedded in the forms of language 

use. These assumptions, generally unconscious, are the common-sense notions closely 

related to larger ideologies. Fairclough demonstrates how language is socially 

constructed and as such is the most powerful of all semiotic media for the social 

construction of reality. By moving his investigation from the level of the word to the 

larger society, Fairclough is able to make explicit the implicit connections of language to 

culture. 
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While critical discourse analysis focuses on the language of individual texts, its 

patterns and its functions, Burke's rhetorical perspective extends critical discourse 

analysis by introducing a conceptual understanding of how and why symbolic action 

occurs. Dramatism, the name Burke gives to this methodology, analyzes language and 

thought as modes of action. Burke is concerned with the why and how of symbolic action 

or in his words, "What is involved when we say what people are doing and why they are 

doing it? ( GM xv). This question has particular relevance to representations of dis-ability 

by authors largely outside the personal experience of dis-ability who are writing for 

publishing institutions. Authors writing textbooks choose subjects, in this case dis-·ability, 

usually for rhetorical ends. Burke provides the tools to investigate this rhetorical agency. 

Hodge and Kress have, like Fairclough and Burke, emphasized the social context 

of meaning. They add to this social dimension the systematic, comprehensive, and 

coherent study of communications (semiotics) maintaining, as Fairclough has done in 

critical linguistics and Burke has done in rhetoric, "[l]anguage systems cannot be studied 

apart from social interaction" (17). The word "semiotic" conveys two important 

principles for our use here. First, "language is one of many sign systems that convey 

meaning, and second, sign systems are integrally bound up with meaning" (Ivanic 39). 

That is, all communication choices can be linked to the meaning they convey. It is the 

comprehensiveness of social semiotics, its broad range of objects under investigation, 

which I find beneficial for this study because the discourse that comprises dis-ability in 

the composition classroom is not limited to words only. 
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By combining the resources of these three compatible approaches, taking the 

linguistic aspect of Fairclough, the rhetorical perspective of Burke, and the semiotic 

considerations of sign systems (including language), I have formulated a particularly 

thorough approach to researching dis-ability in composition texts. 

Theoretical Assumptions 

Presented here are some grounding assumptions regarding language which are 

consistent with the theories and methodological approaches of Burke, Fairclough, and 

Hodge and Kress. These scholars' ideas have contributed to our contemporary 

understanding of language and ideology. 

The first assumption is that language is constrained by values, beliefs, and 

practices, yet is instrumental in maintaining and contesting the same values, beliefs, and 

practices serving to constrain it. Value systems or ideologies serve to band groups 

together, but as such are not realities; they are shared constructions of the world, as 

people would like to see it. Language at once creates and perpetuates these values by 

operating in concert with the overriding social organization and work to constrain 

behavior to conform to the ideal (Hodge and Kress 3). For example, language controls 

how individuals with dis-abilities will be constituted in various discourse communities. 

From the Enlightenment to the latter half of the 20th century, the medical model of 

disability was framed in terms of institutions, sickness, medical care, cures, and healing. 

At present, in popular media, the discourse of dis-ability narrowly represents dis-ability 

in terms of the heroic, transcendent, and inspirational. Both depictions limit the full range 
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of expression for individuals considered dis-abled and constrains the way they can be 

received. 

According to Michel Foucault, language does not report knowledge; rather it 

creates knowledge (Archaeology). Communities make things "true" through the way they 

talk about them. Foucault, who was interested in issues of power and language, believed 

that we would rather pretend language is neutral in order to hide how the traditional 

discourse supports the established power structure of a society. Realizing that there is no 

neutral description or an objective account of anything heightens our awareness of the 

awesome power of language but also exposes its facility in perpetuating the status quo. 

Closely related to this notion is Karl Marx and Frederick Engels' belief that we 

are all active agents in promoting our ideas, but as agents, we are limited by our historical 

situation in relation to our material conditions ( 42). While we are producers of our 

culture, we are so much a part of it that it is difficult, if not impossible, to have the 

objectivity to study it or to know it. We are largely unaware of what we "do" with 

language, that is, of consciously understanding language's role in creating our own 

agency. 

The final assumption posits that words, by their very nature, contain a certain 

amount of ambiguity (Burke PC). They are nothing more than symbols that through use 

across time and location have become invested with meaning. The process by which 

words come to mean or signify can be traced back through a word's history of functions, 

associations and often-unrelated similarities with other words. Due to this history of 
' 
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function, there remains a relationship between the overt symbol and its unconscious 

roots. 

Interestingly enough, the ambiguity inherent in words can also become a resource. 

We can examine a term for its flexibility, the possibility that it signifies in unexpected or 

non-obvious ways (Blakesley 141 ). The term dis-ability for example, no matter how 

philosophically or theoretically embedded in the contrary, invokes the nonnal/abnormal 

dichotomy due to its negative prefix "dis" and the root word that emphasizes ability or 

capacity to do something. The term "normalization," no matter how philosophically or 

theoretically embedded in the contrary, invokes the normal/abnormal dichotomy due to 

its root word "normal." 

What is ambiguous about the word normal? A brieflook at its history of use can 

be revealing. In use, most people confuse the terms "natural" and "normal" and lose the 

important differences between them, which is reflected in their semantics and 

morphology. "Natural" (inborn) is often conflated with "normal" ( culturally specific). 

That is, the root syllables - norm - and nature - are contrasting. "Norm" is a socially 

agreed upon practice - culturally specific to a society. "Nature" would best be reserved 

for the elements oflife that everyone -- of all cultures -- receives by virtue of being 

human beings. Unconscious as this misuse is, it has consequences expressed in attitudes 

and behaviors. In a dis-ability context, for example, a person is regarded as more normal 

when he or she displays the ability to adhere to social norms such a locomoting via a 

wheelchair. Such socially sanctioned movement involves sitting up right. If a person were 

to move without the chair, by crawling, the act would be described as unnatural even 
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though moving in such a manner is perfectly natural for such a person. To further this 

irony let us consider the use of prosthetics. They are available to make people look more 

"normal" but often it is easier to function without such devices. Some people wear them 

to maintain a "normal" appearance, which paradoxically is abnormal and limiting for 

them. Burke's concept of ambiguity as used here is a reminder that language can only be 

partly harnessed as an instrument of agency. Through the act of accretion, for example, 

words collect many other material histories and purposes beyond the intended control of 

the users. 

Situating Dis-ability 

Since as early as the 1960s, social scientists, most notably Erving Goffman, have 

argued that the abled/dis-abled binary is a social construct, better explained as something 

that culture does or creates through its institutions rather than as a natural or unavoidable 

result of certain physical circumstances (Stigma). The ontological and epistemological 

understandings, as well as the actual lived experiences of the so-called "dis-abled," are 

created in and through language, the belief systems, and material conditions (Goffman; 

Davis Enforcing). It is important to understand that, not by any one tradition, the idea of 

dis-ability is shaped through an accumulated negative cultural response to difference in 

general that works to stigmatize impairment specifically (Stiker). Stated simply, 

"disability theory shows how 'othering' happens. It exposes the ideologies that permit us 

to think of ourselves as normal, good, and worthy, and to think of others we perceive to 

be different - either physically or mentally, - as disabled, and therefore not nonnal, not 

good" (Dunn and Dermers 1 ). 
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The last twenty-five years have seen an increase in research on dis-ability and the 

creation of a new discipline, Dis-ability Studies. It promotes interdisciplinary research 

and is committed to developing theoretical and practical knowledge about dis-ability and 

to promoting the full participation of persons with dis-abilities in society (Ferguson). 

Significance of the Study 

Regardless of the theoretical focus, viewing dis-ability as a construct has been 

revolutionary, a theoretical first step marking a paradigm shift in thinking and writing 

about dis-ability in the humanities. What has been missing, however, is an investigation 

of how language works to perpetuate or subvert current conceptions of ability/dis-ability. 

Social construction theorists argue that language plays a key role in the construction and 

maintenance of social realities (Berger and Luckmann; Douglas; Schutz) yet "[fJew 

studies in the humanities have looked specifically at language and sign systems as the 

central components responsible for creating and perpetuating dis-abling attitudes" 

(Woodill 203). 

The implications of these findings are important in three ways: first, to move 

toward a more comprehensive and responsive understanding of what dis-ability is and 

how it is perpetuated; second, to develop and apply a sound theoretical framework to dis

ability studies research and perhaps enhance the usefulness of past studies; and lastly to 

lay an informed foundation for more responsive approaches to curriculum and instruction 

as well as writing practices. 

This study seeks to build on previous studies whose foci have been enlightening 

but nonetheless narrow. I hope to broaden the critical scope by adding to previous work 
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in dis-ability studies critical discourse analysis, rhetorical analysis, and social semiotic 

analysis. This study will add to materialist, feminist, cultural, and burgeoning post

structuralist theories of the human body an understanding of how language and symbols 

are essential to research regarding dis-ability. 

Finally, I will offer practical application to the composition classroom. The 

findings that will be presented here are significant as writers realize the power of 

language to create reality. Rhetorical strategies, both deliberate and unconscious, are 

developed and practiced in the immediate world of the everyday and influence the 

academic writing taking place in composition courses. Invisible assumptions of all 

writers are, in a way, coded in their use and interpretation of language and symbols. By 

raising the collective understanding of such devices at work in our language and in the 

dominant pedagogy, we are better able to understand how such structures inscribe 

attitudes and influence behavior. 

A Discussion of Definitions 

Because the very words used to speak and write about physical, sensory, and 

mental difference participate in the conceptions of it, words have been a particularly 

revealing point of contention. In their 1989 book The Unexpected Minori(y: Handicapped 

Children in America, John Gliedman and William Roth lament the lack of "contrasting 

words that clearly distinguish between the biologically and socially produced limitations 

of a disability" (9). They cite diametrically opposed definitions in psychological, 

sociological, and rehabilitation literature, and document how "[ d]ictionaries add to the 

confusion by defining handicap and disability as synonyms" (9). 
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In 1950 K.W. Hamilton suggested that dis-ability be defined as "[a] condition of 

impairment, physical or mental, having an objective aspect that can usually be described 

by a physician," and handicap be defined as "[t]he cumulative result of the obstacles 

which disability interposes between the individual and his maximum functional level" 

(Gliedman 17). Ten years later, in her 1960 book Physical Disability: A Psychological 

Approach, influential social psychologist Beatrice Wright endorsed Hamilton's 

definitions; a dis-ability, she asserted, is a medical condition, while "[h]andicap more 

nearly refers to [a] somatopsychological relationship" (9). However, in 1965, Saad Z. 

Nagi, who, according to Gliedman and Roth is "[a] leading figure in the epidemiology of 

handicap" (428), described dis-ability as "a pattern of behavior that evolves in situations 

of long-term or continued impairments that are associated with functional limitations" 

(Gliedman 103), which incidentally meet the terms of Hamilton's definition of handicap. 

In 1980, the World Health Organization (WHO) proposed its own set of 

definitions for terms relating to physical difference. Impairment, according to the WHO's 

classification system, is an abnormality or loss of any physiological or anatomical 

structure or function. Dis-ability addresses the consequences of impairment, any 

restriction or lack of ability to perform an activity in the manner or within the range 

considered appropriate for nonimpaired people (WHO). Myopia, for example, is an 

impairment of vision. Unless it is extreme, however, it is not a dis-ability under this 

system, because corrective lenses mitigate the consequences of the impairment enough to 

bring the person's vision into the range considered appropriate for nonimpaired people. 
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Handicap, according to the WHO classification system, is not determined by any 

physical limitations; it refers to the social disadvantage resulting from impairment or dis

ability. Social scientist Jessica Scheer and Nora Groce comment further: 

Polio or spina bifida may impair an individual's ability to walk, so that he 

or she is unable to climb a set of stairs, stalk game, or harvest food. It is, 

however, the social consequences of that disability--the refusal of 

employers to hire the disabled person in industrialized societies or the 

denial of initiation into manhood within a traditional group -- that renders 

him or her handicapped. A handicap is not determined by an individual's 

physical limitation, but instead reflects the social consequences of that 

disability. 840 

It is important to note that, in 1983 Wright revised her 1960 book. In the revised 

version, now subtitled: A Psychosocial Approach ( emphasis added), Wright defines dis

ability in a manner consistent with the WHO system: dis-ability refers to functional 

limitations that result directly from bodily impairments. Her definition of Hhandicap" is 

broader than the WHO definition; it refers to actual obstacles a person encounters in the 

real-life pursuit of goals, no matter what the source of the obstacles. The goals Wright 

describes are occupational ones, as rehabilitation educators Stanford Rubin and Richard 

Roessler explain: 

Disability is generally defined as a medically diagnosable physical or 

mental impairment which limits the individual's functioning. Whether this 

limitation imposes obstacles to the person ' s goal attainment (i.e., whether 
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this limitation is vocationally relevant) depends on numerous factors ... 

Handicap must be understood in terms of an interaction between the 

impairment or the disability and the characteristics of both the disabled 

person and his/her architectural, attitudinal, legal, and social environment. 

36 

The Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA), enacted in 1990, offers a broad 

three-part definition: an individual with a disability is a person who: 1) has a physical or 

mental impairment that substantially limits one or more major life activities, 2) has a 

record of such impairment, or 3) is regarded as having such an impairment (sec.3). 

The concept of dis-ability is inevitably tied to the words we use to describe it. 

How people with dis-abilities are perceived is tied to the language of dis-ability. Writing 

in 1985, historian and dis-ability activist, Paul Longmore, described three such languages 

of dis-ability. The first set of "traditional" terms suggests that people with dis-abilities are 

generally perceived: 

exclusively in tenns of their disabilities, that they are confined to a 

'handicapped role' in which they are seen primarily as recipients of 

medical treatment, and that this role also includes ascribed traits of 

helplessness, dependency, abnormality of appearance and mode of 

functioning, pervasive incapacitation of every aspect of personhood, 

and ultimately subhumanness. "Note on Language" 419 

Longmore observes that the most common terms used to identify people with dis

abilities are adjectives: "the handicapped," "the disabled," "the deaf," "the blindt "the 
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mentally retarded," etc. According to Longmore, use of these abstract adjectives as nouns 

contributes to a process of stigmatization by heightening a tendency to perceive people 

with disabilities only in terms of those dis-abilities. By focusing attention on what may be 

the most apparent personal characteristic, these labels "obscure all other characteristics 

behind that one and swallow up the social identity of the individual within that restrictive 

category" (Longmore, "Note on Language" 419). 

A second group of "traditional" terms follows a medical motif in which people 

with dis-abilities are described as "patients," "cases," "victims," "invalids," "maimed," 

"afflicted by," "suffering from ... ," etc. Embedded in these terms, Longmore argues, is 

"a notion of social incapacitation extending beyond the physical limitations of the 

particular medical condition. A disability is seen as engulfing the person's social identity" 

("Note on Language" 420). 

In reaction to this stigmatizing language, the parents of children with dis-abilities 

and professionals who work with people who have dis-ablilities proposed a euphemistic 

alternative language. These terms include "special," "special needs," "exceptional," and 

"atypical." But instead of undermining the stigma, Longmore asserts, these terms 

reinforce prejudice and social subordination by reinforcing perceptions of "the essential 

differences of disabled persons" ("Note on Language" 421 ). Although reaction to stigma 

was the impetus for this particular lexical shift, Longmore asserts that euphemisms in 

general do nothing to confront the social reality of stigma and using these new words 

does more harm than good. 

16 



Longmore suggests that a third language of dis-ability is being developed under 

the influence of the dis-ability rights movement by and for people with dis-abilities. He 

observes a common dissatisfaction with terms including "disabled" and "handicapped" 

because "[n]o terms have yet been found that describe disability at least neutrally, if not 

positively" ("Note on Language" 422). He cites "abled-disabled," "handicapable," 

"disABLEd," "differently ab led," and "physically challenged" as examples of language 

that seeks to actively resist stigma and social subordination by creating an opposing 

positive social identity. 

No such language has yet gained a significant measure of acceptance. In fact, 

many of the neologisms Longmore cites as part of an emerging language have themselves 

been dismissed for having the same flaws as the euphemistic language. 

Carol Gill, professor and dis-ability scholar at the University of Illinois at 

Chicago, agrees with activists who believe that the term'" [ d]isability' is mostly a social 

distinction - one that is triggered by some physical/sensory/mental/ functional/cosmetic 

difference" (1). As sociologist Irving Kenneth Zola suggests, "It is far easier to agree on 

terms that should not be used than the designations that should replace them" ("Self, 

Identity, and the Naming Question" 168). An example and possible counter act is seen in 

the continuing controversy surrounding the word "courageous." In 1985, editors at The 

Disability Rag expressed dissatisfaction with the word "courageous" as a descriptive 

adjective for dis-abled people, claiming that the media applied the term in a stereotypical 

way that caused more harm than good. A rebuttal written in 1996 by Chet Mottershead in 

the Ragged Edge pleads not to "discard the concept of courage for persons with 
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disabilities just because a nondisabled person misuses the word" (3). Doing so, he argues, 

would allow nondis-abled persons the power of interpretation. Instead, Mottershead 

suggests critiquing the attitudes of people who use words to the detriment of people with 

dis-abilities. 

James C. Wilson and Cynthia Lewiecki-Wilson, addressing dis-ability as 

exclusion, point to President George H. Bush's speech at the signing of the ADA in 1990 

as an example of the way language can show accidentally the covert intention of the 

speaker. The metaphor President Bush used to mark the important event evoked the 

image of the Berlin Wall - the communist East - falling at the hands of the capitalist 

West. "Linking 'freedom' for the disabled with the capitalist West gestures a reversal, but 

it also obscures the fact that the social order of capitalism itself remains a very real 

structure of exclusion for those ( disabled) people who cannot participate in an exchange 

economy by selling their labor" ( 4). In this sense, capitalism is the limiting force keeping 

people who cannot work from becoming full members of this society. 

The most interesting aspect for anthropologist Robert F. Murphy about the 

discussion over terminology is the discussion itself. Murphy, who describes his own 

degenerative disability in his 1987 ethnography The Body Silent, calls it a "debate which 

reveals a stance of defensiveness against belittlement that is seldom relaxed; it bespeaks a 

constant awareness of one's own deficiencies" (104). One result, he suggests, is that the 

nondis-abled, who have a hard time speaking to people with dis-abilities in the first piace, 

have even more difficulty because they are unsure about which words to use (I 04). 
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As early as 1983 the language debate over dis-ability terminology was deemed a 

draw. According to Zola, "[n]o one has ever really succeeded in defining disability" (2) 

but he argues that the awkwardness about language is not necessarily bad. The act of 

naming, as he and Longmore make clear throughout their work, is both deeply personal 

and highly political. "There is no real line where disability leaves off," states Zola. "As 

soon as it's pinned down, we find an exception. In truth, disability belongs to all of us" 

(3). According to Brenda Brueggemann and James Fredal, "[t]his claim to disability's 

centrality in our lives rests on defining the term broadly" (1 ). The more we can recognize 

that dis-ability is part of the everyday reality of all our lives, the less likely we will frame 

dis-ability as some other person's problem. 

For this work, I draw from the broad definition of dis-ability. My project will 

approach dis-ability as a large category. By separating and categorizing dis-abled people 

into classes we reinforce a hierarchy both within dis-ability and without. The definition of 

the ADA and dis-ability scholars such as Longmore, Brueggemann, and others 

conceptualize and define dis-ability as a social category as well as a physical or mental 

condition. Inherent also in this broad definition is the notion that dis-ability can be 

temporary or permanent and eventually, if we are privileged to live long enough, we will 

all most likely experience dis-ability personally. 

Issues regarding the words used in dis-ability discourse are far from decided. 

Henri-Jacques Stiker, writing in A History of Disability, posits that this history of 

linguistic confusion marks our insecurity and outright disagreement about the matter 

(153). Ultimately, the shift in thinking about dis-ability will come by the way it is defined 
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and practiced, which makes this discussion of the terms and definitions of dis-ability 

discourse of utmost importance. In such a light it is significant to note that people with 

dis-abilities, particularly those scholars and activists who are fonnally shaping discussion 

of the vocabulary and use of dis-ability terminology, are not immune to the same 

hierarchical pitfalls and norming behaviors as others who share the same culture and use 

language in the same ways to shape reality. 

Although little has been written about it, hierarchies within dis-ability are 

common. For example, I have heard wheelchair users comment, "Well at least I'm not 

crazy" or "I'm disabled, not retarded." I've witnessed blind people complain, "I'm not 

deaf, I just can't see!" People with cognitive dis-ability labels say, "I'm so glad I can 

walk! I'm not handicapped like that person." It is apparent that a class system of dis

ability exists with intellectual dis-ability near the bottom. There seem to be several 

hierarchies within dis-ability that are happening at once. Dis-abled people arrange their 

own community members into subgroups based on mental, physical, and sensory criteria. 

There is what is referred to as the "chrome mafia," the perception that people with 

wheelchairs are controlling the political and cultural movement of people with dis-

abilities. 

Cultural values, as one might expect, play an important role in aligning and 

reifying the categories. For example, the capacity to work (stamina), whether it is 

mopping or sitting and thinking, greatly enhances one's status. People with a certain 

degree of intelligence, as I have stated earlier, are more highly esteemed over people with 

cognitive differences and seen closer to the norm. The capacity to do something 
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(anything) for long hours is highly valued in this work-orientated society. People who can 

maintain their focus or presence only for a short time are dismissed within the community 

and without as unemployable, uncommitted, or undisciplined. The degree of visibility, 

that is deformity and/or grotesqueness, generally holds an uncontested position near the 

bottom. Severity, and the extent to which one's situation is life threatening, also 

contributes to the hierarchical ranking, along with preferred mode of communication. 

People who are easily understood are ranked higher than those needing an interpreter. 

Sexuality is also a factor in the hierarchy as it is in the dominant, exnominated culture. 

Ironically, I speak of a place in culture outside of dis-ability as if there can be a 

distinction when there cannot. Even in the most separatist Deaf communities, the 

dominant cultural influences permeate the borders. 

Cultural values play a large role in educational considerations as well. The 

implied goal for dis-abled students included in mainstream institutions is very clearly to 

be non-dis-ab led. We, educational personnel, teach them to pass if they can because 

students who fit in require fewer modifications and are easier to manage. In "Out of the 

Ashes of Eugenics: The Making of a Dis-ab led Minority," Sander Gilman examines the 

principle of dis-ability hierarchy as promoted by school and therapy professionals who 

create distinctions about kinds of dis-abilities and promote a ranking of more and less 

acceptable. "Passing" for people with dis-abilities is often a very different matter than, 

for example, gays, lesbians, bi-sexuals, and transsexuals (GLBTs) who come out as a 

means to claim identity or to avoid perpetuating false assumptions. For people with dis

abilities, passing is systematically encouraged yet disclosure can be necessary for getting 
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services. Often, for people with dis-abilities, coming out is part of survival or coping. The 

language, attitude, and rationale involved in coming out or passing are unique from 

GLBT issues and can be, of course, complicated by them. 

In one recent study, Marjorie F. Karin examines the ways in which university 

students with apparent and hidden dis-abilities actively manage the perceptions of others. 

Students indicated that while they valued their own experience of dis-ability, they were 

aware that knowledge of their dis-ability altered the behaviors of others toward them. 

Whereas some perception management strategies have previously been called denial, for 

these participants passing behaviors constituted a set of interpersonal skills. Participants 

evaluated themselves positively while struggling to project an image as complex 

individuals rather than stereotypes (35-50). 

In the mists of these pitfalls of language, the words, the hierarchies, and in an 

effort to break the silence, no matter how messy it will be, I attempt to name and describe 

myself. 

Situating Myself 

It is common for writers writing in the area of dis-ability to "come out" with a 

short but conclusive statement claiming a dis-ability status. I will follow Simi Linton's 

recommendation that nondis-abled and dis-abled scholars who are working in dis-ability 

studies discuss their subject position and the consequences for their scholarship in 

similarly complex and meaningful ways ("Reshaping"). I do so fully realizing the 

complexity of such an act. To identify myself in binary terms of either ab led or dis-ab led 

betrays a central tenet of the dis-ability perspective emphasized here -· that people 

22 



experience dis-ability on a continuum - as a moment-to-moment, situational occurrence. 

At the precise moment of this writing, I would not be considered dis-ab led by social or 

institutional standards, yet my status could quite possibly change2
. Zola debates the 

labeling issue in the following discussion: 

By agreeing that there are twenty million disabled, or 36 million, or even 

half the population ... we delude ourselves into thinking there is some 

finite number of people [who can be termed disabled]. In this way, both 

[in] the defining and [in] the measuring, we try to make the reality of 

disease, disability and death problematic, and in this way make it at least 

potentially someone else's problem. But this is not and never can be. Any 

person ... may be abled-bodied for the moment. But everyone ... will at 

some point suffer from at least one or more chronic diseases, temporarily 

or permanently ... All of us must contend with our continuing and 

inevitable vulnerability. 

Ragged Edge September/October 1999 

The politically charged term for this position is referred to as "temporarily abled 

person" (TAB), a term I will adopt here for myself. The concept implies that everyone 

will at some time or another become impaired. All non-impaired people are T ABs 

because at any moment, the organization and structures of our environment could disable 

us should our abilities fall outside the norm. As a TAB, one who has not felt these 

particular dis-abling forces, my ethos in this subject and my ability to explore and 

investigate the construction of which I am not a part could easily be questioned. 
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My relationship to dis-ability is better expressed in theoretical rather than 

physical, cognitive, or sensory terms. As I have discussed earlier in this chapter, some in 

the dis-ability movement distinguish between the tenns "impairment" and "dis-ability"3
; 

"impairment" addresses an individual's physical or mental limitation whereas "dis

ability" speaks to a social/cultural phenomenon. Precisely because of the dichotomy, the 

inherent hierarchy within the terms, others feel that the dis-ability/impairment system 

needs to be rethought. Through my own varied socio/cultural experiences as "Other," I 

feel related to the experience of dis-ability as difference; but I do not have an impai1ment. 

I further situate myself as a former public school teacher, one who has worked 

with district administrators and students to make useful pedagogical practice from 

institutional mandates such as mainstreaming and then later its politically correct but still 

contestable mutation inclusion4
. From my experience in school settings, I have concluded 

that the brunt of language and theory about language becomes realized and is even 

magnified in the practice of teaching composition. Our "natural" inclination is to think 

that words represent the real, that they duplicate reality so that we can think about it, 

classify it and understand it. The opposite is true. Words create reality or at least 

influence our perceptions of it and they reflect our perceptions of it. As I will explicate 

more fully in the later chapters of this dissertation, the institution of language, which is 

socially constructed, is the primary social institution from which all other institutions are 

formed. 

As a teacher of composition using the tools of our trade - words - to think and 

discuss words conceptually is not only ironic but, with too much conscious reflection, can 
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quickly drive one to the edge of Burke's abyss5
. There I have stood with others like me, 

in the quaking huddle Burke describes, made anxious by the recognition that language is 

both the cause and the cure. Now as a university instructor of composition and linguistics 

courses and as a graduate student in rhetoric, I continue to deepen my study of language 

and its effects. The insights I have gained through these experiences have made me aware 

of the influence language has on how we formulate ideas and how we treat people. In a 

very tangible sense, I believe communication shapes our world. 

In this chapter I have provided an introduction to and rational for an investigation 

of dis-ability in composition textbooks. By providing an overview of the theoretical 

underpinnings used in this study, I have laid a foundation from which to discuss in later 

chapters the scope of the study. I have annotated the research questions and have 

discussed and defined key terms. Finally, I addressed my own position as writer and 

researcher. 
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Notes to Chapter One 

1 To draw continual attention to the constructed nature of the dis-ability/ability dichotomy, I will sever the 
word dis-ability textually with a hyphen here and throughout this project, except in cases where I have 
included direct quotes from others. Through its ubiquitous use by the dominant group, the concept of dis
ability has undergone exnominalization. That term, coined by French deconstructionist critic Roland 
Barthes, describes the process by which a group or an idea becomes accepted as 'normal.' The ideology 
supporting the status quo is hence rendered invisible. Applied to dis-ability, readers become desensitized or 
perhaps are not even initially aware of dis-ability's fonnation through cultural traditions, so continual 
attention must be drawn to it. 

2 Reported estimates of the number of older people with dis-abilities differ substantially across national 
surveys, in part because different indicators are used to screen dis-ability. However, dis-ability statistics for 
the total population in the United States as reported by the U.S. Census Bureau for 1994-95 are reported at 
20.6%. The number rises to 24 % for people in the U.S. age 15 and over. 

3 The crucial distinction between impairment and disability was first noted by the British activist 
organization the Union of the Physically Impaired Against Segregation (UPIAS) in 1976. 

4 When IDEA (Individuals with Disabilities Education Act) was implemented in the 1977--1978 school year 
and until sometime in the mid-1980's, the term that described the education of students with disabilities 
with those who did not have disabilities was mainstreaming, defined as the educational arrangement of 
placing handicapped students in regular classes with their nonhandicapped peers to the maximum extent 
appropriate. Typically, mainstreaming was implemented by having students with disabilities participate in 
the nonacademic portions of the general education program, such as art, music, and physical education. 
Most of those students were, however, still enrolled in self-contained special education classes; they 
"visited" general education classes for a relatively small po1tion of time. For many educators and parents, 
mainstreaming provided far too little and came much too late for the students. Sometime in the mid-1980's, 
their impatience became evident in a movement known as the 'Regular Education Initiative' (REI). The 
debate centered around five key issues which included: the exclusion of many students who needed special 
educational support; the withholding of special programs until the student failed rather than making 
specially designed instruction available earlier to prevent failure; no support for promoting cooperative, 
supported partnerships between educators and parents; and using pull-out programs to serve students with 
disabilities rather than adapting the general education program to accommodate their needs. Ultimately: the 
regular education initiative caused significant changes in the entire approach to special education. A new 
term, inclusion, and a new technique, collaboration, evolved. Excerpt from: Exceptional Lives: Special 
Education in Today's Schools, 2nd Edition. Eds. Turnbull, Ann P., et al. Upper Saddle River, NJ: Merrill 
Publishing, Prentice Hall. I 995. 

5 Burke's reference to the 'abyss' comes at the end of Permanence and Change as a kind of existential 
epiphany about the enigma of the human condition. "And in this staggering, dispropmtion between man 
and no-man, there is no place for purely human boasts of grandeur, or for forgetting that men build their 
cultures by huddling together, nervously loquacious, at the edge of an abyss" (272). About Burke's abyss, 
Timothy Crusius writes, [It] is the void that opens with the realization that any moral or intellectual order is 
imposed by us to discipline the flux of sensation and the clamor of our o\~m competing motives" (25). 
Implicit in both Burke and Crusius' argument is the notion that language is the primary intellectual order 
implicated in creating and driving social forces. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

In this chapter, I first look at the theories used to help understand dis-abihty, 

paying special attention to their explanatory strengths. Then, I review important 

scholarship in the field of dis-ability studies in the humanities pertinent to this study. 

Researchers have been writing about dis-ability as a construct for approximately 

the last forty years. They have applied compatible theoretical approaches that, for the 

most part, have been used in various combinations to answer important questions. These 

questions generally focus on an attempt to understand where negative attitudes about 

people with dis-abilities came from and to identify the systems or traditions in place that 

perpetuate such notions. However, fundamental questions about how dis-ability "works" 

unilaterally remain unanswered. What we do not have, yet, is a unified theory to exp]ain 

how the dis-ability/ability dichotomy is conceptually maintained throughout culture, from 

the hospital to the classroom, from the boardroom to the military base, across race, class, 

gender, and religion. As exemplified in the following quote, Simi Linton suggests the 

answers lie not in one but in many places. "Theories," according to Linton, "are needed 

across the curriculum that conceptualize disabled and nondisabled people as 

complementary parts of a whole integrated universe. Ideas from several domains can 

contribute to these formulations" ( Claiming 120). 

In an essay in The Disability Studies Reader, Susan -w endell describes the 

escalating and most central issue for theorists - to develop a more fully articulated theory 
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of dis-ability. This new theory would examine all the ways in which disability is socially 

constructed; explain the interaction of disability with gender, race, class, and sexuality; 

interrogate the authority of medicine, science, and the government. Like Linton, Wendell 

calls for "a dis-ability theory to give us the vision of a fully integrated society and the 

political strategies needed for the liberation of all" (277). 

As suggested by Linton, Wendell, and others, theorizing dis-ability currently 

means assimilating the viewpoints of poststructuralists as well as including the 

intellectual force of feminists, materialists, queer theorists, and multiculturalists who, like 

dis-ability activists, have borne a theory and an ideology from life lived on the margins. 

The following is a sketch of each theory's major tenets found most applicable to 

the works of dis-ability theorists and a mentioning of major contributors. It is necessary 

to state here that some theorists do not fit neatly into the arranged "boxes." Some theories 

conceptually overlap into others. I offer this organization for a clearer grounding of the 

discussion on research in dis-ability provided later in this chapter. Knowing where the 

major theoretical forces originate facilitates connections to the texts I have presented in 

the literature review. 

Poststructuralism 

A discussion of poststructural influences in dis-ability theory centers on an 

introductory understanding of concepts articulated by Michel Foucault. By exploring the 

link between language and society in Archaeology of Knowledge and The Discourse on 

Language, he identified an array of institutional constraints and political practices that 

regulate different forms of discourse. Yet, his greatest influence to dis-ability studies 
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comes from ideas first stated in Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison, which 

explicates the notion that power produces knowledge rather than merely repressing 

behavior. There we find his concept of "docile bodies" that begins the discussion of an 

"unmarked norm" beginning early in the industrial revolution of the eighteenth century. 

A body reinscribed with new knowledge is likewise a body manipulated by authority. 

Foucault illustrates the concept this way: a prisoner forced into performing public works 

pays once by the labor he provides and then again by the sign of the visible, verifiable 

character of the punishment he provides. The prisoner and society are here connected to 

each other in a process of recoding the relationship between crime and punishment, that 

is, in making visible the natural consequences of a crime and articulating the presence of 

the law. Visibility would be achieved through a correlation between the signs involved in 

the crime and their inverted forms in the punishment. This cooperation of signs 

culminates in Foucault's metaphor of the Garden of the Laws, a public place where any 

member of society could see individuals suffering punishments uniquely adapted to their 

crime and therefore receive the notion that there is a natural connection between the 

passions involved in a crime and the operation of punishment. 

Most importantly to the poststructuralist agenda and very much related to issues 

in dis-abilities studies, Foucault attacked, through historical analysis, the humanist 

construct of "faith," "truth," and "the individual." Through his various texts~ e.g. , 

Madness and Civilization, and The Birth of the Clinic, he demonstrates how certain ideas 

i.e. , madness, illness, delinquency, become transformed to serve the planned conventions 

of social systems. 
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Materialism 

Partly due to its connection to politics, philosophy, literary criticism, and to Karl 

Marx, materialism does not have an agreed upon or clear-cut definition but is defined by 

its use. Today, material matters are particularly pertinent to studies at the intersection of 

dis-ability and composition. According to Krista Radcliff, the concept of materiality has 

been complicated in the last century to include its interrelationship with bodies and 

discourse ( 615). The two have commonalities explored in Jack Selzer and Sharon 

Crowley's Rhetorical Bodies. As they explain, the body is a physical entity and, 

simultaneously, a rhetorical construct, as is discourse simultaneously physical and 

rhetorical (358). Naming and negotiating any body, especially the dis-abled body, is done 

at the profit of some and at the expense of others. 

Our most common associations with materialism are its Marxist manifestations as 

historical materialism and its post-Marxism manifestations as cultural materialism 

(Radcliff 614 ). In the "Preface" to A Contribution to the Critique of Political Economy 

(1859), Karl Marx discusses the practice of historical materialism as follows: "The mode 

of production of material life conditions the social, political, and intellectual life process 

in general. It is not the consciousness of men that determines their being, but on the 

contrary, their social being determines their consciousness" (qtd. in Ratcliff 614). Within 

this theoretical frame, Marxist critique works through and explication of class

consciousness to demystify the material reality of the economic base, a material reality 

that exists outside of discourse, and to foster revolution to change the economic system 

that produces class based inequalities. 
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More than a century later in Dialectic of Enlightenment Theodor Adorno and Max 

Horkheimer describe a practice of cultural materialism, which they posit not as a 

repudiation of Marx's historical materialism but rather as a corrective to it. Rejecting the 

idea of an objective reality (i.e. , positivism), they foreground culture, including language, 

in their concept of the material: 

The whole world is made to pass through the filter of the culture industry . 

. . . The stronger the positions of the culture industry become, the more 

summarily it can deal with consumers' needs, producing them, controlling 

them, disciplining them. 126, 144 

Horkheimer and Adorno claim that denying the workings of this culture industry and 

focusing instead on objective reality results in "blindness and dumbness" about 

economics, culture, and language (164). Within this theoretical frame, a discourse 

mediates culture and, consequently, fosters a recognition of and intervention in 

dysfunctional discourses in order to effect social change. 

Two important tenets of Marxist theory related to materialism are 1) the 

reification of the body and 2) the construction of nomrnlcy. Reification is a term 

explaining the process under capitalism by which humans become thing-like and 

commodities take on the characteristics of social beings, in fact become more valued. 

Theodor Adorno' s concept of the construction of normalcy addresses the symbolic 

boundaries, the outcomes of ongoing social processes that work to constrain behavior. In 

Minima Moralia, subtitled Reflections of a Damaged Life, Adorno saw his life as 

damaged ( dis-ab led) because he lived in a damaged ( dis-ab led) world. 
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Materialism in all its manifestations has been and continues to be useful for dis

ability researchers. Early accounts clearly linked the basis of dis-abled people's 

oppression with the material and ideological changes which accompanied the emergence 

of the capitalist society. As the Marxist notion of materiality based in an objective reality 

outside discourse gradually shifts its focus to discourse, language is no longer imagined 

as a transparent tool that anyone may use to demystify reality or to explain it clearly; 

instead language is imagined as ideologically implicated in its historical grounding, not 

simply representing reality but constructing our perception of it. I believe it is in the 

unexplored connections of materialism to language that holds much explanatory potential 

for dis-ability researchers. 

Feminisms 

Allowing that there is not one feminism but many branches creating multiple 

feminisms, a collective contribution of these feminisms to dis-ability research is in 

examining the ways culture inscribes the body. According to Rosemarie Garland

Thomson, "[t]he strands of feminist thought most applicable to disability studies are 

those that go beyond the narrow focus of gender alone to undertake a broad sociopolitical 

critique of systemic, inequitable power relations based on social categories grounded in 

the body (Extraordinary 21 ). For women, the idealized female body has been problematic 

for many reasons. Within the Cartesian model, women's subjectivities are often conflated 

with a volatile and "leaky" female body relegated to a position of less power and stature. 

For women with dis-abilities, the idealized female body is unattainable and therefore the 

subjectivity of the writer requires ways oflocating one's positionality and "value" within 
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a social landscape that objectifies a "dis-abled woman" as being wounded, unhealthy, 

unlovable, and often less than human. 

Early feminist thought tended to divide gender from sex past the point of 

usefulness in ways that essentialized the female body. Not until Judith Butler's Bodies 

that Matter and Eve Sedgwick's Epistemology of the Closet did this principle get 

challenged by asking, "[h ]ow and why materiality has become a sign of irreducibility?" 

(Butler 28). Butler argued, just as our understanding of gender is filtered through 

language, so too is our understanding of sex. All ofus are born into already-existing 

language systems with already-existing categories for both sex and gender. Similarly, in 

dis-ability research material matters of the body and discourse are inextricably related. 

Although Butler and others have argued that the category of "woman," just as 

gender and sex, dissolves under scrutiny and is thus problematic as a political identity 

(Butler 3), dis-ability theorists find these notions of identity and the body useful in 

speaking for and about a collective group on the margins who individually may have little 

in common but have been politically and socially bound. 

Queer Theory 

Like dis-ability theory, queer theory is an ideology born of struggle and of shared 

social stigma. Queer theorists' agenda is to challenge the assumptions about unitary or 

stable sexual identity. By analyzing "knowledge" regarding sex and by asking questions 

about sexual definition and historicity, these theorists dismantle key binaries, uncovering 

history to reveal sexuality as a construct, something that is performed. They ask key 

questions about identity. Theorists include Adrienne Rich, Judith Butler, Eve Sedgwick, 
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Diana Fuss, Michael Warner, David Halperin, and Luce Irigaray. Their project is to 

investigate the power of discourse and the psychology that creates it. Queer theory, 

sometimes consolidated into a larger category called "new left," is not only about sex, but 

also a call to evaluate our general assumptions and to break down stereotypes. Major 

influences include Judith Butler's theory of language as a social performative and its 

relation to subject and identity formation, and Eve Sedgwick's, Epistemology of the 

Closet, where among many other notions, she theorizes about the forced choice of 

categories in creating individual identity. 

Multiculturalism 

While multiculturalism includes many and diverse voices, one can be chosen to 

represent the main tenets useful to dis-ability research. Henry Louis Gates, Jr. writing in 

"Ethnic and Minority Studies" argues for pluralism, a "common public culture, one 

responsive to the long-silenced cultures of color" (288) yet, one that acknowledges 

"essential differences within differences" (293). Central to the multicultural social agenda 

is naming and understanding the dynamics of power and influence in a culture that 

operates under a privileged center and marginalized other. In much the same way that the 

center of a circle is defined by its edge, cultural identities are detem1ined by the interplay 

between majority and minority communities. Gates makes clear that the threat to people 

on the margins is not assimilation but rather homogenization. In an effort to differentiate 

or resist the attempt for the center to blur people on the margins, he advocates the 

creation of ever more margins, creating "circles upon circles" (298). The goal then is one 

of disrupting or deconstructing the "privileged center/marginalized other" paradigm. If, 
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as Gates suggests, we are all considered ethnics then there is no "other." In Beyond the 

Culture Wars: Identities in Dialogue Gates discusses in detail the concepts of "passing" 

and the deforming effects of being in opposition to conservative values which have 

applied to dis-ability studies research. 

Dis-ability in the Humanities Scholarship 

The earliest research began by redefining dis-ability away from the medical and 

individual (personal) models towards a social or cultural or political construction. This 

notion can be linked to the work of Erving Goffman in his texts Asylums: Essays on the 

Social Situation of Mental Patients and Other Inmates and Stigma: Notes on the 

Management of Spoiled Identity. For Goffman and other theorists working with 

interactionalist theory, dis-ability was conceived of as social deviancy. Deviants living in 

a society that privileges the values of individual responsibility, competition, autonomy, 

and paid employment are viewed negatively and are so labeled. Goffman was interested 

in the social effects of the interaction between the normal and "abnormal" i.e., the 

oppressors and the oppressed. He suggested that the stigmatized, such as "the 'dwarf 

and the blind man, the disfigured ... and the ex-mental patient" (Stigma), are generally 

viewed as not quite human. He defined stigma as an "attribute that is deeply discrediting" 

and that reduces the person being stigmatized "from a whole and usual person to a 

tainted, discounted one" (Stigma). For Goffman, the relevance of stigma is in predicting 

the outcomes of social context not in describing inherent individual defects. 

Across the Atlantic, publishing at the same time as Goffman, British authors, 

many of whom were dis-ab led themselves, offered, according to dis-ability scholar Colin 
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Barnes, a more critical "materialist" account of dis-ability ( 45). For example, Paul Hunt 

argued in 1966, "because people with impairments are viewed as unfortunate, useless, 

different, oppressed, and sick they pose a direct challenge to commonly held social 

values" ( qtd. in Barnes 46). For the most part, materialists posited that the existence of 

dis-ability is an outcome of western industrial society. One drawback of these "early 

socio-political approaches [ is that they] tended to undervalue the impact of western 

culture in the oppression of disabled people" (Barnes 44) blaming, for example, the 

capitalist system or the evolution of industrial society. They offered no explanation for 

the presence of dis-ability before industrialization. However narrowly conceived, the 

force of these stinging critiques of capitalism and its devastating effects continue to be an 

insightful component in the research of Lennard Davis, Victor Finkelstein, Michael 

Oliver, Harlan Hahn and others who write about disability largely, although not 

exclusively, from a materialist standpoint. 

The stigma surrounding dis-ability continues to be an aspect of research, either 

directly as in Caroline Wang's work in "Culture, Meaning and Disability: Injury 

Prevention Campaigns and the Production of Stigma" or indirectly by the many works 

whose focus calls attention to the harmful effects of identifying and labeling human 

difference and the results of discrimination that are an inseparable part of stigma. 

The Cultural, Social, and Political 

The 1980s saw concerns involving culture, society, and politics integrated more 

thoroughly in dis-ability research. In 1983, William Roth demonstrated precisely how a 

theory of social construction changes the focus of dis--ability from a medical problem to a 
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political issue writing in "Handicap as a Social Construct." Following the precepts of 

Goffman, Robert Scott's study on the enculturation of people who became newly blind 

showed how institutions may work to construct a blind persona. Furthering Goffman' s 

work on stigma, Scott later published "The Social Construction of the Conception of 

Stigma by Professional Experts," in Deviance and Respectability. 

Academic theorists and dis-ability activists continued throughout the 1980s and 

90s to interrogate the prevailing interpretation of dis-ability as physical inferiority or 

illness, recasting it instead as another form of embodied difference, much like race, 

gender, sexuality, and social class1
• Lennard Davis, writing in Enforcing Normalcy, 

articulates these aims: "In the task ofrethinking and theorizing disability, one of the first 

steps is to understand the relationship between a physical impairment and the political, 

social, even spatial environment that places that impairment in a matrix of meanings and 

significations" (3). The belief that disabled people's oppression comes from the same 

socioeconomic, cultural, and political oppression that other marginalized groups 

experience and not by the medical or physical conditions of individuals was and remains 

truly revolutionary. Viewing dis-ability as a social construct has been the first theoretical 

step toward moving discourse away from pathology and into social and political action. 

Political action grew from these theories of social construction and spurred works 

that combined theory with social praxis. Michelle Fine and Adrienne Asch's "Disability 

beyond Stigma: Social Interaction, Discrimination, and Activism" was one early and 

influential work. In direct response to the Americans with Disabilities Act of 1990 came 

Joseph P. Shapiro's No Pity: People with Disabilities Forging a New Civil Rights 
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Movement, a book written for a collective audience (i.e. able bodied and dis-abled) that 

combines history, law and policy, poetry and memoirs as a background for explicating 

the framing of the historical legislation2
. 

Political action is vital to furthering theoretical work in dis-ability because it 

forces the focus squarely on quality of life issues. Any rhetorical and social semiotic 

study of dis-ability must take into consideration the theoretical and resultant political 

force of writers of the dis-ability movement. Disability Is Not Measles: New Research 

Paradigms in Disability edited by Marcia H Rioux and Michael Bach as a production of 

the L'Institut Roeher Institute presents a framework for disability research based on such 

a social/political construction of dis-ability. Research agendas, according to this 

approach, must therefore assume research about dis-ability should have the most utility 

for people with dis-abilities and take for granted the equality and self-determination of 

people with dis-abilities. This rather new approach to research seeks not only to call 

attention to dis-ability but also to prevent the cultural and political conditions under 

which dis-ability has become a social liability. 

As the academic field of cultural studies has been a key component to dis-abilities 

studies, in tum dis-ability studies is becoming an important and reciprocal part of cultural 

studies. Timothy Powell's anthology Beyond the Binary: Reconstructing Cultural Identity 

in a Multicultural Context places identity in the middle of multiple cultural influences. 

He borrows Homi Bhabha' s concept of "lived perplexity" to explain a uniquely American 

experience, one that he extends to all differences in this culture. Included in the anthology 

is Lennard J. Davis' "Nation, Class, and Physical Minorities." Here Davis argues for the 

38 



legitimacy of a Deaf nation. Included also is Rosemarie Garland Thomson's continued 

work on freaks, which she details in Extraordinary Bodies. In this work she examines 

who society thinks of as "dis-abled" and how such constructions relate to other 

marginalized status such as race, class, and gender. 

Autobiography 

Autobiographical/narrative/creative nonfiction accounts from people with dis

abilities have proliferated since the mid 1980's. A collection of dis-ability writers are 

today regularly featured in university writing course readers and rhetorics. Nancy Mairs 

is the author most associated with this genre although there are many others. Mairs' s 

essay, "On Being a Cripple," in Plaintext: Deciphering a Woman's Life stands as a 

foundational discussion of the politics of naming. Andre Dubus, John Hockenberry, Cheri 

Register, May Sarton, Molly Haskell, Anne Finger, Reynolds Price, Irving Zola, William 

Styron, Oliver Sacks, and others join Mairs in creating diverse and sometimes divergent 

v01ces. 

Recognizing the critical role images and words hold in shaping perceptions of 

people with dis-abilities, the light in which these narratives place people with dis-abilities 

is often a point of contention among various members of the dis-ability community. For 

example, some are insisting on the "party line" i.e., stories emphasizing self

determination, promoting empowerment, valuing civic participation and positive images, 

promoting accessibility, and portraying and embracing diverse characters - all of which 

are seen as critical to the larger agenda. Others maintain the importance of including 

many varied voices of people with dis-abilities literature and the reinforcement of the 
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notion that there is no single "disability experience." The problem is how to deal with 

narratives that perpetuate stereotypes and further ingrain negative images. 

Increasingly, scholars in the humanities are using these autobiographies or 

"creative non-fictions" as they are sometimes called to show how these varied discourses 

shape the dis-abled body. One such work, written by Sidonie Smith, is entitled 

Subjectivity, Identity, and the Body: Women's Autobiographical Practices in the 

Twentieth Century. Smith begins this chapter with the quote by Iris Marion Young stating 

"Woman lives her body both as object as well as subject" (qtd. in Smith 126). Smith 

explores the ways that women write about and from the body in autobiographical 

practices. She writes that the history of autobiographical writing is often the history of the 

"subjected and violated body." Traditional autobiography has viewed the authorial "I" as 

a product of "flesh and blood" from which the writing emerges. Smith argues that this is 

a more complicated configuration and the "skin" of the subject provides a literal and 

metaphorical borderland in which the autobiographical "I" writes within the "contextual 

surroundings of the world." A particular subjectivity emerges from this contested border. 

She points out that bodies seem to have bounded borders which make it clear that a 

subject is separate from other subjects and functions as a coherent identity. She believes 

that bodies sometimes do, but often do not ground someone within a cultural identity. 

Finally, in discussing Cherrie Moraga, she discusses how the body can function as a 

complex site (lens) for viewing her position as a Chicana, lesbian, woman writer. She 

works to free her body from the dominant ideologies that define and objectify her through 
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transgressive autobiographical practices. This chapter provides a very useful discussion 

for how identities are framed within marked and fragmented bodies and 

the ways in which writers can destabilize this through the establishment of their own 

narrative identity. 

Miner Madonne's "Making Up the Stories as We Go Along: Men, Women, and 

Narratives of Disability" in The Body and Physical Difference (1997) pursues the ways in 

which rhetorical expectations written out of dis-ability vary depending on a subject's 

gender, sexuality, and race5
. 

In "The Literature of Personal Disaster" Nancy Mairs discusses the sub-genre of 

personal disaster narratives, asking why people write them, and why readers read them. 

She begins by describing herself, a woman writing in the dark while her husband is 

asleep beside her high on morphine, recovering from cancer. She wonders if others are 

groping with their own separate darkness. As a writer who has written about many 

personal disasters (suicidal depression, MS, and agoraphobia), she is often sent books 

about illness, tragedy, and disability to review or comment on. She views herself as a 

self-professed "connoisseur of catastrophe." Through reading so much of this type of 

literature, she believes that what makes much of this work so interesting and compelling, 

despite the difficulty of the topics involved, is that writers share these stories not to 

"whine" about the difficulties, but to show a way through the tragedy that is rooted in the 

embodied expe1iences of everyday life. She argues that the writers' intent is often to offer 

a kind of companionship to others and to remark about their experiences in detail. She 

describes the work of writer Susan Kenney who writes about her life after her husband 
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has been diagnosed with cancer. It is the details of everyday life and the wisdom that 

comes from the border spaces created by "life as usual," getting the kids ready for school 

while also working out how much morphine to give her husband to manage the pain. It is 

the irony of these experiences that helps her audience face and understand the 

complexities of illness, disability, aging and death. She also gives the example of William 

Styron' s book Darkness Invisible in which he writes about his experience of depression. 

Mairs believes Styron distances the authorial subject from the suffering subject, thereby 

not making the self become transparent and available to readers. Therefore, as Susan 

Sontag describes, the illness remains more a metaphor and not a material reality. Mairs 

believes the illness is very much an embodied, everyday, material reality and that is 

where the power of this life writing comes from. She explains, "having the disaster is not 

enough." The writer needs to bring the reader to a sympathetic wisdom. This chapter is 

very useful for thinking about why writers choose to write about the experience of illness 

or disability and how the genre can be empowering for both the author and reader. 

Exploring the relationships between subjectivity, embodiment, narrative 

identity and disability, recent autobiographical criticism has focused extensively on the 

ways in which subjectivities are produced in the life writing of people on the margins. 

Whereas in earlier historical periods of autobiographical writing, where the universal, 

disembodied, white, male subject took center stage, in contemporary life writing, the 

autobiographical form has emerged as a powerful vehicle for those who have been 

invisible in the social landscape, and provides a way for those who are marginalized to 

identify themselves. For people with dis-abilities, becoming the subject of one )s own 
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story enables the writer to construct a different subjectivity from the one often 

constructed within dominant social discourses. For women writers with dis-abilities in 

particular, life writing provides a way to embody a narrative that is often excluded based 

on a complicated axis of hidden geographies and subjectivities. If the disembodied male 

subject typifies the subject worthy of writing the autobiographical story, the woman with 

a dis-ability, particularly a physical dis-ability, typifies an embodied, marginalized, and 

gendered subjectivity that requires the acknowledgement of bodily vulnerability. The 

failing or "othered" body becomes central to one's identity in a way that defies the 

Cartesian mind/body split. The discursive act of writing one's story enables the writer to 

narrate her own identity in a way that places the body and mind ( and this false 

dichotomy) at the center of the narrative. It brings to light the question of how an 

empowered and positive embodied subjectivity is constructed when the body fails and is 

considered by society to be "abnormal." 

In "Body Politics: Disabled Women's Activism in Canada and Beyond" Vera 

Chouinard's chapter begins by assessing how the women's movement has ignored the 

experiences and concerns of women with dis-abilities. She describes how feminist events 

maintained barriers to involvement that marginalized women further from participation 

and activism. "Disabled women are the 'other others' of the disability and women's 

movements; marginalized by male power within what some have called 'the last civi] 

rights movement,' they have also had to contend with indifference and oppression within 

a women's movement in which the able body norm is seldom questioned" (Chouinard 

269). In this work, she traces how "disabled women's bodies" were made visible through 
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various women's struggles in Canada, particularly through the Disabled Women's 

Network (DAWN). She theorizes how DAWN developed "at the margins" of both the 

women's and dis-ability-rights movements. She goes on to discuss how women's 

organizing developed at the local, national, and international levels, keeping in mind the 

dynamic relationships between the two spaces. She concludes by arguing that diverse 

bodies need to matter. 

In Thomas G. Causer's "Crossing (Out) the Border -Autobiography and Physical 

Disability," he begins this chapter by discussing the "disabling discourse" which 

surrounds dis-ability. The person with a dis-ability is characterized as a "spoiled identity" 

within a western culture that idealizes the body and thinks in terms of a body that can be 

controlled. The stigma attached to dis-ability works somewhat differently than the way 

gender and race is marked on the body, in that often, a dis-ability may not be visible to 

others. There is a huge range of dis-abilities that can fall between the marked and 

unmarked categories. Since the visual is privileged in this culture, those with dis-abilities 

whose bodies are marked in some way are often viewed as "disabled" while someone 

with cancer, AIDS, or chronic pain may not be marked at all. While society often 

produces a dis-abling discourse around disability issues, Couser asse1is that 

autobiographical writing produces an enabling discourse. By using the framework of the 

conversion narrative, he provides a structure for thinking about the experience of having 

a dis-ability. 

Another influential work that helped shaped a theoretical understanding of 

identity in the 1990s is Gloria Anzaldua's Borderlands/La Fronteria. Anzaldua's critical 
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connections as a lesbian, a woman of color, an activist, and a migrant worker contributed 

to her theoretical formulation, one that calls for a fuller understanding of the inherent 

complexities of cultural hybridity. Also related to the cultural production of identity is 

Shelley Tremain's Pushing the Limits: Disabled Dykes Produce Culture, first person 

accounts that illustrate the ways in which dis-abilities are personally owned yet culturally 

created and exacerbated. 

Art, Film, and Literature 

Images of dis-ability either in art, film, text, or the media are of particular 

importance to the study of dis-ability as these images, created by society, powerfully 

influence society's perceptions. Many early works focused specifically on the images and 

literary depictions of dis-ability. Alan Gartner and Tom Joe's Images of the Disabled, 

Disabling Images addresses the manner in which dis-ability is depicted in literature. 

Their premise, that a change in image would transform and improve the opportunities of 

people with dis-abilities, is illustrated in representations of dis-ability in fiction, popular 

entertainment, textbooks, and print media. David Hevey's The Creatures Time Forgot: 

Photography and Disability Imagery juxtaposes photographic images produced by 

charity advertising, mainstream photographers, and photography taken by persons with 

dis-abili ties3
. 

Susan Crutchfield's edited collection Points of Contact: Disability, Art, and 

Culture, part of the University of Michigan Press's Corporealities: Discourses of 

Disability series edited by Davis T. Mitchell and Sharon L. Snyder investigates two 

questions pertinent to this study: first, what is the role of art in constructing notions of 
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dis-ability? And second, what is the role of dis-ability in constructing art? Crutchfield 

explores the point of intersection of art, culture, and dis-ability, positioning dis-ability as 

a minority culture with subtle but definite influences on the dominant culture. This 

important distinction highlights critical discourse theory's stand that language is a source 

of social change. 

While early efforts to uncover differences in the presentation of impairment were 

an important and necessary first step, they did not go far enough in explaining dominant 

perceptions about people with dis-abilities. What was needed was an analysis of images 

that could offer a multi-dimensional understanding of the construction and reception of 

images as products of a particular time and place. Martin F. Norden's text The Cinema of 

Isolation: A History of Physical Disability in the Movies, Enns and Smif s Screening 

Disability, and Carrie Sandahl's "Disability and Comic Violence in 'There's Something 

about Mary"' continue this new line of investigation. With increasing sophistication, 

these writings move beyond the simple indexing of characters and images to more 

complex interrogations of how dis-ability works. 

Films produced by people with dis-abilities for an intended audience of dis-abled 

people added an important dimension in the 1990's and offers an interesting and 

antithetical alternative to politically correct language. Able to Laugh (Dougan), for 

example, is a film portraying dis-abled comedians discussing their day-to-day problems. 

Vital Signs: Crip Culture Talks Back (Snyder and Mitchell) is a video documentary of 

disabled culture with footage from the University of Michigan's 1995 conference on 

disability and the performing arts, This/ Ability. The film consists of interviews and clips 
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of performance pieces from a variety of artistic formats including performance art, 

fiction, poetry, stand-up comedy, drama, personal anecdotes, and scholarly research. 

Experimental documentaries such as Twitch and Shout, (Chiten); When Billy Broke His 

Head (Golfus) and Breathing Lessons (Yu) typify this important trend in filmmaking4
• 

Literature has had a similar line of development in the growing discipline of dis

abilities studies. Particularly since the 1990's scholars have provided a large and varied 

criticism for the interpretation of images of dis-ability. First, literature was the place to 

find distorted and appropriated images of disability. In the next wave, writers with dis

abilities produced and reproduced their texts, and finally scholars today are finding 

literature a fertile place to develop and test new theories that help further explain and 

define dis-ability. Narrative Prosthesis: Disability and the Dependencies of Discourse, a 

text from the University of Michigan Press's series Corporealities: Discourses of 

Disability, is a collection of essays that develop a narrative theory of dis-ability as literary 

device. In this text, Mitchell and Snyder divide research about dis-ability in literature into 

five methodologies that they imply are linear and historically progressive: 1) studies of 

negative imagery- categorizing of images, 2) social realism - identifying characters with 

dis-abilities and drawing attention to inaccurate or misleading characterizations, 3) new 

historicism - the work ofreconstructing a period's point of view concerning dis-ability, 

4) biographical criticism - looking for a "disability logic" informing the work of 

"deformed" storytellers (30), and 5) transgressive reappropriation -- reclaiming seemingly 

negative meanings of dis-ability and revising them in a positive light, similar to the 

"Black is Beautiful" campaign in the 1960s and the "gay pride" movement of the 1970s. 
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Lou Ann Thompson writing in "Disability and the Dysfunctional Family in Wayne 

Wang's Smoke" authors a parallel example in film studies. Her analysis involves re

envisioning the apparent or traditional role of characters with dis-abilities in the film 

Smoke and reinterpreting them in an unconventionally positive way by considering the 

narrative context, the interrelationship of the characters taking into consideration their 

past and present struggles. 

Re-visiting dis-ability as a situational, contextual, symbolic, and relational 

phenomenon whether in literature, art, textbooks, or in the lived experience of people 

with dis-abilities, will further an understanding of its construction and promote a more 

dynamic reconstruction, one that breaks the binary mold. 

Feminist Contributions 

Feminist theory has been especially useful in uncovering unique perspectives 

about dis-ability. Social psychologist Adrienne Asch and psychologist Michelle Fine's 

edited anthology Women with Disabilities: Essays in Psychology, Culture and Politics 

was a groundbreaking and fully feminist critique of dis-ability issues
6

. Asch and Fine 

point out that dis-abled women in general do not deal with the same oppressions that non

dis-abled women do primarily because dis-abled women are not seen as women in this 

society. The able/dis-able binary trumps the male/female one to place women with dis

abilities in a unique category. Margaret Lloyd was among the first to urge feminists to 

reconceptualize women and dis-ability as a separate issue apart from men. Later, 

Rosemarie Garland-Thomson's "Redrawing the Boundaries of Feminist Disability 

Studies" recognized an emerging field of inquiry: feminist dis-abilities studies whose 
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scope is the broader arenas of identity politics and the body - particularly a female body 

- which has been constituted as abnormal through cultural and institutional 

representation. Garland-Thomson points to Diane Price Hemdl as a researcher who uses 

feminist literary criticism to analyze how "invalid ideology" is produced in fiction. She 

found differences in the way male and female authors, through their use of language and 

signs, conveyed female illness and dis-ability. According to Garland-Thomson, Hemdl' s 

persistent links from textual evidence to the social and political world is consistent with 

the feminist dis-abilities studies agenda (590). 

In Garland -Thomson's "Feminist Theory, the Body, and the Disabled Figure" she 

traces the roots and connections of how the female and dis-ab led body is viewed in 

western social discourse. She argues that both (female and dis-abled) bodies are viewed 

as inferior and abnormal against the "generic," normative male figure. She traces this 

thinking back to Aristotle's refinement of Plato's concept of the normal and abnormal in 

which he projects idealism onto corporeality. This leads to a taxonomy where there is a 

seemingly idealized, normative, generic type of body, and everything else is seen as a 

deviation. Garland-Thomson describes Aristotle as "focusing on defining femaleness as 

deviant rather than the maleness he assumes to be essential." She goes on to say 

"Aristotle also initiates the discursive practice of marking what is deemed aberrant while 

concealing the position of privilege by asserting its nonnativeness" (279). v\t11ite, male, 

able-bodied superiority is thereby normalized, naturalized and privileged. Garland

Thomson then moves to discuss how feminist theory can help us think about theorizing 

disability. "Placing disability studies in a feminist context allows feminist theory's recent 
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inquiries into gender as a category, the body's role in identity and selfhood, and the 

complexity of social power relations to be brought to bear on the analysis of disability" 

(280). She argues that feminism's politicization of the body could assist our 

interrogations of thinking about dis-ability. She then uses the example of Nancy Mairs to 

discuss some of her points about subjectivity. Because positionality becomes so 

important to locating the subject, in Mairs, she shows how her individual experience, and 

her views of disability, helps to locate how she thinks about it. The example is given of 

how Mairs reclaims the use of the word "cripple" to define her self. By taking over this 

word, one that has been used to denigrate and ostracize, she calls attention to the 

"material reality" of her "crippleness." In a sense, she reclaims the gaze from others who 

objectify her as a woman with a dis-ability. The body of a woman with a dis-ability is 

often the subject of stares, which can be viewed as a "material gesture" that pronounces 

one's oppressive social relationship with the other. Femininity and dis-ability are 

entangled in western culture representing bodily deviance. Finally, Garland-Thomson 

illustrates her point by examining how women's bodies, within the framework of 

absolute beauty, often equate with sick bodies. She points out the women's idealized 

bodies in the nineteenth century equated to bodies sick with tuberculosis and women's 

bodies in this century still idealize thinness and disease. The unaltered female body is not 

considered natural, but deviant. Ironically, altered bodies are considered normal. She 

points out further that African-American women's bodies were considered the "gross 

opposite" of the idealized European woman showing that the further the body deviated 

from the ideal, the more suspect and problematic it became. This article traces some 
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important points in the history of thinking about women's bodies and places them in the 

context of feminist scholarship, integrating dis-ability as an important component of the 

othering process of women. 

Susan Wendell's The Rejected Body: Reflections on Disability is one of the most 

comprehensive in dealing with feminist theory and dis-ability issues. Wendell begins the 

book by discussing her own experience as a women's studies scholar who four years into 

her academic career begins to develop a series of medical problems. She eventually is 

diagnosed with multiple sclerosis. She describes her journey in thinking about issues in 

feminism to coming to terms with her particular issues as a feminist with a disability. She 

deals especially well with ways of thinking about positionality in terms of gender, class, 

and disability issues. For example, she talks about her privilege as a middle-class 

academic and how this enabled her to access services that may not be available to women 

with a less privileged status. The first chapter vigorously interrogates what dis-ability 

means and what the differences are between illness, dis-ability, and handicap. She 

ultimately tries to come up with framework for what it means to have a dis-ability and 

what the implications of those distinctions are. Her discussion here poses important 

questions about how we think about these tem1s and what they mean in various social, 

political, and discursive contexts. She goes on to look at the social construction of dis

ability as difference in western cultures. In her final chapter, "Feminism, Disability, and 

Transcendence of the Body," she looks at the central concerns of feminist theory and the 

body and how thinking in terms of dis-ability adds to our understanding of the place of 

the body in feminist theory. She provides an overview of feminist discussions of the body 
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and introduces some interesting ways of thinking about disengagement with the body (not 

disembodiment) that can be useful for women experiencing chronic pain. "I think of it as 

a reinterpretation of bodily sensations so as not to be overwhelmed and victimized by 

them" (Wendell 172). The book provides a very useful theoretical framework for 

thinking about the life writing of women with dis-abilities. 

In Tattoo, Torture, Mutilation, and Adornment: The Denaturalization of the Body 

in Culture and Text, Frances E. Mascia-Lees and Patricia Sharpe frame the body as a site 

of cultural inscription. Although the term "dis-ability" never appears in thjs volume, 

Garland-Thomson argues that the editors' insistence that no "natural" or "normal" body 

exists outside of or prior to culture is a postmodern argument essential to feminist dis

ability studies (Redrawing 592-3). 

Historical Scholarship 

Reclaiming and rewriting the history of dis-ability has been a necessary area of 

focus in dis-ability studies. Many of these narratives are now beginning to challenge the 

myth of the progressive trajectory so common in historical writing and debunk the false 

notion of either positive or negative imagery (Mitchell "Foreword" vii). As illustrated in 

the following discussion, often these histories are wide ranging, multi faceted works 

reflecting the nature of dis-ability itself. 

In "The Nature of Disability" a chapter in Geographies of Disability, Branden 

Gleeson theorizes the body and dis-ability in a historical, materialist framework. He 

believes that the social value of certain body types is central to the "production of 

distinctive spaces of experience (places, communities, etc.)." He looks to Marx for ways 
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to think about how the body attains meaning through a relationship as human labor. In 

essence, he argues that the natural world is altered by human intervention and is therefore 

produced by humans. This then becomes true of the human body as well. He points out 

the limitations of Marx's view on gender as biologically based in light of his more 

sophisticated view that nature is produced. What he believes is useful in Marx's argument 

is that certain forms of embodiment are critical to capitalist development. He wants to 

look at how the physical body was "economically signified" in the development of 

capitalism. His analysis is useful in that he identifies body hierarchies in which certain 

bodies are economically and culturally valued while others are considered "abject." 

Gleeson's book highlights new "body histories" which explore the experiences of people 

with dis-abilities in various historical places, spaces and contexts. He calls for work 

"seeking to expose instances where power structures were reproduced through 

deployment of oppressive corporeal norms in cultural and economic life" (Gleeson 56). 

He develops a useful argument for thinking about the socio-spatial production of dis

ability. Thinking spatially can add a great deal to thinking about bodies and dis-ability. 

Scholarship in the field of dis-ability studies offers two comprehensive and 

parallel readers, one from England titled The Disability Reader: Social Science 

Perspectives, edited by Tom Shakespeare and one published in the United States, The 

Disability Studies Reader, edited by Lennard Davis. The significance of these two readers 

is that they are the first to offer an introduction to dis-ability studies from a humanities 

perspective. Importantly, both devote a substantial section to the histories of dis-ability. 
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This early attention to history ushered in other more extensive works that were able to 

successfully pull together a combination of theories. 

Three books previousJy cited in this review, Lennard Davis' Enforcing Normalcy: 

Disability, Deafness, and the Body; Rosemarie Garland Thomson's Extraordinary 

Bodies: Figuring Physical Disability in American Culture and Literature; and Mitchell 

and Snyder's The Body and Physical Difference: Discourses of Disability, also offer 

historical perspectives. Representations of dis-ability featured in these books go beyond 

the notion of negative and positive imagery to provide provocative connections of dis

ability to culture, identity, and the body. They make the argument for the dis-abled body 

not as object but as social construct. 

Davis's work draws heavily on materialist and cultural theories to explain how 

notions of the norm first emerged and are now used as a mechanism of social control. He 

deconstructs dis-ability as "an other" much the same as race, gender, and ethnicity. 

Thomson applies feminist theory to the physical body as a way to understand the politics 

of appearance and its broader meaning for the definition of American culture. Thomson, 

in later chapters, historicizes the production of dis-ability as a condition produced by 

social narratives and socially engineered environments. Thomson's work is significant, 

according to Couser, because the text helps correct the "under-the01ization of disability" 

(Extraordinary 184). The western images of dis-abilities and their long history of 

representation in popular and high art are the focus of Mitchell and Snyder's text. These 

images have the potential to deepen our understanding of life in general and more 

specifically to this study, illustrate the mechanisms in place defining "nom1al." The work 

54 



of these authors furthers contemporary theories of identity and social marginality through 

the lens of the humanities. 

A History of Disability by Henri-Jacques Stiker, a volume in the Corporealities: 

Discourses on Disabilities Series, surpasses in depth and scope all previous work on 

history and representation. Stiker' s A History of Disability, published in France in 1982, 

was translated for the first time into English in 1992. It is the first attempt to provide a 

comprehensive framework for analyzing dis-ability through a Foucauldian lens. The book 

traces the history of western cultural responses to dis-ability from ancient times to the 

present. Stiker examines a fimdamental issue in contemporary western discourse on dis

ability: the assumption that equality, sameness, and similarity are ideal, an assumption 

that speaks to society's basic intolerance of diversity and passion for the normative. 

Besides its broad historical range and exhaustive research, the book's importance 

is owed to Stiker's unrelenting attention to language. A large part of his project is to 

scrutinize the interrelationship of culture, language, and thought. That is to say he extends 

the study of language to a cultural framework. Among other treatments, Stiker traces the 

origins of words, defines and revises definitions, follows connotation and denotations 

diachronically and synchronically, identifies symbols to values and cultural phenomenon 

and seeks out the sum total of discourses on dis-ability in the French language. It is this 

close attention to language in a cultural context that can unify existing theories of dis

ability and render them more useful. 
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Composition, Rhetoric, and Dis-ability 

A relatively new addition to dis-ability studies involves an examination of dis

ability in writing classrooms. Brenda Jo Brueggemann and James A. Fredal were one of 

the first to suggest classical rhetoric as a useful tool in investigating this intersection. 

" [R ]hetoric ' s long history and extensive vocabulary of textual strategies and tactics offers 

unparalleled resources for analyzing, understanding, and rethinking the nature of ability 

and dis-ability ("Disability Studies" 135). Although explicitly about education, Paul 

Longmore ' s "A Note on Language and the Social Identity of Disabled People," and 

Jenny Corbett ' s "Bad-Mouthing: The Language of Special Needs" examine language and 

its role in perpetuating dominant power structures. Specifically, Corbett looks at political 

correctness through deconstruction theory. Her overarching agenda is to create an entirely 

new language and calls for more studies that expose language games 7 . 

Brueggemann's Lend Me Your Ear: Rhetorical Constructions of Deafness is a 

more broad based study of deafness, rhetoric, and society that includes a substantial 

section on classroom concerns. Specifically she explores the construction of deafness on 

three levels: as a dis-ability, as a pathology, and finally as a culture. She looks at 

language primarily, using rhetorical and linguistic methods of analysis, then casts her 

gaze to images in the media and other institutions, public events involving dis-ability5 and 

societal phenomenon such as technology. 

In the first comprehensive study to connect composition and learning disabilities, 

Patricia Dunn both challenges and confirms what many believe about writing. Learning 

Re-Abled examines the many issues that contribute to the learning disability controversy 
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and provides historical perspectives on LD and composition, showing how the two fields 

complement and conflict with each other. She discusses disagreements surrounding 

different educational approaches and makes sense of the claims and counterclaims of the 

experts. Dunn shows how influential composition theorists fail to account for the 

struggles some students encounter when faced with written projects. In a section focusing 

on a student whom she exposed to both whole language and phonics-based instruction, 

Dunn shows how multisensory links can improve learning. Several other students 

describe their successes and failures in a linguistic-based academic world; their stories 

suggest ways in which all educators might rethink their assumptions about teaching and 

learning. In the final section, Dunn calls for philosophical change and cooperation as well 

as for a pooling of resources from a variety of fields, urging readers to transcend 

disciplinary boundaries. 

Embodied Rhetorics: Disability in Language and Culture, edited by James C. 

Wilson and Cynthia Lewiecki-Wilson, collected critiques of language and cultural 

practices in an effort to "give postmodern rhetorical studies a deeper understanding of 

how difference functions" (backcover). This is an important distinction and also a 

drawback of the collection. The emphasis then is not on rhetoric; rather it is another dis

ability studies text that looks much like the multitude of others. Ellen Barton's "Textual 

Practices of Erasure: Representations of Disability and the Founding of the United Way" 

is a case in point. The essay describes a study of posters and advertisements from the 

United Way campaign from 1949 to 1964. Its purpose is to tease out stereotypes of 

dependency, transcendence, difference, and invisibility in workplace fund-raising. In 
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successfully doing so it serves to reinforce the abled/dis-abled dichotomy and ultimately 

essentializes people with dis-abilities. On one level, her work is interesting, but as readers 

we get no closer to the "complexity of lived experience" Barton argues for. Like early 

research in literature and film, Barton's work does not go beyond announcing the 

negative. 

The essays do, however, present a range of views about language and culture and 

employ differing methodologies: historical interpretation, rhetorical analysis, reflective 

narrative, literary analysis, Marxist analysis, historical study of rhetoric, and 

interpretations of cultural codes, practices, and images. According to the editors, this 

collection constitutes a "rhetorical study" not based on methodology but rather based on 

the idea that all the essays taken together comprise conversation and contestation and 

thus as a whole are rhetorical ( cover). As rhetoric's role in theo1izing and investigating 

dis-ability matures, more works will emerge that take on more directly the subject of 

words and signs. 

Wilson and Lewiecki-Wilson's introductory chapter "Disability, Rhetoric, and the 

Body" attempts to exhibit a symbiotic relationship or at least a mutually beneficial 

pairing of rhetoric and dis-ability. They argue that the "natural" view of dis-ability i.e., as 

tragedy, illness, model for sainthood, is grounded in the dualist traditions in language, yet 

they fall short of endorsing language as the single most instrument of change. Of their 

position and of the other authors featured in the collection they write: 

Although the authors collected here do not all necessarily agree on what 

language can and cannot do or its role in the sociopolitical meaning of dis-
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ability, their essays demonstrate that the work of reassigning meaning to 

dis-ability begins with analyzing the ways the dis-abled have been and are 

inscribed in language and culture. 4 

Without directly stating language's primary importance, in fact, claiming the contrary, 

Wilson and Lewiecki-Wilson have placed the study of language as the necessary first 

step in not only understanding the construction and perpetuation of dis-ability but also 

identifying language as the first place to begin in reconstructing a new vision. 

Disability scholar Gary Woodill, writing in "The Social Semiotics of Disability" 

claims most efforts to understand how "disability is constructed lack depth because they 

do not show how western society's view of disability is deeply rooted in the ways we 

communicate with and about our bodies and the ways language and myths have 

historically conditioned our views of what it means to be disabled" (203). We must, 

asserts W oodill, "research meaning and origins of the words and images about disability 

that form part of the cultural codes we all take for granted and in which ·we are all 

immersed" (204). 

Some scholars have attempted of late to answer Woodill' s challenge. Linda J. 

Rogers and Beth Blue Swadener editors of Semiotics and Dis/ability: Interrogating 

Categories of Difference use applied semiotics as an analytical lens to make sense of first 

person narratives and research summaries. Robin M. Smith for example looks at the 

discourse of inclusion in professional journals in "View from the Ivory Tower: 

Academics Constructing Disability." By closely examining the language and 

communication strategies of higher education professionals in academic journals, she is 
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able to illuminate how various interpretations and meanings of dis-ability frame the 

controversy surrounding full inclusion. Smith showed how well meaning and dedicated 

professionals make decisions and recommendations grounded in attitudes ( as expressed 

in language). If, for example, the educator sees a student with a dis-ability as in need of 

repair and lacking, then the decisions emanating from that view would suggest students 

be segregated. If, on the other hand dis-ability is viewed as a strength and people with 

dis-abilities seen as full members of society entitled to full rights, then it is likely that 

these professionals are advocates for integration. Her research looked specifically at 

labels, terms, and themes academics used in the journals. 

While the contributing authors of this text generally acknowledge dis-ability 

studies as framed in terms of deviance, stigma, marginality, normalization and identity 

politics, they resist having their work dominated by the constructs of exclusion and 

marginal status. This approach serves to open multiple ways of examining dis-ability. N. 

Kagendo Muta explores the cultural construction of physical dis-ability along side the 

semiotics of accessibility. In semiotics, signs operate at three levels - the iconic, 

indexical, and symbolic. Hence, the meaning of such signs of accessibility can be 

constructed at any of the three levels in which they operate. Specifically, Muta looks at 

the ramp as a sign of accessibility, the degree at which it functions for people who use it, 

and how it functions within the prevailing value system of Kenya. 

This survey of representations in contemporary dis-ability research in the 

humanities underscores the dynamic nature of language and proves that current rhetoricai 

theory and social semiotics can be useful tools that can both more thoroughly describe the 
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complexities of dis-ability and accurately predict social outcomes related to it. It also 

underscores the relative dearth of studies focused specifically on language. Because 

language is implicated in all the areas of inquiry related to dis-ability, rhetorical 

scholarship can and must reconstruct these issues on its own terms. Social semiotics can 

add much to this inquiry because, like current rhetorical theory, it represents a challenge 

to the 'literal' and rejects the possibility that words or signs can represent reality neutrally 

(Chandler 123). 

Making a strong case for the pairing of rhetoric and dis-ability, Wilson and 

Lewiecki-Wilson define the postmodern rhetor's relationship to classical rhetoric and her 

potential usefulness in forwarding the dis-ability movement's agenda: 

Postmodern rhetoricians argue that rhetoric is not a neutral instrument to 

reflect or describe the world, not the art of rational debate, but the art of 

critique, refutation, position, and action. Understanding that all language 

practices are positioned and interested, postmodern rhetoricians analyze 

and study the history of the relations between language and power. 

Although it is defined negatively, postmodern rhetoric nevertheless is 

deeply concerned with issues of justice. Classical rhetoric traditionally 

has had the restricted meaning of persuasive argument in civic debate. But 

disability activists - who actively monitor and lobby Congress and the 

courts reeducate the public from a disability perspective, and write and 

speak for change - illustrate that, from a postmodern perspective, 

classical and postmodern rhetorics really are not separable. From a 
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postmodern perspective, refutation, persuasion, and action are mutually 

constituted out of the position and goals of the speaker/writer. Postmodern 

rhetoricians extend rhetorical analyses beyond an immediate text to 

investigate the interconnections of language and material practices. 2-3 

In Linton's Claiming Disability: Knowledge and Identity the author argues for 

integrating dis-ability studies into the school curriculum for reasons that go beyond the 

walls of the institution. Changing the dominant epistemology would not only challenge 

medical interpretations of dis-ability, it would open an investigation of metaphors that 

would render more useful readings of texts, challenge the normal/ abnormal dichotomy, 

and eventually create research and theories that are more representative, legitimate, and 

complete. 

Summary 

In the previous sections, I have identified the major theoretical underpinnings 

framing research in dis-ability and language that provides direction for the present study. 

Additionally, I have made specific reference to the contributions of dis-ability scholars to 

our understanding of the way language and culture are implicated in the construction of 

dis-ability. This literature has highlighted both the usefulness of these contributions in 

advancing a progressive research agenda and the limitations of past research efforts. It is 

these limitations, specifically our limited understanding of the role oflanguage in socially 

constructing dis-ability, which provides the impetus for this study. 
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Notes for Chapter Two 

1 See Hahn 1988; Bogdan 1988; Saxton 1987; Stone 1984; Lane 1992; Liachowitz 1988; Longmore 1985; 
and Zola 1982. 

2 See also Oliver Sacks's Seeing Voices: A Journey into the World of the Deaf For more recent examples 
of the forceful pairing of theory and political action, see also, Marta Russell's Beyond Ramps: Disability at 
the End of the Social Contract and James I. Charlton's Nothing About US Without US: Disability 
Oppression and Empowerment. 

3 c.f. Byrd; Kent. 

4 
see also "The Sex Life of a Gimp." 

5 See also Thomas G. Crouser's Recovering Bodies: Illness, Disability, and Life Writing. 

6 
c.f. Morris; Hillyer 

7 
c.f. Coleman and DePaulo; Zola 1993. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

METHODS 

In this chapter I offer readers one explicit way to look at dis-ability in 

composition textbooks by combining aspects of critical discourse analysis, rhetoric, and 

social semiotics. First, I introduce and then systematically outline particular parts of the 

three approaches. Next, I suggest ways in which they can fit together. Finally, I describe 

the steps used in this study to select textbooks for analysis and ultimately address the 

research questions as described in the "Introduction," i.e., how is the concept of dis

ability constructed in composition textbooks? How does the language of composition 

texts contribute to, challenge, or otherwise subvert dominant constructions of dis-ability? 

What implications can these findings have for writing practices? 

Critical Discourse Analysis 

Since the early 1980s, Norman Fairclough's research has focused on critical 

discourse analysis - including the place of language in social relations of power and 

ideology, and how language figures in processes of social change. His key current 

interest is in language as an element in contemporary social changes that are widely 

referred to as "globalization." His research is based upon the theoretical claim that 

discourse is an element of social life, dialectically interconnected with other elements, 

and may have constructive and transformative (performative) effects on other elements 

(Fairclough, Lancaster). 
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Before going further, I need to address the issue of definition for the terms 

"discourse" and "language." Discourse, as Fairclough uses it and as I will use it, brings to 

the foreground researchers' concerns with social issues in the study oflanguage. It is a 

term used by social scientists working in many different fields that recognize the 

important role of language in social processes. Discourse is a broad term. The title of this 

dissertation, Dis-Ability in Composition Textbooks: A Rhetoric of Difference is chosen 

deliberately to connect the investigation of the texts used in first-year writing courses to 

an emphasis on the social construction of dis-ability as difference. Language, on the other 

hand, is narrow. It is a part of discourse and cannot be reduced from it. But, "just as 

'discourse' highlights the social aspect oflanguage, the term 'language' highlights the 

linguistic aspect of discourse" (Ivanic 37). 

Critical discourse theory also makes the empirical claim that discourse has in 

many ways become a more significant and potent element of social life in the 

contemporary world, and that more general processes of current social change often seem 

to be initiated and driven by changes in discourse. Fairclough, in Language and Power, 

states that the very properties of language are determined by social conditions and that 

social conditions determine the larger properties of discourse. However, he is quick to 

add, "in so far as dominant conventions are resisted or contested, language use can 

contribute to changing social relationships" (20). It is Fairclough's bold claim then that 

discourse analysis, including linguistic analysis, has a great deal more to contiibute to 

research on social change and globalization than is generally recognized (Fairclough, 

Lancaster). 
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Fairclough's guide to critical language study as explicated in Language and 

Power breaks down into a three stage procedure: 1) description of the text, 2) 

interpretation of the relationship between text and interaction, and 3) explanation of the 

relationship between interaction and social context. The focused attention to the text is in 

keeping with Fairclough's methodology, as "[l]anguage connects with the social through 

being the primary domain of ideology and being both a site of, and stake in, stmggles for 

power" (Language 15). Through his research, Fairclough demonstrates how language is 

socially constructed and as such is the most powerful of all semiotic media for the social 

construction of reality. 

The first phase, and the most extensive phase of analysis, is text description. It 

centers around three values that formal features can exhibit: experiential, relational, and 

expressive. These values are explored by answering questions within the categories of 

vocabulary, grammar, and textual structures. 

Experiential values address the ways in which ideology can be coded in 

vocabulary, grammar, and in classification schemes within the text. Here the analyst 

identifies ideological differences in the text's representations of the world from that of 

other texts. Doing so helps place the text within an ideological framework, such as one 

belonging to conservatives or extremists. At the level of the word, analysts note the 

words surrounding other words, note words that are paired or co--occurring, and words 

that may be ideologically contested. As an example, the use of the word 'crip' would set 

off ideological signals based on certain wider contextual experiences with the term. 
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At the grammatical level, experiential values are expressed in language codes 

related to actions or relationships, people, animals, or inanimate objects and in the ways 

spatial and temporal circumstances, or possibly manner of occurrence, are presented 

through language. The first sub-question asks: "What types of process and participant 

predominate? (Fairclough Language 120). To find the answer analysts label simple 

declarative sentences to identify grammatical patterns, i.e., subject-verb (SV), subject

verb-object (SVO), and subject-verb-compliment (SVC). In this way the analyst can 

determine the type of process used by the producer in relating an occurrence. For 

example, the choice producers make in an SVO pattern typically, but not always, 

foregrounds action, e.g., Bush (S) attacks (V) terrorism (0). The action involves two 

participants, an agent and a patient with the agent acting upon the patient. SY patterns 

foreground events, e.g., The war in the Middle East (S) has escalated (V), or non-direct 

action, e.g. Bush (S) was golfing (V), and involve just one participant. If the SY sentence 

is non-direct it answers the question: What did the (the subject) do? If it is an event it 

answers the question: What (has) happened? (Fairclough Language 122). The SVC 

pattern features attribution, e.g., Reno is powerful and, like the SY pattern involves just 

one participant and no patient. 

The point in describing simple sentence processes is to identity choices writers 

make in either highlighting or mitigating a sense of agency. Lessons three and four of 

Joseph Williams' well known writing manual Style: Ten Lessons in Clarity and Grace, 

are devoted to this issue, addressed in the name of successful communication. "In 

general, we judge prose to be clearest when agents of actions regularly appear as subjects 
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of verbs" ( 64 ). Clear writing can be a struggle, however, because not all language use is 

unconscious. Fairclough advises analysts to "[b ]e sensitive to possible ideologically 

motivated obfuscation [particularly that] of agency, causualty, and responsibility" 

(Language 124 ). Beyond creating unclear prose, sentences without obvious agents and 

actions can be written in order to avoid blame, place blame, or evade accountability. Take 

the following example from a utility company statement: 

Monthly hearings will be held before the Public Service Commission for 

the purpose of considering authorization to permit Citizens Power 

Company to reflect in monthly billings to its customers charges or credits 

for changes in appropriate items of expense associated with purchased 

and net interchange power from a base cost included in previously 

approved rate levels. Macrorie 23 

The text hides the agency, avoids the blame, and obfuscates the message that the 

consumer's monthly electric bill will be increased. 

Identifying assumptions made by text producers about the assumed audience is an 

important step in uncovering ideology as it is revealed in grammar. It presents the 

opportunity here to discuss a central component of this larger methodology. According to 

Fairclough, writers construct an ideal reader, an imagined audience who shares with the 

producer particular intertextual experiences. These so called "presuppositions" made by 

the producer are "cued in texts, by a considerable list of formal features [ including but 

not limited to J definite articles, subordinate clauses, wh- questions, and that- clauses after 

certain verbs" (Language 152). Here and elsewhere throughout the description stage, 
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Fairclough encourages the analyst to move in no predictable order from text to author to 

audience to social conditions, to outside texts and back again (see graphic illustration). 

"The concept of intertextual context requires us [analysts] to view discourse and texts 

from a historical perspective, in contrast with the more usual position in language studies 

which would regard a text as analyzable without reference to other texts, in abstraction 

from its historical context" (Language 155). In order to do this the analyst has to compare 

one discourse to many others and be aware of social events occurring before, during, and 

after the discourse under analysis to help place it or situate it historically. 

Experiential values show up in classification schemes as well. In rhetorical terms 

we can recall the many ways in which arrangement affects the reception of a text. Textual 

structures also include ways to think about and organize concepts. Menopause, for 

example, can be discussed variously as a dis-ease, a personal problem, and a stage of life. 

Clues to identifying which paradigm constrains a particular discourse could be found in 

looking at the system of organization. By asking: how is this structure like a medical 

text? an advice column? an informational pamphlet? the analyst comes closer to finding 

the ideological framework for the text. 

The second value, relational, addresses "how a text's choice of wording depends 

on, and helps create social relationships between participants" (Language 116). 

According to Fairclough, text producers prefer employing relational values, which focus 

on the audience, in place of expressive values, which focus inwardly on the producer. 

Writers strive to build, in Burke's nomenclature, "identification" with the reader. 
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To determine relational values in a text the analysts notices such formal features 

such as euphemisms, use of formal or informal language, modality, pronouns, and 

sentence types. As with experiential value, the analyst substitutes one fom1 for another to 

determine varying effects, asking questions along these lines: what is altered if the 

pronoun "us" is substituted for "you" in a particular instance? What would be the overall 

influence? Fairclough tells users to take into account other choices that might have been 

made within the constraints of the genre. For example, ask why a particular word choice 

instead of another, or why a declarative sentence instead of an imperative one, so that the 

analyst's focus is alternating between what is there and the possibilities for what could be 

there. In general terms, it is helpful to ask the question, "Why this and not that?" 

The third attribute of the description phase is termed the expressive value. As 

Fairclough notes, the study of persuasion has always included the close study of words 

for their communicative value (Language 119). In this analytical focus, he adds to the 

tradition a juxtaposition of discourse types with a particular focus on the words used in 

order to reveal the ideological inconsistencies that occur when expressive values clash 

with classification schemes. "A speaker expresses evaluations through drawing on 

classification schemes which are, in part, systems of evaluation (Language 119). 

By way of example, I call attention to Scott Lissner's unpublished work on the 

American's with Disabilities Act (ADA) statement in university syllibi. He presents 

workshops on the ADA statement and its subsequent variations made by professors in 

their attempts ( deliberate or incidental) to emphasize certain legal, educational, 

humanitarian, or personal values regarding the inclusion of students with dis-abilities in 
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university classrooms. By analyzing the variations and deviations, Lissner can then reveal 

intentions and attitudes by the professors pertaining to the course, the subject, the 

students, teaching and learning, dis-ability in general, and the nature of students seeking 

accommodations. 

Metaphors are also a kind of classification scheme that offers insight into the way 

writers value or devalue certain ideas. Metaphors are linguistic evidence, proof that we 

think or conceive within structures. According to George Lakoff, "[t]he essence of 

metaphor is understanding and experiencing one kind of thing in terms of another 

(Metaphors 5). In our culture, argument, for example, is war. We win or lose arguments; 

defend ourselves against verbal attack; War, on the other hand, is often announced in 

terminology other than war, i.e., heroes, victims, costs, national interest. "What metaphor 

does is limit what we notice, highlight what we do see, and provide part of the inferential 

structure that we reason with ("Metaphor and War"). 

Metaphors surrounding dis-ability can be very revealing. Depending on the 

metaphors used in composition texts, dis-ability can be presented alternately as one more 

problem in the diversity dilemma, a pro and con debate, a social condition needing 

attention, a medical condition waiting for a technological cure, a matter of mercy, proof 

of God's greatness/wrath, an opportunity to understand difference. 

Additionally, analysts can look for claims to knowledge, authority, or truth made 

by the producer. Special focus is on modals such as "may," "might," "must," "could," 

etc. For example, "may" signals permission; "must" signals obligation. Paying attention 

to models is important on two levels. They indicated who has the authority in a 
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relationship, and second, use of models in relationship to truth claims indicates whether 

the statement is a truth or a probability (126-27). 

The outline below provides a guide to the description stage. Some questions or 

formal features on Fairclough's chart did not apply to the texts under this investigation, 

while other formal features needed to be added. This chart is adapted from Fairclough's 

chart as presented in Language and Power, and is revised to be more useful to this 

particular study, one focused, as it is, on textbooks. I should also note that the outline as 

offered by Fairclough is intended as a guide only. 

A. Vocabulary 

1. What experiential values do words have? 

What classification schemes are drawn upon? 

Are there words that are ideologically contested? 

Is rewording or over-wording apparent? 

What ideologically significant meaning relations (synonymy, hyponymy, 

antonym) are there between words? 

2. What relational values do words have? 

Are there euphemistic expressions? 

Are there markedly formal or informal words? 

3. What expressive values do words have? 

4. What metaphors are used? 

B. Grammar 

5. What experiential values do grammatical features have? 
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What types of process and participant predominate? 

Is agency unclear? 

Are processes what they seem? 

Are nominalizations used? 

Are sentences active or passive? 

Are sentences positive or negative? 

6. What relational values do grammatical features have? 

What modes ( declarative, grammatical question, imperative) are used? 

Are there important features or relational modality? 

Are the pronouns 'we' and 'you' used? If so, how? 

7. What expressive values do grammatical features have? 

Are there important features of expressive modality? 

8. How are (simple) sentences linked together? 

What logical connectors are used? 

Are complex sentences characterized by coordination or subordination? 

What means are used for ref erring inside and outside the text? 

C. Textual structures 

9. What interactional conventions are used? 

Are there ways in which one participant controls the turns of others? 

10. What larger-scale structures does the text have? 

As mentioned above, the set of formal features is a guideline or starting point. 

Analysts are encouraged to use a range of related texts that can add features more 
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relevant to the texts under investigation. Among other supplemental sources, I include 

George Lakoffs work in metaphor, Paul Gee's work in sentence structure, and Joseph 

Williams' work with agency and action to enhance Fairclough's model. 

After a thorough investigation of description, the second phase of analysis 

interprets the relationship between text and interaction. As Fairclough so often reminds 

us, the relationship between text and society is indirect and mediated by the larger 

discourse. The textual features described in the initial stage can only operate within a 

social context (Language 140). The second stage of analysis is intended to "correct 

delusions of autonomy on the part of subjects in discourse. It makes explicit what for 

participants is generally implicit: the dependence of discourse practice on the 

unexplicated common sense assumptions of MR [members' resources] and discourse 

types" (162). Briefly, members' resources (MR) is a term Fairclough uses to describe the 

memory bank people contain and draw on when interpreting or producing text. It includes 

but is not limited to their individual knowledge and experience of language, 

representations of the natural and social world worlds they inhabit, values, beliefs, and 

assumptions (Language 24). 

It is important to distinguish here the role of the analyst in explaining the 

participants' thoughts. Unlike the participant interpreter, the analyst needs to be able to 

explain what she is doing. "For the critical analyst, moreover, the aim is to eliminate even 

that difference: to develop self-consciousness about the rootedness of discourse in 

common-sense assumptions of MR [member resources]" (167). To that end, the analyst 

must ground interpretations in a relevant social theory. "the aim is to bridge the gap 
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between analyst and participant through the widespread development of rational 

understanding of, and theories of, society" (167). The theories of society I use to frame 

my understandings are those used in dis-ablity studies and presented in "Chapter Two" 

most apparently materialism and feminism. 

The following is a list identifying and summarizing the multi-layered process of 

interpretation according to Fairclough: 

1. Context: what interpretation(s) are participants giving to the situational 

and intertextual contexts? [In other words, what information are they 

supplying in order to fill in the blanks of the text?] 

2. Discourse type(s): what discourse type(s) are being drawn upon (hence 

what rules, systems or principles of phonology, grammar, sentence 

cohesion, vocabulary, semantics and pragmatics; and what schemata, 

frames and scripts)? 

3. Difference and change: are answers to questions 1 and 2 different for 

different participants? And do they change during the course of the 

interaction? 162 

With an emphasis on situational context and discourse type in this stage, the analyst is 

constantly moving back and forth from level to level, e.g., societal, institutional, and 

situational, asking the following questions at each step: What is going on? Vvho's 

involved? In what relations? What is the role of language in what is taking place? 

The third phase serves to explain the relationship between interaction and social 

context. As Fairclough states "[ e ]xplanation is a matter of seeing a discourse as part of 
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processes of social struggle, within a matrix of relations of power" (163). In order to be 

insightful during this particular phase the researcher needs to be aware of the social melee 

surrounding the text and the larger discourse. The following questions are a pertinent 

starting point: 

1. Social determinants: what power relations at situational, institutional 

and societal levels help shape this discourse? 

2. Ideologies: what elements of MR which are drawn upon constitute an 

ideological character? 

3. Effects: how is this discourse positioned in relation to struggles at the 

situational, institutional, and societal levels? Are these strnggles overt 

or covert? Is the discourse normative with respect to MR or creative? 

Does it contribute to sustaining existing power relations, or 

transforming them? 166 

I have shown the entire dynamic process of discourse as text, interaction, and 

context in the following chart: 1 The diagram illustrates graphically how words are 

themselves embedded in the processes and social forces which (re )produce them. 

Fairclough shows how a text ( either written or spoken) is inextricable from the processes 

of production and interpretation that create it. These processes, in tum, are inseparable 

from the local, institutional, and socio-historical conditions of which the participants are 

situated. 
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Discourse as text, interaction, and context 

Rhetorical Analysis 

Kenneth Burke supplies for this study a framework for the rhetorical analysis of 

language as symbolic action. As a rhetorician, he is interested in the drama of human 

relationships. The pentad, a schematic comprised of act, scene, agent, agency, and 

purpose combine to answer the questions, "What is involved when we say what people 

are doing and why they are doing it? (GM xv). The pentad turns the elements of drama 
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into generating principles or questions. "Burke's pentad functions grammatically as a 

means of articulating the relationship among ideas, how words about motives fit together 

to explain human action" (Blakesley 8). 

According to Glenn F. Stillar, a scholar who has applied Burke's methodology in 

creative combinations with other methods, Burke "is concerned with understanding how, 

in drawing upon the meaning-making resources of symbolic systems, instances of 

discourse constitute socially motivated, oriented, and consequential acts" (58). Like 

Fairclough, Burke "is concerned with understanding how ... the nature of systems of 

symbolic resources not only enables symbolic acts to be recognizably meaningful but 

also powerfully constrains symbol users by circumscribing the conditions and 

consequences of their acts" (Stiller 58). 

Stillar, writing in Analyzing Everyday Texts: Discourse, Rhetoric, and Social 

Perspectives summarizes what is for many scholars working at the intersection of 

language and social context a critical connection to Burke: 

Rhetorical analysis, in a Burkean perspective, focuses on our dual 

relationship to symbolic action and symbolic systems. That is to say, 

symbolic systems enable us to construct a world of experience and 

orientation. Through symbols, we actively shape and interpret worlds and 

orient ourselves to those represented worlds and the other agents in them. 

They constitute our ways of knowing and acting in the world. At the same 

time, the symbol systems and symbol-using patterns of our cultures define 

us as social agents. They constitute our ways of being in the world. 60 
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The assumption that the way in which we express ourselves greatly influences the 

way in which we relate in society is a complete inversion of what many of us have been 

taught to believe about motives. Burke is saying that motives lie not only in some kind of 

experience beyond symbols, but also in symbols. Language is more than a tool of 

communication, it is the basis for action. 

Discussion of Concepts 

In compiling a basic discussion of concepts from which I draw my analysis, I start 

with Burke's definition of man (sic) because it leads to a cluster of other tem1s relating to 

rhetoric. According to Sonia Foss, "Burke's definition of the human being summarizes 

the major concepts of his perspective on rhetoric ... symbolic action, the negative, 

hierarchy, perfection and guilt" (197). Burke's definition of man (sic) is "the symbol

using [symbol-making, symbol-misusing] animal, inventor of the negative [not found in 

nature], separated from the natural condition by instruments of his own making, goaded 

by the spirit of hierarchy (or moved by a sense of order) and rotten with perfection" (LSA 

16). 

The Negative 

Citing the Korzybski school of linguistics, Burke emphasizes that language must 

be discounted to be used properly (RR 18). In other words, the word is not the thing it 

names. This is the paradox of the negative: all words for the non-symbolic must discuss 

this realm by terms of what it is not. Burke also cites the work of Henri Bergson's 

Creative Evolution, particularly "The Idea of Nothing," and its importance to the theory 
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of language. For Bergson, the negative is a purely linguistic phenomenon because there 

are no negatives in nature (19). 

After laying the foundation that language must use a negative and that the 

negative is purely a creation of language, Burke modifies the negative in Dramatism. 

Considering the negative dramatistically, as a matter of action, Burke suggests that we 

begin with the hortatory ( or advisory) negative (thou shalt not) (20). Such a shift takes the 

negative out of the idea of nothing (scientific) into the idea of"no" or otherwise stated, 

into the realm of action. In this manner, Burke's unique characterization of the negative is 

more than a simple assertion of "is" or "is not." It implies a rhetorically expressed 

motivation within the rules of a communication system. 

Because the negative always functions with reference to particular logonomic 

systems - including its contexts and participants - it is hortatory, admonitory. Every 

logonomic system has its resources for marking the negative and hence constraining 

symbolic action in terms of the rules of the system. The negative, whether marked 

explicitly or implicitly compels participants to act accordingly because transgressing the 

negative courts guilt (Stillar 82). 

Separated by Instruments of Our Own Making 

According to Stillar, this clause emphasizes the pervasiveness of the framing and 

alienating effect of logonomic systems in our social practices. The rules of logonomic 

systems, such as the classificatory function of registers, for example, do not exist in a 

vacuum: They are established, recognized, and practiced by social groups in real 

contexts. They are instruments of our own making. An instrument in the sense of a 
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property of a logonomic system is not merely a tool: It is a semiotic practice. It separates 

us from our natural condition ( our place in physical, chemical, biological, and ecological 

systems) in several ways. First, signs are not the "things" signified. For example, the 

word "hunger" is not the sensation of hunger. Second, symbolic action (naming for 

example) selects and deflects; it directs attention to what is being used. It therefore 

separates us from other aspects of the symbolized. Given that terms reflect reality, they 

also by nature deflect other aspects in the selection process. Burke calls this point of view 

the Terministic screen being used. A Terministic Screen affects the very nature of our 

communication and limits what can and cannot be said. Terministic Screens therefore 

separate us from other aspects through deflection ( e.g., what other Terministic Screens 

emphasize). Third, and perhaps most significant, logonomic systems reflect, construct, 

and reproduce divisions and inequities in social systems. For various reasons, not every 

person has access to and control of particular inventories that work to construct the social 

fields in which they participate (Stillar 83-4). As participants, they reflect and reproduce 

conditions that may work against their larger social standing. 

Goaded by the Spirit of Hierarchy 

Logonomic systems create and reproduce hierarchies of many different varieties. 

On one hand, logonomic systems are based in rules for the production and exchange of 

discourse that are intended to function in particular social fields. Hierarchy results 

because access to and control of the resources of logonomic systems is unequal. Division 

and categories of difference structure a field of "haves" and "have-nots." For example, 

some participants' linguistic competence is more positively valued than others. On the 
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other hand, "[t]he 'perfection' of a logonomic system itself - the entelechy of its rules 

and resources - constructs a kind of graded hierarchy in which sanctioned and proper 

combinations of its resources, by virtue of their fonnal 'elegance,' are valorized (Stillar 

85). That is to say, using language in creative ways while still playing within the rules is 

rewarded. The unstable nature of the hierarchies within a logonomic system creates a 

dynamic that invites language variation and opens the door to social change. 

It is in this discussion of hierarchies that Burke comes closest to Fairclough in 

suggesting a framework for understanding social change. According to both, there is a 

strong pressure in any culture context to conform to dominant values, beliefs, and 

practices because they seem to be the means for achieving social, and often financial 

gains. However, doing so serves to maintain the status quo and benefits the interests of 

the privileged few. However, the "patterns of privileging," the system of values, 

practices, and beliefs are not fixed, and as such invite conflict and change. 

Rotten with Perfection 

We are in the condition of living through symbol systems that are "perfect" in the 

sense that the rules and resources combine in a logic or grammar appropriate to the 

system itself. We face the consequences ( experiencing guilt) of breaking the rules of that 

logic when its negatives are moralized and when the spirit of hierarchy provokes us to 

move against it (Stillar 87). We are "rotten" because of our compulsion to stick to the 

rules. In Permanence and Change, Burke explains the terms: guilt, purification, and 

redemption as representing the effects of acceptance and rejection of a hierarchy. He 

tended to see all hierarchies and social order as perpetually engaged in dramas. Dramatic 
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action occurs because people object to the functions and relationships imposed by the 

hierarchy. Whenever people reject the traditional hierarchy, they feel as if they fail and 

consequently acquire a feeling of guilt. Burke believed that guilt is inherent in society 

because people cannot accept all of the traditional hierarchy with all the demands it 

places on them. Viewed in this light, hierarchy is not necessarily bad. It offers us an 

opportunity for conflict and ultimately greater awareness and understanding and growth. 

Transformation 

Symbolic acts always involve some sort of transformation. In forming identities, 

one must "slough off ingredients that are irrelevant to this purpose" (Burke PLF 38). 

Burke posits identification and consubstantiation as the fundamental functions of rhetoric 

because the struggles between social agents - implied by the division and segregation of 

their interests, motives, resources, and power - are both the grounds for and outcome of 

symbolic action. Transforming the world of motion into the realm of action is the human 

condition. 

Dramatistic Approach and Symbolic Action 

Dramatism is the study of symbolic action. It is the central tenet in Burke's 

approach in analyzing human communication. In Philosophy of Literary Form Burke 

poetically describes the symbolic act as " the dancing of an attitude" (9). Words act 

dramatically to move, persuade, define, identify, entertain, separate, inspire, infuriate, etc. 

Burke's definition of what it means to be human is central to Dramatism as illustrated in 

the following schematic. 
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When conditions change, rejection of some of the tradition occurs. Each social 

institution--family, church, school, clubs, relationships, and political systems, has its own 

hierarchy. When the demands imposed by one hierarchy conflict with those of another, 

rejection is inevitable (PC). 

Transforming the world of motion into the realm of action is the human condition. 

... 
If action 
... then 
drama ... then 
conflict. 

t 
Symbolic actions 
are motivated 

t 

If conflict ... then 
victimage .. . 
feeding back into 
the cycle 

... Language and 
thought are modes 
of action 

If order 
... then guilt. If guilt ... then the need 

for redemption BUT 
any such "payment'' is 
victimage . .. feeding 
back into the cycle 

Why? Because of the 
logologic of our 
symbolic resources 

' Motives are the factors 
that give meaning to 
motion 

Actions arise from 
motives 

Systems of motives serve as J.11 
Terministic screens, linguistic ,.... 
products that provide patterns 
for interpreting life's activities 
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In order to deal with rejection so common in the social drama, Burke suggests 

society uses two forms of ritual purification, mortification and/or victimage, as a 

resolution for guilt. The first, mortification, involves personal sacrifice by the guilty. The 

individual or group experiencing guilt makes a symbolic offering to appease society and 

thus restore balance and social order. A person accused of wrongdoing acknowledges it 

publicly and may offer an explanation or perform some act of remorse. Dramas are 

frequently based on the principle of victimage, a purging of guilt through a scapegoat that 

symbolizes guilt. 

The act of purification then must be appropriate to the sin of the guilty for the 

drama to succeed as an act of redemption. The extent of self-sacrifice or scapegoating 

must equal the degree of guilt caused by the rejection of the social order, otherwise 

redemption is not achieved. The removal from office or loss of position in the hierarchy 

may be either insufficient or excessive punishment relative to the disruption suffered by 

the social order. Often, the scapegoat is an outsider. Once the rite of purification has been 

performed and is in proportion with the guilt, the individual feels redeemed or made · 

acceptable again by her accusers. She is then able to function in the hierarchy until the 

burden of guilt becomes overbearing again and the process repeats. 

Social Semiotic Analysis 

Social semiotics is the study of human social meaning-making practices. 

Researchers working in the social semiotic paradigm develop analytical and theoretical 

frameworks for showing how meanings are made (Thibault). These theories and 

approaches grew out of distinct disciplines, many of them oriented to specific codes and 
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practices. Typically, these various disciplines have fed into our understanding of social 

semiotics, rather than being the application of a particular theory (Hodge and Kress 272). 

Merging Fairclough's critical discourse analysis with Burke's social and linguistic 

aspects and social semiotics as I have for this study is in keeping with this tradition. 

Additionally, combining them extends their theoretical applications. The claims of 

Fairclough and of Burke work together and are consistent with the larger project of what 

we know as social semiotics. 

Social semiotics is useful here because it extends the range of materials to be 

investigated. These include, in addition to the wide array of linguistic materials, somatic, 

pictorial, actions, and other semiotic modalities. "Social semioticians do not pretend that 

their theories and the analytical constructs that are derived from them are a neutral or 

value-free 'window' on an objective and pre-existent reality. Nor do they deny, however, 

the fundamental and constitutive importance of the physical-material domain .. . " 

(Thibault). Researchers are actually looking for patterns between the participants and 

their social activity within larger social practices. That is to say, events, texts, or actions 

alone do not hold meaning independently of context. The meaning is constructed though 

their use. A textbook, for example, viewed through the lens of social semiotics, has 

meaning only when used by the community. Community here includes students and 

instructors, publishers, authors, investors, legislators, etc. Who is using them, how they 

are being used, and for what purposes, are all-important considerations. 

The following illustration represents the dialectic relationship between the text 

and social context beginning with the smallest unit in existence - the message. Messages 
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are situated within a social context and purpose. They have an origin (best thought of as a 

purpose) and a goal. The messages inside a text refer to things outside that are supposedly 

related to the larger world. Because their meaning derives from this representation, it has 

socially recognized unity. As messages pass back and forth between participants, the 

process is completed. Discourse, again, refers to the social process in which texts are 

embedded. The entire system is constantly being reproduced and reconstituted through 

the production of texts. Textbooks, thought of as a weaving together of socially 

constituted meanings, make particularly interesting sites of inquiry as they are both the 

material realization of a sign system and also the site where change continually takes 

place. 

87 



The following example is a textual sample of how I imagine the three related 

approaches working together. I take as my artifact an investigation of the Americans with 

Disabilities (ADA) statement in course syllabi. 

As I have discussed, words used about dis-ability are attached to symbols. These 

symbols are in tum invested with meaning. By examining the values these symbols 

propagate and then by juxtaposing these values with what we accept as reality, gaps will 

become apparent. For example, referring to the Americans with Dis-abilities Act (ADA) 

in course syllabi invokes the principles of equality and social justice often without 

acknowledging the glaring inconsistency between the ideal classroom, one that 

successfully accommodates all cognitive and physical differences, and the actual 

experiences of students with and without dis-abilities. "The gap" as discussed here 

between symbol and reality promises to be an important source of information. Also, it 

will be useful to understand the motives of the instructor who, as is often done, revises 

the statement to reflect a pedagogy and ideology that is more consistent with his personal 

belief system, one that runs counter to the institution's motivations. Investigating dis

ability in this manner, I believe, will open another layer of understanding concerning how 

words together with culture and communication systems work to create meaning. 

Procedures 

In this section, I describe the exact steps taken to address the research questions: 

How is the concept of dis-ability constructed in composition textbooks? How does 

language contribute to, challenge, or otherwise subvert dominant constructions of dis-

ability? 
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In an effort to select the texts under investigation, I searched the Faculty Center 

Network (FCN), an on-line resource designed as an electronic database for faculty to 

review college-level textbooks. The FCN is produced and maintained by MBS Textbook 

Exchange Inc. Each entry contains author information including biographies; cover 

images, book summaries, and table of contents, sample chapters and prefaces. Two 

important features of the FCN are the subject ranking and book usage data. MBS has 

taken its demand data from over 3,000 wholesale accounts and devised a way to show 

how often textbooks are adopted; and rank textbooks by subject category (About FCJV). 

Searching the database twice, first using the search term "composition" and then 

using the search term "rhetoric," I was able to compile a list of over 1,000 textbooks 

targeted toward use in first-year composition courses. Using the sort function, I narrowed 

the list to top selling texts. While there are mechanisms in place both in publishing and 

higher education that encourage the production of textbooks, publishing does not mean 

that a book will find an audience. For that reason I limited my focus to those books that 

are experiencing a certain level of use. I contacted the publishers of these texts, asking 

them for exam copies. All publishers, except Bedford St Maiiin's, complied in a timely 

manner. In the case of most of their books, I was forced to order and purchase them from 

my own private funds. Next, I revisited the original list to identify specific books that 

indicated a focus on difference or diversity or that claimed to draw on a range of cultural 

topics. By reading the table of contents and scanning sample chapters I was able to 

request titles with greater certainty that dis-ability was in fact an included topic. From a 

review of approximately fifty textbooks, I defined the following categories: 1) The silent 
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majorit/- textbooks that contain no mention of disability beyond the occasional essay 

on AIDS. 2) Textbooks that include one or several writings of mixed genre that engages 

in a discussion of dis-ability either directly or indirectly. 3) Texts that include an entire 

section or chapter devoted to dis-ability issues. I continued to classify textbooks until I 

became certain that any textbook I examined would fall into one of the above categories. 

Within these categories, I selected representative textbooks to analyze. 

In the next chapter, Chapter Four, I demonstrate how the critical tools I have 

selected are used to answer the research questions. 
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Notes to Chapter Three 

1 This is an adaptation of Fairclough's own diagrammatic representation of discourse as text, interaction 
and context. Roz Ivanic (Writing and Identity) subsequently added the arrows. I have added the broken 
lines to highlight the permeable membrane, the back and forth flow or exchange between the layers . 

2 The number of such texts is astounding when considering the pervasiveness of dis-ability. But even more 
astounding is the number of texts that claim to be about difference but have patented omissions of dis
ability as a category of difference. One such case in point is Bizzell and Herzberg's Negotiating Difference: 
Cultural Case Studies for Composition. The tome, containing 963 pages, aims to explore cultural conflicts 
within a historical context. At the micro-level dis-ability is included via the literature but not as a place to 
negotiate difference. Within such topics as women, work, and slavery lies the potential to deepen 
discussions by including dis-ability as a negotiated difference. Choice, as later explored in Chapter Four, 
can be thought of as a type of negative - affirming some notions of difference while negating another. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

FINDINGS 

The most important literature for writing teachers is 

not theoretical or historical; writing teachers depend 

on textbooks, and it is in the textbooks that we gain 

the most accurate idea of what is really going on in 

the field. There seem to be thousands of them. They 

flow into any writing program like Noah's flood, 

threatening to swamp whole offices. 

Richard Marius 468 

In this chapter, I report the findings from my study of composition textbooks, i.e., 

rhetorics, handbooks, cross-cultural anthologies, readers, and argument texts. As featured 

in Chapter Three, these findings are a result of combining aspects of critical discourse 

analysis, rhetoric, and social semiotics as a particular methodology. In the beginning of 

this chapter I will identify the textbooks I have chosen as a focus and describe how I 

selected them within the previously described categories. A discussion of the findings 

will follow. 

From an initial selection and survey of over twenty-five textbooks, 1 I have chosen 

four as a manageable focus to illustrate the findings. The four textbooks are: In Context: 

Participating in Cultural Conversations, written by Ann Merle Feldman, Nancy Downs, 

and Ellen McManus and published by Longman; Between Worlds: A Reader, Rhetoric, 
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and Handbook written by Susan Bachmann and Melinda Barth and published by 

Longman; Writing Lives: Reading Communities (2nd edition) edited by Kay Halasek, et 

al. and published by Pearson Custom Publishing; and Cultural Conversations: The 

Presence of the Past written by Stephen Dilks, Regina Hansen, and Matthew Parfitt and 

published by Bedford St. Martin's. 

Brief mention of several other texts from the original list of twenty-five will also 

be made. These texts include: The St. Martin's Handbook (5th edition), written by Andrea 

Lunsford and published by Bedford St. Martin's; Negotiating Difference: Cultural Case 

Studies for Composition, written by Patricia Bizzell and Bruce Herzberg and published 

by Bedford St. Martin's, and; The Allyn and Bacon Guide to Writing (3rd edition) written 

by John D. Ramage, John C. Bean, and June Johnson and published by Longman. 

Out of the flood of texts available, I chose these specific texts for particular 

reasons. First, the collection represents the initial categories I constructed in Chapter 

Three, i.e., books that display a conspicuous absence of dis-ability issues, books that 

feature units or chapters on dis-ability topics, books that include dis-ability integrated 

throughout the text, and books that may contain a limited number of readings explicitly 

addressing dis-ability issues, but, in the editorial apparatus, the authors/editors make 

limited or no reference to that aspect. Second, within each category, I selected texts with 

regard to both high sales volume and prominent authors whenever possible. Additionally, 

these texts represent a range in terms of new and established books, i.e., books that are in 

later editions. 
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Conspicuous Absence 

The first and most apparent finding this study reveals is the profound absence of 

dis-ability as a subject through which to teach writing. Of late, there has been 

considerable discussion in dis-ability in the humanities circles addressing the multiple 

meanings of silence in dis-ability2. In such light, the epigraph from Chapter One bears 

repeating. "Just as sex was the ubiquitous unspoken subject in the Victorian world, 

disability - the harbinger of morality- is the ubiquitous unspoken topic in contemporary 

culture" (Brueggemann et al. 2). Simi Linton makes similar claims in her study of the 

academy; "[t]he perspective of disabled people and the field of disability studies are 

conspicuously absent across a broad range of endeavors, but most notably from those in 

the higher education curriculum" ( Claiming 89). 

Although the terms "absence" and "silence" imply a void, they do not convey the 

intentional or systematic erasure of dis-ability topics from the American awareness. My 

findings suggest a rejection of dis-ability topics from composition texts that mirrors the 

exclusion of dis-ability as a topic from our critical consciousness. 

A term that best describes and explains this phenomenon of conspicuous absence 

is "motivated suppression." In semiotic analysis, it is important to notice patterns of 

redundancy, or repeated messages, and also to pay attention to specific absences (Hodge 

267). Repeated absence of dis-ability from composition textbooks can be the symptom of 

social restraint. The term "motivation," as used by Saussure, is sometimes paired with 

"constraint" in describing the extent to which the signified determines the signifier 

(Chandler 38, 235). That is to say, the more a signifier is constrained by the signified, the 
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more "motivated" the sign is. Iconic signs, those signs determined by their identity and 

likeness, are highly motivated; symbolic signs are unmotivated. The less motivated a sign 

(higher degree of arbitrariness), the more learning of an agreed code is required. For 

instance, stop signs are arbitrarily shaped and colored symbols. Their meaning requires 

learning. The iconic emblems on bathroom doors, on the other hand, should be able to be 

"read" without too much difficulty by people from varying cultures. The more motivated 

a sign is the less learning takes place to understand its related concept. In this way, the 

iconic nature of dis-ability works as a semiotic mechanism to omit its presence. As 

research in dis-ability studies has shown, dis-ability carries a stigma and hence negative 

social consequences for those persons being labeled. It is quite possible, then, that 

without much conscious awareness the guilt experienced by being exposed to the icons of 

dis-ability can trigger a subconscious avoidance of it in general. 

Focusing on the iconic nature of dis-ability, i.e., handicapped parking, signing, 

white canes, dark glasses, interrupted gait, wheelchairs and ramps, then makes dis-ability 

a motivated sign in the sense that the understanding of it becomes predicted by its 

iconography. These icons possess the metonymic qualities of dis-ability or at least how 

dis-ability is recognized and (mis) understood. The accoutrements or trappings of certain 

dis-abilities function iconically, much to the detriment of the users who depend on such 

objects to operate independently. Without them people with dis-abilities are less likely to 

be identified as dis-abled and can then "enjoy" normal status. Yet, going without a cane, 

for example, could put a person who is blind in a compromised position. Yet, the 
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presence of a cane invites a relatively narrow, and for the most part unconsciously 

negative, range of interpretation. 

Social semiotics also looks to the elements within a culture, at the social 

conventions involved in meaning making. While iconic signs in general are more likely 

to be read as "natural" due to their close relationship to the thing they signify, a certain 

amount of learning takes place to interpret them, much the same way a photograph has 

meaning but is also interpreted or read through its cultural codes (Chandler 40-1 ). In this 

way, the silence that surrounds dis-ability works to exacerbate an often-dehumanizing 

meaning largely because open and extended discussion of dis-ability obfuscate meaning. 

Choreographers have, in an interesting reversal, exploited this aspect, the iconic 

nature of dis-ability. In a move sometimes seen when wheelchairs are incorporated in 

contemporary dance, a dancer will rise up from the chair and walk, leap, or drag his body 

across the stage. Any of these "unexpected movements" serve to disrupt the audience)s 

expectations and work to further expand creative possibilities by conditioning the 

audience to anticipate a disjunction between the signified and the signifier. 

If, as I have suggested, there is an absence or invisibility of dis-ability in 

composition textbooks, what are the acceptable topics? What are the topics authors, 

publishers, instructors and students choose? I have, in no particular order, listed below 

topics and larger categories identified while reviewing twenty-five such textbooks. This 

is not a conclusive list but is indicative of the topics in general that are featured as 

subjects for students to discuss and write about or to use as examples to illustrate 

rhetorical concepts: Internet, cyberspace and technology, gender, Sandra Cisneros' purple 
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house, childhood memories of summer, AIDS, race, embalming, single mothers, 

television, Ellis Island, "the family," violence, fetal alcohol syndrome, lying, grave 

robbery, democracy, suicide, the environment, modem day pilgrimage, boys, dumpster 

diving, conking, war, date rape, masculinity, advertising, prejudice, poverty, the 

American West, body image (limited to tattoos, piercing, bulimia),work on readings in a 

unit on American values, parents, religion, athletics, writing, minimum wage, aging, 

language, homelessness, ethnocentrism, on being Chicano, nature, Barbie, extreme 

sports, music, movies, Native Americans, literacy, Frank Zappa, the economy, home, 

authenticity, graffiti, Japanese American internment, cultural myths, media, death 

penalty, and being gay. What is not included among the varied list is any mention, either 

purposefully or unintentionally, of dis-ability. When considering the ubiquitous nature of 

dis-ability in our daily lives and in our literature, one can rightly suspect that authors 

select against including dis-ability in composition textbooks. How is it that an author, for 

example, presents twenty readings and a lengthy discussion on American values and 

manages to avoid including dis-ability? How can an entire book, for example Negotiating 

Difference, whose stated purpose is to investigate cultural boundaries, avoid a discussion 

of dis-ability as difference in each of the 961 pages? Of all of the readings cited above, 

not one included dis-ability even when it would seem consistent, or well within the 

parameters of the topic, to do so. 

The answers to the above questions lie, at least in part, in the explanation of 

logonomic systems. As we have seen in Burke's dramatistic theory and paralleled in 

social semiotics, logonomic systems act to constrain social behavior through rules 
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prescribing semiotic production, i.e., who is able/forbidden to produce or receive what 

meaning under what circumstances and in what codes. Logonomic systems at any 

specific time are social facts or what passes as reality. In order to function they must rely 

on known categories and rules. Dis-ability as a topic of discussion seems to be generally 

off limits yet as an ever-present part of what it means to be human, it stands as a 

competing version of reality. 

These competing versions of reality can be best illustrated by a passing glance at 

the recently published St Martin's Handbook (51
h edition). For the first time ever in any 

writing handbook, this text includes notes and sidebars that attend to dis-ability concerns 

in composition. I examined the extensive promotional advertisements by Bedford St. 

Martin on their web site and in a two page print advertisement in the February 2003 issue 

of the Journal of the Conference on College Composition and Communication. 

Interestingly, there is no mention anywhere of this innovation concerning writing 

pedagogy. In a link off the Bedford St. Martin main page titled "New to This Edition," 

the publishers alert readers to the latest changes and updates to the fifth edition, yet omit 

any reference to this inclusion of dis-ability related material (Bedford). While Bedford St. 

Martin's demonstrates the need to include such material within the text, addressing 

specific writing concerns of students with dis-abilities in marginal notations does not 

seem to merit advertising. In fact, I maintain the publishers made choices to omit any 

reference to dis-ability in promoting this new, fifth edition. Including these noticeable 

brown boxes throughout the text speaks of one reality: the need and rhetorical importance 
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of addressing dis-ability concerns in writing. The absence of this feature in advertising 

speaks another reality, dis-ability's tacit invisibility. 

Central to Kenneth Burke's theory of language is the concept of the negative. 

Choices made in communication systems can be thought of as a type of as affirmation or 

rejection. For Burke the selection process involves affirming one word, concept, or 

symbol while at the same time negating another. "The feeling for the negative is implied 

in the ability to use correctly certain [linguistic] resources (LSA 461 ). While the 

motivations for such choices may well be suppressed or unconscious, they remain 

choices made by the symbol user. 

The few textbooks that do include dis-ability are breaking a tab00 of silence on 

the subject. I believe that authors who do include dis-ability topics do so with the best 

intentions. The findings in this study suggest that dis-ability is slowly gaining acceptance 

as an included category of difference and as a topic of discussion. If The Bedford St. 

Martin's Handbook is any indication, featuring dis-ability for various purposes will be a 

trend in composition texts, one that parallels the growing interest in dis-ability 

worldwide. As few as five years ago researchers were hard pressed to find as many as 

seven examples where authors/editors directly and openly discussed or encouraged their 

students to discuss dis-ability issues in first-year texts
3

. Although its presence seems to be 

increasing, more often than not, dis-ability, as portrayed in composition texts, is often 

simplified, essentialized, dichotomized, or "dumbed down.~, Several factors combine to 

ensure critical thinking about dis-ability is kept at a minimum. 
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The Dumbing Down of Dis-Ability ( or) The Manifestation of an Ableist Discourse 

As well as being a popular composition text, In Context has a large unit devoted 

to dis-ability issues - forty-eight pages. "Deliberating about Disability" is a part of the 

larger Unit IV, "Participating in Civic Conversations." Included in the dis-ability 

subsection are texts, mostly from the academic geme, written by dis-ability scholars Paul 

Longmore, Simi Linton, Michael Berube, and Rosemarie Garland-Thomson as well as a 

letter to the editor by former Press Secretary James Brady. The readings conclude with 

excerpts from the Senate debate on the Americans with Dis-abilities Act and excerpts 

from the ADA. 

The section titled "Deliberating Disability" begins with a photograph of the front 

cover of The Disability Rag & Resource. This September/October 1995 issue features a 

reproduction of a work of art by Robert Styles, an abstract oil painting on canvas titled 

"Quickie4
" (391 ). Within the rhetorical rubric or as it is often called the "editorial 

apparatus" duplicated in every chapter, the textbook authors inquire about the image in 

terms of "Context," "Genre," "Language," and "Consequences" changing the order ofthe 

discussion to best address the material. 

On the following page begins an introductory discussion about dis-ability framed 

as a two-sided debate, i.e., "special interest groups" versus the public (393). Here we 

learn about the debate between Christopher Reeve and the dis-ability movement. The 

authors supply background information about "people with disabilities," (392) how "they 

claimed the right to become full members of society" (392) ... how [t]heir efforts 

sparked discussion in the media" ... and how "[t]hey continue trying to realize the full 
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economic and political power promised by the ADA" (393), presumably something "we" 

i.e. , normal people gave "them." The title of the unit, Deliberating about Disability" (391) 

first signals the "us" versus "them" approach to the issues presented. "Deliberation" 

connotes courtroom images of judges and juries deciding between guilt and innocence, 

right and wrong, truth and lies. Framing dis-ability as a one-dimensional issue within the 

confines of a two-sided debate, as these authors do, works to perpetuate stereotypes and 

encourages one-dimensional thinking. 

After reading the remainder of the chapter and noting its consistent positioning of 

dis-ablity as a debate, it becomes apparent that the Christopher Reeve story is intended to 

complicate the otherwise two-sided argument. Reeve is a sympathetic anomaly, a 

doppelganger, our worst nightmare rolled into one. His wealth and status as a Hollywood 

movie star have gained him access to the "public" conversation on dis-abilites. Students 

learn from the "Introduction" that "they," the dis-ability rights activists, do not like him. 

His ambiguous status, however, remains unexplored. 

The featured readings similarly enforce the presentation of dis-ability as a two

sided debate. The authors of the first four essays are primarily people with dis-abilities 

writing about people with dis-abilities for an audience of people who care about dis

ability issues. Excerpts of the Senate debate and the ADA follow . Rosemarie Garland

Thomson ends the section with an essay on the FDR Memorial that segues into the case 

study for the chapter "Negotiating Art for Public Space" ( 440). 

Part of the problem with argument as presented in composition texts in general 

stems from the traditional approach textbooks adopt toward framing them. Composition 
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texts each advance a particular theory and practice. Yet, more often than not, "[t]extbooks 

are value-laden and often the values are not made explicit nor are they critically 

differentiated from the values of other rhetorical positions" (Kleine 138). They are 

grounded in an approach that is sometimes explicitly stated in the author's notes. Other 

times theory is, at best, implied. For example, in an attempt to address theory, In Context 

states in its Preface that [ w ]riting is a way of acting in the world" (xxix). Accordingly, the 

book "[f]ocuses on how societies and individuals, including students, use writing and 

reading to do things in the world" (xxix). While this particular approach can be vaguely 

identified as social construction, no further theoretical grounding is offered. 

Colombo, et al. have identified two major approaches that multicultural readers, 

i.e., books focused on diversity and difference issues, employ: either they adopt a 

pluralist approach and conceive of American society as a kind of salad bowl of culture, or 

they take what might be called the "talk show'~ approach and present American culture as 

a series of pro-and-con debates (Rereading vii). The problem with the salad bowl's 

celebration of diversity, as Colombo suggests, is that it ignores the issue of cultural 

dynamics, the push and pull resulting from forces of power operating in an environment 

of limited resources. It also ignores the tensions that result from the expectations 

established by our dominant cultural myths and the diverse realities that these myths 

often contradict. How, for example, can one reconcile the myth of equality and fairness 

within a capitalist system where the "best" decision is often decided on financial 

expediency? If as Brenda Brueggemann, Linda Ward, and others have suggested, 

teaching dis-ability potentially means calling attention to inconsistencies, rather than 

102 



glossing over them, then textbook authors have to start addressing these contradictions 

wherever they are and make social context and social ''realities" a larger concern in 

writing about social issues. 

The salad bowl approach toward difference and diversity is overly simplistic and 

misleadingly optimistic. The overriding "solution" implied in such an argument model is 

this : ifwe can only learn how to get along and live side-by-side, we would be so much 

better off. Applied to issues in dis-ability, however, the message changes to an overt call 

for assimilation: If you, the dis-ab led, act normal, people will think you are nonnal and 

everybody will be better off. 

Student writing on such issues under the weight of this theoretical approach have 

two alternatives. One can argue for segregationist policies or argue for a better 

appreciation of and tolerance to difference. However, authors who frame arguments in 

terms of what can "we" do with "the disabled a" (Bachmann 227) force a third conclusion, 

one urging assimilation. Assimilating, either through the wonders of medical miracles or 

by tacitly suggesting people with dis-abilities "pass," works contrary to the goals 

intended by including diversity issues in textbooks in the first place. 

The second approach identified by Colombo et al, toward diversity and 

difference, the "talk show" approach, creates similar problems for student writers. It 

distorts the reality of cultural dynamics by presenting cultural conflict as a matter of 

rational and equally balanced dispute. Differences, in real life, are rarely negotiated on 

equal terms. Debate, in the traditional sense of the term, does not work when addressing 

cultural issues because it implies two equal and reasoned sides. Many of the issues 
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presented in composition texts have more to do with struggles between the dominant 

culture and those seeking legitimacy. 

When applied to dis-ability issues, we see a complication. In Context's editorial 

comments lead readers to believe it is taking the salad bowl approach to diversity. For 

example, in the opening editorial for the unit the authors state, "The issue of disability, 

even more than the issue of race, pushes us to consider what it means to live in an 

inclusively diverse society" (393). Yet ultimately, the final writing prompt ask students to 

write a one-sided opinion piece like the kind we see in newspapers, one where they "take 

a stand."(433). Dis-ability, and I suspect most other complex issues, does not fit into the 

"two sides to every argument" template and cannot easily be "solved" simply by writing 

about it. 

In either approach, those students who represent the transparent cu1ture of the 

dominant ideology find it impossible to situate themselves honestly within the 

conversation. Students are often asked to mediate debates between two disparate groups 

or asked to find a solution through writing. This places culturally privileged writers in the 

position of rewarding those seeking authenticity. Marginalized students are placed in the 

position of either requesting resources or ignoring their subjectivity and writing from an 

alien or unauthentic position. 

Since questions of power are always at question in deliberating issues, who 

represents (writes) dis-ability and what counts as truth are important considerations. The 

social participants of the composition text In Context, for example, are a collection of 

academic scholars (Longmore, Linton, and Berube) and politicians (Senators Helms, 
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Bumpers, and Humphrey). Truth, as represented in this context, is found in scholarly 

journals and legislative transcripts, not in the lived experiences of people with dis

abilities or in the experiences of students. The removal of dis-ability from daily life to the 

impersonal works of scholars and politicians creates an emotional buffer and insures that 

dis-ability will remain a safe and objective arm's length away. 

Writing assignments are similarly designed to support the institutional version of 

truth in various ways. First, authors limit student writing to very specific and traditional 

genres. Students in In Context are asked to write in the following vein: an essay 

comparing two expert views (401), a research paper chronicling the changes in the way 

Down Syndrome has been portrayed ( 424), a report on the Disability Studies Program on 

campus (401). Finding truth about dis-ability for these writing acts requires students to 

revisit institutionally sanctioned versions of dis-ability: encyclopedias, medical texts. 

program administrators, and legislative debate transcripts. Class members' opinions are 

omitted so that the "argument" can be claimed to have the structure and substance 

constructed independently of an individual's interest in it. By controlling the ways 

students will research and write about dis-ability issues, In Context orchestrates an 

objective and sanitized view of dis-ability which also works to severely stifle students' 

opportunity to ask questions and form opinions of their own. 

Hodge and Kress further explain that as socially ascribed classifications of 

semiotic form, "[g]enre-rules are exemplary instances of logonomic systems, and are a 

major vehicle for their operation and transmission (Hodge and Kress 7). Excessive 

concentration on any normative system, whether it be a genre, an ideology, or a 
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logonomic system contains an inbuilt distortion and servers to reinforce the ideas of their 

dominance. These systems constrain thought and behavior in so far as they have been 

effectively imposed and have not been resisted (Hodge and Kress 7). Those ofus with 

public education backgrounds or who have had the experience of teaching first-year 

composition know how the five-paragraph essay has dominated the writing of students 

coming out of high school. Developing more flexible thinkers and writers means 

incorporating a variety of genres into the reading materials and asking students to write 

and think in a variety of genres. Writing across the curriculum efforts are enriched by 

reflection logs and poetry in chemistry courses as a way to enter difficult concepts from 

another angle. A far more interesting and beneficial application of this principle to 

composition would be to investigate the ways genres alter the representation of dis-ability 

issues. 

A second way assignments support the institutional version of reality is largely an 

issue of power. Students are often asked to engage in conversations from powerful 

positions about dis-ability with educators and politicians. In one writing prompt students 

are asked to "[i]magine that you are a program director ( 401 ), an overt indication that 

students are writing from positions of advantage. It is in these ways that textbooks relate 

to the dominant ideology and speak to mainstream culture while suppressing margnalized 

voices. The authoritarian voice of the textbook narrator who poses the questions and 

determines how students will write about the issues is always situated in the dominant, 

able bodied position unless otherwise stated. The textbook authors make no such 
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statement to the contrary so the assumption is made that they are writing from an ablist 

perspective. And from my analysis, I can confirm that they are. 

Asking students to write from fictional positions and limiting them to institutional 

sources for truth ignores the value of authenticity in the composing process. Although not 

directly addressing writing pedagogy, Burke refers to the importance of the writer's 

Terministic Screen, the metaphor of the color filter on a camera lens. "The Terministic 

Screen ( or a point of view) is that which affects the nature of our communication" 

(Language 46). It affects our actions-and motives and in a very concrete way, how we 

view the world. For example, students who are dis-abled or know of people with dis

abilities, or who have had close associations with dis-ability will perceive and act write 

differently than those students who have not had such associations. 

In these ways, textbooks teach detachment by asking students to consider 

language and writing and writing about issues as if they had no personal interest in how 

they engage them. These textbooks, for the most part, do not ask students to relate their 

own knowledge, experience, hopes, and interests to the problem of writing about issues. 

They tacitly assume that students come to college nai've and without understanding. From 

a dis-ability perspective, this approach to writing teaches students that dis-ability is 

something that is happening "out there" to people not like themselves. Further, as seen in 

the examples in In Context, the authors imply that it is the students' responsibility as 

maturing adults living in a democratic system to decide what is to be done with "them." 

Students are seldom asked to examine their own role in the social construction of dis-
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ability which, incidentally, can be a criticism of the way other marginalized groups are 

addressed. 

Perpetuating the Binary 

Composition texts serve to perpetuate the ability/dis-ability binary found so 

harmful by research and personal experience. By arranging the debate between those in 

the dis-ability community and the legislators, In Context, for example, formalizes an 

us/them dichotomy and further ingrains the divide by situating students as mediators. 

What the authors are asking students to do is something society as a whole is still 

grappling with, that is - how to sort out the mess. Again, as the presumed possessors of 

limited resources, students are placed in the position of benevolent guardian or hard line 

defender of hard knocks. While there are brief references made to the multifaceted issues 

and changing definitions of dis-ability, in the end the student is placed in the role of 

deliberator, expected - privileged - to decide the outcome, as if such a decision could be 

made by any one individual about any aspect of dis-ability. 

Such a request is rendered more absurd when no mention is made of the political 

influence surrounding the outcome of the ADA debate. First we have to consider that 

elected officials are servants of their constituents and do not always vote solely on the 

merits of an argument. Political debates ( even the ADA) are decided against a backdrop 

of deals and concessions. To pretend that the passage of the ADA was strictly on the 

merits of its logical and suasive elements is to ignore the most vital context of all, the 

influence of politics. When teaching argument it is convenient to have the best

constructed argument "win" but the reality is far different. It is in this way that the text 
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distorts the reality of the conversational dynamics by presenting conflict as a matter of 

rational and equally balanced debate. 

Between Worlds takes a decidedly different approach to including dis-ability as a 

focus. Ironically, like In Context, Between Worlds has clustered its readings on dis-ability 

in its Chapter Four5 titled "Between Perceptions." Unlike In Context, it employs an 

expanded use of genres including poetry, several personal essays, an article, and a book 

chapter. The premise that dis-ability is called to illustrate is the uncomfortable and 

sometimes dangerous position of "balancing how others see us with who we think we 

are" (224); it results in a smart pairing of dis-ability readings with discussions of identity 

formation. 

The authors of the various readings argue for different points usually to an 

audience of general (read: non-dis-abled) readers. Matthew Soyster, writing in "Living 

under Circe's Spell" tries to reconcile his changing identity within the context of a culture 

that has labeled him by his Multiple Sclerosis (MS). It is a powerful, emotional, and 

graphic essay that ends as it begins, with the protagonist "sprawled in the gutter behind 

[his] minivan, bits of glass and scrap metal chewing at [his] knees and elbows, a cut on 

[his] hand beginning to well crimson" (224). He has fallen in an attempt to free his 

wheelchair from its compartment and as a result, he cannot get up. He lies there in 

contemplation and waiting. In "A Good Investment" Jerome Lee argues for employment 

rights. Like Soyster' s piece, this article was originally published in Newsweek. Yet, 

unlike Soyster' s unflinching focus on identity construction, the over--riding message Lee 

puts forth is one of assimilation. Like every other American, he argues, he has defined 
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himself through his work. He asks the government and employers to make the effort to 

train and employ people in his situation. In the next piece, Ted Kooser speaks from the 

point of view of a seeing person who articulates his anxiety about blindness and people 

who are blind. The poem, titled "The Blind Always Come at Such a Surprise" has a 

decidedly sarcastic edge to it, one intended to call attention to the way people with sight 

relate to and feel about people with blindness. 

Through a series of questions and writing tasks, both formal and informal, the 

textbook authors try to lead students to imagine "more constructive responses to living 

with dis-abilities" (233). But constraints of the text's format work against coming to any 

fresh insights as to how, as individuals, the students are to respond differently or what 

those responses might look like. 

The standard devices of the text require that the readings in every chapter 

regardless of the issues being presented, be addressed in the following order: "Thinking 

About The Text," "Writing From The Text," and "Connecting With Other Texts." 

"Thinking about the Text," means identifying and analyzing rhetorical features and their 

effect generally void of the content of the reading. Occasionally a content question is 

asked to check comprehension of a particularly difficult passage. The first issue students 

are asked to consider after reading Soyster' s intensely personal nanative is not about the 

emotional or cultural implication of dis-ability but rather a matter of technique: 
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1. This essay opens with the writer "sprawled in the gutter" and ends with 

him still "waiting" for a passing car or pedestrian to help. Analyze the 

effect of creating such a scene and of using the present tense ( even though 

this event happened in the past). 226-27 

At best, ignoring the subject in an effort to focus on the rhetorical strategies represents a 

cognitive disjunction between the readings and how the authors of the texts ask students 

to engage them. At worse, it presents students with a hierarchy of values that places 

techne above readers' personal responses to texts as representations of the world. 

The middle section, "Writing From The Text," usually involves addressing a 

given thesis that may or may not be related to the issue presented. Occasionally, included 

in "Writing From The Text" is a choice to engage the text with a quasi-personal response, 

i.e., "How do you feel when you meet a disabled person ?" (232). From reviewing the 

kinds of questions and writing tasks that the authors ask of students, it becomes apparent 

that the issues chosen and presented by the textbook authors are there as a means to 

discussing the techniques of writing and secondary to these writing concerns. A similar 

writing task is prefaced by the remark that, "writing about personal trauma can be 

challenging because of the 'poor me' temptation ... write an essay illustrating how one 

can write about personal trauma without succumbing to self-pity" (230). Following the 

Soyster essay, the authors generalize and trivialize the author's experience of living with 

MS in a culture that privileges strength and normalcy by asking students to "w1ite about a 

time when [they] felt different" (227). 
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In the "Connecting With Other Texts" section students compare and contrast two 

works by choosing from a range of given foci. For example, "compare and contrast Lee's 

purpose, strategies, and tone with Soyster's (231). In the next sample students are asked 

to synthesize several readings and "[ w ]rite an essay about how and why people feel 

uneasy around the disab!ed5 - and what can be done about it" (227). 

The chapter is rounded out with readings about fatness, bulimia, and several 

essays interrogating skin color. As the bright spot of the chapter, a white woman writer, 

Joan Steinau Lester, investigates, in the final entry, the topic of multiple subjectivities 

and the phenomenon of "passing." Students are then encouraged to use their own 

experiences to explore a range of issues presented throughout Lester's text as well as 

throughout the chapter. In the section titled "Handbook," a student's research paper 

written on the social and cultural acceptance of dis-ability is used to demonstrate the 

research process and is referenced in the "Connecting With Other Texts" sections. 

The expressed goals of Between Worlds are more modest and I believe less 

troubling overall than In Context. Instead of placing students in refereeing positions 

debating the pro and cons of dis-ability, the book intends to have students examine their 

self-perceptions against how the dominant culture sees them. It uses dis-ability topics as a 

common ground for discussions on identity and perception. They include a variety of 

voices (authorities) and ask students to include their own experiences with dis-ability in 

their investigations of identity. 

Although the topic of dis-ability is engaged differently here from In-Context, the 

effects are as potentially negative. In several ways, Between Worlds resembies In Context 
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in its situating of dis-ability as a problem that students, through writing, can solve as they 

internalize the values of the textbook's authors and the rhetoric (writing to learn). 

Ultimately, by asking students to solve the "dis-ability problem," authors present dis

ability as someone else's need. Students are no closer to examining their own role in 

creating negative experiences for people with dis-abilities nor are they interrogating 

language's role in perpetuating negative consequences. 

An underlying assumption present in each of the three entries in Between Worlds 

is that aid is the solution. Soyster is left in a gutter, in need of help; Lee needs a job, 

people who are blind need understanding and resources. This attitude is supplied by the 

desires of the reader; students sitting in the classroom completing the meaning of the 

texts with their own interpretations, but it is not necessarily what people with dis-abilities 

need or want. Help becomes the conclusion of the three readings. 

My own classroom experiences with following the suggested use of the unit lead 

to some interesting insights. After reviewing the w1iting generated during the unit, 

together with my students we identified themes in our work. In general, the patterns were 

negative, the opposite of what I had intended. They wrote of empathy, pity, guilt, and 

calls for social action to help alleviate the problems of the dis-ab led. This bothered me. I 

did not want to tell students the conclusions I had come to after months of reading and 

studying about the disability rights movement and dis-ability studies. Instead, I wanted 

them to come to their own understanding about the identity of others who appear 

different from themselves and eventually come to some understa..llding regarding their 

own constructedness, but they were not writing and thinking along those lines. I 
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concluded that the powerful yet negative images of dis-ability presented in the unit 

contributed to my student's negative view of dis-ability. 

Not until viewing the film "Vital Signs: Crip Culture Talks Back" did the students 

"get it." Powerful performance pieces such as the "Dis-ability Rap" and Mary Duffy's 

piece where she presents herself as an unavoidable object of the gaze; as an object of art 

and a dis-abled woman, combined with film footage of "the Capital Crawl" helped my 

students finally revise their understanding of dis-ability and identity. Only after 

investigating powerful and positive images of dis-ability did two students then "come 

out" about their own dis-ability experiences. Until then, dis-ability was something to be 

distanced from, not something to be affiliated with. In the best example of reading against 

the grain, the textbook became an excellent example of the use of language and how it 

persuades us to see things in a certain, limited way. 

The next text to be examined is Writing Lives: Reading Communities (2nd ed) 

edited by Kay Halasek, et al. and published by Pearson Custom Publishing. The text is 

unusual in that it is the result of a collaborative effort by members of the First-Year 

Writing Program of The Ohio State University. It is a product of the graduate level 

courses taken to prepare teaching assistants and their experiences as teachers in the first

year composition courses. As such, it has a very defined theoretical base and clearly 

articulated goals based on composition scholarship as describe in the following passage: 

The course [ and resulting book] was to a considerable degree based on 

principles set forth in David Bartholomae and Anthony Petrosky' s Facts, 

Artifacts, and Counter/acts, but with marked differences. The OSU and 
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the Facts curricula both shape a writing course around a theme, using 

cumulative writing assignments that ask for self-reflection on the theme. 

They also ask students to become self-reflective about their development 

as writers ... Games 251-2 

Writing Lives focuses on community as a general theme and asks students to write in a 

variety of genres not those restricted to the academy as the Bartholomae and Petrosky 

approach does. 

Writing Lives, like In Context and Between Worlds, contains readings that reflect 

themes that students are writing on. Writing prompts are arranged within three major 

units, moving from exploring language practices of communities that students are already 

members of, to examining language practices in the academic community, and then in the 

wider cultural community. For each reading the text includes background on the writer 

and a section titled "Writing Before Reading" which encompasses a variety of concerns 

to include context, discussion of the themes presented in the upcoming reading, genre, 

and self-reflection. The featured reading is followed by "Questions for Discussion" where 

students are presented with "why do you think ... ?" or "to what effect ... ?" type 

questions that cover content and rhetorical technique together. In the next section, 

"Explorations" questions extend the discussion to larger issues. Finally, "Formal Writing 

Assignments" prompts students to rewrite, summarize, and analyze within the readings 

and outside the text. 

Dis-ability issues are used throughout Unit I, "Personal Discourse." The first 

example is a poem written by Brenda Brueggemann titled "Call to A.G. Bell" (31 ). The 
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poem is a caustic cultural commentary of Bell and his high profile advocacy of eugenics 

particularly as it affected deaf people. Before reading, students learn where the poem first 

appeared and are challenged to consider if their formal education influenced their 

thinking about social issues, then to write about a time someone expected them to ki1ow 

more about a subject then they actually did and state who were, what the subject was and 

explain how it felt (32). 

After reading, students are asked to consider, in addition to certain rhetorical 

devices identified in the poem, how telephone technology marginalizes members of the 

deaf community. In the "Formal Writing Assignments" section students are directed to 

rewrite the poem into a prose version, and then research Deaf culture by visiting the 

Gallaudet University web site and then either summarize the findings or analyze the 

impact of the deafright's movement on all Americans not just the deaf (33-34). 

The editorial apparatus seems to work well for the discussions related to dis

ability. Questions begin by involving the students personally and then move to the wider 

concerns of the world. In preparation ofreading John Hockenberry's book excerpt "Fear 

of Bees" students are asked, "If you are not a wheelchair user, what do you believe would 

be the greatest daily challenges of wheelchair use?" (71 ). Writing assignments direct 

students not to take sides in the ability/dis-ability debate, but rather to measure the effects 

of the ADA either on campus or in larger cultural attitudes and to suggest what further 

steps need to be taken. As part of their research, students are told to interview a student 

with a dis-ability as well as the campus director involved in decision making ( 81 ). 
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Understanding that the intention in this last assignment is to get two different 

points of view and to expose students to new and different perspectives from actual 

human beings, requiring these interviews without much in the way of structure or 

preparation is potentially troublesome. First, although we may be in the midst of an 

interview culture, students do not have exposure to good interview models taking into 

consideration the amount of television a typical student watches. This leads to my 

concerns that students will treat their interviewees as objects or exacerbate differences in 

status. Conversely, the student with a dis-ability could be approached as an expert 

spokesperson for all of dis-ability. He might be reluctant to assume the role of 

community educator or poster person. He might be subjected to prejudice remarks. 

Without extensively sensitizing students to feminist interviewing models, the interview 

assignment risks creating very negative outcomes. The wrong kind of interaction is worse 

than no contact. 

The final example taken from Writing Lives is the short story "Cathedral" by 

Raymond Carver. It is a story based loosely on an experience the author had when his 

wife brought home a friend who happened to be blind. The time they shared together in 

their house doing ordinary things fascinated Carver and broke down stereotypes of what 

it is like to be blind. Here and in the editors' questions, blindness is used as a way to 

move toward discussions of ignorance about difference. 

The Allyn and Bacon Guide to Writing belongs to the four category of textbooks 

established for this study: including a work that may contain dis-ability content yet, not 

directly addressing it as a topic. By neglecting dis-ability as a legitimate topic of 
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discussion, I believe these authors have missed an opportunity to "wallow in the 

complexity" (25), a concept they emphasize and attend to throughout their text. 

Chapter seven "Writing an Autobiographical Narrative" includes a student essay 

titled "Phantom Limb Pain." It is the narrative of a college student's suffering and guilt 

long after a childhood rival's arm amputation. The story ends with the protagonist freeing 

Miller, his former foe, from a fence where he became trapped when attempting to climb 

over. In an unexpected move, Miller thanks the protagonist for "filling in" for him at 

quarterback on their high school football team, a position he lost when a motorcycle 

accident caused him to lose his right arm. The epiphany the student writer states directly 

is that "even without an arm he [his nemesis] was more of a leader. Damaged but not 

diminished" (161 ). 

In the editorial apparatus titled "Thinking Critically about 'Phantom Limb Pain'," 

the editors ask students content questions in addition to having them notice rhetorical 

techniques focusing on the essay's ending, and its revelatory words and memory-soaked 

words. Had the authors taken on a direct discussion of how dis-ability functions and is 

represented in the story, as they had with race in the previous essay, they could have lead 

readers to a more complex critique. Dis-ability as portrayed here serves as a primary 

impetus of the storyteller's efforts. It serves to differentiate the characters - one "normal," 

one "damaged." More sophisticated discussions could center around David Mitchell and 

Sharon Snyder's concept of "narrative prosthesis" which situates the experiences and 

representations of dis-ability rhetorically within literature (Narrative 6). How, the authors 

might ask, does the overall lack of concrete details in describing Miller, together with his 
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dis-ability, combine to create a mysterious yet admirable persona? How does ( or will) 

Miller's dis-ability complicate the already complicated relationship? 

The next textbook under investigation is Cultural Conversations: The Presence of 

the Past. Chapter Three, "Disabled Persons" begins by asking, "How do Individuals 

Form a Culture?" and starts with a multi-textual investigation of Helen Keller. Unique to 

this text, issues are studied at the point of contention and from many different points of 

view. We read, for example, from Keller's own words, the words of her contemporaries 

(A. G . Bell and Mark Twain), advertisements for her published works, and then finally 

how she is being read and interpreted today by dis-ability scholar Georgina Kleege. 

Photographs similarly juxtapose the Hollywood version of Keller against posed portraits 

and candid shots. Students are then asked to comment on the differences between the 

image and the person. Oliver Sacks, Harlan Lane, Simi Linton, and Slackjaw round out 

the contemporary voices. 

Fallowing most readings the section called "Ideas for Rereading" directs students 

in a variety of reading tasks: to identify particular rhetorical aspects, explain certain 

passages, or extend the discussion by making inferences about the author or the cultural 

climate. Students are often asked to identify passages or concepts that surprised them in 

their first reading. 

Immediately following, "Ideas for Writing" reinforces the main points made 

throughout the section. For example after the Hellen Keller series students are asked to 

expand their view of Keller even further by viewing the film version of T_he Miracle 

Worker, focusing on the water pump scene. Then they, "[ w ]rite an essay examining the 
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creation of Keller's public image and potential myth in the context of the depictions of 

this 'miraculous' moment in her life" (235). To additionally emphasize the chapters 

focus, students are reminded that Keller herself was well aqua tinted with the film and 

play versions of her life. Students are also encouraged to examine their own sense of how 

a life defining event changes meaning according to when and where and to whom the 

narrative is told (235). 

Cultural Conversations concludes each chapter with a research section titled 

"Extending Your Work." The authors offer ideas for research projects focusing on 

different aspect of the readings. In chapter three students can choose from writing about 

the cochlear implant controversy, the poster child as a fundraising tool, and empowering 

rhetoric of the American Federation for the Blind. "Ideas for ·working across Chapters" 

invites students to make connections to other issues presented in the text, for example 

dis-ability and gender, dis-ability and race, and culture and difference. 

The last textbook under consideration is the fifth edition of The St. Martin 's 

Handbook. As almost any book that is 1,000 plus pages can boast, this handbook is 

comprehensive. A small but significant part of its comprehensiveness is due to a new 

attention to dis-ability concerns. Andrea Lunsford, author of the textbook states~ "These 

boxes, which appear throughout the book, help students make their work accessible to 

readers with disabilities, especially when writing online" They also point writers with 

disabilities to resources and strategies they may want to use" (v). While a good number of 

the nineteen brown boxes devote attention to accessibility issues on the web, most 

address the entire student audience, not just to students with dis-abilities. Certain boxes 
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give alternative strategies for writing, for example speaking into a voice recorder in place 

of drafting by hand. One box suggests that comparing different perspectives on note 

taking within a cooperative learning group is beneficial for all students. "Know Your 

Readers" is similarly aimed at all writers as it suggests, "living with a disability is more 

the norm than many previously thought" (519) and that considering all members of your 

audience is an important rhetorical move. Concerns with handwriting, spelling, and color 

contrasts in web designs are approached more as a matter of learning differences and 

communication issues rather than dis-abilities to overcome. The effect of these kinds of 

considerations trains attention on the material choices students make and their rhetorical 

implications. This idea is in concert with chapter twenty-five, "Considering Others: 

Building Common Ground" where paying attention to difference in general is considered 

good manners, an extension of "The Golden Rule." 

Constraints of the Textbook Genre and of Publishing 

"The most important literature for writing teachers is not theoretical or historical; 

writing teachers depend on textbooks, and it is in the textbooks that we gain the most 

accurate idea of what is really going on in the field" (Marius 486). The forces that 

influence and shape the writing, production, and adoption of textbooks are formidable. If 

one agrees to write a textbook, the prospective book must fall into the tradition of market 

considerations and mass production. Textbooks play an important supporting role in 

composition classrooms. Yet, as illustrated by the following quote, textbooks are often 

not as useful as compositionists and publishers would like to believe. "One of the 

students' primary complaints [ on end of the course evaluation forms] results from having 
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to purchase textbooks that are never used or used only sparingly by the instructor" 

(Herberg and Tweedie front cover). It is not unusual to find in instructors' handbooks the 

admonition to "be sure to use it" (Herberg and Tweedie front cover). 

It seems that teaching assistants and adjuncts, those most often under prepared or 

inexperienced would commonly depend on textbooks, yet there are experiences like the 

one mentioned above that lead us to believe otherwise. Citing the lack of clinical proof 

about how teachers actually use textbooks in composition classes, Xin Liu Gale and 

Fredric G Gale call for more research that will eventually lead to more useful textbooks. 

It would, according to these scholars, be helpful to understand how textbooks represent 

the discipline of composition studies and how textbooks function in various contexts: 

classroom, department, program, university, in connection to curricular practices, and in 

formation of the discipline (10-13). Doing so would improve their usefulness. 

As Gale and the other contributors have demonstrated from their recent book

length examination of composition texts, these books are particularly interesting and 

important sights of study because they hold such contradictory space ((Re) Visioning) . On 

one level, the discipline retains certain snobbery towards textbook publication. 

Departments do not always consider these publications scholarly. Compared to books on 

theory published by university presses, they hold a certain second-class status. On 

another level, textbooks, especially older texts, are the standard by which the discipline is 

often researched and measured, giving textbooks a certain significance in the discipline. 

These editors explain in their introduction, while textbooks are intended for use in writing 

classrooms, are indeed vital for so many new teaching assistants and adjuncts, these 
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textbooks rarely reflect current theoretical underpinnings of writing as a process of 

discovery and invention (3-13). Students are often told to choose a thesis from the ones 

offered as acceptable and then directed to particular sources for evidence. Students are 

left with few decisions to make regarding the assignment. 

The conspicuous lag in textbooks behind the theoretical changes that have 

occurred in the past three decades in composition and rhetoric has been the subject of 

scholarly inquiry to no apparent concensus7
. The inconsistencies noted above have much 

to do with the material conditions of textbook publishing and the political conditions of 

knowledge production in composition studies. 

While few scholarly works have been devoted to the import relationship betv1een 

producing textbooks and teaching composition, Peter Mortensen examines the discourse 

of corporate publishing in "Of Handbooks and Handbags: Composition Textbook 

Publishing after the Deal Decade." The title alludes to the acquisition by General Cinema 

Corporation of Harcourt Brace Jovanovich (publisher of Harbrace College Handbook). 

Among other diverse holding, General Cinema also owns upscale fashion retailer 

Neiman-Marcus. Mortensen focuses on the "deal decade of the 1980" and delineates the 

"shift from managerial [i.e., editorial] to shareholder control"(2 l 9) in publishing 

corporations. Mortensen observes that between 1984 and 1989 business developments 

rendered unstable "the publishing of both textbooks and trade titles, as mega-mergers and 

hostile takeovers enabled investors to create huge media conglomerates" (221 ). For 

example, he reports that during this period Allyn & Bacon became a property of Viacom, 

which owns Paramount Pictures, King's Island theme parks, Blockbuster Video, and 
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Simon & Schuster publishing. As a result, a new instrument of owner control emerged: 

shareholder activism. "The principle here," he writes, "is that shareholders, and not 

company management, direct business decisions toward increased profitability, usually 

calculated only in the short term" (222). The result is increased revisions of major sellers 

and fewer midline texts being produced. The ironic effect is that we have an oversupply 

of titles without as much variety (223). As one might expect, teachers' voices are seldom 

heard in the public discourse of the top management as they speak to shareholders, '"a 

language calculated not to urge textbook adoption, but to boost shareholder confidence 

and encourage further investment" (225). To counter the negative effects of such a 

system, Mortensen goes on to propose that teachers view students as investors and 

thereby use textbook selection as a way to get the attention of corporate management. 

While the particulars of textbook production discussed here do hold some insight to 

content and approach, "we are better off' according to Mortensen, "examining teacher 

preparation and working conditions for clues as to why certain textbook markets thrive 

and others don't" (219). 

Three professional organizations, the Conference of College Composition and 

Communication (CCCC), the Writing Program Administrators (\NP A), and the 

Association of Departments of English (ADE) in preparing guidelines for composition 

instruction suggest a tenure track assistant or associate professor have no more than three 

writing intensive courses assigned in a semester with a regular class load of fifteen to 

twenty students for a total of no more than sixty students per semester (Ward and 

Carpenter 362-382). Universities following these guidelines are in the minority largely 

124 



because of budget constraints. Department chairs, trained in literature, are unsympathetic 

to the time intensity of responding to student writing and routinely overwork their faculty 

and shortchange the best interests of their students by not following the CCCC, WP A, 

and ADE guidelines. It may be that overburdened instructors with diminished preparation 

time rely on textbooks more as a time saving device. 

Adjuncts, a valued and necessary part of writing departments, are sometimes 

offered salaries based on the number of students in a course instead of the number of 

courses they teach. In a conversation with a new professional at the New York CCC 

conference in March of 2003, I learned that she was taking three graduate classes toward 

her Ph.D. in composition studies, teaching two first-year composition classes at a 

community college and in addition to these responsibilities, teaching an online 

composition course with an enrollment of forty-nine students. She earned two hundred 

dollars per student in the online course, which worked as an incentive to maintain an 

overload. While not all "part-time" instructors teach over one hundred students, the 

practice of picking up extra courses to make the economic ends meet certainly increases 

during hard financial times. 

Organizing and isolating issues one after another, chapter by chapter, is the 

standard approach of texts that pair composition with a subject or theme. In fact, the 

isolation of one issue from another is a standard form of postsecondary teaching and is 

analogous to the dis-connections between depaiiments and disciplines in universities. 

Approaching issues as if they were not interconnected hinders critical thinking, as related 

knowledge is increasingly difficult and connections harder to make. Keeping issues 
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segregated is harmful to critical thinking because it deters thinking about the 

interrelationship among issues. When dis-ability is contained in a single chapter, it can be 

thus dealt with as a separate and distinct issue instead of as an integral part of life 

affecting all other parts of the whole. The semiotic effect of arranging issues by chapter 

serves to portray dis-ability as an isolated issue removed from other related issues, for 

example work and sex, and gives the indication that they are in fact not remotely related. 

So many issues of social concern lined up chapter after chapter and discussed in 

exactly the same terms and written about in the same ways lends a homogenizing effect 

to thinking and writing about difference. In the chapter preceding the section on dis

ability, in In Context, students are asked to weigh in on writer Sandra Cisneros' civic 

battle to keep her house painted purple in an upscale, historically designated 

neighborhood. Immediately following the chapter on dis-ability is a chapter on work and 

compensation. For each issue the authors call for the same objective approach and 

response. 

Representation in the postmodern, post-structuralist age has reached new heights 

of self-consciousness. Authors seeking to represent a non-dominant culture, be it one of a 

distant country, a familiar ethnicity, Deaf culture, or the larger and still evolving dis

ability culture, face particular problems beyond those of accuracy. Yameng Liu, writing 

in "Self Other In-Between" addresses what she considers more problematic than 
' ' 

whether a situated observer can ever "get it right" in her interpretations of another 

culture. Rather her attentions are focused on the limitations of the textual clout of an 

author who is organically distanced from the culture being represented: 
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The concern is rather with what discursive authority one ought to appeal 

to, deploy, or claim when trying to compare or understand cultures. 

Discursive authority is, needless to say, invoked and exercised in 

conceptualizing and writing all composition text textbooks. It is 

indispensable in justifying everything from the identification of a theme 

to the selection and organization ofreading materials. 75 

Liu's work with multi-cultural composition textbooks holds important 

implications to the representation of dis-ability. Appealing to the dominant culture's 

signifying system alone is not going to allow an adequate representation. No matter how 

competent, self-reflexive, or cautious, observers bring to bear on the cultural text under 

study a specific set of values, assumptions, interests, categories, and strategies that are 

distinctively ablist. A culture is far more than selected readings or arguments. "[Culture] 

is made up of values, motives, attitudes, affects, perceptions, and relations" (76). To 

present students with writing tasks that ask them to make decisions affecting people with 

dis-abilities without asking students to examine their own culturally specific beliefs is not 

only setting them up for failure but it is unethical. Doing so ignores what researchers and 

scholars already know to be true about the nature of language, culture, and representation. 

Conclusion 

From this study of these textbooks, I have named and illustrated several findings 

in regard to dis-ability in composition textbooks. The first finding points to the 

conspicuous absence of dis-ability. The second finding establishes that when dis-ability is 

used, it is often essentialized. The third finding suggests that while a few selected 
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instances of dis-ability in textbooks have been progressive, overall, compositionists are 

perpetuating the able/dis-able binary. The fourth finding indicates that students are rarely 

encouraged to investigate their own participation (through attitudes and language) in 

creating negative attitudes towards people with dis-abilities. 

Who will represent whom, in what terms, and in what language is largely the 

project of contemporary rhetoric. In the final chapter, I discuss the implications of these 

findings in relation to dis-ability and composition pedagogy. 
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Notes on Chapter 4 

1 See appendix A 

2 For a comprehensive discussion on the multiple meanings of silences see the Disabilities in the 
Humanities Listserv archives. Started in 1998, the online community is comprised of over 300 members. 

3 Brenda Brueggemann and Cynthia Lewiecki-Wilson began a project several years ago in which they 
researched uses of dis-ability in composition texts. The project was abandoned for various reasons after the 
collection phase. The total number of texts they found was less than ten. The search was limited up to the 
year 2000. 

4 The word "Quickie" holds a decidedly sexual connotation, a reference to a quick, sexual interlude, yet I 
find it interesting that no direct mention of dis-ability and sexuality is made in the discussion of the 
painting or elsewhere. Quickie is also a name brand for a kind of wheelchair suggesting a double meaning. 
'Person with a disability' is the preferred terminology within the formal structural systems that work with 

people with disabilities and within some advocacy and political organizations, at least in the United States, 
although this is changing. The thinking behind the people first language is that the person with a disabihty 
is a person first, and the disability is incidental to that. It's a way of fighting against the stigma of the 
disability and re-emphasizing the humanity of the person. Geographically, this terminology varies widely. 
Within Canada for example, there is a much different history of these descriptors and it is much more 
common to hear 'disabled person' even in political, cultural, and academic discourses. 

5 While dis-ability readings are clustered in Chapter IV, it is curious to note that no category of dis-ability 
is listed under "Thematic Contents" a place where themes are alternately grouped. Instead, most of the 
readings related to dis-ability are categorized under "Body Image." The poem on blindness, apparently 
unable to fit any existing category, is left off the thematic contents list. Limiting discussions of dis-ability 
to the corporeal, as these authors decide to do, works to narrow the definition and our conceptions. 

6 As the evolution of terms used to signify dis-ability change, so do prevailing public attitudes. Our present 
dis-ability lexicon is derived from a long succession of terms. In a few short years the words handicapped, 
crippled, and retarded have fallen from use in the education profession. Instead, terms such as dis-abled, 
physically impaired, and mentally challenged have replaced them. The lexicon continues to make regular 
semantic changes as various discourse communities fight for influence over how society frames dis-ability 
and how the dis-ab led body becomes realized through discourse. Words, according to Burke, can be 
thought of as miniature campaigns for new visions. Each has a history of use and associations. "In the 
confusion of a vocabulary (and of the social texture behind it) writers not only lose old effects but gain new 

ones" (PC 117). 

7 For more discussion on this issue, see the works of Robert Connors, Lester Faigley, and Sharon Crowley. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

PEDAGOGICAL IMPLICATIONS 

In this chapter, I apply the findings from Chapter Four to a discussion of 

composition pedagogy with special attention to textbooks. As these findings indicate, 

there is a growing interest in dis-ability as a subject for composition texts. The way our 

profession represents dis-ability has important implications for our students. Anne 

Ruggles Gere describes first-year composition as an enculturation process, an initiation 

into the academy. Composition class accomplishes the cultural work of producing 

autonomous individuals willing to adopt the language and perspectives of others (288). In 

order to be successful, students new to the university often distance themselves from 

persons and experiences important in their everyday lives, discounting their own 

expe1iise in favor of textual authority. In this light, it is important that textbooks "get it 

right." 

The aim of contemporary rhetoric is to examine the ways language influences 

culture and how culture influences language. The aim for students of composition is, in 

part, to pay attention to how words make meaning, to notice what kinds of arguments are 

considered persuasive, and to determine why they are considered so. The Writing 

Program Administration's Outcome Statement for First-Year Composition states, "[b]y 

the end of first year composition, students should understand the relationship among 

language, knowledge, and power" (WP A). Pairing rhetoric with composition increases 

the complexity of the discipline as a whole. However, as this study has shown, this 
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complexity is not necessarily reflected in composition textbooks. In order to accomplish 

such a critical understanding students need to pay attention to the ideological currents 

readers identify with and subscribe to. Working at the intersection of rhetoric, dis-ability 

and composition can afford us that environment. As Brenda Brueggemann states: 

Issues of disability matter in composition ... first, because we have a 

long, proud history of making the invisible visible and of examining how 

language both reflects and supports notions of Other. .. Second, we also 

rightly pride ourselves on our attention to practice - and on our refusal to 

separate it from the theoretical assumptions that explicitly or implicitly 

inform it. ... Third ... because we already challenge the binaries of 

theory/practice, writing/thinking, and self/other, we should be well 

equipped - even eager - to embrace the critique of the (false ab led/disabled 

binary that is articulated by disability scholars . . . "Visibility" 3 71 

Disability is a fundamental human experience missing from our critical 

consciousness. The effects of excluding dis-ability from classroom conversations and 

writing are severe. Doing so implies that dis-ability is not only an undesirable topic but 

also unrelated to gender, work, religion, culture, sexuality, family, language, and 

prejudice, in short, the human experience. 

The answers nevertheless to achieving understanding lie beyond simply infusing 

books with dis-ability content. As this study reveals, texts that do include dis-ability as a 

category of difference often do not provide theoretical explanation of why discussions of 

dis-ability are pertinent to understanding culture in general or composition in particular. 
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That is to say, in regard to composition textbooks, the challenge goes beyond simply 

including dis-ability. It is naive or unrealistic to think that by exposing students to a few, 

often monolithic, views about dis-ability that students could then transcend their 

misconceptions and achieve an understanding of its social construction to mention 

nothing about demonstrating an awareness of writing in a social context. 

Regardless of the many benefits gained by pairing dis-ability with composition 

and rhetoric, beginning with pedagogical practices in an effort to infuse curriculum with 

dis-ability issues is ineffective largely because, according to Simi Linton, "no matter 

which revisions are made, the curriculum and body of research that supports 

intervention" are still based on cultural misconceptions of dis-ability ( Claiming 136). As 

composition professionals, we can only begin to find practices for ourselves once we 

build a solid theoretical foundation. We must then challenge the unstated assumptions 

that currently help to construct our practices in writing and consuming textbooks in order 

to define new and more useful applications. Doing so would be consistent with the 

essence of the dis-ability studies movement, first to expose the assumptions underlying 

practices, which suppo1is a more informed position by which to affect changes on 

multiple levels. 

Textbooks are not, nor can they be, replacements for instructors. Having 

emphasized the importance of textbooks as I have done in this dissertation, it is not my 

intention to overestimate the extent to which any teacher, experienced or not, closely 

follows its implied use. I would like to acknowledge here the distinction between 

textbooks and how teachers actually use them. My feeling is that the more experienced 
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teachers rely on textbooks differently than inexperienced teachers. Overburdened 

teachers, teachers with reduced preparation time, perhaps use textbooks less critically. 

Teachers working in departments in compliance with professional guidelines have time to 

be more discerning. Reliance also depends on the mandates of the department and the 

flexibility teachers have regarding curriculum. 

After reviewing a great many textbooks for this study I have found that most of 

the essays and other supplemental readings editors inc]ude in regard to dis-ability are 

compelling in their own right and can be used effectively. Used in concert with a 

theoretical understanding of dis-ability studies - the cultural, political, economic, social, 

and legal context in which people with dis-abilities live - and a compatible approach to 

composition, much of the reading material that posits a dis-ability perspective in 

composition textbooks can be valuable. 

Using dis-ability, for example, as part of a larger intra-cultural approach to 

composition can prove to be very advantageous. By adopting the theme of cultural issues 

in general, cultural readers have in fact taken up as their central concern the relationship 

between Self and Other. What they try to do is to get the students, who are situated 

squarely inside their own cultural framework, to start taking notice of the cultures outside 

them, that until now seemed too remote or unrelated to be of interest and relevancy, and 

to start pondering the complicated ways they themselves are related to the seemingly 

unfamiliar (82 Liu). 

Dis-ability, simply used as another kind of difference, standing in or heaped on 

top of a long line of difference (race, class, gender, ethnicity, etc.) hides the role 

132 



individuals assume in its creation. Diversity today in composition texts, for the most part, 

means African American, Asian American, Native American, Latina/o, gay/lesbian, 

feminist, and European ethnic. What is not included as a category of interrogation should 

be the most conspicuous of all: whiteness, maleness, heterosexuality, and especially in 

discussions emanating from a dis-ability perspective, ableist constructions. 

Instead of accumulating and segregating difference in chapters and asking 

students to think critically about their familiar assumptions in general, it will be far more 

productive to stimulate students' critical thinking about what kind of attitude toward 

other cultures we would like to foster, and what mode of cultural interaction we, as 

teachers, seek to promote. In order to accomplish this, textbook authors and composition 

instructors need clearly defined goals. We need to define for ourselves, before students 

begin writing, the kinds of writing and thinking we expect to foster and to adjust our 

approaches and practices accordingly. 

A few compositionists are beginning to include dis-ability in composition courses 

through new and exciting measures. A proposal that enacts changes at the theoretical 

level, and subsequently offers examples of changes in pedagogical practice are discussed 

in "Becoming Visible" (Brueggemann, et al.). In this article, all of the authors offer ways 

"to move toward 'enabling composition' both in our collective field and in our individual 

classrooms (370). Responding to Linton's call for scholars to "recognize their moral and 

intellectual obligation to evaluate the gaps and faults in the knowledge base they 

disseminate to students that result from the missing voices of disabled people" ( Claiming 

142), Barbara Heifferon identifies the lack of disability in texts used in composition 
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classrooms and offers an example of the benefits that come from incorporating dis

ability. As I have noted earlier per my investigation, a recent move on the part of 

textbook authors and publishers has been toward the area of cultural studies. Many of 

these texts are meant to expose students to new ways of thinking about who they are, who 

others are, how identities get constructed, and how they determine perspectives, voices, 

meaning, and hence power. Most texts, as it has also been noted here, exclude dis-ability 

from their list of socially constructed considerations. Heifferon observes, "[i]ntroducing 

disability texts into the classroom not only makes disability visible but also empowers 

students to see that writing is intimately connected with issues of authority, identity, 

power, and confidence" (382). As an instructor, she found that including a compelling 

and honest text on dis-ability "[m]oved students so far from the previously unquestioned 

assumptions they carried with them, invisible and silent assumptions that render those 

with disabilities invisible and silent. Thus, we moved from dismay to discussion past 

dissonance to the discovery of a place where disability texts in the classroom help 

students confront issues of authority and power" (386-87). 

In this same article, Johnson Cheu recalls the events in a dis-ability studies class 

he taught. He believes that the study of dis-ability allowed students, especially nondis

abled students, the authority to identify and write about constructions of dis-ability. 

Students in Cheu's class went from making ironic statements like "I don't know anyone 

with a disability" (ironic because Cheu himself is in a wheelchair and is very visibly dis

abled) to making observations about the dis-ability of Darth Vader (388-390). 
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"Disability, invisible and unspeakable, became not only visible but also speakable ( and 

writeable )--indeed, knowable in the context of the classroom and in our culture" (319). 

\Vhat I am suggesting is the subversive power inherent in teaching. Yet, 

ironically, schools, as institutions, are situated in contexts that by their very nature resist 

change and force compliance. For example, it is common for teachers to be asked to "do 

more" within the constraints of a fixed system. As a public school teacher I encountered 

testing mandates, terrorism drills, presentations promoting sexual abstinence, athletic 

boosting, and the like added on to an already overcrowded school day. Even the most 

aware and outspoken professionals found it difficult to resist these overt institutional 

mandates. Uncritical teachers, when facing the often subtle but negative effects of dis

ability, are at great odds in effectively challenging and changing practices. 

Dis-ability, interpreted narrowly ( economically, medically) by administrators, 

forces teachers into roles beyond that of teaching. In my own experiences as a public 

school teacher involved in the profession during mainstreaming and later during the 

initial stages of inclusion, I unintentionally took on the role of enforcer. The special 

education staff, often in consultation with parents and to a lesser extent the student, made 

decisions regarding the student's categories of difference and predetermined set of 

modifications. It then became incumbent upon me to make sure students functioned 

within the prescribed categories and received no more than or no less than the allowed set 

of modifications. It is in this way that dis-ability, as observed in classrooms, becomes not 

just another kind of difference, but a legally sanctioned, prescribed, and enforced set of 

behaviors. It is in this way that uncritically compliant teachers become unwitting 
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instruments of oppression. Supporting teachers and students in exploration of dis-ability 

studies pedagogy seems very promising until the reality of life in educational institutions 

is confronted. As Simi Linton, Linda Ware and the handful of others working at the 

crossroads of disability studies and public education acknowledge, the contradictions 

inherent in a system that pathologizes dis-ability, reifies hierarchy, regulates and 

reproduces dis-ability, and claims its own system of identification, definition, 

classification, and containment as progress in education is stifling. To this end, teaching 

requires constant effort to disrupt the system as it currently exists to include 

interpretations of dis-ability that are more consistent with the lived experiences of people 

with dis-abilities, to use our experiences to keep textbooks and our classrooms honest. 

Teaching dis-ability offers important mechanisms and opportunities for change. 

Introducing dis-ability necessitates a critique of the system from which it is born. It 

means moving beyond the surface to explore dis-ability and its multiple layers of 

meaning. Studying the way dis-ability is presented in composition textbooks has offered 

me many opportunities to critique teaching, publishing, and the institution of higher 

education. Potentially, including dis-ability in composition classrooms can offer avenues 

to examining and critiquing social systems in general. 

It may also be revealing to address in the composition classroom and in textbooks 

the extent to which dis-ability discourse, including the students' contributions, 

encourages an understanding or visibility of values and ideology, or to what degree 

dominant discourse represses that awareness. Texts that engage readers and challenge 

them about their own assumptions stand a better chance of fostering critical thinking 
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about the construction of meaning in language. By helping students notice their own use 

of language, how for example their organization and construction, their tone and 

emphasis is presented, they can come closer to identifying their ideological drives. How 

students imagine their audience and the rhetorical measures used to identify with such an 

audience is revealed in their texts. This attention to language brings students closer to 

understanding their own issues regarding culture, social relations, and their participation 

in it. 

Every composition theory and hence the textbooks that emanate from these 

theories apply a particular construction ofreality, of ability, and the very act of writing. 

Whether these theories originate from lives on the boundary, contact zones, or zones of 

proximal distance, they need to be read and explored as creators of practices that serve to 

enable and/or dis-able. This dissertation and the studies included here are the beginning 

exploration at the intersection of dis-ability, rhetoric, and composition. 
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