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Disabilities Studies is located at the intersection of problematics that have haunted western thought since its beginnings. The discourses around 'the normal', in both ontological and normative senses, expose the conceptual dualism that underlies and pervades common world views.  The tensions between the dichotomies of nature/culture, science/democracy, facts/values, bodies/minds, objectivity/subjectivity and necessity/freedom are all simultaneously activated in the study of disabilities and their representations. These new encounters, case studies, and thought experiments will hopefully offer fresh insights into these perennial impasses, and in turn contribute to a richer understanding of self and society. 


The very term 'disability' suggests these oppositions, once we begin to question its usage and recognize the lack of a popular term designating its opposite or its superset. Consider the connotations of this formulation, in contrast to the (almost) synonymous  differently-abled, divergent, deviant, freak. The designation of impairment, disease, illness, or disorder each carry connotations, associations, and judgments that go beyond condition, atypical, deviation. Especially with emotionally charged issues surrounding identity and difference, feedback mechanisms transform previously neutral words, over time, into expressions with with prescriptive force.


In her explication of Foucault's relevance to Disability Studies, Shelley Tremain argues that “it seems politically naïve to suggest that the term 'impairment' is value-neutral, that is, 'merely descriptive,' as if there could ever be a description that was not also a prescription for the formulation of the object (person, practice, or thing) to which it is claimed to innocently refer.”
  This line of critique closely mirrors Bruno Latour's reminders of the of the devastating confusion and paralysis resulting from the impossibility of disentangling facts from values. 


In the Politics of Nature  Latour convincingly argues that embracing this false distinction leads to disingenuous discourse, as facts are wielded as trump cards to shut down the possibility of conversation and disagreement. A wide range of controversies in the area of disability rights can be traced back to this confusion between facts and values. It is nearly impossible for a declarative assertion not to contain the seeds of a value judgment.

The notion of “fact,” let us recall, had the disadvantage of not taking into account the enormous work of shaping, formatting, ordering, and deducing, needed to give the data a meaning they never have on their own... the whole set of mechanisms for attributing shape and distributing causalities.. [and the] instruments, bodies, laws, habits, language, forms of life, calculations, metrology, everything can contribute to the progressive socialization and naturalization of entities...


A wonderfully absurd example of our construction of reality through our description of material conditions comes from an the satirical magazine The Onion. An article with the headline “Woman Overjoyed By Giant Uterine Parasite”
  humorously pathalogizes pregnancy, and helps drive home our serious point. Within the clinical frame, even pregnancy can be recast as an unwanted disease, instead of a welcome blessing.


All too often, purportedly neutral facts are loaded with value judgments, but presented as incontrovertible on the basis of their 'facthood'. This position does not deny the possibility of varying degrees of confidence in different assertions, but we must demand recognition of the inevitable entanglement of subjectivity in our descriptions of a complex and contingent world. Disability studies offers us many occasions to closely watch these dynamics unfold.

�	 Shelley Termain, “On the Government of Disability, Foucault, Power and the Subject of Impairment” in Lennard J. Davis, The Disability Studies Reader, 1st ed. (Routledge, 1997).


�	 Bruno Latour, Politics of Nature: How to Bring the Sciences into Democracy (Harvard University Press, 2004), pp. 117-118.


�	 � HYPERLINK "http://www.theonion.com/content/news/woman_overjoyed_by_giant_uterine"��http://www.theonion.com/content/news/woman_overjoyed_by_giant_uterine� -“Symptoms of potential uterine blight are wide-ranging and can include nausea, vomiting, constipation, irritability, emotional instability, swollen or tender breasts, massive weight gain, severe loss of bone density, fatigue, insomnia, excessive flatulence, hemorrhoids, vaginal tearing, and involuntary defecation.”





