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Abstract: This paper highlights the utility of an expanded ableism concept beyond how it
is used in disability studies; expanding the concept of ableism so it connects with all
aspects of societies and making ableism applicable to many academic fields. It introduces
this expanded form of ableism as a new angle of cultural research and suggests it to be one
possible venue for disability studies scholars to escape the ghettoization of their impact.
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1. Introduction

The concept of impact is all around us and influences many discourses [1-3]. We live in an impact
assessment society with culturally constructed hierarchies of impact importance. Academics are
expected to have an impact [4] for example through their publications [5]. The impact of their research
is evaluated constantly [6]. Knowledge translation is a buzzword to describe another expected impact
of academic work [7,8]. Universities are seen to have to change their priorities and cultures “as a result
of the recognition by governments that they are at the heart of their efforts to build competitive
knowledge economies” [9]. As academics, we seem to live in a culture of impact. In this paper,
I will submit impact considerations that an academic disability studies researcher might have to take
into account.

The field of disability studies and disabled people activists were the first to look at cultural
dynamics and the cultural impact of ability preferences, coining the term ableism [10] as a cultural
concept in the process. | showcase in this paper the utility of an extended form of ableism which |
submit can become a seed for new discourses, perspectives and paradigms that focus on ability
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favouritism as a basis for analysing existing and future cultural dynamics. | see ableism as a concept
essential for being able to deal with ability expectation challenges for societies and individuals to
come, especially for those linked to advances in science and technologies [11]. | submit that the
extended form of ableism is a possible way for disability studies scholars to escape among other things
the ghettoization of their impact.

2. Disability Studies Scholars and their Impact

Disability studies scholars face numerous impact challenges such as: (1) who to serve (academia, or
disabled people, or both); (2) which field of academics to impact; (3) which problems to tackle;
(4) which space to influence; and (5) the ghettoization of the disability studies field and its impact.

2.1. Challenge 1

The first challenge is whether disability studies scholars want to serve their own academic field, or
whether they want to serve disabled people, or both? In order to serve academia scholars have to fulfil
their impact expectations which are, among others, about publishing in high impact journals whereby
impact factors are not generated by the amount of people reading an article but by how often one
article is cited by other academics [12]. If scholars want to serve disabled people, the question is
whether they can do so by not interacting with disabled people. Indeed many disability studies scholars
are also activists [13], which goes against the “detached objectivity” [13], an expectation in many
research fields. It also leads to a reorientation of where one tries to publish. Publication in high impact
academic journals would only make sense if they are: (a) open access allowing a broad group of
disabled people to have access to the writings, and (b) the time from submission to notice of decision
(whether the decision is positive or negative) is reasonable (e.g., less than 3 month) and the time from
notice of acceptance to publication in an open access format is shortly thereafter (e.g., less than 4
weeks). Fulfilling these two characteristics ensures one’s impact is as timely and as broad as possible.
Furthermore, to serve disabled people as a scholar, the publication strategy would also have to include
other venues of publication such as blogs and social networking sites in a more non-academic
language given that the level of education of disabled people varies so much. In the end, the disability
studies scholar will have to be a hybrid, trying to serve academia and disabled people. However, this is
not an easy undertaking as the often-present conflict between disability studies scholars and non-
academic disabled people [13] shows.

The impact dilemma does not stop here.

2.2. Challenge 2

In order to have impact as an academic one needs money to do research. This leads to the question
for disability studies scholars which granting agency to apply to and how to phrase the research
question. Non-medical research topics pertaining to disabled people can be a hard sell (e.g., ongoing
discussions in Canada [14]). As the medical field has a strong influence on how disable people are
perceived and treated, a disability studies scholar has to engage with the medical and rehabilitation
field and understand the existing dynamics. This might be fundable by health research related granting
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agencies. At the same time, a disability studies scholar also has to impact other cultural researchers,
sociologists, economists and so forth given that the life of disabled people can be improved through
the works of academics from many fields. Here we have another hybrid model of impact. As a
disability studies scholar, I submit that one has to be able to engage with academics of various fields,
including the medical and rehabilitation ones, and enable them to engage with the disability studies
analysis of a given issue.

2.3. Challenge 3

Another hybrid of impact originates from the timeline of the problem. One can cover historical
problems, current problems and one can perform so-called foresight analysis—identifying problems to
come and their impact in order to give disabled people and their organizations knowledge they can use
to prepare themselves, to develop resistance, resilience and adaptation strategies. As a disability
studies scholar one may have to strife in one’s grant proposals to cover historical, current, and future
issues, often collaborating with and including multiple timeline event experts to their team. However,
one only has this luxury if one applies for certain grants, which comes with certain rules and a certain
amount of money. At the moment | would submit that the foresight is under-developed.

2.4. Challenge 4

Then there is the challenge of glocalization [15], the reality that the local can influence the global
and vice versa. This means that a disability studies scholar in a particular geographical and cultural
space should keep in mind how their work might influence other geographical and cultural spaces and
how developments elsewhere might impact their work. This means that one has to be a scholar with
both a local and global outlook.

However, even if a disability studies scholar is able to deal with the challenges outlined so far there
is the issue of ghettoization of the disability studies field and its impact.

2.5. Challenge 5

How much good can one’s work do if disabled people, disability studies scholars and people linked
to them access and use one’s work but is ignored by other academics, policy makers and individuals?
There are various disability studies journals in various countries of which publications are open access.
On the one hand, as a disability studies scholar, one may want to publish in these journals but
depending on who accesses these journals one might have a bigger impact academically and on the
living situation of disabled people if one publishes in a non-disability studies journal. Then again,
disability studies based reasoning or topics may be rejected in many of these journals. How much
one’s academic work is read outside the disability area and how much of one’s arguments are seen to
have a broader applicability beyond the social group of disabled people influences one’s ability to
produce positive change for disabled people. Impact often depends on other social groups and their
academic and non-academic members. Thus, a disability studies scholar may have to strive for positive
change not only for disabled people but for society as a whole. Indeed analytical work done in
disability studies has the ability to change the lives of ‘non-disabled’ people for the better as well.
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However, for this type of impact to happen one’s work has to be recognized as being useful for
tackling problems that society as a whole and other social groups face. Disability studies scholars face
a huge challenge in the ghettoization of their impact. How can they convince others, not directly
related to their area, of the utility their work has for ‘others’? Disability studies-based research,
especially the work around the concept of ableism, has strong utility outside disability studies, but so
far, it is rarely applied outside of the disability studies realm.

3. Broadening the Ableism Concept

According to the award winning Encyclopedia of Disability edited by disability studies scholar
Gary Albrecht, the term ableism evolved from the disabled people rights movements in the United
States and Britain during the 1960s and 1970s [10] and it is used by various disability studies
scholars [16]. Ableism “describes prejudicial attitudes and discriminatory behaviors toward persons
with a disability. Definitions of ableism hinge on one's understanding of normal ability and the rights
and benefits afforded to persons deemed “normal” [10]. Handicapism is a term with similar meaning
than ableism; it was coined by Biklen and Bogdan in 1977 [17,18]. Handicapism is defined "as a set of
assumptions and practices that promote the differential and unequal treatment of people because of
apparent or assumed physical, mental, or behavioral differences" [17]. Both terms highlight the
negative treatment [19] disabled people experience because their body abilities do not fit the cultural
preference for species-typical normative ability functioning and who therefore are labelled as
‘impaired’, as not able enough, as not able in the right way [20—22]. Sometimes ableism is used to only
highlight the species-typical ability preference whereby the negative treatment of a person labelled as
impaired due to their sub species-typical perceived body-related abilities (physical, mental, neuronal,
behavioural or cognitive) is covered by the term disablism [19].

So far, the discourse around ableism leaves the impression that it is about species-typical versus sub
species-typical body-related (physical, mental, neuronal, cognitive or behavioral) abilities and that
ableism is a dynamic that plays itself out between people who adhere to normative species-typical
body-related abilities and people labelled as not having these normative abilities. Still, ableism is not
employed as an analytical tool to investigate other ‘isms’ such as racism and sexism or in the context
of non-body related abilities. | submit that ableism can be understood in a broader and more pervasive
way than its original meaning and application [23,24]. Ableism is not limited to the discourse around
abilities of the body and abilities of disabled people. Every person cherishes certain abilities and finds
others non-essential. Some people cherish the ability to buy a car, some the ability to mountain climb,
some the ability to perform academic work and others manual work [25]. Some societies are structured
around GDP-ism (the ability to produce a GDP), efficiency, productivity and consumerism (the ability
to consume) [23,24], others could be organized around equity and empathy or any set of abilities [26].
The list of abilities one can cherish is endless with new and different abilities appearing all the time.
The cherishing of abilities happens on the level of individuals as well as the level of households,
communities, groups, sectors, regions, countries and cultures. There is a frequent trade-off between
numerous abilities [25]. Furthermore ableism as such does not have to be negative —as it is used within
the discourse around disabled people rights and disability studies—it just highlights that one favours
certain abilities and sees them as essential. However ableisms can also be used to support negative
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actions and ‘isms’ such as sexism and racism [23,24]. During the fight for voting rights in the
beginning of the 20™ century women in various Western countries were for example told that (a)
rationality is an important ability, and (b) that women do not possess rationality [21,22]. This was used
to deny women the right to vote. Racism is often linked to cognitive ability narratives whereby it is
claimed that groups of certain racial or ethnic backgrounds are less cognitively able than others [21,22].
Ableism used in a negative way often leads to disablism [19] which linked to the broader sense of
ableism means the lack of accommodation for the needs of people and other biological structures who
are seen to not have certain abilities; the unwillingness to adapt to the needs of others. What abilities
are seen as essential and positive or which abilities or lack thereof are seen as negative are negotiated.
Ableism in its general form leads to an ability based and ability justified understanding of
oneself, one’s body, one’s relationship with others within one’s species, other species and one’s
environment [27]. Let’s give a few examples. To stay first with the body; we see an increase in
narratives that push for the modification of the human body beyond the species-typical boundary. The
social movement of transhumanism is all about enhancing the human body beyond the species-typical.
According to Humanity+ formerly the World Transhumanist Association, transhumanism is, “The
intellectual and cultural movement that affirms the possibility and desirability of fundamentally
improving the human condition through applied reason, especially by developing and making widely
available technologies to eliminate aging and to greatly enhance human intellectual, physical, and
psychological capacities” [28].

This leads to a transhumanization of ableism where species-typical and so called sub species-typical
exhibition of body-related abilities are seen as problematic, as less desirable [11]. The
transhumanization of ableism and ability expectations might impact what we perceive as healthy
bodies leading to the transhumanization of the meaning of health [29]. It might lead to the scenario
where only certain beyond species-typical body abilities are seen as healthy [29]. Changes to the
understanding of the term health bring forth a change in how we define various health related terms
such as burden of disease [29]. We might also transhumanize various health related instruments;
disability adjusted life years could morph to mean years lost due to not being enhanced [29]. The
purpose of health insurances could change in such a way that it’s not used anymore to ensure access to
restorative medical treatments towards the species-typical but to ensure access to enhancement
medicine, to ensure that people have money for a body upgrade beyond the species-typical [29]. This
scenario fits with the dynamic that enhancements get better and better and that one does not want to be
obsolete [29,30]. The transhumanization of ableism will also impact non-health related ability
expectations, like when a person is seen as productive enough, competitive enough or efficient enough.
We know that body consumerism is on the rise [30]. It is a form of ableism that expects beyond
species-typical abilities that might add to this consumerism given that one might feel in ill health or
simply as unprepared for given ability expectations (work, education) without body upgrades.
Expanding ableism to include beyond-species typical ability expectation dynamics gives all kind of
disciplines such as sociology, various forms of ecology or sport an angle to discuss the impact of
changing ability expectations linked to science and technology advancements.

The relationship between humans and nature can also be investigated through an ableism and ability
expectation lens. For example the anthropocentric view of the relationship between humans and nature
has different ability expectations (nature is there to fulfil desires of humans) than the bio-centric view



Societies 2012, 2 80

(where humans are to live in harmony with nature) [27]. | submit that eco-ableism is a conceptual
framework for analysing enabling and disabling human ability desires, a class of desires that shape the
relationship between humans and their environment. One can also investigate different ecological
movements from eco-feminism to shallow or deep ecology movement for their ability expectations
which in turn gives one a new handle on how different movements might complement each other or
not. Analyzing various environmental treaties through an ability expectation lens gives one a new
angle to evaluate the usefulness of treaties for various social groups.

Which abilities one cherishes impacts also one’s perception of energy security and what actions one
wants to pursue to gain or retain energy security [27]. Ability expectation differences between various
social groups play themselves out around energy and climate change policies [27].

Ability expectations are also at the root of how one perceives waste. A vegetarian very likely
perceives the use of 19,000 litres of water to generate 1 kilogram of beef as waste, whereas one who
has the ability expectation of consuming meat might not perceive the water used as waste [31].

Two more examples of ‘isms’ influenced by ability expectations are ageism where one treats the
elderly badly as one expects the abilities of youth and youthism of a non-youth [32].

Broadening ableism allows for the general realization of possible problems and opportunities of
ability based judgements and problems with disablements and disablism linked to a negative use of
ableism. One could make an argument that an agreement in negotiations such as the climate summits is
impossible if the ability expectations of different players are irreconcilable [27]. Broadening ableism
allows disability studies scholars, other scholars and non-academics to investigate nearly every facet of
social actions as they all have ability expectation components. Furthermore it allows us to not just look
at what is wrong, as one often does in disability studies, but to be part of ability studies which is the
study of how we, as individuals or social structures, come to favour certain abilities and how we make
trade-offs between different abilities [23,24]. This opens up a whole new area of impact for everyone.
The impact is not so much rectifying negative actions but foresight oriented. It allows for the
generation of knowledge around and impact assessment of ability preference decisions that might
prevent negative actions from the start. A broader conventionalization of ableism allows for an
appreciation of cultures based on ability preferences in general and the cultural wars between entities
adhering to different ability preferences. The broader conventionalization of ableism allows disabled
people and others to see commonalities as to how ableisms impact them and to learn from each other
and support each other.

4. Conclusions

Culture is a "way of life shared by members of a group” and “includes common beliefs, rules of
behaviour, traditions, and customs” and “is learned and passed down to children” [33]. Ability
expectations and preferences are one dynamic through which members of a group judge others and
themselves and their lives. Ability preferences and judgments are at the root of many rules of
behaviours and customs. | submit that the cultural concept of ableism and the dynamic of ability
expectations is a gift from the disabled people rights movement and disability studies to the rest of the
world, academic or otherwise [25]. | submit that broadening the focus of ableism is a means to break
down the ghettoization of impact of the field of disability studies and disabled people. It allows the
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wisdom around ableism-driven disablement, generated within disability studies and the disabled
people rights movement, to be applied to problems the ‘non-disabled’ face. Every disability studies
scholar is, among others, an ability-cultural researcher. | submit that many academics outside the realm
of disability studies might find it fruitful to be an ability-cultural researcher, to investigate cultural
aspects of ability preferences, the culture of ability preferences and the impact of ability preferences
on society.

Acknowledgments

This work was in part funded by a standard operating grant of the Social Sciences and Humanities
Research Council of Canada.

References and Notes

1. Arber, W. The impact of science and technology on the civilization. Biotechnol. Adv. 2009, 27,
940-944.

2. Frankish, J.C.; Green, L.W.; Ratner, P.A.; Chomik, T.; Larsen, C. Health Impact Assessment as a
Tool for Populatiuon Health Promotion and Public Policy; Public Health Agency of Canada,
University of British Columbia: Vancouver, Canada, 1996. Available online:
http://catalogue.iugm.qc.ca/GEIDEFile/healthimpact.PDF?Archive=192469191064&File=healthi
mpact_PDF (accessed on 12 February 2012).

3. Cave, B.; Birley, M. The Need to Include Health Impact Assessment at the International
Monetary Fund. Int. J. Health Serv. 2010, 40, 179-181.

4. Li, S.; Ou-Yang, H. Incentives, Performance and Academic Tenure. Working Paper; Duke
University: Durham, NC, USA, 15 October 2003.

5. Harzing, AW. The Publish or Perish Book; Tarma Software Research Pty Ltd: Melbourne,
Australia, 2010.

6. Donovan, C. The qualitative future of research evaluation. Sci. Publ. Pol. 2007, 34, 585-597.

7. Fielding, J.E.; Marks, J.S.; Myers, B.W.; Nolan, P.A.; Rawson, R.D.; Toomey, K.E. How do we
translate science into public health policy and law? J. Law Med. Ethics 2002, 30, 22-32.

8.  Williams, A.; Holden, B.; Krebs, P.; Muhajarine, N.; Waygood, K.; Randall, J.; Spence, C.
Knowledge translation strategies in a community-university partnership: Examining local Quality
of Life (QoL). Soc. Indic. Res. 2008, 85, 111-125.

9. Sizer, J. Research and the Knowledge Age. Tert. Educ. Manag. 2001, 7, 227-242.

10. Various. Encyclopedia of Disability; Sage Publisher: Newbury Park, CA, USA, 2006.

11. Wolbring, G. Is there an end to out-able? Is there an end to the rat race for abilities? J. Media
Cult. 2008, 11, No. 3.

12. Van Teijlingen, E.; Hundley, V. Getting your paper to the right journal: A case study of an
academic paper. J. Adv. Nurs. 2002, 37, 506-511.

13. Danforth, S.; Gabel, S.L. Vital Questions Facing Disability Studies in Education, 2nd ed.; Peter
Lang Pub Inc: New York, NY, USA, 2006.

14. Canadian Disability Studies Association Minutes of the Annual General Meeting of the Canadian
Disability Studies Association. Canadian Disability Studies Association, Frederiction, Canada, 28



Societies 2012, 2 82

15.

16.

17.

18.

19.

20.

21.

22.

23.

24.

25.

26.

27.
28.

29.

30.

31.

May 2011. Awvailable online: http://www.cdsa-acei.ca/annual_report_11.pdf (accessed on 12
February 2012).

Robertson, R. Glocalization: Time-space and homogeneity-heterogeneity. In Global Modernity;
Featherstone, M., Lash, S., Robertson, R., Eds.; Sage Publications: Thousand Oaks, CA, USA,
1995; pp. 25-44

Wolbring, G. Ableism bibliography. Ableism blog at wordpress.com, 2012. Available online:
http://ableism.wordpress.com/ableism-bibliography/ (accessed on 12 February 2012).

Bogdan, R.; Biklen, D. Handicapism. Soc. Pol. 1977, 7, 14-19.

Bogdan, R.; Biklen, D.; Blatt, B.; Taylor, S.J. Handicap Prejudice and Social Science Research. In
Living Environments for Developmentally Retarded Persons; Haywood, C.H., Newbrough, J.R.,
Eds.; University Park Press: Baltimore, MD, USA, 1981; pp. 235-247.

Miller, P.; Parker, S.; Gillinson, S. Disablism How to Tackle the last Prejudice; DEMOS: London,
UK, 2004. Available online: http://www.demos.co.uk/files/disablism.pdf (accessed on 12
February 2012).

Campbell, F.A.K. Inciting Legal Fictions: 'Disability’'s' Date with Ontology and the Ableist Body
of the Law. Griffith Law Rev. 2001, 10, 42.

Carlson, L. Cognitive Ableism and Disability Studies: Feminist Reflections on the History of
Mental Retardation. Hypatia 2001, 16, 124-146.

Overboe, J. Vitalism: Subjectivity Exceeding Racism, Sexism, and (Psychiatric) Ableism.
Wagadu: J. Transnat. Women's Gender Stud. 2007, 4, 23-34.

Wolbring, G. Why NBIC? Why Human Performance Enhancement? Innovation-Abingdon 2008,
21, 25-40.

Wolbring, G. The Politics of Ableism. Development 2008, 51, 252-258.

Wolbring, G. Ableism, disability studies and the academy. Equity Matters blog of the Canadian
Federation for the Humanities and Social Sciences. http://blog.fedcan.ca/2011/06/17/ableism-
disability-studies-and-the-academy/ (accessed on 12 February 2012).

Wolbring, G. Ableism and Favoritism for Abilities Governance, Ethics and Studies: New Tools
for Nanoscale and Nanoscale enabled Science and Technology Governance. In The Yearbook of
Nanotechnology in Society, vol. 1I: The Challenges of Equity and Equality; Cozzens, S., Wetmore,
J.M., Eds.; Springer: New York, NY, USA, 2010.

Wolbring, G. Ableism and energy security and insecurity. Stud. Ethics Law Tech. 2011, 5, Article 3.
World Transhumanist Association The Transhumanist FAQ — A General Introduction — Version
2.1. World Transhumanist Association Webpage. http://humanityplus.org/learn/philosophy/fag#
answer_19 (accessed on 12 February 2012).

Wolbring, G. Nanotechnology and the Transhumanization of Health, Medicine, and
Rehabilitation. Kleinmann, D., Delborne, J., Cloud-Hansen, K., Handelsman, J., Eds.; Mary Ann
Liebert: New Rochelle, NY, USA, 2010; pp. 290-303.

Wolbring, G. Obsolescence and body technologies Obsolescencia y tecnolog s del cuerpo.
Dilemata Int. J. App. Ethics 2010, 2, 67-83.

Wolbring, G.; Leopatra, V.; Noga, J. The sentiment of waste and the measure of footprints
evaluated through an ableism lens. Eubios J. Asian Int. Bioethics 2012, 22, 117-123.



Societies 2012, 2 83

32. Wolbring, G. Should we 'cure' aging? Stud. Ethics Law Tech. 2007, 1, doi: 10.2202/1941-
6008.1020.

33. Becoming a Cultural Researcher. American Museum & Cultural History, 2002. Available online:
http://www.amnh.org/education/resources/rfl/pdf/sc_u01 becmg.pdf (accessed on 12 February
2012).

© 2012 by the author; licensee MDPI, Basel, Switzerland. This article is an open access article
distributed under the terms and conditions of the Creative Commons Attribution license
(http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0/).



