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Abstract

Disability is a common part of life, but not a well understood part of our cultural conscience

(CDC, 2018; Pulrang, 2020). Because of this, the oppression that disabled people face, ableism,

is particularly pervasive and under addressed (Pulrang, 2020). In order to begin to chip away at

the systemic ableism that is embedded in all parts of society, disabled people need better

representation in the media (United Nations, n.d.). This means not just showing stories that

involve disabled people or that are about disabled people, but actual stories by disabled people

about disability (Thompson, n.d.; “Media”, 2021; Rubin, 2021). One area of particular interest to

me is addressing ableist misconceptions about assistive technology (Parette & Scherer, 2004;

Fraser et. al, 2015; Shinohara & Wobbrock, 2011). To take on this topic from the perspective of a

disabled person, I chose to use the medium of crochet to help soften the image of assistive

technology and tell disability stories. In the future, I hope that this project can be expanded into a

true craft as activism project, “craftivism”, that engages a wider group of people in the

discussion about assistive technology and ableism, the process of crocheting, and the activity of

community building and healing (“The History”, n.d.; Marzec, 2010; Iqbal, 2019).

Disability

According to estimates by the CDC (2018), roughly 1 in 4 adult Americans is disabled or has a

disability. This means that most people probably are related to someone who is disabled, work

with someone who is disabled, and/or interact with disabled people on a daily basis in some

other capacity. Despite disability being what might be conceived of as quite common, most

people feel uncomfortable talking about disability or engaging with disabled people (Ghosh,

2017; Brodey, 2020). Research has shown that abled people, people who are not disabled, have

reported even feeling uncomfortable talking to disabled people (Brodey, 2020). Most people can
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look to their own experiences and find anecdotal evidence that supports this; people tell children

not to stare at someone with a visible disability, but then do not talk with their child about

disability in any capacity. When a disabled person brings up their disability they are often

dismissed by the abled people in the room simply because the abled people are uncomfortable.

Disability is quite plainly not something that most people feel comfortable discussing (Ghosh,

2017).

It can be quite difficult to identify people’s intentions, but in my experience, most

disabled people do not view these behaviors as acts of malice from abled people. It does not

seem that most abled people actively hate disabled people or aspire to inflict harm on disabled

people. Despite this, disabled people still experience discrimination, oppression, and

microagressions (Pulrang, 2020, Denk, 2019). The type of systemic oppression that disabled

people experience is called ableism (Pulrang, 2020).

Ableism

Ableism by it’s very nature is systemic, which means that it exists in multiple domains which all

uphold and reinforce each other (Pulrang, 2020; “The Lens”, n.d.). One way through which to

examine these facets of oppression, is through the “four domains of power” outlined by Black

Feminist scholar Patricia Hill Collins (2000). Collins outlines four areas through which dominant

power structures and the most privileged people within them assert their power over the

oppressed, including structural, disciplinary, hegemonic, and interpersonal. Although the goal of

this project is not to describe ableism in great detail, it can be helpful for those not familiar with

ableism to be given examples, which may be beneficial in terms of understanding the impact and

the interconnected nature of systemic ableism (Pulrang, 2020; “The Lens”, n.d.).
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In the United States, structural oppression against disabled people takes many forms,

including subminimum wage laws that allow certain employers to pay disabled workers below

the minimum wage, disproportionate rates of unemployment and underemployment for disabled

people, disproportionately high rates of disabled people living in poverty, systemic

inaccessibility of most public spaces, and a healthcare system designed for those who are healthy

and abled (Luterman, 2020; Fessler, 2015; Denk, 2019; Pappas, 2020, Shapiro, 2020).

Disciplinary oppression can include the special education to prison pipeline, disproportionate

rates of police violence against disabled people (somewhere between ⅓ and ½ of police brutality

incidents are against disabled people), and forcible institutionalization or hospitalization of

disabled people often against their will and against their interests (Mader & Butrymowicz, 2014;

Abrams, 2020; McKay, 2019). Hegemonic oppression is also sometimes called cultural

oppression often takes the form of media that we consume, or commonly held cultural and social

values, which help pass on the idea that disability is bad, that disabled people do not have lives

worth living, that anyone who is disabled is pitiful, or that disabled people are only useful

because they serve as inspiration for abled people (Helena, 2020; “Disability”, 2019; Baig,

2020). Interpersonal oppression often takes the social stereotypes about disability and applies

them in a person to person context, which could look like an abled person telling someone who is

disabled that they are so inspirational, staring or avoiding eye contact completely, and many

other ableist microaggressions (Bryne-Haber, 2019; Lu, 2016; Kim, 2019). This is in no way a

conclusive list of what ableism can manifest as or the ways in which it can manifest. This list is,

however, an entry point for many people who do not know about ableism to begin to understand

that mistreatment of disabled people goes beyond occasional social ostracization, and is actually

a network of mechanisms designed to marginalize disabled people within society completely.
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Ableism is incredibly pervasive (Denk, 2019; Pulrang, 2020). Beyond that, many people

are unaware or uneducated on issues related to ableism (Pulrang, 2020). Ableism is in many

ways so insidious simply because it is so common and underobserved. Suggesting that disability

is merely an attitude, that anything is possible if someone simply puts their mind to it, and by

extension anyone who cannot do something is not trying hard enough or is lazy, that someone

cannot be disabled because they work or are perceived as very productive, that someone would

only disclose or discuss their disability as an excuse, are all ableist attitudes and are surprisingly

common (Lu, 2016; Kim, 2019). There are innumerable examples of ableist ideology that people

use all the time; if you would like more examples @casualableism has many examples of the

forms that casual ableism can take.

Complexity of disability

In my experience as a disability educator, I have found that people are often compelled to act and

become disability allies once they learn about ableism and the forms that it can take. People want

to understand how they can stop being complicit in ableism and how they can begin to eliminate

ableism from their behaviors and interactions with others (Brodey, 2020). Most often people

want explicit instructions about what to say and do when engaging with someone who is disabled

or when talking about disability (Ghosh, 2017). Interactions can be varied and complex, which

would make it impossible to leave someone with a set of rules to govern each interaction that

they had (Pulrang, 2020; Lu, 2016; Kim, 2019). Additionally, simple rules that would seem to be

applicable like the “golden rule” do not work out either.

The “golden rule” tells each individual to treat others as they wish to be treated, but when

it comes to interactions surrounding disability this may yield an effect that is the opposite of

what is desired. Ableism does not just live in the structures of society or the interactions between
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abled and disabled people, ableism is often internalized and lives within the individuals in

society as well (“The Lens”, n.d.; Ghosh, 2017). Internalized ableism means that the ableist

ideologies, like the ones described in the previous section, help to inform each individual's

thoughts and patterns of behavior (Harrison, 2020). This means that even when an abled person

attempts to empathize with the experiences of a disabled person, that abled person might come to

very different conclusions about how a disabled person wants to be treated because of their

internalized ableism (Brodey, 2020). Abled people might feel inclined to think of disability as

shameful and act in a way that minimizes others’ experiences that relate to disability. Another

example might be that an abled person would feel overwhelmed by the prospect of being

disabled and thus want to work by themselves to situate what worked best for them rather than

receive any help, and thus would try to ignore someone else’s disability and never offer them

help. In some cases, abled people might be on the right track with their guesses, but the truth is

like any identity, each disabled person has their own unique relationship to disability, and so it is

unlikely that two people will ever want to be treated the exact same way, or the way that

someone else might think that they want to be treated (Pappas, 2020).

Many abled people are unsure how to engage, and in my personal experience it seems

that often people go to the extremes rather than finding a balance that most people will find

agreeable. People either stare or refuse to make eye contact; people either don’t offer any help,

offer overbearing help, or simply help without asking the disabled person’s permission first;

people refuse to talk about disability, or they act like they know better than disabled people about

disability. The list goes on. It seems that a more balanced approach might not work for every

situation, but overall it would often yield better results than the golden rule or the extremes that
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most people take up. This leaves the questions: why is it so hard to find a balance? And, what

could empower people to more easily find the balance?

Inaccurate portrayals of disability

As illustrated in the disussion of ableism, ableism can take many forms and often ableism in one

domain can help to reinforce ableism in others (“The Lens”, n.d.). Engaging with disabled

people, disability, taking on the work of being a good disability ally can in some ways fall into

each domain, but the interpersonal domain seems like a particularly obvious place where these

interactions would exist (Collins, 2000). However, most people do not necessarily learn about

disability and ableism through the interpersonal domain. Despite the prevelance of disability

(Once again ¼ of American adults are disabled), most people do not learn about disability by

talking to disabled people in a one on one capacity, most people learn about disability from the

media they consume (Brodey, 2020; Rubin, 2021; Helena, 2020; United Nations, n.d.). The

United Nations (n.d.) in fact recognizes media as one of the primary ways through which to

undermine ableism and improve the standing of disabled people in society.

No one can ever truly understand the lived experiences of another person. Often the

media acts as a domain through which individuals can get the next best thing (United Nations,

n.d.; Thompson, n.d.; Baig, 2020) . Through various pieces of media, both real and fictitious, the

consumer can be exposed to new ideas and perspectives (Rubin, 2021; Helena, 2020). This is

often one of the only ways, other than through interpersonal contact, that people outside a

particular identity can gain insights about what it must be like to have that identity. In this way,

consuming diverse media, particularly media that engages with view points that differ from that

of the audience, internalized systems of oppression can be challenged (United Nations, n.d.). The

key is that the media needs to actually reflect the views of someone with a marginalized identity
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rather than just repeat stereotypes that reinforce oppression (Thompson, n.d.). A quick look at the

list of the most popular disability related movies shows that many of these movies are actually

made by abled people (“Media”, 2021; Thompson, n.d.; Rubin, 2021). Because of this, some of

the most visible and popular disability media does not reflect the views of disabled people, but

instead helps to uphold and reinforce stereotypes about disability which contribute to hegemonic

oppression (Baig, 2020; Helena, 2020; “Disability”, 2019). Some examples of this include:

● Disabled people deserve pity - Million Dollar Baby, What’s Eating Gilbert Grape

● Disabled people are like children - I am Sam, Of Mice and Men

● Disabled people who “overcome” their disabilities are inspirational - Soul Surfer, A

Beautiful Mind

● Disabled people have worse lives, which make them bitter - Detective Pikachu, Doctor

Strange

● As well as more specific stereotypes about certain disabilities

○ Tourette’s is just swearing - The Green Mile

○ Autistic people are savants - Rain Man

Rather than help enlighten people about what being disabled is like, most popular culture

depictions of disability simply reinforce ableism (“Media”, 2021; Helena, 2020).

Assistive Technology

According to the Assistive Technology Industry Association (2021) , assistive technology is,

“products, equipment, and systems that enhance learning, working, and daily living for persons

with disabilities.” Some examples of assistive technology may include mobility aids, such as

cane, crutches, and wheelchairs, communications technology, such as text to speech devices and

communication boards, and many other types of technology, such as noise cancelling
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headphones, screen readers, devices to make certain utensils more ergonomic. Evidently, the

definition offered by ATIA is very broad and can encompass many things, which may not give

someone very specific insights about what actually constitutes assistive technology.  This is in

part because assistive technology can vary significantly from person to person (AT Industry

Association, 2021; Fraser et. al, 2015). Each person and disability are different and because of

this, objects that might be conceived of as “ordinary” can also be assistive technology (AT

Industry Association, 2021; Shinohara & Wobbrock, 2011).

Assistive technology is one area related to disability that is full of misconceptions (Fraser

et. al, 2015; Shinohara & Wobbrock, 2011). Beyond the simple, and often limiting,

misconception of what can be assistive technology, many abled people view assistive technology

in a particularly negative light (Parette & Scherer, 2004; “Ableist”, 2009). This can be seen

through the language that some people use to describe assistive technology. People sometimes

use the language ‘wheelchair bound’ or ‘stuck in a wheelchair’. These phrases seem to suggest

that someone is forced to use a mobility aid, and that if offered the choice no one would want to

use a mobility aid (“Ableist”, 2009). This type of language seems rather obtuse to the functions

of a wheelchair, or really any mobility aid. In my personal experience, and the experience of

most of the people I know, mobility aids are simply tools that help to make life easier; these

objects are not something that someone is stuck with, and are instead objects that help to open up

freedom and independence (Shinohara & Wobbrock, 2011). This behavior also can carry the

message that assistive technology is a sign of someone’s quality of life being lower simply

because they need tools to help them in everyday situations (“Ableist”, 2009; Parette & Scherer,

2004).





Abernathy 25

Image 3: Crocheted wheelchair seat, including both

seat and  seat back in charcoal yarn, and connecting

railing from back to seat in turquoise yarn. All

modeled to life size.
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Appendix 3: Finished works

Image 1: Collection 1 - “Medicine”

Crocheted pill bottles hung randomly in a

variety of sizes (orange and white yarn).

Bottom left in a descending line are 3

emesis bags (blue and white yarn). In the

middle right, a sharps container which

meets orthagonally with the line of emesis

bags (red and white yarn).
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Image 2: Collection 2 “Day out”

A line of objects descending from

right to left: yellow water bottle,

red scrunchie, blue accessible

parking placard, blue scrunchie,

red sunglasses, yellow scrunchie.

A black cane below those objects

descending from the left to the

right.
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Image 3: Collection 3 “Comfort”

All objects are piled on the floor with

a blue and white pillow in the very

back, a rainbow blanket in front of

that, and a heating pad (gray with

white cord and controller) piled on top

of the blanket.


