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Eduardo Jose Hurtado Arrieta 

pchuehur@upc.edu.pe 

 

Dumbness, legal capacity and privileges in XVI century Spain: 

early rights recognition in the Treatise of Bachelor Lasso on 

muteness. 

 

The legal Treatise on Dumbness, written by Bachelor Lasso in 1550, 

documented the existence in early 16th century Imperial Spain of an elaborate 

language system for people with hearing impairment, and applied at the time, 

in the context of a sustained pedagogical practice based on the experience of 

the Fray Pedro Ponce, the alleged author of this language. This experience is 

apparently the first evidence of the development of a language taught 

systematically to people with hearing impairment, that we could consider 

modern in terms of its approach. 

This work tries to focus on the central objective of Bachelor Lasso’s treatise, 

which was not oriented to a mere desire for dissemination of this language for 

the "dumb", but to the legal argumentation towards the recognition of the 

capacity of the Illustrious señor Francisco de Tovar for inheriting the rights 

over the family mayorazgo. According to these ideas, and beyond doubt, deaf 

people, usually considered incapable or idiotic, could acquire understanding 

and thus ability. 

The relation between muteness and legal capacity refers us automatically to 

the concepts of the understanding of a language, and by that, the certainty of 

acquiring sufficient reason in the issuance of a manifestation of will. In the 

specific case of the Treatise of Bachelor Lasso, it can be verified by its early 

existence that the legal recognition of the capacity of segregated groups 

(disabled, but we could also extended it to gender and racial groups) could be 

attained even in the absence of movements of socio-political nature, through 

the initiative of people linked to a context of privilege, among social groups 

with an effective exercise of power and influence. 
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Lisa Beckmann 

Lisa.Beckmann@anglistik.uni-giessen.de 

 

Creatures of Extreme Pity and Extreme Vice: The Sexual Politics of 

Disability in Eugenic Forced Sterilization Laws 

 

In eugenics, compulsory sterilization laws are central to the historicization and 

politicization of disability both in and through the body of law. By pathologizing 

and dehumanizing disabled women as “racial damage” (Hubbard 2013: 68), 

forced sterilization laws create a “hierarchy of human worth” (Hayden 2012: 

35) marked by “the systematic deprivation of individual reproductive rights and 

freedom” (ibid.).  Disabled women are “creatures of extreme pity and extreme 

vice” eugenicist Francis Galton polemicizes accordingly in Inquiries into the 

Human Faculty and its development (1951 [1883]: 17). Returning to Douglas 

Baynton, the proclaimed “conspicuous absence” of disability now becomes 

hyper-visible. In eugenic discourse, the female disabled body is anything but 

absent. Associated with poverty, criminality, foreignness, and hypersexuality, 

disability turns into a signifier for all that is other. A form of alterity that, when 

filtered through the hegemonic gaze of forced sterilization laws, turns disabled 

women into outlaws in every sense of the word (Schweik 2009; Lombardo 

2008). Disabled women are thus perceived as “feeble-minded”; they are 

characterized as “menaces” and “threats” to the “reproductive health” of US 

American society. In this paper I aim to explore the intersection between 

disability and gender by analyzing the impact selected forced sterilization laws 

have on the metaphorization of disabled women as “other” and “foreign” in the 

US American public imagination at the beginning o the twentieth century. By 

bringing together disability history and critical legal studies, I will show that the 

sexualization of disabled women through law draws on the nationalization, 

normalization, and colonization of able-bodiedness as an imagined legal 

norm, one that privileges the experience of being Western, white, male, 

middle-class, and college-educated. Ultimately, I will argue that the history of 

disability is also a history – and perhaps a herstory – of intersectional 

marginalization, one in which the female disabled body cannot be unseen.  
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Gildas Brégain 

gildasbregain@hotmail.fr 

 

The complex impact of imperialism on the international and 

national history of disability. 

 

The purpose of this communication is to show the complex impact of 

imperialism in the international history of disability and in the national history 

of disability. Studying the phenomenon of imperialism is not only fundamental 

to understand the colonised country's history but also to understand the 

imperialist country's history and the international history of disability. Our 

theoretical reflexions on this complex impact is based on a wide empirical 

research in various national areas (Argentina, Brazil, Spain, Algeria, France, 

Marocco) and in the archives of the intergovernmental organizations (ILO, 

UN, WHO, UNESCO, etc.). 

We will show in the first part the various impact of imperialism in the history of 

transnational public policies of disability : the role of intra-imperial and inter-

imperial networks in the diffusion of new methods of treatments, of news 

types of institutions in the Empire's territories, and the upheaval of the 

traditional policy of assistance to the disabled based on Islam in the Arabic 

countries (religious instruction of the blind in the mosquee, etc.) ; the role of 

the intra- and inter-imperial networks in the homogeneous representation of 

the disabled and the definition of disability ; the importance of the basis of the 

imperial social policies (inequalities between territories and between the 

citizens of the same Empire, low cost and charitable policies in the Empire's 

territories) to understand the absence of an international convention on the 

rehabilitation of the disabled workers by the League of Nations ; the role of the 

British imperial networks in the legitimation of the new model of total 

rehabilitation after the second world war (new definition of disability, new 

system of medicine of rehabilitation ) ; the contribution of colonial expertise to 

build the disability policies for the African and Asian countries within the 

international institutions (ILO, UNESCO) during the 1950's and the 1960's. 

In the second part, we will show the necessity to study the phenomenon of 
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imperialism in order to understand the history and the strategy of the western 

actors. The territories of the Empire constitute, for the metropolis' players, a 

place where to find a professional legitimacy, a place where to find a job (for 

the French blind women musicians), a place which gives birth to a cultural 

definition of disability during the 1940's, and a place where a public is to be 

convinced by the legitimacy of the economic liberalism during the Cold war 

(action of the American diplomacy and the American foundations). 
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Jane Buckingham  

jane.buckingham@canterbury.ac.nz 

 

Disability and Indian indentured labour in the South Pacific. 

   

From 1879 to 1916 Indian labourers were transported from Indian ports under 

contracts or ‘grimits’ to work on sugar plantations in Fiji. Slave labour had 

been abolished in the British Empire in 1833 however the need for agricultural 

workers to drive production in colonial plantations continued to grow. 

Indentured labourers remained subordinated to paradigms of slave labour in 

industrialised agricultural economies which racialized plantation work and 

identified specific types of bodies as fit and ‘able’ forms of labour. Here 

notions of disability emerging from western industrialised capitalism 

intersected with notions of labour, race and fitness to work. Leprosy was one 

marker of being unfit to work. Prospective labourers were screened for 

leprosy before leaving India and were refused transport if found to have the 

disease. Once in Fiji, Indians who were detected with the disease and were 

unable to work became multiply disabled; first by the physical impact of the 

disease on their bodies, second by the stigma of visible affliction with an 

incurable disease and third, by the economic and social displacement of being 

no longer able to work. Diagnosis of leprosy for these recent migrants to Fiji 

and their families meant embarking on a further process of often forced 

migration. Some were repatriated to India, others were either sent or 

voluntarily admitted themselves into leprosy treatment facilities where they 

were isolated from their families and the lives they had built in Fiji either within 

the plantations or as ‘free’ coolies. This paper considers the intersection of 

histories of labour, leprosy and disability in the construction of histories of 

disability in the Pacific. It argues that colonial networks of migration, labour 

and capital contributed to the disabling of Indian indentured labourers not only 

by identifying leprosy as a marker of unfitness to participate in the plantation 

labour economy but in the economic and social disabling consequent upon 

their diagnosis.  
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Asis De  

ademrc@gmail.com 

 

Fragility as Metaphor: Disability, Difference and Postcoloniality in 

Firdaus Kanga’s Trying to Grow  

   

Does disability mostly deal with physical and cognitive disability and when 

applied to human beings, include only those people who are not ‘normally’ 

able, but ‘differently able’? When the mother of a deformed and dwarf boy 

says “It’s the heights you reach that count, not the height you are”, the issue 

of physical normalcy and disability is challenged, and it is precisely what 

happens in Firdaus Kanga’s semi-autobiographical debut novel Trying to 

Grow (1990). The protagonist of this novel, Daryus Kotwal alias Brit is the 

poster-boy of physical disability with ‘osteogenesis imperfecta’, a disease 

which makes the bones brittle. This proposed paper attempts to investigate 

how the physical disability of Brit, the fragility of his bones, could be seen as a 

material dimension of impairment and could be equated with “both the 

postcolonial nation-state’s potential for radical difference and its supposed 

fragility” (Barker, 2011: 2). It would also focus on Brit’s Anglicized Parsi 

identity to emphasize the minority status of the protagonist that obliquely 

covers the status of the ‘different’ in the Indian postcolonial context. This 

paper also aims to point out that disability is not a kind of “medicalized 

identity” (Sherry, 2007: 10), but the identity of someone who is normally ‘able’ 

to face psycho-physical and attitudinal barriers.     
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Nancy Hansen  

Nancy.Hansen@umanitoba.ca 

 

Unseen: The Experience of Disabled People in Post-Conflict Zones 

 

Disabled people comprise one of the world’s largest minority groups over one 

billion in number (WHO). Yet, for the most part, disabled people remain visibly 

invisible. Present, but not engaged with in a meaningful way. Almost 4 million 

of the worlds’ displaced peoples are disabled and a significant number are 

children. However, despite these compelling numbers little is known of their 

(disabled people’s) daily lived experience in post-conflict situations. Several 

funding agencies and non-governmental organisations geared to rebuilding in 

post-conflict/disaster situations have disability access as part of their 

organisation’s philosophy or mission statement. Yet, in practice, during the 

reconstruction phase are these elements rarely adhered to. Similarly, a 

significant number of countries are signatories to the UN Convention on the 

Rights of Persons with Disabilities. However, progress on the ground remains 

slow. Poor accessibility, limited access to services facilities means that 

disabled people remain among the most at risk of displaced persons. This 

paper explores the current situation considering issues such as: cultural 

barriers, access to programs and services, immigration barriers and building 

an inclusive asylum relocation process. 
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Lottie Hoare  

chh11@cam.ac.uk  

The documentary film 'Thursday’s Children'(1954): post-colonial 

readings of what could be seen and heard in 1950s England. 

 

This paper looks at the relationship between disability and colonialism in the 

25-minute documentary film Thursday’s children (1954). Oxford University 

graduates, Lindsay Anderson (1923–1994) and Guy Brenton (1927–1994), 

collaborated to make the film but they fell out and Anderson is most widely 

credited as director. The documentary offered a window on the lives of deaf 

children educated in the oral method at the residential Royal School for the 

Deaf, Margate, Kent, and showed the pedagogy that aimed to integrate these 

children into a society that demanded the spoken word. The footage was 

recorded without a sound track but the sound was later added when the film 

received financial backing from World Wide Pictures. In the 1950s World Wide 

Pictures had only recently established itself as a subsidiary of the Billy 

Graham Evangelistic Association. This injection of funds into what had started 

as a more experimental project, may have led to a different Christian 

message tip-toeing into the distributed final version of the film.    

Anderson’s script, read aloud for the sound track by the actor Richard Burton, 

states ‘without words there can be no thoughts, only feelings.’ Anderson 

struggled with the ways that he himself was arguably colonized by his English 

Public-School education. His synchronous private writings in diaries and 

letters while making this film reveal some of his own oppression as a gay man 

who was forced to conceal his sexuality under the laws and conventions of 

1950s England. 

Despite the spoken words of the narrator, the visual images on film offer a 

different challenge to the viewer. It can be argued that non-verbal 

communication is actually what triumphs in this film and that the record of the 

interaction of the children with each other worked to subvert both the 

colonizing forces of their environment and the distinct, moral message of the 

narrated voice-over.  
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Iain Hutchison  

Iain.Hutchison@glasgow.ac.uk 

 

Coup de soleil – William Baillie and an Eastern (mis)Adventure. 

 

William Baillie (1789-1869) was the last of a long line of kinsmen who joined 

the service of the East India Company (EIC) in quest of adventure and 

fortune. Shortly after arrival in Bombay 1811, he moved to Baghdad where he 

aspired to the soon to be available position of EIC Resident. In this quest, he 

set about learning Arabic and Persian and strove to become immersed in the 

customs and culture of Baghdad. However, European friends and colleagues 

in Baghdad became increasingly concerned about his behaviour, beseeching 

him to return to the family estate near Inverness, and they wrote concerned 

letters to other family members asking them to apply their powers of 

persuasion on William.  

 In 1814, William left Baghdad. In 1817, he became the 14th Laird of 

Dunain, the last of the line. But for several years lived under care and 

supervision in London, then Edinburgh. In 1826, he was returned to the family 

seat near Inverness where he subsequently lived a long life in semi-seclusion 

and ‘constructed’ dignity at Dunain, but where he … knew that he was laird, 

was most carefully attended to, and in his own way enjoyed.’. This paper, 

through examination of letters from Baghdad by his concerned friends, and 

also by William, between 1813 and 1814, considers Islam, Orientalism and 

Insanity within the context of the controlling and colonising project of the EIC 

in the early nineteenth century. 
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Toru Imajoh 今城徹  

toru.imajoh@gmail.com 

 

The Daily Lives of Disabled Veterans and Their Families in World 

War II Japan 

 

The objectives of this report are to examine the lives of disabled soldiers and 

their families in World War II Japan, concretely understand what emphasis is 

placed by them on returning to their daily lives, and ascertain the 

effectiveness of the extent of measures taken by the government to meet the 

needs of them. 

 Japan's first total war was the Russo-Japanese War of 1904-05. However, 

the government issued nothing noteworthy before the war apart from pension 

benefits for wounded soldiers. When the number of war dead/injured started 

increasing rapidly from 1937-38, at the beginning of the Sino-Japanese War, 

serious measures were taken to handle such matters. 

 Many wounded soldiers who returned home did not receive vocational 

training and returned to their former work in agriculture to earn an income. 

However, because their injuries reduced their ability to earn money, it was 

difficult to regain the standard of living they had prior to joining the military. 

 As a result, families of wounded soldiers relied on pension. For them, the 

most important point is the amount they could receive in benefits. In many 

cases, the degree of the injury would determine the amount of benefits 

received, but was often lowered at the time of arbitration. Furthermore, the 

real value was decreased due to wartime inflation, and they sustained 

themselves through income generated from agriculture and pension. 

 With the start of WWII, Japan's measures for aiding wounded soldiers fell 

into disarray because of the sudden rapid increase in casualties and the 

worsening of the war situation. It was only with the aid of pension that 

wounded soldiers’ families reintegrated into society up until Japan's defeat. 

This was unlike the situation in Europe and the United States where previous 

experience had been gained during the time between wars leading up to 

mailto:toru.imajoh@gmail.com
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WWII. Japan lagged behind other world powers in this regard, as it was the 

first in Asia, in facing the challenge of managing the injured and disabled. 
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Stefanie Kennedy 

skenned5@unb.ca 

 

Race, Labour, and Disability in the Colonial Caribbean 

 

According to disability scholars, physical impairments and anomalies took on 

new meanings with the onset of industrialization in mid-nineteenth century 

Europe and North America, whereby ‘disability’ in its modern sense emerged. 

The colonial Caribbean confounds this chronology of disability history, and 

undoes the teleological distinctions between the early modern and modern. 

Caribbean sugar production developed in the seventeenth century as an 

industrial enterprise. The enslaved body was defined by its relationship to an 

economy driven by production and profit, and sugar plantations were 

dependent on the technical mastery and skilled artisanal knowledge of 

workers as well as field labour. The division of labour by skill, age, gender, 

and physical condition that characterized Caribbean plantations, together with 

the emphasis on discipline, organization, and timekeeping made sugar a 

precociously industrial and modern undertaking. This paper uses disability as 

an analytic tool to retrieve a history of disability in the colonial Caribbean from 

the archives. It focuses on plantation slavery in the 17th and 18th-century 

English Caribbean, which was one of the earliest zones of the Atlantic World 

to adopt a system of colonial exploitation based on African enslavement and 

sugar plantations. At every level, Atlantic slavery inserted black and African 

bodies into the emerging racialized world of transnational and imperial 

relationships as ‘disabled bodies’ – supposedly unfit for anything other than 

the most brutal forms of labour. The slave trade and plantation slavery, 

specifically the sugar-producing colonies of the English Caribbean, are the 

historical underpinnings of systematized and violent African diasporic 

impairment. When disability is placed at the center of an analysis of Atlantic 

slavery, it demands that we rethink historical definitions of premodern and 

modern and, in particular, timelines of disability history, not only in terms of 

mailto:skenned5@unb.ca
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temporality but also of material and conceptual borders between the 

metropole and the colony.  
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Caroline Lieffers  

clieffers@gmail.com 

 

Imperial Ableism: Indigeneity, Capacity, and Mobility in the 

American West 

 

This presentation examines ableism as a motivating ideological force for 

Euro-American expansion and control in the late nineteenth and early 

twentieth-century American West. Government agents, physicians, and 

philanthropists frequently perceived indigenous peoples as physically, 

intellectually, and culturally deficient, and used technologies of bodily, 

environmental, and social control to fix, remake, and repair these supposed 

deficiencies. This presentation focuses in particular on mobility—whether at 

the level of the individual, the family, or the culture—and argues that its 

control and norms must be theorized into the intersecting histories of disability 

and imperialism. First, I draw connections between physical disability, 

reservations, and farms, using the example of an artificial limb given to a 

Dakota man in 1889, the same year that his people were forced to cede over 

forty percent of their reservation lands, and only two years after the Dawes 

Act mandated that they would be turned from mobile hunters into sedentary 

farmers. Next, I analyze the case of Standing Bear—a Ponca man who sued 

the US government for his freedom of movement—to theorize the intersection 

between notions of wardship and capacity, intellectual disability, and mobility. 

Finally, the Omaha tribe, and particularly the LaFlesche family, clarifies how 

indigenous peoples were able to reclaim some of these discourses of ability 

and mobility to shape their own political futures. As the US government 

stripped indigenous peoples of their territories and condemned them to illness 

on reservations and farms, the work of citizenship was the work of 

mastering—or of reclaiming—mobility. 
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Maitrayee Misra  

maitrayeemisra1989@gmail.com 

 

Paired with the Impaired: Disability, Disaster and the Role of the 

Nation in Indra Sinha’s Animal’s People 

 

The history of colonialism exhibits how the European colonial powers 

vehemently affected the socio-cultural and economic status of the colonized 

countries. Even after political independence, most of the postcolonial nations 

suffer from economic disability and often allow multinational corporates to run 

risky manufacturing units in their countries hardly paying any importance to 

the safety and security of people and the environment. Disability of the nation 

in alleviating systemic poverty and the practice of running high-risk factory 

units have made historical disasters resulting in deaths and disability of 

common people.      

As case study, I decide to focus on Indra Sinha’s novel Animal’s People, 

which is a literary representation of the compound crises of disability and a 

postcolonial chemical disaster which resulted in mass human disability and 

deaths. Set in the fictitious place of Khaufpur in India, the novel is a retelling 

of the 1984 ‘Bhopal Gas Disaster’. The novel depicts how the disaster 

extracts all human qualities from the eponymous character  Animal and 

transforms him into a ‘creature’ with crooked spine and walking on four ‘legs’, 

a progeny of the ‘Apokalis’, along with the people of Khaufpur, striving hard to 

survive. The paper would also investigate how Sinha makes Animal the icon 

of the nation suffering from disability. It would simultaneously attempt to find 

out how a postcolonial nation becomes disabled in the hands of multinational 

corporate economy, ‘Biopolitics’ and neo-colonial exploitations.   
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Katarzyna Ojrzyńska  

k.ojrzynska@sens.net.pl 

 

Remembering Action T4 in Anglophone, Germanic, and Polish 

Cultures 

 

Douglas Baynton’s statement that “[d]isability is everywhere in history, once 

you begin looking for it, but conspicuously absent in the histories we write” is 

of particular relevance to the long-neglected topic of the extermination of 

disabled people by the Nazis during the Second World War. With this in mind, 

my paper examines various local approaches to the politics of memory that 

find reflection in contemporary cultural texts that refer to the murder of 

patients of psychiatric institutions who were labelled by the Nazis as “life 

unworthy of life.” Pointing to some general tendencies in the works of artists 

from Germany, Austria, the UK, the US, Australia, and Poland, I will briefly 

analyze the strategies of remembrance used in each of these cultural 

contexts. While in Austria and Germany, the main focus is on reviving 

individual stories and commemorating individual victims, one of the prevalent 

tendencies visible in Anglophone cultures is to approach this topic from the 

contemporary disability perspective and draw strong analogies between the 

present and the past. Finally, the specificity of the Polish context resides in 

the considerable lack of interest in reconstructing the stories of the victims 

who remain nameless, which is closely connected with the lack of thorough 

historical research in this area. Taking recourse to Susanne Knittel’s concept 

of the historical uncanny, and the notion of social amnesia, as defined by 

Russell Jacoby, I will argue that the specificity of the cultural texts I will 

mention in my paper reveals certain differences between the understandings 

of and approaches to disability in the above-mentioned cultural contexts. 

Finally, focusing predominantly on the Polish context and such cultural texts 

as Stanisław Lem’s Hospital of the Transfiguration, Anna Dziewit-Meller’s 

Góra Tajget, the performance Tisha B’Av by Theatre 21, and the exhibition 



18 
 

“Progress and Hygiene” at the Zachęta National Gallery, I will examine their 

specificity and attempt to explain factors informing the choice of given 

representational strategies.  
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Madhwi  

madhavidu@gmail.com 

 

Abled’, ‘Dis-abled’ and ‘Invalid’ Labourers in the Plantation 

Economy of British Empire c. 1840-1910 

 

This paper investigates the embodied experience of health and disability 

among Indian labourers in Mauritius and Natal. It investigates the interaction 

of health, disability and stigma with migration and labour in the assertion of 

new diasporic identities and the struggle for their ‘labour identity’ in the 

plantation economy.  

In the plantations labourers were classified into different categories ‘able 

bodied’ and ‘non-able bodied’, based on their body qualities, and that rate of 

wages fixed accordingly for each class. This paper intended to investigate the 

different forms of ‘disability’ such as ‘physical’, ‘mental’, ‘natural’ and ‘un-

natural’ amongst the indentured community. Plantation colonies were 

determined to provide hospital treatment to those who really needed it and 

had the scope to recover in order to benefit the colony. But again it was very 

difficult to select the ‘invalids’, because large number of labourers daily 

presented themselves to be invalid. If once indentured decided to return home 

as an invalid, he worked very determinedly to fulfil his purpose, and it 

frequently cost him his life. The official discourse willingly accepted that 

physical suffering (willingly, injury by self or naturally known as the ‘act of god’) 

was one of the major causes for suicide among the Indians. Lunatics and leper 

patients were not accepted by the plantation economy, even Indian government 

refuse to accept these people in India.  

It applies new disability history approaches to analyse changes in traditional 

forms of ‘caste disability’ and the creation of new forms of social disability 

among labourers. It shows how diseases such as leprosy forced more than a 

thousand Indian indentured labouring families within the plantation-economy 

into a second migration.  Those diagnosed with leprosy were isolated on the 

island, where they received nursing and medical care but were quarantined 

mailto:madhavidu@gmail.com
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with other communities forming new collective identities defined by disease 

status. 
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Subhadeep Ray  

subhadeep.ray.eng@gmail.com 

 

 

The proposed paper attempts to focus on how the issue of disability performs 

a composite role in the interface between contemporary history and literary 

products of the mid-twentieth century Bengal, during the transformation from 

the Raj to the Republic. The post-Tagore Bengali narrative was produced 

during a radical displacement of the centre-periphery relationship of the 

colonial rule in Bengali culture by a sort of cosmopolitanism derived from 

numerous late colonial contacts, as well as an emerging post-colonial outlook; 

and a considerable part of it is significantly focused on socio-cultural 

constitution of disability.  

With an unforeseen capacity to ponder upon the moments of dissonance in its 

own worldliness Bengali modernist fiction deploys corporeality as a site of the 

dialectical relationship between authority and subjugation, on the one hand, 

and elements of insurgencies, on the other. In this sense, these works 

examine the repressive bio-politic of decaying land-relations and emergent 

semi-capitalist social relations in a way that disability could not be fully 

explained here by the poststructuralist linking of it to the multiplicity of ‘human 

morphology’. Drawing attention to more basic facts of exploitation this also 

looks forward to the question of human rights in postcolonial democracy. This 

project, therefore, studies disability fiction against the production of abledness 

in nationalist discourse in confluence with the state building project. This 

directly relates to the dialectical reversal in the fictional narrative by which the 

very ambiguous position of a ‘crippled’ man or woman in the historical block 

undermines the gradual integration of the organization of social appropriation 

and that of state authority, and exposes the moments of anxieties in the 

history of progress and domination. This paper narrows down on two short-

stories, Manik Bandopadhyay’s “Prehistoric” – on subaltern rouge turned 

crippled by state coercion but remaining indomitable in his primitive instincts – 

and Tarashankar Bandopadhyay’s “Woman and Snake-wife” – charting tragic 
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attempts of a lame snake charmer to cross multiple disabilism through 

peculiar passion he enjoys with a serpent. These two anti-heroes – both 

connecting disability and subalternity – enforce history to reside on the 

unsettling borderlines where ‘comprehensible’ and ‘incomprehensible’, ‘able’ 

and ‘disabled’ mutually dislocate each other. 

  



23 
 

 

Sam De Schutter 

s.de.schutter@hum.leidenuniv.nl 

 

Disability and Development: The ILO, Vocational Rehabilitation, 

and Disability in Kenya, 1940s-1980s 

From the early 1950s, disability became an increasingly important item on the 

agenda of the United Nations agencies, as they began to see the need for a 

“co-ordinated international programme” on the rehabilitation of people with 

disabilities. With the basic assumption that higher levels of poverty led to 

higher levels of disability, these programs focused to a large extent on 

technical assistance to countries in the Global South, thus bringing together 

issues of disability and development. 

In this paper, I will explore this history of disability and development, 

not on an abstract or discursive level, but by scrutinizing one particular case 

study. I will focus on one UN agency, the International Labour Organization 

(ILO), and analyse its program on Vocational Rehabilitation by looking at how 

ILO experts assisted the newly independent state of Kenya in setting up a 

national rehabilitation scheme. Chronologically, the main period under 

scrutiny starts in the 1960s and ends in the 1980s, during which time different 

ILO experts worked with the government in Kenya. I will however also point to 

several developments since the 1940s that shaped the ILO interventions in 

the postcolonial period. The paper is based on archival material and published 

documents from both the ILO and the Kenyan government.  

The aim of this paper is to get a better understanding of how these 

development projects worked. Rather than focusing on the macro-economic 

level, I will offer a micro-historical account of how such projects played out on 

the ground. This allows me to lay bear the agency of different actors involved, 

such as the ILO experts, Kenyan government officials or people with 

disabilities, and analyse how they interacted with each other. Rather than 

simply depicting processes of international development as exporting 

knowledge from the North to the Global South, this approach allows for a 
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more nuanced understanding of what sort of disability knowledge circulated in 

this transnational field, how it did and how different actors used and claimed 

this knowledge. 
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Thomas Tajo  

thomastajo@gmail.com 

 

Blindness and Visual Culture: the politics of sensorial identities 

Through my own autoethnographical experience as a blind individual and 

blind Echolocation/FlashSonar  and Perceptual Navigational instructor 

for the World Access for the Blind; through the use of latest 

neurological studies; through the review of the literature of the 

cultural history of the senses in the west; and through the 

investigation of the history of the scientific investigations on bats 

and their non-visual perceptual function.   

 

My paper seeks to examine, how the visual world in general and the 

visual culture in the west, that emerged with the invention of the 

Printing Press, during the time of Reformation, conflated vision with 

all productive life abilities.   

 

The result of which eroded the trust and reliance on the productive 

capacities of our non-visual senses.   

 

And consequently came to influence our views of blind people: as 

people incapable of effectively perceiving the reality of the world 

through the non-visual senses and correspondingly lacking the 

capacities to successfully pursue productive life-goals. 

Thus, how the visual cultural view of the world and human body, came 

to inform our contemporary popular cultural and scientific 

understanding about blindness as Disability and blind people as 

Disabled. 
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Prosthetic Childcare in Nineteenth Century Britain 

 

The introduction of hospitals and medical care dedicated to children and 

infants, was an advancement which arrived in Britain late compared to its 

neighbours such as France’s ‘Enfant Malades’ established in 1802. The 

emergence of paediatric hospitals was largely due to the greedy professional 

and financial advancement of individual physicians rather than the falsely 

portrayed ‘community need’ (Lomax, 1998). Despite their establishment 

attracting patients and therefore money, it contradicted the longstanding 

traditional attitude surrounding children as ‘incomplete beings with a fragile 

hold on life, whom it was wasteful to devote too much care and attention to’ 

(Porter, 1989). Oddly, amputation was one of the few procedures which saw 

children harness the same attention as adults. Despite being an overused, 

crudely performed medical solution with poor survival rates and a 

misunderstood aftercare, archaeological evidence of children surviving into 

adulthood and examples of child size prostheses are in existence.  This paper 

will discuss the complicated beliefs surrounding the medical care of children 

during the nineteenth century, concentrating on the archaeological evidence 

of prosthetic aftercare available for juvenile amputees. It will ask, why in a 

society with poor paediatric care was amputation and prosthesis provisioned 

for? And what sparked the change in attitude to children’s healthcare which 

saw the introduction of institutions such as Great Ormond Street in 1852? 

Archaeological analysis of prosthetic devices and medical procedures 

available during this time will help to demonstrate that whilst children occupied 

the role of ‘societies future’, lingering, outdated attitudes, inevitably 

contributed to the unusually high infant mortality rates, overcrowded 

workhouses and an enduring class system. But with medical improvements 

and enlightenment, a new optimistic perception that children were indeed the 

future, triggered a national re-evaluation in paediatric healthcare.  
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War, disability and Francoist paternalism: Moroccan disabled 

veterans of the Spanish Civil War 

 

Out of the 78,504 Moroccans who fought in the Francoist army during the 

Spanish Civil War, an estimated 55,468 sustained injuries over the course of 

the conflict. Within the deeply hierarchical and militaristic regime of Francisco 

Franco, a privileged symbolic space was reserved for troops from the Spanish 

Protectorate who had sacrificed their bodily integrity in the ‘Crusade’. Such 

veterans were presented by the regime as the ‘glorious mutilated’, and a 

special body was established to manage their disability pension claims. Yet 

this privileged position did not imply parity with Spanish veterans. In contrast 

to Spaniards, who were given the title of ‘Mutilated Gentlemen’ and helped to 

find jobs, Moroccan veterans were dismissed as ‘useless’ and deemed 

unsuitable for the workplace. With the advent of Moroccan independence, the 

Francoist regime’s paternalism turned to pragmatism, which accelerated the 

disenfranchisement of the Moroccan war disabled. The perceived subordinate 

racial and masculine identities of Moroccan soldiers proved fundamental to 

their particular experience of war disability. 

This paper will explore the intersection of military, racial and gender 

hierarchies under the paternalistic regime of Francisco Franco. Through an 

examination of everyday bureaucratic interactions between representatives of 

the Francoist state and Moroccan veterans, this paper will discuss how 

colonial paternalism shaped Moroccan veterans’ experiences of disability. Not 

only were similar wounds judged to be less severe for Moroccan veterans 

than for their Spanish counterparts, Moroccan mutilados also developed 

distinctive ways of interacting with the Francoist state. Consequently, the case 

of the Moroccan war disabled offers an insight into the experience of disability 

in a colonial and post-colonial context, and —through the opportunities their 

case presents for comparisons with the Spanish disabled— broaden our 

understanding of disability as a constructed concept.  
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Polish d/Deaf community after communism fall: accepting and 

opposing local deaf tradition 

 

Throughout the communism era in Poland (from 1946 to 1989) what may be 

considered “medical model” of disability was the dominant and taken for 

granted one. The same was the case of deafness: it was considered as a lack 

and abnormality that needs to be dealt with – both medically and socially. 

After the fall of communism and the Iron Curtain not only people but also 

ideas began to move freely. The concept of Deaf identity and cultural model of 

deafness appeared in Poland as a set of ready-made ideas. In my 

presentation I will concentrate on the dynamics of the Polish deaf community 

after the concept of Deaf Culture was recognized and adopted by part of the 

Polish deaf people in the 1990s. What interests me the most is the powerful 

opposition of the new-born Deaf community against the oldest organization of 

the deaf – Polish Association of the Deaf (Polski Związek Głuchych PZG). 

The adoption of the (specific and context bound) American concept of 

deafness with the notion of minority identity and the civil rights movement 

imbedded in it, resulted in binary polarization of the Polish d/Deaf. Polish 

adopters of American model of Deaf Culture emancipated themselves but 

also created the idea of PZG as a powerful, common enemy that represents 

the orality, the medicality and the oppression. However, when the historical, 

social and cultural context taken into consideration, PZG’s role is more 

nuanced as the association was a powerful force behind the recognition and 

representation of the deaf people in Polish society in the 20th century. 

 

 

 

 


