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The books and articles on this list are starting points. They provide a way to explore how 
disability experiences and the language and ideas we have associated with them have changed 
over the 20th and 21st centuries and introduce you to some of the people who helped make these 
changes happen. 
 

Baynton, Douglas C., Defectives in the Land: Disability and Immigration in the Age of Eugenics. Chicago: 
The University of Chicago Press, 2016.  

By one of the key disability historians in North America, this short volume explores how 
disability “has never been a term with a singular or unified meaning, but a term that has been – 
and continues to be —misused, abused, and exploited by a range of historical actors and 
institutions for their own ends.”  

 
Baynton, Douglas; Gannon, Jack, and Jean Lindquist Bergey: Through Deaf Eyes, Gallaudet University 
Press, 2007. 

A photographic history representing 200 years of US Deaf History. 
 
Brown, Keah: The Pretty One: On Life, Pop Culture, Disability, and Other Reasons to Fall in Love with Me. 
Atria Books, 2019. 

A thoughtful and fun collection of essays exploring what it means to be black and disabled in a 
mostly able-bodied white America.  

Carter-Long, Lawrence NPR Interview: When the #SayTheWord hashtag went viral in 2016:   
https://n.pr/3qnxwEf       Then: https://bit.ly/3EZ9gMB  

The word disability has evolved to encompass community, identity, constituency, history and 
culture, rather than being confined to just a medical issue. In the New Mobility essay, Carter-
Long aims to clear up a few misconceptions and misinterpretations that cropped up along the 
way in discussing changing disability language.  

  
Clare, Eli, “Defective and Deficient: White Supremacy and Disability Oppression Tangled Together.” 
Keynote address at the 2018 White Privilege Conference in Grand Rapids, Michigan. Understanding & 
Dismantling Privilege, Vol. IX, Issue 1, May 2019. 
 
https://www.disabledgirlswholift.com/blog/8-non-fiction-books-essays-and-memoirs-on-the-bipoc-
disabled-experience  It’s a good list! 
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Dybwad, Gunnar, “Are We Retarding the Retarded?” Presented at the Tenth Anniversary Convention of 
the National Association for Retarded Children, Minneapolis, MN, in October 
1960.  https://bit.ly/3EXLwZm 
_____, “The Lost Years.” Presented at the 3rd Annual Convention, Canadian Association for Retarded 
Children, Montreal.  https://bit.ly/3082XqS 
_____, “Not All of One Mold.” International Journal of Religious Education, May 1961, pp. 16-
17.  https://bit.ly/3qmWi7B 
_____, “The Handicapped: Rights and Prejudices.” Presented at Wesley Church, Melbourne, Australia, 
July 21, 1968.  https://bit.ly/3H6zAGM 
_____, “Toward Human Rights for the Mentally Retarded: A Challenge to Social Action.” Address to the 
Social Work Division, American Association on Mental Deficiency, San Francisco, May 
1969.  https://bit.ly/2YwOGDP 

These speeches by a pioneering advocate reveal how leading advocates and the parents’ 
movement for children with developmental disabilities graduated to a larger mission. Moving 
from a focus on children to representing individuals across the lifespan, Dybwad recognizes the 
movement’s connections to other civil and human rights efforts around the globe. 

 
Gallagher, Hugh, FDR’s Splendid Deception: The Moving Story of Roosevelt’s Massive Disability and the 
Intense Efforts to Conceal It from the Public. St. Petersburg FL: Vandamere Press, 1999. 

This personal view of FDR traces his early years, his battle with polio, his fight for rehabilitation, 
his paralysis and the need to hide it in public and in private, and examines the impact the 
paralysis and its cover-up had on his political career, personality, and relations with others.  

 
Kriegel, Leonard, “Uncle Tom & Tiny Tim: Some Reflections on the Cripple as Negro.” American Scholar, 
Vol. 38 (Summer 1969), pp. 412-430.  https://bit.ly/3bVZI8H 

This meditation inspired several activists in the 1970s to see the discrimination they 
encountered in new ways, connected to older more familiar ways of stigmatizing a community. 

 
Linton, Simi, My Body Politic. Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2015.   

Linton’s memoir tracks her political awakening, and how culturally different organizations, 
artists, and institutions pushed and pulled each other to reshape and rework how 
representations and the very meaning of disability operate. 

 
Longmore, Paul K., Why I Burned My Book and Other Essays on Disability. Philadelphia: Temple 
University Press, 2003.  

Always insightful, sometimes incendiary, Longmore’s collection of essays includes work about 
the personal, the historical, including profiles of people, movies, organizations you likely do not 
know. Journeying with him will change how you see the disability experience in the 20th century. 

 
Milam, Lorenzo, Cripple Liberation Front Marching Band Blues. San Diego CA: Mho & Mho Works, 1983.  

A work that inspired advocates at the intersections of gay and disability rights. A Chicago 
independent radio pioneer, Milam, like Gallagher, was shaped by experiences at the Warm 
Springs, GA, Rehab Center. 

 
Mingus, Mia, Leaving Evidence, https://leavingevidence.wordpress.com/, a blog of essays.  

A good place to start with this author and justice advocate. She writes, “We must leave 
evidence. Evidence that we were here, that we existed, that we survived and loved and ached. 
Evidence of the wholeness we never felt and the immense sense of fullness we gave to each 
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other. Evidence of who we were, who we thought we were, who we never should have been. 
Evidence for each other that there are other ways to live--past survival; past isolation.” 

 
Orsi, Robert. “Mildred, Is It Fun to be a Cripple? The Culture of Suffering in American Catholicism in the 
Middle Years of the 20th Century.” South Atlantic Quarterly, 93, pp. 547-590, 1994. (Journal is published 
at Duke U.)  

Orsi describes and analyzes his experiences and understandings of a beloved, devout uncle who 
lived within the boundaries of an inaccessible world, and the uncle’s attitudes toward ableist 
assessments and behavior in mid-20th c. USA. It is one of the best expressions of how these 
attitudes worked within American Catholic urban experiences of the period. 

 
Pelka, Fred, What We Have Done: An Oral History of the Disability Rights Movement. University of 
Massachusetts Press, 2012. 

Pelka presents the voices of cross-disability rights activists who from 1950-1990 transformed 
how society views people with disabilities, and recounts how the various streams of the 
movement came together to push through the Americans with Disabilities Act of 1990, the most 
sweeping civil rights legislation since the 1960s. 

 
Saxton, Marsha & Howe, Florence editors, With Wings: An Anthology of Literature By and About 
Women With Disabilities: The Feminist Press at CUNY, First Edition August 1987.     

Drawing from different genres—fiction, poetry, and essays—the collection is insightful, and a 
distinctive moment in time in thinking about disability, women, reproductive rights, and more. 

 
Starrett, Mable, “Placing the Physically Handicapped in the Ranks.” In The Crippled Child. Cleveland, OH: 
International Society for Crippled Children, August 1936.  https://bit.ly/3wwv4MK 
 
Schwartzenberg, Susan, Becoming Citizens: Family Life & The Politics of Disability, University of WA 
Press 2005   

With interviews, photographs, newspaper clippings, official documents, and personal 
mementos, the author captures evidence and moving recollections of the perseverance of four 
mothers-turned-activists who coauthored Education for All, a crucial piece of Washington State 
legislation that was a precursor to the national law securing educational rights for every person 
with a disability in America. 

 
Scotch, R. K., From Goodwill to Civil Rights: Transforming Federal Disability Policy. Philadelphia: Temple 
University Press, 1984.  

Extensive interviews with policymakers, leaders of the disability rights movement, and other 
advocates filled in the sketchy official history of Section 504 with detailed behind-the-scenes 
stories. A subsequent edition charts the shifts in policy and activist agendas through the 1990s, 
and the effects and disappointments of the Americans with Disabilities Act. 

 
Trent, James W., Inventing the Feeble-Minded: A History of Mental Retardation. University of California 
Press, 1994. 

Using public documents, private letters, investigative reports, and rare photographs, Trent 
explores changing perceptions of mental retardation from the mid-19th century to nearly the end 
of the 20th. Trent contends that economic vulnerability, more than intellectual limitation, is what 
determined the institutional treatment of people with intellectual disabilities. 
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