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My qualitative and interdisciplinary doctoral research is comprised of eleven interviews with people whose work has reached a public domain, and whose ideas or social justice pursuits overlap women studies and feminism with disability studies and disability rights activism.
  Their thoughtful responses have provided insights into what has happened, as well as a few of our goals for the future.

Throughout my dissertation I thread what I argue are essential tensions of oppositional perspectives that are central to feminist disability studies—but, here, I will highlight the "defining feminist disability studies" role in that analysis.

The title of my dissertation, “exploring feminist disability studies” is meant to denote the ambiguity, vastness, and resistance to--and persistence of the idea of--a feminist disability studies area of study.  There was a desire by most of the participants to solidify or acknowledge feminist disability studies, conflicted feelings by others (including some of the participants who acknowledge such an area of study) over acknowledging the idea, and resistance and reluctance by a couple of the participants to identify or define such an area of study and activism.  

Although very difficult at times, the oppositional (or dialectical) tensions that emerged between topics, issues, people, and groups of people pursuing social justice, pointed out an intrinsic component of feminist disability studies.  Oppositional tensions are, of course, not unique to feminist disability studies.  My research maps out how opposing beliefs, such as identifying and/or creating a feminist disability studies area of study, can actually help propel the movement forward.

For example, participants were asked, “How would you define feminist disability studies?” and their responses varied and gave great depth to the complexities and tensions over defining feminist disability studies.  Most of the participants gave detailed reports on how they viewed women studies and disability studies overlapping, nearly always highlighting critical topics such as fusing a feminist intersectional analysis with a social-cultural understanding of disability—as well as mentioning foundational feminist disability studies scholars such as Rosemary Garland-Thomson, Susan Wendell, and Adrienne Asch.  They also discussed topics such as:  gender, disability and queerness; disability, race, and ethnicity; cognitive and psychological disabilities; women, disability, violence, and trauma; disability, impairment, and illness; beauty, gender, freakery, and lookism; feminization of disability and men and masculinity; mothering with disabilities and prenatal testing; and the emergent transnational feminist disability studies theories, etc.

However, a few, some more directly and poignantly than others, expressed a reluctance or resistance to identifying a feminist disability studies area of study—which I will highlight here in order to show the oppositional and rife responses.

[quote by Adrienne Asch]

[quote by Susan Wendell] 

[quote by Susan Burch]

Susan Burch’s response really got at the heart of what I saw develop as a whole out of my research—that there is a beautiful elusiveness to the real emergent field of inquiry, “feminist disability studies.”

Although I agree with the majority of the participant reflections that there is, or should be a feminist disability studies field of study, responses such as Adrienne Asch’s provide part of the necessary tension that helps propel action in our theories, our working together, and in our creating social change.  I argue that there is truth and purpose to arguments such as Asch’s.  Disability studies and women studies should take up each other’s goals (as well as other identity studies), and… yet… they don’t always.  

Similarly, Susan Wendell’s response would probably create discomfort for some, because she does not say that one has to have a social-constructionist perspective of disability—but, rather, that bringing in the perspectives of people with disabilities is central.  Her argument has challenged and broadened disability studies perspectives around issues of impairment and chronic illness, which do not fit neatly into a social constructionist perspective.  Note also that Wendell mentions that medical practitioners are not barred from disability studies or feminist disability studies--but that making the voice of the person with disabilities, impairment, and/or chronic illness are the central task-at-hand.  This provides space for the debates and wisdom that emerge by encouraging both social-constructionist and social justice pursuits of people who are ill and disabled.   

The participant responses give way to the necessity of intellectual and activist spaces that are uniquely contested… and uniquely feminist disability studies.  Feminist disability studies is not only the rich theoretical complexities and tensions between women studies and disability studies, but it is also about who we are and how and why we come together to collaborate on academic and traditional activist projects.  

This research provides exciting and informative stories of creative resistance by participants to sexism and ableism, etc., and how we do, could, and should create community--while respecting, harnessing, and celebrating conflict and/or oppositional ideas from one another.  

[quote by Cathy Kudlick]

The majority of participants avowed the necessity of such conflicted spaces that push us to explore and sharpen our theories and activism [such as, in summary, to identify or not identify a feminist disability studies as a field of study; to cross disciplinary and identity boundaries; and to incorporate solely a social-constructionist perspective of disability versus also including illness and impairment perspectives that challenges the strict social-constructionist perspectives within disability studies; etc].  The majority of participants discussed how feminist disability studies also includes: the necessity to work on creating tools to make these contested spaces more comfortable to participate in; a disability studies repertoire from which to work; and to use the history and analyses of feminism that make intersectional inquiries foundational to every project.     

Within this research about feminist disability studies emerged a beautiful diversity of thoughts and actions that give heed to tensions that often challenge us to think deeper, get involved more, and work across disciplinary, activist, and identity boundaries.    

� The participants range from being well known scholars in women studies and disability studies to being emerging feminist disability studies scholars.


� It was sincerely a joy to talk with each participant, and what a privilege it was to collect a small portion of feminist and disability studies history.


� A brief summary of a few of the tensions within feminist disability studies, as noted by the participants: in Part I of my dissertation I delve into the theoretical and practical dimensions of disability versus impairment; and the struggles and reluctance to name a feminist disability studies area of study.  In Part II I discuss the role of able-bodied people and people with disabilities in the disability studies movement, and the significance of being an academic versus an activist.  And, in Part III, I struggle through the dynamics of community building that can be challenging and hard—yet possibly very fruitful at the same time. 
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