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Considering Disability: Disability Phenomenology's Role in 
Revolutionizing Theatrical Space 

Carrie Sandahl 

I have a body, you are likely to say if you talk about embodiment 
at all; you don't say I am a body. A body is a separate entity 
possessable by the "I"; the " I" and the body aren't, as the copula 
would make them, grammatically indistinguishable.1 

—Nancy Mairs, "Carnal Acts" 

When I was a college student, I went on a backpacking tour of Europe. The 
first thing I did when I got home was develop my photos so I could share my 
adventures with family and friends. With my parents and a few relatives gathered 
around our kitchen table, I narrated the journey. After the hundredth-or-so photo, 
I noticed my rate of speech steadily increasing until I was practically 
indistinguishable from an auctioneer. You see, I had to speed up because I was 
barely past the first week's photos when I noticed my family members' glazed 
eyes and stifled yawns. I sent the photos flying around the table until they began 
to blur, and I could feel the enthusiasm drain from my face and disappointment 
rise to take its place. But then, 1 became aware that my father had let his photos 
pile up next to him, and he was carefully examining each one before carefully 
placing it in a neat stack beside him. 

I stopped feeding the photo assembly line for a moment and watched my dad 
watching. Without looking up, he said that he saw something odd in my photos. 
Though he had never been to Europe himself, he felt like he was looking at familiar 
landmarks in a new way. He looked and looked and turned my rendition of the 
Eiffel tower around in his rough farmer's hands. The rest of the family stopped to 
watch him watching. Finally, he figured it out. He said he was seeing Europe 
through my eyes. He rifled through the stack, laying the photos side by side. He 
pointed out that my photographs of people and things all angled upwards. Since, 
he is 6'3", and I am 4 ' 10" (on a "good" d a y . . . with my shoes on), he was not used 
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to seeing people's chins instead of the tops of their heads. He pointed out that 
some buildings and monuments seemed to tower and tilt in ways he had not seen 
before. He suggested that, because I walk with a swinging gait and often lean 
when I stand, my photos were shot from this low, off-center vantage point. Others 
in my family laid out more photos and began to notice these subtleties. And I did, 
too. My dad said simply, "This is how Carrie sees the world." 

In addition to feeling a powerful new connection with my father at this moment, 
I also first realized that disability is a vantage point, a perspective, a way of 
experiencing the world. If I had known the word back then, I would have said that 
disability is phenomenological. I experience the world through my disability, and 
I produce art through that experience. As Nancy Mairs's quotation that begins this 
essay emphasizes, a disabled body is not separable from an "I." My essay builds 
on this seemingly obvious assertion by extrapolating how disabled peoples' unique 
somatic experiences provide "doors of perception" to space that can sometimes 
radically differ from the nondisableds'. Then, I imagine how these perspectives 
might invigorate performance practice, a practice with unique characteristics: the 
use of (often) present bodies, movement of those bodies through space in actual 
time, and a three-dimensional space shared between actors and audience. I believe 
that with the exception of environmental and site-specific theatre and some 
performance art, theatre practice often lacks imagination in manipulating these 
factors and that a consideration of disability phenomenology and cultural practice 
might revolutionize the ways in which we craft theatrical space. 

While disability is often discussed in terms of lack or as a necessary foil to 
understanding normalcy, rarely is disability described in generative terms. When 
critical theorists or artists invoke disability, they do not usually describe an actual 
disability perspective at all. For instance, Terry Eagleton explicates Heiddeger's 
model of a knowable object: "when the hammer breaks, when we cease to take it 
for granted, its familiarity is stripped from it and it yields up to us its authentic 
being".2 While Heidegger may have believed that the essence of "hammer" is 
revealed once the hammer is broken, he fails to consider that the broken hammer 
may have its own alternative essence. Likewise, Maurice Merleau-Ponty describes 
phantom limbs, visual impairments, and neurological disorders to set normal 
perception into relief, rather than explicitly exploring those conditions on their 
own terms.3 Even Michel Foucault's analyses that reveal the shifting discourses of 
madness and the rise of institutions tell us very little about the lives or experiences 
of those labeled "mad." Contemporary theorists such as Judith Butler mention 
disabled people as well; while Butler does include the disabled (albeit briefly) in 
her discussion of the "abject" as the culturally unintelligible, she does not postulate 
disabled peoples' subcultural intelligibility or performative practices.4 

Like these theorists, artists often draw on disability as a metaphor for otherness. 
Disability in drama has long been used in just this way. From Oedipus's blindness. 
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which provides him final insight; to Richard Ill's hunchback, which signifies his 
inner evil; to Laura Wingfield's limp, which represents her psychological frailty, 
disability is everywhere in the dramatic canon. 5 Disabled photographer and cultural 
theorist David Hevey describes how, in general, artists "enfreak" disabled people 
as a means of representing their own feelings of being an outsider.6 He claims, for 
example, that photographer Diane Arbus reads "the bodily impairment of her 
disabled subject as a sign of disorder, even chaos; that is, as a physical manifestation 
of her chaos, her horror." 7 An incidence of disability also often serves as inciting 
incident or point of crisis in the drama. (David Mitchell and Sharon Snyder have 
given a name to this device: "narrative prosthesis"). 8 Theatrical representations of 
disabled characters are often removed another step from disabled people by the 
practice of castihg able-bodied actors to play those roles. Such practices tend to 
filter out many markers of actual disabled bodies. A recent example from film 
performance is the casting of Patrick Stewart as Professor Xavier, the wheelchair-
using mutant telepathic in X-Men. His body bears none of the markings that bodies 
in chairs often bear, such as altered posture, atrophied muscles, and curving feet. 
Even in the realm of science fiction and fantasy, disability becomes a fable for the 
abled. 

Disability, though, can be considered differently. Disabilities are states of 
being that are in themselves generative and, once de-stigmatized, allow us to 
envision an enormous range of human variety—in terms of bodily, spatial, and 
social configurations. 

Considering Disability 
It is particularly difficult to find language to describe my 
experience that is not relational, meaning descriptions that do 
not measure my movements in relation to nondisabled norms. 
The fact that impairment has almost always been studied from a 
deficit model means that we are deficient in language to describe 
it any other way than as a "problem." 9 

—Simi Linton, Claiming Disability 

Given that disability is rarely considered anything but a problem, we need to 
find new ways of describing the experience. One place to start would be with 
disability rights activists, who in the United States have advanced a couple of 
alternative models, which are commonly referred to as the "social construction 
model" and the "minority model." 1 0 During the Civil Rights Era, activists developed 
and advanced these models, all the while rallying "Nothing About Us Without 
Us"—a demand for disabled people's leadership in anything having to do with 
disability. Activists first insisted that disability is not situated within pathological 
individuals solely in need of medical care and cure (the medical model), but is 
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instead a fundamentally social phenomenon. The social construction model places 
disability within a society built for nondisabled people. In other words, disability 
is a disjuncture between the body and the environment. It is the stairway before 
the wheelchair user or written text before the blind person that handicaps an 
individual, not the physical impairment itself. Disability scholars who follow the 
social construction model unearth evidence that disability's meaning and expression 
(or discourses of disability) change over time according to cultural, religious, 
political, architectural, attitudinal, and economic factors. 

The minority model extends the social construction premise that disability is 
a mutable category by self-consciously crafting a new disability identity. In this 
view, disability becomes a distinct minority community that ha£ been excluded 
from full participation in society because of discrimination in education, 
employment, and architectural access. This community is not merely defined, 
though, in terms of shared experiences of discrimination, but by its vital subculture 
(including disability arts). Both of these models were deployed explicitly and 
implicitly in efforts to pass landmark civil rights legislation that began with Sections 
501-504 of the Vocational Rehabilitation Act of 1973 and culminated in the 
Americans With Disabilities Act (or ADA) of 1990. These legislative coups would 
not have been possible without activists', artists', and scholars' insistence on new 
ways of considering disability.11 

Performance has played a key role for both the disability community and the 
community at large in shifting the discourse from the medical model to the social 
construction/minority models. Disability studies scholar, Rosemarie Garland 
Thomson would place the social construction model squarely in the camp of 
"strategic constructionism," which "destigmatizes the disabled body, makes 
difference relative, denaturalizes so-called normalcy, and challenges appearance 
hierarchies".1 2 Thomson suggests that disabled people also practice a kind of 
"strategic essentialism" through the minority model, which "validates individual 
experience and consciousness, imagines community, authorizes history, and 
facilitates self-naming".1 3 Disabled performers have deployed both strategies. Solo 
performance artists such as Mary Duffy, Mike Lamitola, Cheryl Marie Wade, and 
Greg Walloch reject mainstream disability narratives that revolve around tragedy 
or inspiration; instead, their autobiographical performances tend to emphasize a 
coming to awareness of disability identity, explode disability stereotypes, flaunt 
bodily difference, and reflect "disability cool." Disability cool is a sense of pride 
in disability community, an often wickedly pointed inside humor, and a re-valuing 
of the particularities of disabled bodies' idiosyncrasies. 1 4 Victoria Ann Lewis's 
Other Voices workshops at the Mark Taper Forum, Joan Lipkin's Disability Project 
in Saint Louis, Terry Galloway's Actual Lives project in Austin, and disabled 
playwrights such as John Belusso and Susan Nussbaum are developing new 
performance pieces that deal with the day-to-day, ljved experience of disability. 


