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Likewise, settler colonizers drew (and continue to draw) on 
the ableist logic of intellectual (and in some cases moral) infe-
riority to lend support to their dispossessing Indigenous peo-
ples of their land, forcing Indigenous peoples’ resettlement on 
reservations, and attempting to extinguish Indigenous ways 
of knowing (e.g., via boarding schools).8–10 

The decision that the graduate program assistant and I col-
laboratively made on that second day of my qualifying exams 
was a decision that was invested in maintaining ableism—in 
this case, in maintaining an image of a physicist as able and 
willing to persist through great difficulty for the sake of the dis-
cipline.11,12 Fundamentally altering the conditions of the test 
to better align with and support a body that is in pain, a body 
that needs to be in bed, or a body that just can’t do this right 
now would have called into question the grounds on which I 
would be awarded a master’s degree in physics. 

I contend that this imagery of a physicist is rooted in 
ableism, and, by extension, capitalism, anti-Blackness, mi-
sogyny, and so on. Disability studies names some of the ways 
in which ableism relies on capitalism to define the “able 
body”: “being able-bodied means being capable of the normal 
physical exertions required in a particular system of labor.”13 
Under ableism (reinforced by capitalism), value is assigned 
vis-à-vis profit; the more closely a body approximates the 
imagery of the ideal laborer—individualistic, competitive, ef-
ficient, and productive, all narrowly defined—the more value 
that body is thought to have. In physics, bodies and minds 
that fluctuate in capacity, that can only work in bursts, or that 
do not meet the criteria for “objectivity” are thought to be in-
compatible with the labor of the discipline.14,15

Disability studies also offers an analysis of the ways in 
which people typically respond to what happened on the day 
of my qualifying exam. When I share this story—or even 
when I simply share that I am a disabled and chronically ill 
physicist—I often receive one of two responses: pity and/or 
awe (which usually feels like veiled pity to me). Without an 
analysis of the system that cultivates a world in which it makes 
sense for me to take a qualifying exam in debilitating pain, 
offering pity reinforces a model in which the problem is my 
(thought-to-be-troublesome) disabled body. Within ableism, 
disabled bodies are often painted as grim, bleak, and in some 
cases tragic, our lives imagined to be a monolith of “relentless 
pain, isolation, and bitterness,” with disability “prevent[ing] 
one from leading a good life.”16 This stereotype—and the (of-
ten warm) feelings of compassion it evokes—serves to uphold 
ableism and ensure ableist futures, by, for example, framing 
the devaluation of disabled lives as a natural consequence of 
being disabled. That is, rather than treating the devaluation 
of disabled lives as a consequence of ableism, pity narratives, 
rooted in a particular image of disability, treat being disabled 
as a less valuable state of being human.

Ableism also cultivates the “supercrip” narrative, some-
times called inspiration porn. The supercrip narrative frames 
disabled people as inspirational, sometimes for achieving 
extraordinary feats thought to be exceptional or rare (e.g., 
hiking a mountain), and other times for acts ordinary to 
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I will never forget the second day of my qualifying exams in 
graduate school. I woke up around 6 a.m. to a distinctive 

and recognizable cramping in my abdomen and spent the 
next several hours in the bathroom, navigating an episode of 
irritable bowel syndrome (IBS). Those hours were punctuat-
ed by frantic phone calls to the graduate program assistant’s 
office, hoping to catch her the moment she arrived so that we 
could make a plan for how I would navigate my exam under 
the circumstances. When I finally got in touch, our best idea 
was that I would take my remaining exam in a separate room, 
proctored by her, and we would pause the clock when I need-
ed to go throw up or manage other digestive distress.

Reflecting on this experience 15 years later through the 
lens of disability studies, I feel grateful that I was offered 
last-minute accommodations. Many disabled people aren’t 
offered accommodations at all; cannot risk disclosing their 
disability status for a variety of reasons (including racism, 
heterosexism, fatphobia, and other intersecting oppressions); 
or would have needed to have gone through an extensive (and 
intrusive) process, months in advance, to receive the accom-
modations I (a white, disabled, cisgender woman) did.1–3 At 
the same time that I am grateful, I also profoundly feel the 
lack of creativity reflected in our (including my) believing 
that the only way forward was for me to take my qualifying 
exam, at school, in the midst of a debilitating IBS episode.

In the rest of this essay, I’d like to explore what a disability 
studies lens offers, analytically, for understanding what hap-
pened and then imagining more humane possibilities.

The first question I want to explore is what limited our 
creativity as we considered possible responses to my incapac-
itation that morning. Disability studies would first look to 
ableism, or

a system of assigning value to people’s bodies and 
minds based on societally constructed ideas of nor-
malcy, productivity, desirability, intelligence, excel-
lence, and fitness. These constructed ideas are deeply 
rooted in eugenics, anti-Blackness, misogyny, colo-
nialism, imperialism, and capitalism.4

Importantly, Lewis points out that ableism works alongside 
multiple forms of oppression to maintain an image—a “con-
structed idea”—of what is normal and desirable that works 
to bestow value upon particular people and to (by extension) 
punish others.4 This punishment may draw (intersectionally) 
on more than one system of oppression. For example, racism 
relies in part on harmful stereotypical images of Black people 
as unintelligent or “brutish,” images that both support and are 
supported by a notion of an “ideal” body and mind, and in 
this way (and others), racism and ableism work together.5–7 
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that disabled person (e.g., being present in public).17,18 In the 
case of my qualifying exam, the supercrip narrative would 
call my persisting through the difficult exam under difficult 
circumstances inspiring, reifying both the images of physicists 
as hardy and persistent and disabled physicists as exceptional. 
Supercrip narratives serve ableism in assigning value to dis-
abled lives in relation to how our bodies motivate nondisabled 
people, not as valuable by default: we become “tool[s] for keep-
ing [non-disabled people] grateful and motivated to seize their 
days,” as “here to teach them the loftier nuggets of wisdom, like 
how to live life to the fullest.”19 

What I am arguing so far is that so much of how we think 
about what it means to be a physicist—including the basis 
on which we assign people the title of physicist—is rooted in 
ableism, as are the (I believe) well-meaning responses to my 
presence as a disabled person in physics. This makes complete 
sense to me, if I take seriously ideas about the permanence and 
pervasiveness of systems of oppression like racism, cishetero-
sexism, classism, ableism, colonialism, and anti-fatness in the 
United States.20,21 And yet, as I and others argue, we can dream 
about and work for futures that unhook the discipline from 
these oppressive systems. 

In particular, disability studies and activism offers an alter-
native to ableism: disability pride and politics. Disability pol-
itics challenges narratives of pity and objectification, instead 
offering that disability is part of the natural variation in human 
life, and pointing out that the experience of being disabled 
offers distinct and imperative cultural insights about what it 
means to be alive. Emerging from those insights is a vision of 
a way of life that centers interdependence, community care, 
and self-determination, and works for a future in which these 
values shape policy and collective practice. Disability politics 
would work to build a world where someone could be a central 
participant in the discipline from bed, with a service dog, in 
fits and spurts, at a “crip” pace.16,22 Disability politics makes 
room for disability pride: pride in these ordinary, earthy bod-
ies; pride that comes from belonging to a community rooted in 
principles of care, that seeks to design spaces with the “inten-
tion to contribute to others’ well-being, vitality, and lives.”23

Disability politics offers opportunities for community and 
belonging to those who identify as disabled and opportunities 
to be in solidarity for those who do not. Importantly, for me, 
disability politics—and disability theory—crystallizes a felt 
experience in a way that makes clear that I am not alone, and 
that ableism is not the final word. The impacts of ableism are 
felt by all of us, and all of us can work together for a future that 
centers care and justice.
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