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ince the 1970s, a disabled people's movement has become established as a political 
force worldwide. It has confronted the orthodox view that disability should be de- 
fined in terms of individual impairment that requires medical treatment. In contrast, 
disability theory and practice argue that this movement arises from society's failure 

to remove the wide-ranging social, economic, and environmental barriers that underpin the so- 
cial exclusion of disabled people and the denial of their basic citizenship rights-what has been 
termed a social model of disability (Finkelstein 1980; Oliver 1983, 1990). This has been com- 
plemented by concerted campaigns against the negative stereotypes contained in media and 
cultural representations. The politicization of disabled people has also highlighted the signifi- 
cance of an alternative disability culture, which celebrates a positive disabled identity and con- 
sciousness. 

This chapter has four main objectives: 

1. to review the analysis of culture and its relationship to society, the economy, and 

politics; 


2. 	to outline the representation of disability in mainstream culture; 
3. 	to explore the generation of disability cultures; 
4. 	to examine the development of the disability arts movement and its implications 


for disability culture. 


These issues will be illustrated with examples from both U.K. and U.S. cultures. 

ANALYZING CULTURE 

Sociological studies of culture have adopted a broad interpretation to include symbolic aspects 
of human society, such as beliefs, rituals, customs, and values, as well as work patterns, leisure 
activities, and material goods. "Culture consists of the values the members of a given group 
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hold, the norms they follow, and the material goods they create" (Giddens 1989:31). While val- 
ues are "abstract ideals," norms encompass the rules or guidelines for what is acceptable in so- 
cial life. This highlights a diffuse view of culture as a shared "way of life." The emphasis is o n  
culture as a "signifying systemw through which practices, meanings, and values are "communi- 
cated, reproduced, experienced and explored" (Williams 198 1 : 13). 

To become a member of a society, one must learn o r  be socialized into its cultural assump- 
tions and rules, including what (or who) is considered "normal" and rypical and categorized as 
"different." H. G. Wells, in a short story published in 1904, tells of a man called Nunez who  falls 
off a mountain into an isolated valley populated entirely by people with congenital blindness. 
He  presumes that "in the Country of the Blind, the One-eyed Man is King" (Wells 1979:129). 
In practice, the efforts of Nunez to help the people are rejected by the communiry, which is sus- 
tained bv its own distinctive cultural norms and values. 

In the conditions of  complex industrial societies, cultures rest on something less than com- 
plete uniformity among its members. Moreover, such cultures are not static but typically ex- 
hibit a degree of flux: 

A culture has two aspects: the known meanings and directions, which its members are 
trained to; the new observations and meanings, which are offered and tested. These are 
the ordinary processes of human societies and human minds, and we see through them the 
nature of a culture: that it is always both traditional and creative. (W~lliams 1989:4) 

The exact form of the relationship between culture and society, particularly its material base, 
has attracted considerable theoretical debate, stretching back to the writings of classical social 
theorists, such as Marx, Weber, and Durkheim. In the "orthodox" Marxist variant, the owner- 
ship and control of  the means of production provide the explanatory key. In some accounts, this 
leads t o  a crude determinism in which culture, ideas, and other aspects of what is called the su- 
perstructure reflect conditions in the material base. This highlights the political significance of 
culture as a "dominant ideology" that justifies or  obscures social inequalities and perpetuates 
the oppression of one social group by another. More recent analyses have taken inspiration 
from a diverse range of social theories, particularly critical theory and neo-Marxism, feminism, 
poststructuralism, and postmodernism. 

The Frankfurt school is generally credited with initiating studies of the media and culture in 
the 1930s located within critical theory. Its focus was multidisciplinary and spanned a political 
economy of the media (and the "culture industries"), an analysis of texts, and studies of the so- 
cial and ideological effects of the media (mass culture) on audiences (Kellner 1989). While the 
primary focus was on the role of mass culture in promoting working-class passivity and stabiliz- 
ing industrial capitalism, other studies explored the ways in which some "high" culture offered 
possibilities for stimulatingsocial and political criticism. It was not until the late 1960s that such 
issues were picked up and reformulated with a revival of interest in the work of the Italian 
Marxist, Antonio Gramsci (1971,1985). His analysis of capitalist domination stressed not only 
the significance of coercion but also the achievement of "hegemonym-by "willing con- 
sentm-through the dominant group's direction of the production and consumption of cultural 
activities. 

Gramsci's influence is very evident in the British cultural studies approach associated with 
Stuart Hall and his colleagues in the Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies (CCCS) at the 
University of Birmingham (Hall 1980; Hall and Jefferson 1976). A further important contribu- 
tor has been Raymond Williams (1958,1980,198 l ) ,  who developed the notion of cultural ma- 
terialism. Their work has helped spark a vibrant cultural studies literature. It dismisses the 
notion of an all-enveloping culture and explores instead the "relative autonomy" between the 
dominant or "hegemonic" culture and the economy, society, and polity. 

The CCCS analysis also stressed the importance of hierarchical and antagonistic social divi- 
sions located in gender, race, and generations. These subordinate groups generate "subcul- 
tures" or  "counterhegemonies" that lead to a form of cultural conflict with the dominant social 
group. Early studies concentrated on the more spectacular youth subcultures of the post-1960s 






































