
Why I Burned My Book 

One afternoon in 1992, I sat in a large wood-paneled seminar 
room in Stanford University's History Corner. One of the doc- 
toral students gave an interesting talk on mid-twentieth-century 
U.S. welfare policies, following which the group of faculty and 
graduate students discussed the history of American welfare. As 
I listened, it struck me that no one seemed to have much sense of 
what it was really like to "be on welfare." I wondered if I were the 
only person there who had actually had that experience. It has ~, , 

often occurred to me that the same lack of direct experience has . 

hobbled the study of disability in general and disability policy in 
particular, though few scholars in these fields seem aware of that 
limitation. 

My own interest in disab~lity policy and its history grew partly 
out of the impact of public policies on me personally. The ways in 
which policy construed "disability" severely constricted my life 
and work. That direct encounter with the implementation of dis- 
ability policies not only spurred me to invest~gate their origins 
and historical development; it provided me with a perspective 
other scholars commo~lly lack. 

At the same time, I found that in order to have any hope of 
building a career as a professional h~storian and college teacher, 
indeed, in order to do any kind of work at all, I was inexorably 
drawn into disabil~ty rights advocacy regarding those same poli- 
cies. Personal inclination made me a historian. Personal encoun- 
ter with public polic~es made me an activist. 
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-- In October 1988, I organized a demonstration in Los hlgeies 
to protest so-called work disincentives in federal d~sability-relate( 
welfare policies. The account that follows expands on a speech I 
made a few months later in which I recounted both that protest 
and the experience that led up to it. 

This essay draws together the themes woven thl-oughuut this 
collection: the discrepancy between "insider" and "outsider" per- 
spectives; the disparities of power between people with and with- 
out disabilities; the conflict of agendas between disability rights 
activists and nondisabled policy makers ancl professionals; the 
interplay between disability rights advocacy and disability stuclies 
analysis; the continuing struggle of disabled people to gain a 
voice and to shape our destinies. This story seems a fitting way 
to conclude this book. 

I want t o  tell you why I burned my book. 14 deed as s h o c h n g  ;is br11-n 
ing a book demands an explanation. I t  seems particularly mystifying and 

therefore, all the more disturbing when the  perpetrator has avowetilj- de-  
voted his life t o  books. In  order to  account for that act, I will have to tel 
you a good deal about myself. I must say, though, that I feel uncoln- 
fortable having to disclose so much about m y  personal life. I would pre- 
fer to  keep it private. I would rather write biography than autobiogr;~- 
phy. But it seems to  m e  that some of us are going t o  have to talk frankl) 
about what i t  is really like for us as disabled people if we ever hope tc 
break down the barriers of prejudice and discrimination that "cripple' 
our  lives. 

I-and most disabled Americans-have been exhorted that i fwe work 
hard and " o v e r ~ o m e ' ~  our  disabilities, we can achieve our  dreams. LYc 
have heard that pledge repeatedly from counselors and educators aiicj 

"experts," and from our government too. W e  have seen it incarnated by 
disabled heroes on television, those plucky "overcoiners" who  suppos- 
edly inspire us with their refusal t o  let their disabilities limit thein. \Ye 
are instructed that if we too adopt an indomitable spirit and a cheerfr~l 
attitude, we call transcend our  disabilities and fulfill our  dreams. 

I t  is a lie. T h e  truth is that the major obstacles we must overcornc i11.t. 

pervasive social prejudice, systematic segregation, and instin~tionillized 
discrimii~ation. Government social-service policies, in p;~rticular, h a v e  

forced millions of us to the margins ofsociety Those  policies have ~rliltlc 
the American Dream illaccessible to  inany disabled citizens. 
































