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Abstract: The scholarly evaluation of Judith Heumann’s memoir Being Heumann:
An Unrepentant Memoir of a Disability Rights Activist offers insights into an
intricate intersection of overlapping identities that coalesce to shape Heumann’s
overall self, providing insights into how experiences of disability marginalise and
segregate disabled individuals on numerous fronts, such as gender, disability,
sexism, and exclusion. Drawing on Crenshaw’s intersectionality, this study aims to
examine how the author’s identity as a disabled person increases her challenges as
she battles patriarchal notions and discriminatory ideologies and navigates non-
inclusive ableist structures of society. Additionally, through Caruth’s trauma
theory, the layers of trauma brought forth by the materialisation of such
intersections can be unravelled into harrowing incidents of exclusion from public
spaces, educational discrimination, inadequate medical facilities, and attitudinal
hurdles like stigma. These exclusionary factors not only affect individual happiness
but also impede the growth of society, accentuating the urgent need for inclusive
surroundings and policies. Furthermore, Heumann’s memoir shows that her
experiences of marginalisation were used as a catalyst for change, thereby
transforming her experiences of trauma into a positive force that converted the
trauma from a site of agony to a tool of positive change and reformation in society.
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Every individual has distinct qualities, strengths, difficulties, abilities, and opportunities that
constitute their individuality and underlie the diversity of human civilisation. Individuals are
brought up in different circumstances, under distinct values and unique philosophical
environments that shape their perceptions and give them their particular personalities.
Complexities arise when these distinctions become sources of alienation and exclusion for
individuals, hindering their growth and becoming a source of trauma for them. Though diversity
is not something that inherently segregates individuals, it can become a site of oppression for
people. According to Foucault, “classification of particular people as sick, criminal or insane”
leads to the formation of the “other” as “deviant” (Nayar, 2009, p. 186). Hence, individuals whose
diversity does not conform to society’s constructed ideal of “perfection” are inherently
marginalised within its structure. Disability is a fundamental facet of human diversity that has been
an integral part of society since its inception.

Disability can be defined as a condition that makes it difficult for an individual to carry out
specific duties or to have equitable opportunities in a community. According to Barnes (2018),
people with disabilities are popularly characterised in the medical sciences with demeaning
notions, such as that “the bodies and brains of disabled people are tragically abnormal and that
disabled individuals are responsible for any consequences of their presumed or actual incapacity”
(p. 48). In this view, medical standards inherently turn the human body into a domain of power by
employing it as a paradigm for social exclusion. They not only demarcate societal attitudes towards
disability but, by overly emphasising the disabilities, create barriers for disabled individuals that
further contribute to their impairment. Critics argue that such notions often disregard an
individual’s autonomy, thereby strengthening a biased and constricted view of disability. In his
book The Birth of the Clinic, Foucault (2003) noted that the doctor—patient relationship is
influenced by unequal power dynamics, as medical knowledge places authority in the hands of the
doctor while limiting the power of the patient. Foucault studied the social and medical institutions
of his own and earlier times to evaluate how they acted as exclusionary to people considered
“unfit” or “inappropriate” to take part in society. As he observed:

Doctor and patient are caught up in an ever-greater proximity, bound together, the
doctor by an ever-more attentive, more insistent, more penetrating gaze, the patient
by all the silent, irreplaceable qualities that, in him, betray — that is, reveal and
conceal — the clearly ordered forms of the disease. (pp. 15-16)

This uneven relationship reduces the patient’s sense of agency and supports medicine in regulating
those who do not conform to the expectations of society. In his study of Foucault’s thought,
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Sarvesh (2022) stated Foucault’s findings upon evaluating the varied perceptions of illness across
history in medical institutions, asylums, and prisons:

A common link between social control and power was deciphered. Society and
medical practitioners divided people into fit and misfit. The misfits had to be
controlled and excluded from the rest of the society. Foucault highlighted that this
exclusionary practice existed in every period but the categories of people who were
considered misfits kept changing. (p. 155)

In this analysis, the perspective of medical sciences neglects both environmental and social
factors that intensify disability. It has inherently conditioned derogatory and ableist perspectives
regarding disability. Nevertheless, it has remained a dominant model. As these perspectives
become normalised, they amplify ableist structures, which result in inaccessible public spaces, an
inequitable education system, a lack of medical facilities, and other complications that intersect
with political, social, and cultural structures.

In contrast to this ableist perspective, the social model of disability provides an alternative
point of view suggesting that disability is not rooted in intellectual or physical impairment but is a
consequence of societal attitudes that are based on ableist perceptions. This model confronts
“personal tragedy theory”, which perceives disability as stemming from an individual’s
limitations. Instead, it presents disability as a manifestation of social oppression (Oliver, 1986).
Within this framework, Oliver (1990) opined:

The social model of disability does not deny the problem of impairment, but it
locates it squarely within society. It is not individual limitations, of whatever kind,
which are the cause of the problem, but society’s failure to provide appropriate
services and adequately ensure the needs of disabled people are fully taken into
account in its social organisation. (p. 33)

Hence, this model shifts its focus from the individual to society’s exclusionary standards,
which are created for disabled people through discriminatory behaviours, policies, inaccessible
transportation facilities, and more. According to the Union of the Physically Impaired Against
Segregation (UPIAS), it is society along with a deeply rooted discriminatory system that plays a
significant role in excluding and marginalising individuals with a disability:

In our view, it is society which disables physically impaired people. Disability is
something imposed on top of our impairments, by the way we are unnecessarily
isolated and excluded from full participation in society. Disabled people are
therefore an oppressed group in society. It follows from this analysis that having
low incomes, for example, is only one aspect of our oppression. It is a consequence
of our isolation and segregation, in every area of life, such as education, work,
mobility, housing, etc. (UPIAS and The Disability Alliance, 1976, pp. 3—4)
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Hence, disability is a product of health-related factors coupled with environmental elements.
Though impairment brings a significant shift in the lives of individuals, it is society that inherently
disables people. Through biased institutional structures, non-inclusive environments, inaccessible
infrastructures, and prejudiced attitudes, people are excluded not just as a consequence of their
impairments, but also by societal attitudes that fail to promote an inclusive environment.
Moreover, the situation becomes even more complicated when the lived experiences of the
disabled intersect with gender, sexism, and ableism.

Theoretical Framework

The current scholarly exploration employs Judith Ellen Heumann’s Being Heumann: An
Unrepentant Memoir of a Disability Rights Activist (Heumann & Joiner, 2020) as a critical
narrative lens to unravel the confluence of intersecting constructs of disability, gender, sexism, and
ableism in contemporary society. The paper will evaluate how her experiences of trauma evolved
into a strong motivation that not only helped her to fight exclusion but also to cope with the
emotional and psychological implications of a non-inclusive society, necessitating that she find a
path to a more equitable space. It will employ Crenshaw’s (1991) theoretical framework of
intersectionality to understand how overlapping identities intersect, leading to the confluence of
multiple forms of oppression that disabled people encounter. Further, through Caruth’s (1996)
trauma theory, the paper explores the layers of trauma and the many distressing incidents in
Heumann'’s life caused by years of psychological trauma, including exclusion from public spaces,
lack of access to education, insufficient health care facilities, and attitudinal barriers such as
stigma. These exclusionary factors not only impact personal well-being but also hinder societal
progress. The discussion highlights the urgent need to create inclusive environments and
implement policies that support marginalised communities.

Discussion

Judith Ellen Heumann (1947-2023) was a renowned American disability rights activist who is
popularly known as the mother of the disability rights movement. She is acknowledged
internationally for having been a leader in the disabled community who actively collaborated with
governmental agencies and non-profit organisations to provide support to disabled individuals
(“Judith Heumann”, 2026). She explains in her memoir that she contracted polio at the age of 18
months and spent most of her life in a wheelchair. She recounts her experience of what it feels like
to be a person with disability in a society that discounts one’s worth as an individual. She
repudiates societal notions that perceive her as a burden or a misfortune, dismissing derogatory
perspectives. Shapiro (2011) quoted her assertion that “disability only becomes a tragedy for me
when society fails to provide the things we need to lead our lives — job opportunities or barrier-
free buildings, for example. It is not a tragedy to me that I’'m living in a wheelchair” (p. 27).

Her memoir offers a poignant exploration of her life as a disability rights activist, extensively
delving into the intricacies of her battles against discriminatory constructs of sexism, ableism, and
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patriarchal notions that deemed her incapable. Her experiences in this context, however, transcend
her account of her own life and become symbolic of the collective agony that people with disability
often face in spaces such as schools, public places, and workplaces. These experiences become
emblematic of how the ableist temperament represses those with a disability, stunting their overall
growth and limiting their freedom. Associating the disabled with notions of pity and helplessness
limits their identity to their disability and fosters an attitude of inferiority in them. Heumann’s
narrative disrupts such ableist views and asserts that true equity is a product of harmony and
accessibility, not charity or pity.

Deconstructing the Confluence of Stigma

This paper examines the theory of intersectionality formulated by Crenshaw in 1989, and
elucidates how overlapping or intersecting social identities, particularly minority identities, relate
to systems and structures of oppression, domination, and discrimination (Crenshaw, 1991). The
theory of intersectionality “reveals and interrogates the ways in which multiple and overlapping
forms of structural oppression create and recreate patterns of marginalisation” (Evans, 2022,
p. 986). In this framework, the marginalisation of an individual is not the product of a singular
construct but of multiple stigmatising forces that work together to reinforce oppression. The
framework is directly opposed to the single-axis approach to evaluating and comprehending
marginalisation, suggesting the interconnected nature of oppression. This viewpoint reveals how
an individual with a disability is marginalised not only on the basis of their impairment but also
under the scrutiny of other societal constructs that shape their reality. Disabled individuals
routinely face societal indications that underscore the prevailing unwelcoming attitude; these
experiences ingrain in them the idea that they do not have the ability to achieve their goals in life.
Multiple systems of marginalisation deem them less worthy, less capable, and less human than
everybody else.

Heumann’s (Heumann & Joiner, 2020) memoir serves as a compelling example of how
multiple societal constructs can shape a life. When viewed under the theoretical scrutiny of
intersectionality, notions like disability, gender, class, ableism, sexism, culture, and stigma come
together as essential to Heumann’s discourse. Throughout her life, she was confronted with the
ableist structures and patriarchal ideologies of society: “Kids with disabilities were considered a
hardship, economically and socially. They brought stigma to the family. People thought that when
someone in your family had a disability, it was because someone had done something wrong” (p.
9). Here Heumann reflects on the entangled nature of poverty, class, stigma, and ableism, which
intersect with each other, contributing to the exclusion of disabled people starting with the moment
of their birth. She highlights how society often views disabled individuals as a burden. Certain
embedded ideologies regard disabled individuals as bringing shame, often associating them with
superstitious notions. Families from impoverished backgrounds can be disproportionately
impacted by having a disabled child, as they are often not able to afford adequate health care,
education, and employment for their children. Heumann’s perspective elucidates how poverty and
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ableism lead to social stigma, leaving individuals disabled not because of their impairment but
because of their perception that they are unwanted.

Even if an individual with disability attempts to resist such notions, the same forces make them
feel marginalised by emphasising their impairments. They are denied education, employment,
familial acceptance, and even access to public spaces simply because they do not conform to the
social convention of ableness. Goffman’s (1963/1990) theory of stigma affirms “a special kind of
relationship built between the discredited attributes of a person, such as physical deformity and
stereotype” (p. 3). According to this theory, an individual with a physical disability is easily
stigmatised by society, as was the case for Heumann, who encountered stigma throughout her life.
She was considered less capable and less worthy than those who did not use a wheelchair; overall,
society treated her as a burden. Goffman (1967/1982) also felt that stigma is attached to a being in
accordance with “an attribute that is deeply discrediting” (p. 13). Goffman perceived stigma as a
societal issue in which individuals interpret disparities and give them a negative meaning.
Individuals with obvious differences may be excluded as a consequence of attitudes that harden
into a stigma. This can be illustrated through Heumann’s lived experiences of exclusion:

As far as I could tell, they didn’t see me as a normal teenage girl who it might be
fun to hang out with. And as I grew increasingly interested in boys, I realized that
they didn’t seem to see me as a possible girlfriend. No one expected me to date. I
was “crippled” and was often told, whether explicitly and implicitly, that no boy
would ever give me a second look. It was as if [ was seen as a kind of non-sex.
(Heumann & Joiner, 2020, p. 35)

In this excerpt, Heumann describes other people not seeing her as normal or fit; instead, they
considered her different, unfit to be someone’s companion. Since people with disabilities often do
not meet the beauty standards of society, they are less often considered as potential romantic
partners. This discourse evokes the intersectionality of her state and shows how ableism and
sexism work together to marginalise and exclude individuals with impairments. Heumann
emphasises how society desexualises disabled women, who uniquely experience the overlapping
challenges of disability and womanhood, of ableism and sexism. Through ostracism, bullying, and
social isolation, they are often excluded from the trappings of girlhood, leading to lifelong effects
on their self-image and confidence. This resonates with Garland-Thomson’s (1997) idea that the
confluence of gender and disability adds to the marginalisation that disabled women face as targets
of both ableist notions and sexist discrimination. Likewise, Paliwal (2024) expanded upon Jacob’s
(2021) idea that “intersectional feminism acknowledges that women’s experiences are shaped by
interlocking systems of oppression rather than gender alone” (p. 185).

Heumann also explores her experience of navigating the American education system both as a
student and as a teacher. The U.S. Office of Vocational Rehabilitation, informally known as Rehab,
is a government agency that provides funds, job training, and education to individuals with
disabilities. It unfortunately became another hurdle for the author, restricting her career choices by
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rejecting her goal of becoming a teacher, which they believed was not a realistic career option for
wheelchair users. Her narration brings forth the systemic barriers she fought within the education
system, and offers insights into the challenges that shaped her identity and intellectual journey:

Unfortunately, Rehab wasn’t the only obstacle on my radar. The New York City
Board of Education had never before hired a teacher who used a wheelchair, and,
as I knew from my childhood, they had a pretty dim view of people who used
wheelchairs. (Heumann & Joiner, 2020, p. 40)

Heumann recalls that at the time when she was attempting to gain her teaching licence, the
New York City Board of Education had never hired a disabled teacher. The ableist notion that
disabled people are less proficient and ultimately less worthy is the foundation of the structural
impediments that keep the disabled out of most workplaces. Under the “dim view” of the education
system, people in wheelchairs face not only exclusion, but collective humiliation. Individuals with
disabilities are often perceived as incapable of contributing in the workplace and thus often face
grave financial stress. The situation becomes increasingly complex for Heumann after being hired
as a teacher, whereupon she has to simultaneously deal with both ableism and sexism in an
unwelcoming workplace.

Transcending Trauma

On multiple fronts, Heumann could not access facilities and services that able-bodied
individuals regard as routine (Heumann & Joiner, 2020). However, she did not let such experiences
overwhelm her; rather, she was inspired by them to fight discrimination and stigma. In order to
evaluate Heumann’s experience of trauma, this paper employs Caruth’s (1996) trauma theory. In
her seminal work entitled, Unclaimed Experience: Trauma, Narratives and History (1996), Caruth
conceptualised trauma as “an overwhelming experience of sudden or catastrophic events in which
the response to the event occurs in the often delayed, and uncontrolled repetitive appearance of
hallucinations and other uncontrolled phenomenon” (p. 11). Simply put, a traumatic event can
have a lifelong effect on an individual that transcends its immediate impact; its full repercussions
become evident only later. Caruth stated that the survivor’s delayed reactions may include
continual hallucinations and horrific nightmares. Sigmund Freud (1920/2015), in his essay Beyond
the Pleasure Principle, elucidated trauma as follows:

It is not, like the wound of the body, a simple healable event, but rather an event ...
not locatable to the original event in an individual’s past, but rather in the way that
its very unassimilated nature — the way that it was precisely not known in the first
instance — returns to haunt the survivor later on. (p. 4)
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In her memoir, Heumann (Heumann & Joiner, 2020) recounts many occurrences that resonate
with trauma theory, and brings attention to the abusive nature of society towards individuals with
disabilities, labelling them “lives unworthy of life”:

If I’d been born just ten years earlier and become disabled in Germany, it is almost
certain that the German doctor would also have advised that I be institutionalized....
I would have been taken to a special clinic, and at that special clinic, I would have
been killed. Before Auschwitz and Dachau, there were institutions where disabled
children were eliminated. The Nazis considered people with disabilities a genetic
and financial burden on society. Life unworthy of life. (p. 10)

The above excerpt aligns with Lifton’s (1986) book The Nazi Doctors: Medical Killing and
the Psychology of Genocide. Lifton described how Nazis decided who was worthy of life and who
should be exterminated, which included individuals with impairments. When Heumann describes
the horrific times when Nazis killed disabled individuals belonging to minorities, she draws a
parallel between her situation and that collective historical trauma. According to Hirschberger
(2018):

The term collective trauma refers to the psychological reactions to a traumatic event
that affect an entire society; it does not merely reflect an historical fact, the
recollection of a terrible event that happened to a group of people. It suggests that
the tragedy is represented in the collective memory of the group, and like all forms
of memory it comprises not only a reproduction of the events, but also an ongoing
reconstruction of the trauma in an attempt to make sense of it. (p. 1)

Heumann'’s reflections on her probable fate under Nazi persecution showcase how history can
be a source of trauma for disabled people. They serve as a kind of testimony that helps the reader
understand the emotions of those who have been systematically marginalised through generations.

Another instance of trauma that Heumann (Heumann & Joiner, 2020) recalls occurred when
she was deliberately excluded by the school principal from participating in a school event. Her
father tried to bring her on stage but was met with a strong refusal from the principal:

“Sir! Mr. Heumann! Wait a minute. Just leave Judy down here in the front row. She
doesn’t need to be onstage.” “What?” My father paused halfway up the stairs,
disbelieving. “It’s no problem. I’'m happy to bring her up.” “No, no, it’s not
necessary.” ... The principal did not want me on the stage. I felt nauseated. “Dad,
let’s go home,” I said. “I don’t want to stay.” Tears came to my eyes. (p. 38)

This excerpt describes how discrimination, such as that of the principal against Heumann in
her wheelchair, can lead to an experience of exclusion that becomes a source of trauma. In
Heumann’s description of the incident, she immediately feels nauseated. There is also a
psychological toll. The principal did not just deny her a place on the stage: he denied her an identity
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that she was trying to claim, making her feel marginalised and alienated. The incident left her
depressed. She had been made to feel that society deemed her inappropriate, abnormal,
undeserving, and different; the reaction to her disability had made her invisible. Her alienation
from the stage with no way to protest is an example of the voicelessness and powerlessness of
people with disability. The realisation that she was being excluded was both poignant and
humiliating. This horrific memory found a lifelong space in Heumann’s mind, and shaped her
perceptions of a society that continually denied her existence. In Cultural Trauma and Collective
Identity, Alexander and colleagues (2004) asserted that “trauma is not something naturally
existing; it is something constructed by society” (p. 2). This quote embodies how ableist
perceptions of disability contribute to the lasting impact of discrimination and exclusion. The
rejection of her presence on stage is typical of the systematic barriers placed in the way of disabled
people by those with ableist views, highlighting the need for access and other rights for disabled
students.

Not only was Heumann ostracised for her appearance and her disability, but the situation was
made worse by the medical standards that supported such discrimination. For instance, when she
received notice that her initial application to become a teacher had been denied, she was not
surprised to discover that it was because doctors did not consider her fit to teach children:

What would you say to prepare someone for the fact that they would always be
treated as an object of disease?... It wasn’t a surprise. The reason: “Paralysis of
both lower extremities, sequela of poliomyelitis.” I was officially considered a
danger to children because I couldn’t walk. I wasn’t contagious, but somehow I’d
been deemed a contaminant. It didn’t matter how smart or capable I was, or how
good my grades were, or how much experience I had. None of that mattered to the
Board of Ed. Because I couldn’t walk, I wasn’t considered qualified to teach second
graders. They’d made their decision and printed it on the single sheet of white paper
that had arrived in my mail. (Heumann & Joiner, 2020, p. 51)

This excerpt highlights how individuals with disabilities can be denied access to certain
professions and workplaces. When Heumann applied to be a teacher, the interviewers focused on
her impairment rather than her abilities, intelligence, and qualifications, reducing her identity to a
medical condition rather than recognising her as a capable being. Consequently, she felt isolated,
insecure, and discriminated against. The denial from the New York City Board of Education made
her feel vulnerable and eroded her self-esteem. Heumann articulates her trauma by pointing out
that society treats disabled people as “an object of disease”, and less than human. The phrase “It
wasn’t a surprise” indicates that this was not the first time it had happened; on the contrary, she
had become accustomed to it. In past generations, disabled people were systematically excluded
from society as they failed to fit into the dominant able-bodied standards of normalcy. The
treatment Heumann receives elucidates the power such notions hold: she was dehumanised not
only through her rejection from teaching but also through being deemed a “contaminant”, a misfit,
and a “danger to children”.
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Resistance

Resistance can be defined as the act of confronting the barriers, oppression, and discrimination
that refuse access to people, especially those who belong to marginalised communities. It opposes
the structures that limit individuals by deeming them inferior or feeble, disrupting their
opportunities to achieve freedom, equal rights, and respect. At the same time, resistance is not
simply a response to oppression but a transformative and challenging process grounded in critical
consciousness. As Prilleltensky (2003) stated, “It is only when the oppressed attain a certain degree
of conscientization that mechanisms of resistance take place” (p. 195). Chahal and Paliwal (2026)
explained that “conscientization” refers to the development of an individual’s awareness regarding
their own condition or social reality. It is inherently this reflection that makes individuals aware of
the intersecting forces that work together to oppress them and aids in developing potent tools to
counter those forces (p. 124). Hence, resistance in this context emerges as a conscious and
transformative practice that challenges ableist structures and asserts the autonomy, dignity, and
rights of disabled individuals. Foucault (1978) once stated, “Where there is power, there is
resistance, and yet, or rather consequently, this resistance is never in a position of exteriority in
relation to power” (p. 95). His claim is that the underlying structure of society is based on power
relations, that resistance does not exist independently of power: where there is power, there will
also be resistance. It is not an external concept but an intrinsic byproduct of power structures. In
the context of disability, Foucault’s perspective unveils how society, with its power structures and
in its discourses, dictates the paradigms that define and regulate bodies.

In her memoir, Heumann challenges the ableist power structures of society that attempt to
exclude and disregard individuals who fail to conform to their standards. Her goal is to break this
tradition of exclusion in the hope of making society an inclusive space for all. For her, resistance
is not a choice but a necessity born out of her experiences. She realises that she was born into an
unjust world where discrimination plays a pivotal role in people’s lives, a world where people with
disability are continuously rejected and excluded from public spaces, education, and employment.
To combat these injustices, she asserts her agency and challenges the structures that work to
marginalise individuals like her.

There are many instances within her narrative that demonstrate Heumann’s acts of resistance,
showcasing how she questions the systemic ableism prevalent in the structures of society. One of
particular importance is her meditation on the denial of her licence to teach:

We [the disabled community] disagreed with this — we did not see our issue as a
medical problem that, if we just “fixed” it, would be fine.... From our perspective,
disability was something that could happen to anyone at any time, and frequently
did, so it was right for society to design its infrastructure and systems around this
fact of life. We had grown up with the civil rights movement. I was eight when
Rosa Parks refused to give up her seat in the whites-only section of the bus and just
started college when the Civil Rights Act was passed in 1964. Wasn’t it the
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government’s responsibility to ensure that everyone could participate equally in our
society? (Heumann & Joiner, 2020, p. 44)

Resistance plays a significant role in Heumann’s life. The excerpt shows not just her reaction
to prevalent discrimination but also her understanding of the discourses of disability. She critiques
the medical model of disability and asserts that disability is not an individual problem that merely
needs to be “fixed” or cured medically: it is a societal issue that needs to be addressed. This is
analogous to Marks’s (1997) perspective in her work “Models of Disability”:

Most of us, if we live long enough, will experience some form of disability. The
average 75-year-old will experience some form of limited functioning for 13 years
of his or her life. Rather than seeing disability as a clear-cut, fixed condition, it is
more accurate to see disability as existing along a continuum with blurred and
changing boundaries both between disabled and able-bodied people and with those
categorized as disabled. (p. 1)

As Heumann and Marks point out, disability can happen to anyone at any time, especially as
one ages. Rather than focusing on the impairment, and “fixing” or “curing” it, one must accept it
as part of human diversity. Heumann recognises that the real problem lies in society’s
discriminatory structure and not in individuals’ impairments. By referencing the civil rights
movement and Rosa Parks, who resisted societal discrimination and urged the government to
provide equal access and fundamental rights to every individual, Heumann draws parallels
between racial segregation and the oppression that disabled individuals face. Her statement that
“disability was something that could happen to anyone at any time” indicates a collective raising
of accessibility concerns, highlighting the need for inclusivity.

Another incident reflecting her resistance occurred when Heumann was applying to become a
teacher. She confronts the doctor’s question regarding her assistance to children in using the
washroom:

Well, I told the doctor, my voice cracking, “If other teachers are going to have to
show their students how to go to the bathroom, then of course I'll do it, but
otherwise you can be assured that I can take care of it myself.” I was slightly
stunned at my adept answer. I’d had no idea that that retort was going to come out
of my mouth. (Heumann & Joiner, 2020, p. 49)

This directly indicates how the author instinctively shuts down the question of the doctor who
questions her ability to assist children to the washroom. Though the initial crack in her voice
suggests vulnerability or hesitation, Heumann’s confident reply showcases her resistance against
being deemed incapable on account of her impairment. Her retort challenged ableist perception in
a symbolic rejection of the medical gaze and the discourses of dependence attached to disabled
people. She therefore shifts the focus from individual abilities to the discriminatory system of
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society. Her surprise at being able to formulate an “adept answer” reflects that she had
underestimated her own resilience.

Heumann’s stance on the refusal of the American Civil Liberties Union (ACLU) to support her
case against the New York City Board of Education also exemplifies resistance:

The ACLU’s reaction cemented my decision to fight. If even the ACLU couldn’t
understand how the Board of Ed’s actions were discriminatory, then we had to blow
my story up. We had to use my case to make it crystal clear that the barriers we
faced to education, employment, transportation, to just living our lives, were not
one-off problems. They were not medical problems to rehabilitate. We were not
medical problems. I was never going to undo the damage polio had done to my
nerve cells and walk again, nor was this my goal.... But it wouldn’t happen — the
government would not take any responsibility — unless we made it impossible for
them to ignore us. (Heumann & Joiner, 2020, p. 54)

This excerpt demonstrates Heumann’s defiance and her assertion of social equality as she
confronted the ableist structure of a society that considered disability abnormal. She was
disappointed that the ACLU would not identify the barriers faced by disabled individuals as
discrimination despite their avowed support for civil rights. Rather than surrendering to ableist
ideologies, Heumann decided that “we had to blow my story up” — to campaign to bring public
attention to the need for people with disabilities to have the same access to services, facilities, and
opportunities as the able-bodied. Further, Heumann questioned the medical model of disability as
a problem to be solved by doctors, asserting that issues like polio, muscular dystrophy, spinal cord
issues, and more are simply aspects of human diversity, much like gender and race. She advocated
for an inclusive and healthy atmosphere in which individuals like her would receive respect and
dignity in society. In the end, Heumann emphasised her spirit of activism by saying, “The
government would not take any responsibility — unless we made it impossible for them to ignore
us.” This idea serves as a rallying cry for people to agitate for change by making their voices heard
through determined collective action. It is only through tenacious efforts that we can bring about
meaningful change in society.

Conclusion

This paper demonstrates the effects of ableism and sexism on the life of Judith Ellen Heumann
and how she overcame the barriers that devalued her life. Her memoir is more than an individual
account of her experiences; it is also a testament to her resilience and power, and her determination
to fight for justice. Her account exposes the brutalities encountered by individuals with a disability
and the psychological implications of being labelled as abnormal, a misfit, or “different” —
perspectives that cause trauma to disabled individuals. Heumann breaks these negative stereotypes
and challenges the medical model of disability that views disabled people as a problem that needs
to be “fixed” or “cured”. To her, disability was not so much a liability as an inevitable aspect of
human diversity. Using Crenshaw’s (1991) intersectionality lens, the paper reveals how disability,
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gender, class, ableism, sexism, culture, and stigma intersect and contribute to the marginalisation
of disabled individuals. As a disabled woman, Heumann encountered both ableism and sexism.
Her school experiences, both as a student and as a teacher, made evident the oppression projected
onto her. For instance, the rejection of her presence on stage exemplifies the denial and invisibility
disabled people face, while her being deemed unsuitable as a love interest — a “possible girlfriend”
— showcases the rejection of her sexuality: she did not conform to ableist bodily aesthetics. Her
narrative challenges readers to examine and question such ableist perceptions and cultural norms,
highlighting how these social and environmental factors contribute to the oppression of disabled
individuals.

We use Caruth’s (1996) trauma theory to help decipher the events Heumann described. Caruth
asserted that trauma leaves a lifelong impact on an individual’s mind and that its repercussions can
recur and manifest in fragmented form later in life. Heumann suffered exclusion on multiple
occasions from educational institutions and other public spaces, showcasing how society
repeatedly induced trauma in her life. Among the frequent reminders of the limitations that came
with her disability were the denial of her access to the stage by the school principal, the rejection
of her agency in choosing a career, and her long-unfulfilled desire to find love. Such rejections
from employment, education, and access to public spaces eventually become haunting sources of
trauma in the lives of disabled individuals. Heumann’s experiences contextualise this idea and are
representative of the ways in which varied forms of trauma disrupt and reshape individual
perceptions. Her traumatic encounters with ableist, sexist society imparted a sense of resistance
and set her on a quest for inclusivity. As Thomas (1999) asserted in her book Female Forms:
Experiencing and Understanding Disability, “Disability is a form of social oppression involving
the social imposition of restrictions of activity on people with impairments and the socially
engendered undermining of their psycho-emotional well-being” (p. 3). Through her narrative,
Heumann calls for acceptance, admiration, and equitable opportunities for all. Her activism
envisions a constructive path towards a world free from bias. Her pursuit of a more inclusive world
reflects a dedication to achieving justice and equality for everyone by advocating for institutional
reforms and collective participation. She transformed her experiences of pain into power that she
used to cultivate an inclusive future that accepts people for who they are and promotes equity for
all regardless of individual limitations and capabilities.

133



International Journal of Child, Youth and Family Studies (2026) 17(1-2): 121-135

References

Alexander, J. C., Eyerman, R., Giesen, B., Smelser, N. J., & Sztompka, P. (2004). Cultural
trauma and collective identity. University of California Press.

Barnes, C. (2018). Theories of disability and the origins of the oppression of disabled people in
Western society. In L. Barton (Ed.), Disability and Society (1st ed., pp. 43—60). Routledge.
https://doi.org/10.4324/9781315841984-4

Caruth, C. (1996). Unclaimed experience: Trauma, narrative, and history. Johns Hopkins
University Press.

Chahal, V., & Paliwal, N. (2026). Exploring intersectional tyrannies: Battling trauma through
empowerment in Ruchira Gupta’s I kick and I fly. Journal of Underrepresented & Minority
Progress, 10(1), 110-129. https://doi.org/10.32674/enbdpw73

Crenshaw, K. (1991). Mapping the margins: Intersectionality, identity politics, and violence
against women of color. Stanford Law Review, 43(6), 1241. https://doi.org/10.2307/1229039

Evans, E. (2022). Political intersectionality and disability activism: Approaching and
understanding difference and unity. The Sociological Review, 70(5), 986—1004.
https://doi.org/10.1177/00380261221111231

Freud, S. (2015). Beyond the pleasure principle [PDF]. Dover Publications. (Original work
published 1920). https://store.doverpublications.com/products/9780486790305

Foucault, M. (1978). The history of sexuality (Vol. 1, 1st American ed.; R. Hurley, Trans.).
Pantheon Books.

Foucault, M. (2003). The birth of the clinic: An archaeology of medical perception (A. M.
Sheridan, Trans.). Routledge.

Garland-Thomson, R. (1997). Extraordinary bodies: Figuring physical disability in American
culture and literature (reprint). Columbia University Press.

Goffman, E. (1982). Interaction ritual: Essays on face-to-face behavior (1st Pantheon Books ed).
Pantheon Books. (Original work published 1967)

Goffman, E. (1990). Stigma: Notes on the management of spoiled identity. Penguin Books.
(Original work published 1963)

Heumann, J. E., & Joiner, K. (2020). Being Heumann: An unrepentant memoir of a disability
rights activist. Beacon Press.

Hirschberger, G. (2018). Collective trauma and the social construction of meaning. Frontiers in
Psychology, 9, Article 1441. https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2018.01441

134



International Journal of Child, Youth and Family Studies (2026) 17(1-2): 121-135

Jacob, N. A. (2021). Representation of intersectionality in the film Margarita with A Straw.
Journal of Research in Humanities and Social Science, 9(3), 37-40.
https://www.questjournals.org/jrhss/papers/vol9-issue3/E09033740.pdf

Judith Heumann. (2026, July 24). In Wikipedia.
https://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=Judith Heumann&oldid=1365686937

Lifton, R. J. (1986). The Nazi doctors: Medical killing and the psychology of genocide. Basic
Books.

Marks, D. (1997). Models of disability. Disability and Rehabilitation, 19(3), 85-91.
https://doi.org/10.3109/0963828970916683 1

Nayar, P. K. (2009). Contemporary literary and cultural theory: From structuralism to
ecocriticism. Pearson Education India.

Oliver, M. (1986). Social Policy and Disability: Some Theoretical Issues. Disability, Handicap
& Society, 1(1), 5-17. https://doi.org/10.1080/0267464866678002 1

Oliver, M. (1990). The politics of disablement. Palgrave Macmillan.

Prilleltensky, I. (2003). Understanding, resisting, and overcoming oppression: Toward
psychopolitical validity. American Journal of Community Psychology, 31(1-2), 195-201.
https://doi.org/10.1023/a:1023043108210

Paliwal, N. (2024). Exploring feminist themes in film: A comparative analysis of Provoked and
Mrs Chatterjee vs Norway. Literature & Aesthetics, 34(1), 180—190.
https://openjournals.library.sydney.edu.au/LA/article/view/19480

Sarvesh, T. (2022). Unit-11 Michael Foucault: Power and knowledge. In Block-4 Power,
Discourse and Reproduction (pp. 150—172). Indira Gandhi National Open University, New
Delhi.

Shapiro, J. P. (2011). No Pity: People with Disabilities Forging a New Civil Rights Movement.
Three Rivers Press.

Thomas, C. (1999). Female forms: Experiencing and understanding disability. Open University
Press.

UPIAS. (1976). Fundamental principles of disability. Union of the Physically Impaired Against
Segregation. https://disability-studies.leeds.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/sites/40/library/UPIAS-
fundamental-principles.pdf

135



