The social security system is hostile to people with disabilities – the alt is pre-requisite 
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Just a few weeks before Christmas, word started to come out that the Trump Administration is proposing to change how Social Security reassesses the ongoing eligibility of Social Security Disability Insurance recipients. The goal is to reduce SSDI rolls by identifying people on SSDI who shouldn’t be … people believed to be likely to “get better,” or people who otherwise should be working. Whatever the specifics of the proposal, and regardless of its actual effects if it is adopted, the effort is largely driven by widespread belief in a specific narrative about disability … that disability benefits cheating and abuse is widespread, and that that thousands, maybe millions of people with a variety of physical or mental conditions don’t actually deserve the benefits and accommodations meant for “real” disabled people. Like many ableist stereotypes and narratives like this, there are small kernels of truth here. SSDI payments did go up, during and just after the Great Recession, suggesting that there may actually be more to some disability determinations than just medical facts. However, this narrative pre-existed the recent rise in SSDI, and this ableist story apparently continues to thrive, even though SSDI rolls have since gone down. If it ever was a crisis, it isn’t a crisis now. Yet, the narrative lives on. And in the United Kingdom, a similar story and ideology of “benefits scroungers” has driven over ten years of the most stigmatizing and damaging policies faced by people with disabilities anywhere in the industrialized world. One of the key ways to combat any prejudice is to be able to identify specific prejudicial acts and beliefs when you see them in real life. Ableism is more than negative stereotypes or blanket assessments of disabled people’s character or habits. It is also a collection of shared narratives … or stories … made up of fleeting personal encounters, misapplied value judgments, and lightly substantiated rumors … all of which coalesce into what people “know” about disability and disabled people. What follows are descriptions of four of the most common ableist narratives of disability. To be clear, the statements and examples are meant to illustrate common ableist stereotypes, not approve them. These are faulty, harmful ideas. 1. Fakers A lot of people who claim to be “disabled” really aren’t. They use the ambiguity of certain medical or mental conditions to steal benefits and accommodations meant for “really” disabled people. Examples: The most common story is that people in high-poverty areas who can’t find work end up going on disability because they also happen to have chronic pain or long-term illnesses that might not prevent them from working, but can be used to get them on permanent benefits. People with mental health problems like anxiety and PTSD are believed to use these fluid diagnoses to get financial benefits, or other accommodations like being allowed to take emotional support animals anywhere they want. And then there’s a real favorite … people who park in accessible (“handicapped”) parking spaces, but sure don’t look disabled. The effect on disabled people: Anyone who uses any disability-related benefit or accommodation is subject to shaming or attack by people, institutions, or bureaucracies convinced we are cynically on the make, playing the system. This constantly deters people from using benefits and accommodations that could make their lives easier and more productive. And it keeps those of us who do use benefits in constant danger of having them taken away, based largely on an ideologically-driven stereotype. 2. Lazy Some disabled people aren’t interested in working hard or improving themselves. Instead, they use their disabilities as an excuse for laziness or failure, and expect others to take care of them. Or, if a person does work hard and succeeds, then they can’t really be disabled. Examples: Some disabled people just don’t listen when people recommend new treatments, therapies, and coping strategies that might help them. We are supposed to devote our lives to getting better. Others of us apparently make no effort to find work, or try to become less dependent on benefits. And our efforts to conserve our limited stamina and work more efficiently are frequently mistaken for inactivity and laziness. This all builds the narrative that disabled people are lazy and complacent. The effect on disabled people: Many of us actually push ourselves too hard, partly to counter this laziness narrative. Meanwhile, those of us with less obvious disabilities often find ourselves restraining ourselves for fear of undermining acceptance of our very real disabilities and needs. 3. Irrational Disabled people don’t understand their own situations and are less capable of evaluating problems rationally. They may be dishonest, and some lack the cognitive ability or simply the self-awareness and objectivity to make sound decisions for themselves. Examples: This is a particularly acute and long-standing problem for autistic people, and people with traumatic brain injury or intellectual disabilities like Down Syndrome. It is also one of the most harmful forms of ableism applied to people with mental illness. But people with all kinds of disabilities are frequently treated as incompetent, unable to accurately explain ourselves, or dishonest … not to be trusted. The effect on disabled people: In critical, life and death matters like medical care and police interactions, plus higher education, counseling, and finances, we are not fully believed or trusted. To borrow a literary term, we are viewed as “unreliable narrators” of our own stories. 4. Angry A certain kind of disabled person is always angry, regardless of their actual situation. They are angry about their disabilities and their other misfortune. They blame everyone and everything else for their problems. And nothing is ever good enough. Examples: Disability activists never say anything good about anything, and seem to have a complaint for literally every situation. Disaled medical patients and service recipients show no gratitude for the help they get, and have only complaints. This narrative depends on an opposite stereotype, an admired narrative of the disabled person who is always cheerful, appreciative, and good-humored. The effect on disabled people: Many of us feel we can’t ever complain. And when we do advocate we feel less freedom to show our real feelings. This also provides a reliable dodge for anyone or any organization that wants to avoid dealing with disability advocacy concerns. Very real, difficult problems of access and disability justice can be efficiently avoided by casting disability activists as “bitter, angry cripples.” Like all stereotypes, these narratives may ring true for some people in some situations. There are people who fake disability outright, or manipulate actual disabilities to gain perceived advantages. Some disabled people do have trouble calibrating their anger, or objectively assessing their own circumstances and making logical decisions. Some disabled people are lazy, unreliable, self-centered, or untruthful. But like all stereotypes, these are vast exaggerations when applied to all disabled people, or to certain categories of disabled people. They are also qualities shared by millions of non-disabled people. They are characteristics of human beings. And as already demonstrated, these stereotypical narratives harm all people with disabilities in concrete ways that go far beyond hurt feelings. It should also be noted that these narratives are often compounded by overlapping narratives of race, gender, and sexual orientation. Disabled people of color, disabled women, and disabled gay, lesbian, nonbinary, or transgender people contend every day with a web of intersecting stereotypes that together pose additional barriers to equality, opportunity, and access … not to mention basic respect and safety. Before we judge disabled people individually, or make disability policy affecting millions, we should at least be aware of the disability narratives that mislead and deceive us. Stereotypes of disability are common enough to be easily identified, if we just look. And facing them squarely is the first step to eliminating them and making decisions fairly, logically ... based on facts, not rumor and toxic ableism.
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