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Abstract 

There is a close, complex, sometimes fractious although usually rich and enriching relationship 

between Disability Studies and Mad Studies. There have been a number of points of 

connection, areas of dispute and focused moments of interaction which have enhanced 

academic and activist debates and practices in both fields. There are shared experiences of 

marginalised and stigmatised spaces like institutionalised services, of devalued identifies, of 

welfare (re)classification and more recently of the appropriation and colonisation of ideas and 

practices by government, policy makers and service providers. This chapter explores this 

relationship, particularly considering the purpose and implications of social models of 

disability and madness as well as the interactions between them. Central questions are whether 

the social model of disability is adequate as a tool to identify the discrimination and oppression 

experienced by mad people and what the relationship should or could be between social models 

of disability and madness. Both disciplines grapple with the nature and place of impairment to 

identity, models and action.   As praxis disciplines how Disability and Mad Studies ‘do’ their 

work is as important as the work they do and so the chapter concludes that ongoing dialogue is 

essential to both fields.  

 

Introduction 

 

Mad Studies has developed from within, alongside and, at times, in dispute with Disability 

Studies. Disability Studies, although still relatively new as an academic discipline, is older and 

more developed in terms of scope, size and global reach. As such, it has accrued some of the 

benefits of a more established position in the academy and in policy and practice arenas, while 

Mad Studies is at a much more formative and potentially precarious stage in its evolution, albeit 

with deep roots in critical approaches to mental distress. Both fields are part of wider political 

projects, grounded in the communities from which they emerged, that seek to resist oppressive 
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forms of knowledge and practice through the creation of new forms of knowledge embedded 

in lived experience and committed to creating and promoting inclusive and enabling practices.  

People who experience mental distress and their perspectives have been present within 

Disability Studies and the disabled people’s movement since their formation, although they 

have often been overlooked or silent (Plumb, 1994). There have been deliberate attempts to 

broaden the focus of Disability Studies from its initial concern with the experiences of those 

with physical impairments and ‘public’ and environmental barriers, to better include all 

disabled people and their experiences. Survivors and their allies have made significant 

contributions to the field, helping to expand the focus of the social model of disability to better 

incorporate their perspectives, especially in relation to psycho-emotional disablism (Reeve, 

2015), participatory and inclusive research (Beresford and Wallcroft, 1997; Beresford and 

Carr, 2018) and practices of dissent (Plumb, 1994) and resistance (Hunt, 2019). 

Peter Beresford (2000; 2004; 2012) has made a particular contribution to promoting a positive, 

respectful and purposeful dialogue about the relationship between Disability Studies and 

psychiatric system survivors and madness which pre-dates the emergence of Mad Studies as a 

distinct project ‘devoted to the critique and transcendence of psy-centred ways of thinking, 

behaving, relating and being’ (LeFrancois et al, 2013:13). Thus, Mad Studies is both a 

continuation and a fresh intervention in the tradition of critical approaches to mental health. It 

maintains a sharp focus on experiential knowledge and brings to the fore a reconceptualization 

of mental distress as ‘madness’ as ‘a reference to political categories of critique and exclusion’ 

(Spandler and Poursanidou, 2019:1).  

 

Perhaps most importantly for Disability Studies the project of forming the field of Mad Studies 

as an in/discipline (Ingram, 2016) provides an opportunity revisit its core operating tenets. 

Ingram’s starting point in crafting Mad Studies (which he distinguishes from earlier work he 

describes as mad studies) was to consider the limitations of Disability Studies ‘as a space within 

which to do research focusing on madness and Mad people’ (2016:11). For him, thinking about 

madness was constrained by the ‘overarching, or governing, concept of ‘disability’’ which 

raises questions for Disability Studies itself that I will return to. The indiscipline of Mad 

Studies, echoes discussions from the formative days of Disability Studies, by raising questions 

about whether it is a ‘positive development if Mad Studies were to become an established 

academic discipline in universities’ as well as outside the academy (Ingram, 2016:13). These 

are debates that have remained live and at times fractious within Disability Studies when 

considering the place and role of non-disabled people, the in/formal relationship between 
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Disability Studies and the disabled people’s movement and the extent to which Disability 

Studies realises its promise to effect transformation in understandings of disability and in 

naming and eradicating disablism. 

 

Disability Studies  

 

Disability Studies emerged in the 1980s in response to, and in dialogue with, the development 

of the disabled people’s movement in Northern Europe and America. This relationship with 

the disabled people’s movement is a defining characteristic of Disability Studies. It signifies a 

distinction between academic practices that start from the experiences of disabled people, 

seeing them as creators (and contesters) of knowledge than where they are the passive subjects 

of professional concern. Initially located in sociology, social policy and education, it has 

permeated the social sciences, humanities, health and professional education as well as other 

fields like design and engineering and become a global field of academic inquiry (Watson et 

al, 2012). While Disability Studies remains a broad church, inclusive of a wide range of 

disciplinary perspectives and areas of concern, what distinguishes Disability Studies from 

research and other scholarship ‘on’ disability is its foundation in the transformational work of 

the Union of the Physically Impaired Against Segregation (UPIAS). In their ground-breaking 

Fundamental Principles of Disability (1976) UPIAS rejected traditional notions that the 

disadvantage experienced by disabled people was the natural and inevitable result of their 

impairments arguing instead that 

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. 

Thus, disablement is the outcome of a range of structural, social, cultural and political forces 

which are disabling, rather than the inevitable consequence of individual impairment. 

Sociologist Michael Oliver built on this analysis to articulate a social model of disability as a 

practical tool to help the social work students he was teaching understand the role of disablist 

economic, environmental and attitudinal barriers experienced by people with impairments 

(Oliver 1996). For Oliver (2004), the model was to be a ‘hammer’ to challenge the dominance 

of individual model understandings of disability (which views disability as a personal tragedy 

caused by impairment) and to identify and break down the barriers experienced by disabled 



4 
 

people. As such, it has been extremely effectively wielded by the disabled people’s movement, 

as the basis for a collective political identity and to effect legal, policy and societal change.  

As the disabled people’s movement and Disability Studies have grown in size and scope, so 

too has the social model and linked theoretical work evolved and expanded in response to a 

range of developments and concerns. A number of these have particular relevance and 

implications for the place of mental distress and psychiatric system survivors in Disability 

Studies. An underpinning question or consideration is whether Disability Studies should seek 

to be more inclusive of the experiences and perspectives of survivors, and at the same time, 

what should perhaps remain outside of the scope (although certainly not of the interest) of 

Disability Studies and be the concern of Mad Studies.  

The place and continued significance of the social model of disability remains an ongoing 

debate at the heart of Disability Studies with strong defences of its continued relevance and 

fundamental nature (Barnes, 2012) while others view it as one element of a ‘matrix of theories, 

pedagogies and practices’ (Garland-Thomson 2002 in Goodley, 2017:11) and suggest 

Disability Studies is now in a ‘post-social model’ era (Goodley, 2017:11).  These debates have 

raised questions about the (continuing) adequacy or contribution of the social model of 

disability to Disability Studies and what is gained and lost by its continued centrality? (Watson 

and Vehmas, 2020). A linked debate is concerned with whether questions about madness and 

the experiences of mad people can adequately be considered or explained solely from a social 

model of disability perspective and, if so, how does the social model need to further develop 

to become more inclusive of these experiences? 

If not, the alternatives are specific models of mental distress or madness that may or may not 

align themselves with Disability Studies. For my part, I favour a middle way that sees Disability 

Studies as a practice that is ‘in the wake of the social model’ which necessitates a ‘strong 

imperative to hold on to, return to and revisit its central texts and tenets’ (Morgan, 2018:13) as 

well as exploring and engaging with new concepts and approaches. Beckett and Campbell 

(2015) make a helpful distinction between the social model (lower case) which refers to 

UPIAS’ (1976) original work and Oliver’s (1990; 2004) formal articulation of the Social Model 

(capitalised), a more fruitful way of exploring these ideas than the somewhat sterile debate that 

has crystallised around what is criticised by many as dogmatic Social Model. In this spirit I 

suggest it is probably impossible for the development of Mad Studies to be other than in the 

wake of the social model and Disability Studies. Thus, the focus should be on what can be 

gained, learned and shared by those of us in this wake, whether our primary focus is on 

disability, madness or the space(s) in between. 
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Disability, impairment and madness  

 

That impairment has ‘a unique, ubiquitous, and constantly troublesome position within 

disability studies’ (Sherry, 2016:729) cannot be understated. The simplicity of the distinction 

between impairment and disability delineated by UPIAS is one of the most powerful elements 

of the social model. It is easy to grasp, resonates with the experiences of disabled people and 

provides the liberatory message that as Liz Crow put it ‘gave me an understanding of my life, 

shared with thousands, even millions, of other people around the world …[that] It wasn’t my 

body that was responsible for all of my difficulties’ (1996: 55). This creates a disability identity 

constituted through three components: the presence of impairment, the experience of disablism 

and self-identification as a disabled person (Oliver, 1996).  This collective politicised disability 

identity has been a great strength of the disabled people’s movement, however, there are a 

number of issues in relation to the place of impairment and identification as a disabled person 

that are pertinent to this discussion.  

 

An early criticism was that the movement and Disability Studies were based on the experiences 

of a particular group of disabled people, the ‘physically impaired’ named in UPIAS and thus 

failed to adequately include or address the experiences of those with different impairments, 

especially people with learning disabilities and survivors, and the intersection with other forms 

of diversity like gender, race, sexuality and class (Oliver, 2004). I will return to this criticism 

in relation to mental distress and madness in the next section.  

 

A second, and more enduring area of debate has been about the role of impairment.  For many 

the distinction between impairment and disability appeared to signal a silencing of the 

experience of impairment, creating a significant gap in Disability Studies’ ability to engage 

with the totality of disabled people’s lived experience. Impairments are embodied, they have 

‘effects’ (Thomas, 1999) which can be restrictive, painful and unpleasant. The experience of 

impairment is not neutral, it is mediated through social relations and structures that frequently 

don’t prioritise or value this experience with the result impairment effects and consequences 

can be exacerbated or prolonged.  

 

There have been sustained, and successful, calls for a greater empirical and theoretical work 

within Disability Studies, not least from some who locate themselves centrally in the social 
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model tradition like Paul Abberley (1987) and Carol Thomas (1999).  Indeed Oliver (1990) 

called for a sociology of impairment to be developed alongside and in dialogue with a sociology 

of disability. A useful example of this work came from empirical work with people living with 

Motor Neurone Disease (also known as ALS), a degenerative condition with very limited 

treatment options and generally a short prognosis after diagnosis. Ferrie and Watson (2015) 

highlighted the emotional trauma and uncertainty generated by living with the condition and 

anticipating its progress. They identified the ways in which people living with MND 

experienced impairment effects in relation to personal relationships and in private spaces. Thus, 

these impairment effects also caused psycho-emotional disabilism, in terms of ‘barriers to 

being’, as Thomas (2007) puts it.  This has the potential to resonate with the experience of 

some with mental distress where the impairment effects of their condition may be a barrier to 

creating and maintaining personal relationships.  

 

For others, the conception of impairment as ‘lacking part or all of a limb, or having a defective 

limb, organ or mechanism of the body’ (UPIAS, 1976:14) was problematic because impairment 

remains a deficit or deviation from the norm.  As Goodley suggests the word impairment 

‘symbolises social death, inertia, lack, deficit and tragedy’ (2017:35). It is hardly surprising 

then that some disabled people reject the notion (and particularly the phrasing) of impairment. 

This has sometimes been based on a shared label of a particular impairment or condition. For 

example, Deaf people viewing themselves as a cultural or linguistic minority who are 

oppressed on that basis rather than in response to bodily deficit in relation to hearing norms 

(Scott-Hill, 2003). Similarly, some reject the notion of impairment because their experience of 

it is not as ‘impairing’ or restrictive of activity (particularly in inclusive contexts).  

 

For others, it is the negativity of the phrasing and its failure to capture the diversity of the 

experience of impairment which for some has benefits or is to be celebrated. For both reasons’ 

impairment has been considered problematic in relation to madness. Many reject the notion of 

‘mental impairment’ or the pathologisation of mental distress and highlight the difficulty of 

navigating a disability identity that requires professional classification and recognition of an 

impairment label for example as the basis for welfare benefits or to access treatment or other 

forms of support.   

 

An interesting example that melds impairment and disability identities comes from discussions 

amongst people who identify as having ‘psychosocial disabilities’ in Asia (Davar, 2015). At a 
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Trans-Asia Initiative event in 2013 in the light of the United Nations Convention on the Rights 

of Persons with Disabilities (UNCRPD), there was recognition of an ‘identity crises’.  

‘Mentally ill patient’ was a medicalised and legal(ly controlling) term, ‘user and survivor’ 

carried western baggage in a context where for many a lack of services meant ‘there was no 

question of ‘using’ or ‘surviving’ a service’ although it was the preferred term for some, while 

others found ‘disability’ useful in emphasising discrimination (225). As Davar suggests there 

remained questions about how, and perhaps more importantly, whether these differences could 

or should be reconciled. She argues that the newly formed identity of being ‘psychosocially 

disabled’, as framed in the UNCRPD ‘comes with the promise of human rights and 

empowerment’ has greater potential particularly for greater inclusion in the disabled people’s 

movement and enabling those with this ‘emerging disability identity’ to organise collectively.  

A helpful concept that has been developed in Deaf Studies and that could usefully be deployed 

more widely in relation to disability, is that of ‘deaf gain’ where the focus is on what is gained 

from being Deaf by the individual, the Deaf community and society more broadly (Bauman 

and Murray, 2014). Deaf gain is ‘a form of human diversity capable of making vital 

contributions to the greater good of society…without recourse to ‘normalization’ (Bauman and 

Murray, 2010) A simple example is teaching babies sign language to enable greater 

communication before spoken language is acquired. By extension this approach can identify 

what is lost to society by having a narrow definition of what is normal or deficient (Bauman 

and Murray, 2010). There are parallels here with the affirmation model of disability (Swain and 

French, 2000) which builds on the social model to present a non-tragic view of impairment and 

disability (as a direct challenge to personal tragedy theory which Oliver (1990) describes as the 

grand theory underpinning traditional individual and medicalised understandings of disability).  

The model enables disabled people to assert positive identities of disability and impairment 

and as such is ‘an assertion of the value and validity of life as a person with impairment’ (Swain 

and French, 2000:578).  

 

There has been some resistance or caution to this approach within Disability Studies, as there 

has been to impairment specific organisations or research. As Crow suggests the ‘silence’ on 

impairment in early Disability Studies work was often motivated by a concern that discussing 

impairment might bring an individualised and medicalised focus back and therefore 

‘impairment is safer not mentioned at all’ (1996:58).  Reflecting on 30 years of the social 

model, Mike Oliver (2013:2026) argued that ‘emphasising impairment and difference was a 



8 
 

strategy that was impotent in protecting disabled people’ and insufficient in these neoliberal 

austere times when many of the gains won by disabled people are being eroded.  

What is clear is that Disability and Mad Studies will both continue to grapple with these 

tensions and the inherently ‘troublesome’ of impairment: its biological yet socially mediated 

nature, that it can be (sometimes simultaneously) a positive or a negative experience, and that 

it can be appropriate to prevent the creation of impairment while also accepting and embracing 

impairment in all its human diversity. Here there is opportunity for dialogue and collective 

learning that can enhance both fields.  

 

Social models of disability and madness 

 

There has been such protracted debate about the place and continued relevance of the social 

model of disability in Disability Studies that Mike Oliver demanded that ‘the talking has to 

stop’ (2013:1026). Despite this there is no doubt that the conceptual shift the model demands 

– from an individual personal tragedy to the collective experience of oppression - remains the 

fundament of Disability Studies. It is a threshold concept (Meyer and Land, 2003) that is, once 

understood, is transformative and irreversible (Morgan, 2012), As such it is impossible for 

Disability Studies to be otherwise than in its wake (Morgan, 2018), whether writers seek to 

extend or break with it. In either circumstance their thinking and practicing of disability studies 

is inevitably influenced. The same is true for social models of mental distress or madness, 

whether writers choose to locate themselves in Disability Studies or out with its 

scope/boundaries, the social model of disability remains both a starting and inevitable reference 

point for these models. 

It is useful to remind ourselves why, given the seemingly endless debate about the relevance 

of the social model, models matter. Why not simply consign the model (and models modelled 

on it) to history as a useful starting point for a new social movement and academic discipline 

but now a relic to which homage may be due but whose relevance has passed?  I contend 

models continue to have useful work to do in disciplines that seek to transform understandings 

and effect social change. As Finkelstein asserts 

A good model can enable us to see something which we do not understand because in 

the model it can be seen from different viewpoints… that can trigger insights that we 

might not otherwise develop’ (2001:3). 

Indeed, Finkelstein (2001) developed a number of models to describe different processes of 

disablement. Like Oliver, he saw such models as a helpful first stage in identifying and 
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challenging dominant, seemly common sense, ways of explaining and understanding social 

processes and relationships. Their potential to effect change in lay and activist contexts cannot 

be understated. While it is necessary for them to be underpinned by more theoretical and 

conceptual work, their transformatory nature and utility as ‘a hammer’ (Oliver,2004) is 

essential for political movements agitating for change.  

At the heart of both Disability and Mad Studies is a responsibility to hear the concerns of those 

with lived experience as well as producing knowledge that is useful in challenging the 

discrimination and oppression they endure and promoting their rights and aspirations. As praxis 

disciplines which are defined by their commitment to practical action through and alongside 

more theoretical thinking, our work needs to speak to and be accessible to a variety of 

audiences. Therefore, Disability and Mad Studies must utilise concepts, approaches and ideas 

that can be readily understood and applied by ‘lay’ people as well as being robust enough for 

academic debate and defence.  

 

If the purpose and benefits of such models is accepted as such, then the first question here is 

whether the social model of disability is or can be sufficiently expansive to include the 

experience of those who experience mental distress and/or identify as mad. While the second 

is whether a social model of distress or madness is constituted within the auspices of the social 

model of disability as an extension that builds on social model foundations in a similar way to 

the affirmation model or whether it should be articulated as a separate and distinct model.  

Building social model insights and concerns two linked reports (Beresford et al, 2010; 

Beresford et al, 2016) highlighted a reluctance amongst survivors to identify as disabled or find 

the social model of disability helpful as well a number of recommendations for action in 

response to this (Beresford et al, 2010). These included encouraging Disability Studies writers 

exploring how the model could be more accessible to and inclusive of survivors, for survivors 

themselves to spend time considering how this could take place and for discussions between 

disabled people and survivors to enable learning about and with each other. The second report 

(Beresford et al, 2016) describes the findings of this work, which took place as ‘madness’ was 

becoming a reclaimed and organising concept within parts of the survivor movement.  They 

found that ‘madness’ like the social model of disability received a mixed reception amongst 

‘lay’ survivors. The report concluded that survivors valued social models (particularly as a 

rejection of medical models) but found the social model of disability too narrow in focus to 

fully incorporate their experiences. Similarly, madness and Mad Studies was viewed with some 

hesitancy. 
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Therefore, the answer to the questions posed above, remain in flux, and perhaps appropriately 

so. Models of disability, distress and madness must be accessible to those whose experiences 

they seek to represent. They inevitably create ‘troublesome knowledge’ that unsettles, which 

for some is transformatory while at the same time remaining alien to the experiences and 

explanations of others (Meyer and Land, 2003 in Morgan, 2012). In this context, I disagree 

with Oliver, the talking between disabled people and survivors about the social model must not 

stop but be actively encouraged and supported and these discussions must inform academic 

thinking even if this is ‘troublesome’ for us. Moreover, both disciplines must remain vigilant 

in acknowledging the dominance of privileged perspectives and knowledge within as well as 

without. It is vital models and theoretical thinking are accessible to, and learn from, disabled 

and mad people globally, with particular recognition of the need to listen – and hear – 

indigenous and other marginalised voices, especially from the global south.  

 

Doing Disability and Mad Studies: enabling and inclusive practices 

 

As well as being fields of study Disability and Mad Studies are also practices or ways of being 

in the world, praxis disciplines (as I describe them earlier) that demand the practical utility of 

the knowledge we produce as well as practical application and action.  We cannot interrogate 

ableism and disablism without a continuing reflexive examination of the ways in which we 

‘do’ Disability and Mad Studies. As Beresford and Russo put it ‘the ‘how’ of mad studies is as 

important as its why and whats’ (2016:273) That is, how we seek to teach, to research, to 

collaborate with and to serve disabled and mad people, colleagues, allies, activists, students 

and practitioners is as significant as the intellectual project underpinning both fields.  

 

These were concerns that were more to the fore in the earlier days of Disability Studies, for 

examples debates in Disability and Society about the place of non-disabled people (Drake, 

1997; Branfield, 1998; Oliver and Barnes, 1997) or on disability research more generally 

(Barnes and Mercer, 1997). Does this suggest that this a necessary stage or process in the 

formation of a newer field, that it is through this thrashing out of a set of values, etiquette and 

practices that a field is formed? Certainly, this appears to be the case in fields of study which 

are linked to identity and shared experiences of oppression and marginalisation. Developing 

these practices are a form of resistance against the traditional exclusions in established fields 

and opportunities for opening up more inclusive and attentive space for discussion. Disability 
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Studies has rehearsed, although perhaps not resolved, many of the issues Mad Studies is 

grappling with. The questions raised by Spandler and Pouranidou in their recent article ‘Who 

is included in the Mad Studies project?’ (2019) echo earlier discussions in Disability Studies 

and benefit repeating. They suggest a necessary stage in any new project is establishing its 

boundaries and how permeable or malleable they should be asking ‘who is inside and outside, 

included and excluded’ (2019:1) Spandler and Pouranidou acknowledge there are inherent 

tensions in this questioning but that this is a necessity because it is in these borderlands and 

liminal spaces (Meyer and Land, 2003) that ‘new and important areas of inquiry and critique’ 

are opened up with the potential for the creation of ‘alternative counter-cultures of critical 

inquiry, support and solidarity’ (Spandler and Pouranidou 2019:15). 

 

However, as a field becomes more established and coalesces around particular values and 

practices, these values and practices can be taken for granted or assumed to remain relevant 

and inclusive. Recent interventions, frequently from early career academics, have questioned 

the accessibility of the academy for disabled scholars (Brown and Leigh, 2018), the inclusive 

nature of our practices like conferences and other events and of our discipline and debates about 

and for groups more recently brought under the umbrella term disability, for example those 

living with chronic illness (Scambler, 2012) or trans (disabled) people (Slater and Liddiard, 

2018).  

What can disability studies and mad studies learn from this and from each other. This, I believe, 

is one of the most helpful parts of the relationship, as the disciplines evolve at different paces 

and are engaging with different and difficult or thorny issues or troublesome knowledge at 

different points, from which much can be learned and shared. They also draw on different 

literatures, traditions and experiences which provides opportunities for connection, 

provocation and challenge. This, of course, assumes that the disciplines are listening and 

actively engaging with each other, this happens when we contribute to each other’s spaces but 

also create spaces for this to happen.   

 

The recent dialogue between Mad Studies and neurodiversity is an example. It was ‘framed 

within the field of disability studies’ (McWade et al, 2015) at an event hosted at the Centre for 

Disability Studies at Lancaster University, deliberately brought together participants from all 

three groups and from a variety of positions, academics, more established and early career, 

activists and those with lived experience (McWade and Beresford, 2015). The event led to a 

current issues piece in the journal Disability and Society written by three academics who would 
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locate themselves within disability studies but also in mad studies (McWade and Beresford) 

and neurodiversity/critical autism studies (Milton). They build on Graby’s earlier (2015) work 

that suggested neurodiversity ‘bridge conceptual gaps between the disabled people’s and 

survivor movements’ (in McWade et al, 2015:306) and end with a concern about the wider 

current context of these discussions acknowledging that many activist concepts, from both 

Disability and Mad Studies, have been ‘co-opted, appropriated and politically neutralised’ (ebd 

2015:307). They end with the rallying ‘let us build upon the rich histories of activism and bring 

our shared experiences of oppression and marginalisation together’ (McWade et al,  2015:308).  

 

Concluding thoughts: more in common 

 

As I suggested in the section on models one of the most significant challenges for Disability 

Studies, and perhaps even more so for the disabled people’s movement has been the adoption 

and co-option of its ideas and languages by politicians, policy makers and providers. The pre-

eminence of the model lead Oliver to contend ‘it is tempting to suggest that we are all social 

modellists now! (2004:18). While initially welcomed as an indication of the impact and power 

of the approach, the formal adoption of the social model of disability by professionals, service 

providers and policy makers has resulted in a set of unforeseen difficulties (Roulstone and 

Morgan, 2009). As Oliver and Barnes foresaw ‘the assimilation of disability into mainstream 

political agendas will undermine the more radical aims and political struggles by disabled 

people and their organisations for social justice’ (2012:169). Indeed, as Sheldon had suggested 

earlier ‘perhaps the disabled people’s movement is floundering on the shores of its own 

success’ (2006: 3). The implementation of anti-discrimination legislation like the Disability 

Discrimination Act 2005 (replaced by the Equality Act 2010) in the UK and the increased 

visibility of disabled people as the result of reforms to care and support can give the impression 

disabled people’s rights have been won and are assured.  

 

The ’common sense’ understanding of disability is starting to turn full circle, if disability is 

created by barriers and those barriers are removed, then what remains can again by explained 

by individualising the problem. There are, of course, many counters to this simplified neo-

liberal reconceptualising of disability. For certain, many (although very definitely not all) of 

the most visible environmental barriers have been removed and there are reams of official 

policies concerned with preventing discrimination and promoting independent living and 

human rights. However, this masks a number of enduring problems. Barriers are increasing 
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those to ‘being’ rather than to ‘doing’, while the psycho-emotional impact of living in an 

increasingly hostile environment becomes intensified when the problem is returned to one of 

individual agency and resilience (Ryan, 2019).  There is also insufficient recognition of the 

legacy of the cumulative impact of historic barriers and attitudes which remain engrained in 

public attitudes and practices.  Identifying and challenging this usurpation while continuing to 

amplify the voices of disabled people and (re)generate progressive knowledge has become the 

moral imperative for Disability Studies.  

 

Similar challenges face the nascent field of Mad Studies with key writers Beresford and Russo 

asking whether Mad Studies can be ‘protected from being undermined and subverted’ in the 

ways the key ideas of Disability Studies and earlier formations of critical approaches to mental 

health have been (2016: 271). However, there is considerable scope for solidarity and 

collegiately here particularly if both fields coalesce around Plumb’s (1994) assertion that what 

unites them is a ‘non-conformist’ approach. The development of knowledges and practices that 

celebrate the non-conformism of the concepts of disability and madness retain great strength 

in challenging deficit thinking and provide a way to move on from the cul-de-sac of debate 

about impairment and sits more comfortably alongside the activism and identity of pride. 

Rather than focusing on differences and areas of discomfort (although they should continue to 

be areas of discussion and debate) we should take our lead from McWade, Milton and 

Beresford who argue we should seek dialogic alliances that move beyond the limitations of 

identity politics  where ‘the aim is to stop thinking about how we are the same and begin to 

work with our differences collectively’ (2015:307). It is in this spirit that the vital and vibrant 

relationship between Disability Studies and Mad Studies can endure, respecting our differences 

and diversity but remaining committed to that central claim ‘there must be nothing about us 

without us’.  

  



14 
 

References 

Abberley, P. (1987) The concept of oppression and the development of a social theory of 

disability. Disability, Handicap and Society 2(1), 5-19. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/02674648766780021  

Barnes, C. (2012) Understanding the social model of disability: past, present and future. In N 

Watson, A Roulstone and C Thomas (Eds). Routledge Handbook of Disability Studies. 

Abingdon: Routledge. 

Barnes, C and Mercer, G. (Eds) (1997) Doing Disability Research. Leeds: The Disability Press 

Bauman, H and Murray J. (2010) Deaf Studies in the 21st Century: “Deaf-gain” and the Future 

of Human Diversity. In M Marchark and PE Spencer (eds). The Oxford Handbook of Deaf 

Studies, Language and Education 2.  

Bauman, H and Murray, JJ. (Eds) (2013) Deaf Gain: Raising the Stakes for Human Diversity. 

Minneapolis, MN: University of Minnesota Press. 

Beckett, AE. and Campbell, T (2015) The social model of disability as an oppositional device. 

Disability and Society 30(2), 270-283. https://doi.org/10.1080/09687599.2014.999912  

Beresford, P. (2000) What Have Madness and Psychiatric System Survivors Got to Do with 

Disability and Disability Studies?. Disability and Society 20(4), 469-77.  

Beresford, P. (2004) Madness, Distress, Research and a Social Model. In C. Barnes and G. 

Mercer (eds). Implement The Social Model of Disability: Theory and Research Leeds. The 

Disability Press. Available at https://disability-studies.leeds.ac.uk/wp-

content/uploads/sites/40/library/Barnes-implementing-the-social-model-chapter-13.pdf Accessed 

29/06/20 

Beresford, P. (2012) Psychiatric System Survivors: An emerging movement. In N. Watson, A 

Roulstone and C. Thomas (eds) The Routledge Handbook of Disability Studies. Abingdon: 

Routledge. 

Beresford, P. and Carr, S. (2018) Social policy first hand: An international introduction to 

participative social welfare. Bristol: Policy Press.  

Beresford, P., Nettle, M. and Perring, R. (2010) Towards a Social Model of Madness and 

Distress? Exploring What Service Users Say. York: Joseph Rowntree Foundation.  

https://www.jrf.org.uk/report/towards-social-model-madness-and-distress-exploring-what-

service-users-say. Accessed:29/06/2020 

Beresford, P, Perring, R., Nettle, M and Wallcroft, J. (2016) From mental illness to a social 

model of madness and distress. London: Shaping our lives. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/02674648766780021
https://doi.org/10.1080/09687599.2014.999912
https://disability-studies.leeds.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/sites/40/library/Barnes-implementing-the-social-model-chapter-13.pdf
https://disability-studies.leeds.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/sites/40/library/Barnes-implementing-the-social-model-chapter-13.pdf
https://www.jrf.org.uk/report/towards-social-model-madness-and-distress-exploring-what-service-users-say
https://www.jrf.org.uk/report/towards-social-model-madness-and-distress-exploring-what-service-users-say


15 
 

https://www.shapingourlives.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2016/05/FROM-MENTAL-

ILLNESS-PDF-2.pdf. Accessed: 29/06/2020 

Beresford, P and Russo, J. (2016) Supporting the sustainability of Mad Studies and preventing 

its co-option. Disability and Society 31(2), 270-274. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/09687599.2016.1145380   

Beresford, P. and Wallcroft, J. (1997) Psychiatric system survivors and emancipatory research: 

issues, overlaps and differences. In C. Barnes and G. Mercer (eds) Doing Disability Research. 

Leeds: Disability Press, 67-87. Available at; https://disability-studies.leeds.ac.uk/wp-

content/uploads/sites/40/library/Barnes-Chapter-5.pdf Accessed 29/06/2020 

Branfield, F. (1998) What Are You Doing Here? ‘Non-disabled’ people and the Disability 

Movement: A response to Robert F. Drake. Disability and Society 13(1), 143-144. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/09687599826966  

Brown, N and Leigh, J. (2018) Ableism in academic: where are the disabled and ill academics?  

Disability and Society 33(6), 985-989. https://doi.org/10.1080/09687599.2018.1455627  

Crow, L. (1996) Including all of our lives: renewing the social model of disability. In C. Barnes 

and G. Mercer (eds) Exploring the Divide. Leeds: The Disability Press. Available at: 

https://disability-studies.leeds.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/sites/40/library/Crow-exploring-the-

divide-ch4.pdf Accessed 29/06/2020 

Davar, B.V. (2015) Disabilities, colonisation and globalisation: how the very possibility of a 

disability identity was compromised for the ‘insane’ in India. In H. Spandler, J. Anderson and 

B. Sapey (eds) Madness, distress and the politics of disablement. Bristol: Policy Press.  

Drake, R. F. (1997) What Am I Doing Here? ‘Non-disabled’ people and the Disability 

Movement. Disability and Society 12(4), 643-645. https://doi.org/10.1080/09687599727173 

Ferrie, J and Watson, N. (2015) The psycho-social impact of impairments: the case of motor 

neurone disease. In T. Shakespeare (ed) Disability Research Today International Perspectives. 

London: Routledge.  

Finkelstein, V. (2001) The Social Model of Disability Repossessed. https://disability-

studies.leeds.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/sites/40/library/finkelstein-soc-mod-repossessed.pdf. 

Accessed:29/06/2020 

Goodley, D. (2017) Disability Studies: An Interdisciplinary Introduction. London: Sage.  

Graby, S. (2015‘Neurodiversity: bridging the gap between the disabled people’s movement 

and the mental health system survivors’ movement’ in H Spandler, J Anderson and B Sapey 

(Eds) Madness, distress and the politics of disablement Bristol: Policy Press 

https://www.shapingourlives.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2016/05/FROM-MENTAL-ILLNESS-PDF-2.pdf
https://www.shapingourlives.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2016/05/FROM-MENTAL-ILLNESS-PDF-2.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1080/09687599.2016.1145380
https://disability-studies.leeds.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/sites/40/library/Barnes-Chapter-5.pdf
https://disability-studies.leeds.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/sites/40/library/Barnes-Chapter-5.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1080/09687599826966
https://doi.org/10.1080/09687599.2018.1455627
https://disability-studies.leeds.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/sites/40/library/Crow-exploring-the-divide-ch4.pdf
https://disability-studies.leeds.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/sites/40/library/Crow-exploring-the-divide-ch4.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1080/09687599727173
https://disability-studies.leeds.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/sites/40/library/finkelstein-soc-mod-repossessed.pdf
https://disability-studies.leeds.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/sites/40/library/finkelstein-soc-mod-repossessed.pdf


16 
 

Hunt, J. (2019) No Limits. The Disabled People’s Movement: A radical history. TBR Imprint: 

Manchester. https://www.gmcdp.com/no-limits. Accessed:29/06/20 

Ingram, R A. (2016) Mad Studies: Making (Non)Sense Together. Intersectionalities: The 

Journal of Social Work Analysis, Research, Polity and Practice 5(3), 11-17. Available at 

https://journals.library.mun.ca/ojs/index.php/IJ/article/view/1680 Accessed 29/6/2020 

LeFrancois, B Menzies, R, Reaume, G. (eds) (2013) Mad Matters: a critical reader in 

Canadian Mad Studies. Toronto: Canadian Scholars’ Press. 

McWade, B. and Beresford, P. (2015) Mad Studies and Neurodiversity – exploring connections 

https://madstudies2014.wordpress.com/archive/mad-studies-neurodiversity-symposium-

archive/. Accessed:29/06/2020 

McWade, B. Milton, D. and Beresford, P. (2015) Mad studies and neurodiversity: a dialogue. 

Disability and Society 30(2), 305-309. https://doi.org/10.1080/09687599.2014.1000512  

Meyer, J. and Land, R. (2003) Threshold Concepts and Troublesome Knowledge: Linkages to 

Ways of Thinking and Practising within the Disciplines, Enhancing Teaching–Learning 

Environments in Undergraduate Courses Project Occasional Report 4 [online]. 

http://www.etl.tla.ed.ac.uk//docs/ETLreport4.pdf. Accessed: 13 June 2011. 

Morgan, H. (2012) Threshold Concepts in Disability Studies: Troublesome knowledge and 

liminal spaces in social work education. Social Work Education 31 (2) pp. 215-226. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/02615479.2012.644964 

Morgan, H. (2018) In the wake of the social model: Engaging with policy, theory and practice 

Unpublished PhD Thesis. Lancaster: University of Lancaster. 

Oliver, M. (1990) The Politics of Disablement. Basingstoke: Macmillan.  

Oliver, M (1996) Understanding Disability: From Theory to Practice. London: Macmillan. 

Oliver, M. (2004) The Social Model in Action: if I had a hammer. In C. Barnes and G. 

Mercer (eds) Implementing the Social Model of Disability: Theory and Research. Leeds: The 

Disability Press. Available at: https://disability-studies.leeds.ac.uk/wp-

content/uploads/sites/40/library/Barnes-implementing-the-social-model-chapter-2.pdf Accessed 

29/06/2020  

Oliver, M. (2013) The Social model of disability: thirty years on. Disability and Society 28(7), 

1024-1026. https://doi.org/10.1080/09687599.2013.818773  

Oliver, M and Barnes, C. (1997) All We Are Saying is Give Disabled Researchers a Chance. 

Disability and Society 12(5), 811-814. 

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/09687599727074  

https://www.gmcdp.com/no-limits
https://journals.library.mun.ca/ojs/index.php/IJ/article/view/1680
https://madstudies2014.wordpress.com/archive/mad-studies-neurodiversity-symposium-archive/
https://madstudies2014.wordpress.com/archive/mad-studies-neurodiversity-symposium-archive/
https://doi.org/10.1080/09687599.2014.1000512
https://disability-studies.leeds.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/sites/40/library/Barnes-implementing-the-social-model-chapter-2.pdf%20Accessed%2029/06/2020
https://disability-studies.leeds.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/sites/40/library/Barnes-implementing-the-social-model-chapter-2.pdf%20Accessed%2029/06/2020
https://disability-studies.leeds.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/sites/40/library/Barnes-implementing-the-social-model-chapter-2.pdf%20Accessed%2029/06/2020
https://doi.org/10.1080/09687599.2013.818773
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/09687599727074


17 
 

Oliver, M and Barnes, C (2012) The new politics of disablement Basingstoke: Palgrave 

Macmillan.   

Plumb, A (1994) Disability or Distress? A discussion document. Manchester: Greater 

Manchester Coalition of Disabled People. 

Roulstone, A and Morgan, H (2009) Neo-Liberal individualism or self-directed support: are 

we all speaking the same language on modernising adult social care. Social Policy and Society 

8 (3), 333-345. https://doi.org/10.1017/S1474746409004886. 

Reeve, D. (2015) Pyscho-emotional disablism in the lives of people experiencing mental 

distress. In H. Spandler, J Anderson and B Sapey (eds) Madness, distress and the politics of 

disablement. Bristol: Policy Press. 

Ryan, F. (2019) Crippled: Austerity and the Demonization of Disabled People. London: Verso 

Books.  

Scambler, S. (2012) Long-term disabling conditions and disability theory. In N. Watson, A 

Roulstone and C. Thomas (Eds) The Routledge Handbook of Disability Studies. Abingdon: 

Routledge. 

Scott-Hill, M. (2003) Deafness/Disability – problematizing notions of identity, culture and 

structure. In S Riddelll and N. Watson (eds) Disability, Culture and Identity. Harlow: Pearson 

Education. 

Sheldon, A. (2006) Disabling the Disabled People's Movement? The influence of 

Disability Studies on the struggle for liberation Available at: https://disability-

studies.leeds.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/sites/40/library/Sheldon-disabling-the-dps-movement.pdf 

Accessed: 29/06/2020 

Sherry, M. (2016) A sociology of impairment. Disability and Society 31(6), 729-744. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/09687599.2016.1203290  

Slater, J. and Liddiard, K. (2018) Why Disability Studies Scholars Must Challenge 

Transmisogyny and Transphobia. Canadian Journal of Disability Studies 7(2). 

https://doi.org/10.15353/cjds.v7i2.424. Accessed: 

Spandler, H.  and Poursanidou, K (2019) Who is included in the Mad Studies Project?. 

Journal of Ethics in Mental Health 10, 1-20. Available at 

https://jemh.ca/issues/v9/documents/JEMH%20Inclusion%20iii.pdf Accessed: 29/06/2020 

Swain, J and French, S. (2000) Towards an affirmation model of disability. Disability and 

Society 15(4), 569-582.  https://doi.org/10.1080/09687590050058189  

Thomas, C. (1999) Female Forms. Experiencing and understanding disability. Buckingham: 

Open University Press.  

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1474746409004886
https://disability-studies.leeds.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/sites/40/library/Sheldon-disabling-the-dps-movement.pdf
https://disability-studies.leeds.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/sites/40/library/Sheldon-disabling-the-dps-movement.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1080/09687599.2016.1203290
https://doi.org/10.15353/cjds.v7i2.424
https://jemh.ca/issues/v9/documents/JEMH%20Inclusion%20iii.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1080/09687590050058189


18 
 

Thomas, C. (2007) Sociologies of Disability and Illness. Contested Ideas in Disability Studies 

and Medical Sociology. Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan.  

Union of the Physically Impaired Against Segregation (UPIAS) (1976) Fundamental 

Principles of Disability. London: Union of the Physically Impaired Against Segregation. 

Available at : https://disability-studies.leeds.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/sites/40/library/UPIAS-

fundamental-principles.pdf Accessed: 29/06/2020 

Watson, N. Roulstone, A. and Thomas, C. (Eds) (2012) Routledge Handbook of Disability 

Studies. Abingdon: Routledge. 

Watson, N. and Vehmas, S. (2020) Disability studies: Into the multidisciplinary future. In N. 

Watson and S. Vehmas (Eds) Routledge Handbook of Disability Studies 2nd Edn. London: 

Routledge.  

https://disability-studies.leeds.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/sites/40/library/UPIAS-fundamental-principles.pdf
https://disability-studies.leeds.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/sites/40/library/UPIAS-fundamental-principles.pdf

