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Disability as Difference

Sociologist Erving Goffman's 1963 book Stigma: Notes on the Management of
Spoiled Identity is still the most influential description of the processes of
stigmatization. Goffman frequently uses disabilities as examples of stigmas,
which has increased the influence of his book o n those attempting to
understand the social devaluing o f people with disabilities. Although
Goffman's work contains s i g d c a n t insights that apply to the experience of
disability, I believe that his lumping together all sources of stigma, which
causes h i m t o overgeneralize, prevents h i m from seeing some crucial
aspects of the stigmas of illness and disability. In addition, because he does
not question the social 'norms' that stigmatize people with dsabilities, he
tends to adopt a patronizing tone in speaking of people who d o not meet
them, and to belittle and underestimate their efforts to live by different
Let us look first at how Goffman characterizes stigma:
Three grossly different types of stigma may be mentioned. First there
are the abominations of the body-the various physical deformities. Next
there are the blemishes of individual character perceived as weak will.
domineering or unnatural passions, treacherous and rigid beliefs, and dishonesty. . . . Finally there are the tribal stigma of race, nation, and
religion, these being stigma that can be transmitted through lineages and
equally contaminate all members of a family. In all of these various
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instances of stigma, however, . . . the same sociological features are
found: an individual who might have been received easily in ordinary
social intercourse possesses a trait that can obtrude itself upon attention
and turn those of us whom he meets away from him, breaking the claim
that his other attributes have on us. He possesses a stigma, an undesired
differentness from what we had anticipated. (Goffman 1963, 4-5)

I

Here Goffman misses the importance of the specific symbolic meanings
people with disabilities have for others in a society. It is interesting that his
own language reflects those meanings. He refers unself-consciously to
"physical deformities," even though the examples he uses throughout the
book include all sorts of disabilities, including deafness and stuttering; then
he calls them "abominations of the body," the strongest expression he uses
for any of the types of stigma. Dishonesty, in contrast, is called a "blemish"
of character. Elsewhere in the book, he uses such terms as "affliction," "victim," and "cripple," and introduces people as "cases." Of course he was
writing in 1963, when such language was still widely used, so I am not
drawing attention to it to criticize his personal attitudes toward disability.
My point is that he exhibited subscription to the cultural stereotypes and
meanings of disability far more than he examined it.
Later in his book, Goffman says of stigma that it "involves not so much a
set of concrete individuals who can be separated into two piles, the stigmatized and the normal, as a pervasive two-role social process in which every
individual participates in both roles, at least in some connections and in
some phases of life" (Goffman 1963, 138). But then he says that "[tlhe
lifelong attributes of a particular individual may cause him to be type-cast;
he may have to play the stigmatized role in almost all of his social situations" (1 38). He makes no attempt to explain why some attributes typecast
a person and others do not; I do not see how he could explain it without
considering the symbolic meanings of stigmatizing characteristics. I will
return to the subject of symbolic meanings of disability later.
Goffman did contribute to the understanding of disability by bringing
to public attention some of the social and psychological burdens of living
as a person with a disability in the United States and places with similar
cultures. He is particularly good on some of the dynamics of 'passing' as
non-disabled (42), the obligation placed on 'different' individuals to
'manage' social situations with 'normals' in such a way as to protect the
'normals' from discomfort (especially 2 1-2 3 and 1 1 5-1 6 ) , and the
propensity of stigmatized people to place themselves along with others like
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them in hierarchies of value (1 07). Moreover, by comparing the stigmas of
disability to those of race and ethnic origin, he at least implies, although
he never explicitly supports, the possibility of seeing disability as a civil
rights issue.
Nevertheless, Goffman repeatedly fails to appreciate the possibility that
having at least some disabilities may be, like membership in some other
groups that are stigmatized, as good as or better than 'normality.' He discusses valuing one's difference only as a coping strategy of the stigmatized,
without calling into question the objectivity or permanence of the values
that regard them as less than 'normal.' On the contrary, he rates valuing
one's difference and identifying closely with those who share it rather low,
even as a coping strategy:
The first set of sympathetic others is of course those who share his
stigma. Knowing from their own experience what it is like to have this
particular stigma, some of them can provide the individual with instruction in the tricks of the trade and with a circle of lament to which he can
withdraw for moral support and for the comfort of feeling at home, at
ease, accepted as a person who really is like any other normal person. . . .
Among his own, the stigmatized individual can use his disadvantage as
a basis for organizing life, but he must resign himself to a half-world to
do so. Here he may develop to its fullest his sad tale accounting for his
possession of the stigma. . . .
On the other hand, he may find that the tales of his fellow-sufferers
bore him, and that the whole matter of focusing on atrocity tales, on
group superiority, on trickster stories, in short, on the "problem," is one
of the large penalties for having one. ( 1 963, 20-2 1)
The possibility of genuinely felt group pride (such as Deaf pride) seems
to escape Goffman's imagination. He can see solidarity among the different
only as poor compensation for the acceptance as 'normals' that is denied
them. He even seems to miss the genuineness of pride among stigmatized
ethnic groups. Consequently, Goffman also misses an important difference
between people with disabilities and other stigmatized people. Most stigmatized people are members of stigmatized groups that have subcultures
within which the stigma may be made irrelevant or at least ameliorated by
the group's own values. Most (but not all) people with disabilities grow up
with non-disabled people and/or are constantly surrounded by them,
absorbing their values and assumptions; they have little or no contact with a

