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“Extremes of any combination come to be seen as 'psychiatric deviance'.  In the argument presented 

here, where disorder begins is entirely down to social convention, and where one decides to draw 

the line across the spectrum.” (Milton, 1999 - spectrum referring to the 'human spectrum of 

dispositional diversity'). 

Ever since I developed a personal memory of self, I have lived at the intersection between disability 

and madness.  Following a road-traffic accident in 1984 my mother sustained significant long-term 

injuries, whilst I suffered significant psychological trauma.  In the years ahead, due to a court case 

following the accident, I visited a number of psychiatrists, who each had their own theory as to 

explain my odd behaviour.  Following these patronising and intimidating encounters I planned to 

create as much space between me and such professionals as I could, yet also began a personal 

journey of discovery that led me toward philosophy and the social sciences.  By the mid-1990’s I had 

discovered the work of radical psychiatrists and the late 1990’s the social model of disability.  Both 

these influences helped me to begin revaluating my own disposition in relation to others. 

“The box most applicable to my perceptions of selfhood in Kramer's analysis, is that of the 'socially 

isolative schizoid', which to me underlies a belittling of 'abnormal' dispositions.” (Milton, 1999). 

At the time I had been influenced by the work of Pierre Bourdieu and his notions of ‘habitus’ and 

‘disposition’ and how a person is shaped within their social environments.  The notion of disposition 

also for me encapsulated a feeling of embodied personhood.  Yet, my experiences of life and the 

fragmented disposition I embodied did not seem to be much like that of many others I had come 

across in life, and from such a perspective I saw a great diversity in the way people are shaped 

biologically and discursively, and a strong rejection of normative notions of what an ‘ideal person’ 

should be like. 

In 2005 my son was diagnosed as autistic.  This began another journey that led me to being 

diagnosed as on the autistic spectrum myself in 2009 and that there existed a whole ‘neurodiversity 

movement’ and paradigm for thinking and talking about autism, one that perhaps unsurprisingly, 

was not so different from my own. 

So, given the influence that the social model of disability had on my own thinking and sense of 

selfhood, why do I wish to problematise the notion of ‘impairment’.  Firstly, let me make clear that I 

in no way mean to negate the diversity of human experience and embodiment, quite the opposite.  

Secondly, I in no way wish to diminish the importance of social model theorists.  However, the 

notion of ‘impairment’ has normative connotations and at least has been used to the detriment of 

autistic people.  When one looks at the idea of biological impairment, there is always a comparison 

to be made, and too often something idealised as ‘better’ or more ‘functional’ in some way.  

Impairment has become a phrase used to describe abstract notions of deficit compared to a 

statistical average.  When as an adult I was diagnosed as autistic, an extensive history of childhood 

development was taken, no doubt making comparisons to what was deemed ‘typical’ child 

development.  Such comparisons are taken in part so that adaptations and interventions can be 

recommended with the goal of normative remediation of said deficits.  When looked at in terms of 



dispositional diversity however, remediation is removed as a primary goal, as there is not a 

normative comparison to be made nor idealisation of a normative way of being. 

Of course, accepting and celebrating one’s disposition when others may treat you as a stigmatised 

outsider is no easy task, yet a measure of solidarity I believe is possible, as the personal troubles that 

I have experienced may not be too dissimilar to others involved in this conference. 
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