
Disability and White Supremacy 
Joel Michael Reynolds

Critical Philosophy of Race, Volume 10, Issue 1, 2022, pp. 48-70 (Article)

Published by Penn State University Press

For additional information about this article

[ Access provided at 28 Feb 2022 05:08 GMT from Georgetown University Library ]

https://muse.jhu.edu/article/847940

https://muse.jhu.edu/article/847940


critical philosophy of race,  
vol. 10, no. 1, 2022
Copyright © 2022 The Pennsylvania  

State University, University Park, PA

DOI: 10.5325/critphilrace.10.1.0048

Abstract

It is widely known that Black Americans are significantly more 
likely to be killed by the police in the United States than white 
Americans. What is less widely known is that nearly half of all peo-
ple killed by the police are people with disabilities. The aim of this 
article is to better understand the intersection of racism and able-
ism in the United States. Contributing to the growing literature at 
the intersection of philosophy of disability and critical philosophy 
of race, I argue that theories concerning white supremacy should 
take more seriously the ways in which it functions as a process and 
apparatus of making abled and disabled. I conclude by discussing 
why understanding white supremacy in this manner is a valuable 
coalitional tool in fights for social justice more generally.
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The record is there for all to read. It resounds all over the 

world. It might as well be written in the sky. One wishes that 

Americans, white Americans, would read, for their own sakes, 

joel michael reynolds 
Georgetown University
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white supremacy
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this record, and stop defending themselves against it . . . the 

fact that they have not yet been able to do this—to face their 

history, to change their lives—hideously menaces this country. 

Indeed, it menaces the entire world.

—james baldwin1

The marginalization of disabled people is due not to a lack of 

determination or hard work or courage but due to pervasive 

and persistent economic, political, and social exclusions.

—alison kafer2

As the policies of the new Jim Crow and Juan Crow3 continue to gain steam 
at state and federal levels and as white supremacy is on the rise, the stakes 
of analyzing, understanding, and better responding to the complex inter-
twining of ableism and anti-Black racism could hardly be higher in the 
United States.4 It is well known that police killings in the United States dis-
proportionately affect people of color. According to information from the 
FBI gathered in 2012, Black people in particular accounted for 31 percent of 
police killing victims, even though they make up just 13 percent of the US 
population.5 More recent numbers are actively reported by the Washington 
Post on their ongoing “Fatal Force” page.6

Yet, in 2017, a report by the Ruderman Family Foundation brought 
to light an additional fact too rarely addressed or analyzed in discussions, 
debates, and protests concerning police killings: “roughly a third to a half of 
all people killed by police are disabled.”7 For decades, people with intellectual 
disabilities in particular have been incarcerated in jails and prisons than 
treated in hospitals or other medical facilities by a factor of at least three, 
returning us to the explicit practices of institutionalization from the 1840s 
onward. This also returns us to the routine criminalization of multiple 
types of intellectual disability as they intersect with practices and ideologies 
of racialization.8 Keeping this intersection in mind, people with disabilities 
in the United States are two and a half times as likely to experience violence 
than nondisabled people,9 and people with cognitive disabilities are signifi-
cantly more likely to face the death penalty than neurotypical people.10

There is a relatively small, yet growing body of scholarship at the 
intersection of critical philosophy of race, critical disability studies, and 
philosophy of disability, much of which seeks to understand the specific 
intersection of ableism and anti-black racism in the context of the United 
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States. However, many of these authors are working across disciplines, tra-
ditions, and methodologies, leading discussions and debates to sometimes 
omit relevant scholarship, repeat old work, misrepresent various claims, or 
overlap in unhelpful ways.11 Because of this situation, work at this intersec-
tion is uneven, and there is no shared interpretive framework for scholars 
hoping to move these conversations forward. In this article, I work towards 
such a framework by arguing that white supremacy is a process and appa-
ratus of making abled and disabled.

In section one, I draw upon work in contemporary critical philosophy 
of race to argue that whiteness functions as a protection of settler colo-
nialist privilege, a privilege that is invariably wielded via the construction, 
expansion, and safeguarding of abilities (legal, political, social, cultural, 
embodied, etc.) for those deemed white, while simultaneously wielded via 
the destruction, restriction, and undermining of abilities for those deemed 
non-white. In short, whiteness functions at base as a system of ablement 
and disablement or “debility,” to follow Jasbir Puar’s apt phrasing.12 In the 
second section, I draw upon work in philosophy of disability and critical 
disability studies to argue that this system is operationalized through an 
understanding of human bodies as capable of ontological lack, which is to 
say, as de facto and de jure capable of being less than human.13 I close by 
expanding on the claim that critical analyses of race that do not attend to 
questions of disability and debility as well as critical analyses of disability 
that do not attend to questions of race and racialization are doomed to theo-
retical and empirical oversights.14

The Birth of the Racial-Disabled Subject

**Content warning: discussions of violence, murder, and police brutality. ** 
Consider the following statistics: the ACLU reports that “students with dis-
abilities are 3 times more likely than students without disabilities to be 
referred to law enforcement. Black girls with disabilities are 3.33 times 
more likely to be referred to law enforcement, and Black boys with dis-
abilities are 4.58 times more likely to be referred to law enforcement.”15 
Tommy Curry, keeping such statistics front and center, argues that “black 
male vulnerability” is so omnipresent under white supremacy that a “black 
disabled man” is a “conceptual impossibility.”16 As Curry explains, “Black 
men cannot be disabled because their able-body-ness is needed to fulfill the 
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caricatures of theory and stereotypes. For the Black male to be a rapist, a 
super predator, he needs to be able to rape and kill. He is theorized as able-
bodied to animate the violence others imagine of him.”17

In addition to engaging large swaths of social scientific evidence, Curry 
defends this argument by looking to two primary examples: the September 
23, 2015, police killing of Mr. Jeremey McDole by officers from Wilmington, 
Delaware, and the fictional trial of Tom Robinson in Harper Lee’s 1960 
novel To Kill a Mockingbird. In each of these cases, Curry astutely argues that 
the visible disability of the black man in question, McDole and Robinson, 
was rendered irrelevant—arguably to the point of invisibility—in the eyes 
of the white people who killed or sentenced them to death, respectively, as 
well as to the majority of commentators analyzing the stories.

For sake of space, I assume that readers know the canonical story of 
Tom Robinson. The nonfictional story of Jeremey McDole is, however, sadly 
less well known. In September 2015, four Wilmington, Delaware polices 
officers shot 28-year-old Jeremy “Bam” McDole while he was sitting in his 
wheelchair on the city’s west side, murdering him on site. Senior Corporal 
Joseph Dellose “fired at McDole with a shotgun approximately two seconds 
after initially ordering him to put his hands up, the report found, creat-
ing uncertainty among other officers who, not knowing where the gunfire 
came from, also turned their weapons on McDole. . . . Dellose and the other 
officers were responding to a 911 call in which a resident told dispatchers 
that a man in a wheelchair had shot himself, and that he had a gun in his 
hand. Investigators later interviewed the woman who called 911, who said 
she never saw a gun.”18

Drawing upon Fanon’s incisive discussions of phobogenesis, Curry 
argues, “[T]he fear that the Black man represents—his sight, imagining 
him as a sex partner—is the origin of white violence against him” (324). 
Curry continues, “because the Black male body is confined to the realm 
of terror—a living corporeal horror—I argue the recognition of intel-
lectual disability by white onlookers is subsumed by white fear. In other 
words, disability in the Black male is unrecognizable by whites because of 
a very real racial anxiety” (idem). Now knowing both about Robinson and 
McDole, let’s begin with Curry’s discussion of the former. First, it is crucial 
to note that Robinson’s impairment was created by unsafe, highly racial-
ized conditions of labor: his arm was caught in a plantation cotton gin.19 
That Robinson’s (inescapably obvious) disability was irrelevant is not only 
a question of the specific sexualization and racialization Curry details, but 
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also because disabilities acquired through plantation-related labor are not 
“real” disabilities in the eyes of the white, “able-bodied” jury. That is to say, 
one must attend to the economic (racialized) aspects of disability at play in 
the story as well.

The twinned processes of racialization and abilitation/debilitation 
at work here inform the temporal structure of disability as well.20 One 
could say that Robinson is always already disabled (in the social model’s 
sense) via the racialized epidermalization of his body. Yet, if one follows 
Fanon in understanding Blackness (heard in its relationship with coloni-
zation and the Middle Passage) in terms of a “non-zone of being” relative 
to the white racist, ableist, settler colonialist world, then the negativity of 
disability doubles back upon itself, rendering him neither abled nor dis-
abled because he is, in the end, seen as not human.21 Robinson’s “disabil-
ity” is not a disability that a white person would ever have because it is a 
disability that—in the white, ableist imaginary—a white person could not 
have. In short, it conflicts with whiteness as that which the human, as that 
which constitutes the human, as that which constitutes value for the οἶκος 
(oikos ).

And even if a white person had the “same” disability (in the banal sense 
of the same type of physiological shape and function of one’s left arm), they 
would not be disabled in the same way. There are multiple modes of dehu-
manization at play here, each reinforcing each. As Curry explains, “racism 
creates peculiar misandric caricatures of Black males that require sexual 
aggression and violence to function . . . . white cultural schemas hold that 
the Black man is a rapist. A disabled Black man may be a less efficient 
rapist because he is disabled, but he is still a rapist because he is still a 
Black man.”22

To continue with this focus on the racialized psycho-economics of dis-
ability, or the disabling psycho-economics of racialization, consider Achille 
Mbembe’s argument in The Critique of Black Reason that “the birth of the 
racial subject—and therefore of Blackness—is linked to the history of capi-
talism.”23 Mbembe writes,

Capitalism emerged as a double impulse toward, on the one hand, the 
unlimited violation of all forms of prohibition and, on the other, the 
abolition of any distinction between ends and means. The black slave, 
in his dark splendor, was the first racial subject: the product of the 
two impulses, the most visible symbol of the possibility of violence 
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without limits and of vulnerability without a safety net. Capitalism is 
the power of capture, influence, and polarization, and it has always 
depended on racial subsidies.24

That is to say, the process and apparatus of making abled and disabled 
emerges not simply out of capitalism, but out of the racial subsidies upon 
which it is based, producing the twin needs to humanize those who control 
the means of production and dehumanize those who do not and do so at vary-
ing levels of stratification depending upon context, locale, political exigency, 
extant social mores, etc. As Ryan Fics puts this matter, “disability and abil-
ity aren’t necessarily the product of capital, but, rather, they are co-originary 
with that which informs and arranges capital, especially the white supremacy 
that undergirds” its historical formation and emergence.25 Yet another com-
ponent of this co-originary logic is that of extermination. The extreme and 
systematic acts of violence and murder by white Americans against Black 
Americans has been a historical mainstay.26 Making Black bodies disabled 
and making Black bodies dead is at the center of the structural intertwining of 
ableism and anti-Black racism upon which this country is founded.

Along with the racial subsidies upon which the power of capture, 
influence, and polarization is afforded to those who are racialized as white 
comes also the production of social identity. When James Baldwin claims 
that whiteness must be seen in terms of the “protection of . . . identity,” I 
take him to be pointing to the way that whiteness becomes constitutive of 
the very sense of self of white Americans, of those who live in its possibili-
ties of violence and capital gains without limits—as well as living with limits 
to their own exposure to certain types of living and labor conditions.27

But a central feature of capitalism, like any economic system, turns 
on the distribution, accumulation, and transferal of abilities. The ability to 
build, to buy, to negotiate, to insure, to sell, and to move capital (both social 
and financial) just is, among other things, a particular economy of this way 
of distributing ability. And insofar as the birth of the (modern) racial subject 
is linked to the history of capitalism, then this is at the same time to claim 
that the birth of the (modern) disabled subject is linked to the history of 
capitalism. One of the intellectual tasks at hand, I think, is to better see how 
the social value of any given “human” ability has become refracted through white-
ness, which is to say, how whiteness inflects (and, certainly, infects) what 
any individual or group is taken to be able to do and whether that ability is 
held to carry any value, any capital.
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Sylvia Wynter explicitly links disability (both physical and cognitive) 
with the meaning of Blackness and the legacy of anti-black racism and set-
tler colonialism in the United States more generally. “The bottommost role 
of Black Americans in the United States is systemically produced . . . a 
parallel and interlinked role is also played by the category of the Poor, the 
jobless, the homeless, the ‘underdeveloped,’ all of whom, interned in their 
systemically produced poverty and expendability, are now made to function 
in the reoccupied place of the Leper of the medieval order and of the Mad 
of the monarchical, so as to actualize at the economic level the same dys-
genic or dysselected-by-Evolution conception.”28 On my reading, Wynter 
is here claiming that white supremacy in the United States has relegated 
Black Americans to disabled outcasts. This means, among other things, that 
being disabled cannot somehow offer protection for those who are black, 
as Curry’s analysis assumes in principle, whether through increased pity, 
consideration, social supports, or what have you.

Focusing on Black males in America, Sylvia Wynter argues this exact 
point in her seminal essay, “‘No Humans Involved’: An Open Letter to My 
Colleagues.” She writes, “the category of young Black males to which it [the 
category of “no human involved” used by the LAPD to refer to incidents involv-
ing young black males] refers, leads, whilst not overtly genocidal, are clearly 
having genocidal effects with the incarceration and elimination of young 
Black males by ostensibly normal, and everyday means.”29 We should ask, 
she suggests, why the LAPD conceives of “what it means to be both human 
and North American in the kinds of terms (i.e. to be White, of Euroamerican 
culture and descent, middle-class, college-educated and suburban) within 
whose logic, the jobless and usually school drop-out/push-out category of 
young Black males can be perceived, and therefore behaved towards, only as 
the Lack of the human, the Conceptual Other to being North American?” 
White Americans, on the whole, can still be perceived to have lacks and yet 
be human—it is, in the light of such an analysis, no accident that the vast 
majority of disabled activists who helped push through the Americans with 
Disabilities Act were white and that the issue of racism, and anti-Black rac-
ism in particular, has been too often submerged by disability activism in the 
United States writ large.

White supremacy, as a process and apparatus of making abled and dis-
abled according to an intertwined logic of ableism and anti-Black racism, 
demands that Black bodies, especially Black male bodies, be rendered as 
lacking both due to their being and their way of being in the world; this is 
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part of what gets claims of dehumanization, even to the point of lacking 
any humanity at all, off the ground. This analysis explains why Jeremey 
McDole and Tom Robinson are not seen according to typical white logics 
of disability—they are seen instead through the white supremacist lens of 
anti-Black dehumanization.

This larger economic, psycho-social observation is crucial to more 
accurately interpret how the meaning of disability shapes the meaning of 
race—which is always to say, of course, how practices of disablement shape 
practices of racialization—and the obverse. As I argue in more detail in the 
following section, the disabled body is worth less only when it is deemed 
a body that could have worth in the first place; insofar as Robinson’s and 
McDole’s humanity is already leveled or at least in question for the white 
jurors and police officers due to how they are racialized (and, as Curry 
would heed one to remember, due to the specific intersection with their 
gender presentation as well)—the meaning of disability changes.

Yet, I think the analysis under discussion inadvertently falls prey to 
harmful disability tropes, especially that of disability pity, which take the 
meaning of disability to be static.30 For example, Curry writes, “Mr. McDole 
was murdered because the white officers rationalized him as a threat, a 
savage, and a danger to white life, despite his confinement to a wheel-
chair.”31 On this logic, the derogatory idea that wheelchairs are confining, as 
opposed to freeing (which is how most wheelchair-using people experience 
their wheelchairs) is supposed to counter the idea that McDole is a threat. 
Yet, using a wheelchair doesn’t preclude one from having or using a gun. 
Curry intends the wheelchair to function as an extrinsic sign that McDole 
can’t be threatening, but for this to work, the use of a wheelchair has to be 
understood as ontologically negative, as clearly signaling a lack of McDole’s 
abilities even when such a lack in fact doesn’t apply in the example.

By “ontologically negative,” I follow the work of scholars such as Fiona 
Kumari Campbell, who has argued that the meaning of disability, before 
and above all else, has historically been a question/indication of lack. For 
Campbell, the assumption that being in a wheelchair elicits a “despite”—
elicits an automatic relation to negation of the otherwise open possibili-
ties of a person—is nothing more than ableism. It is an assumption based 
upon the idea that fitting the fictive ideal of “able-bodied” is always already 
better than being “disabled” and that to be anything but “able-bodied” is to 
be missing something. This ontological negativity bears not simply upon how 
bodies are interpreted, but also upon how they are experienced—and in that 
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respect, it bears upon how bodies are. That is to say, it is only through an 
ableist logic that McDole being in a wheelchair can be conceived as poten-
tially or assuredly protecting him from the violence of white supremacy. 
By seeing the way in which ableism and anti-Black racism are inextricably 
intertwined, the fact that his being disabled in that way is rendered moot 
becomes not surprising but, on the contrary, expected.

To drive this point home, let us assume that one has one leg, not two. 
To take up one’s body as lacking is to agree with the idea that bodies must 
have two legs, that “normal” bodies simply eo ipso have two legs. It is to take 
up one’s body in light of a particular ontology of human form and func-
tion. This is so ingrained, so “common sense,” that the idea that one would 
think of someone born with one leg, or who ends up with one leg due to 
any number of events as having a “normal” human body, is often seen as 
absurd. The distance between mere difference and bad difference is hard 
to parse in part because of the ambiguity of the term “normal”—a term that 
cannot but have evaluative features built into it. However one describes 
“having one leg,” an extremely wide range of sociopolitical thought has 
actively argued against the idea that human rights, moral worth, and the 
like, should have anything to do with the form or function of one’s body.

Still, the conceptual inertia of normality and the way it shapes think-
ing, even against our better angels, is hard to overstate. And, I hope to 
have demonstrated, normality is not merely a question of the binary abil-
ity/disability, but also of other binaries like white/black.32 For the purposes 
of this study, I have focused on the relationship between these two bina-
ries, though the binary ability/disability extends to a far greater set of cases 
and problematics. Ableism powerfully and essentially intersects with anti-
Black racism in the United States, but that is by no means the only ethi-
cally, sociopolitically, historically, et al., reproachable system with which it 
interacts.

To return to the death of Jeremey McDole and to be very clear, I’m not 
arguing that the police should have thought McDole a threat because peo-
ple in wheelchairs might have guns. My aim is to explore how the deeply 
problematic medical model of disability slips into an otherwise insightful 
and needed intersectional analysis provided by Curry. Namely, the model 
on which disability is an individual tragedy resulting from genetic or envi-
ronmental accident: disability as lack, as something automatically suffered. 
Ableism—in short, the idea that being able-bodied and “normal” is auto-
matically better than being disabled and “abnormal” and that it affords one 
more “abilities”—is hard to root out.
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One should note here the ways in which a problematic assumption 
about disability refracts back onto questions of racialization. To better 
understand this process, consider the definition of ableism provided by 
Talila A. Lewis: ableism is

a system that places value on people’s bodies and minds based on 
societally constructed ideas of normalcy, intelligence, and excellence. 
These constructed ideas of normalcy, intelligence, and excellence are 
deeply rooted in anti-Blackness, eugenics, and capitalism. This form 
of systemic oppression leads to people and society determining who 
is valuable and worthy based on people’s appearance and/or their 
ability to satisfactorily produce, excel, and “behave.” You do not have 
to be disabled to experience ableism.33

Noting that “disability is disproportionately represented in every single 
marginalized group,” Lewis further argues that “the root of racism is able-
ism; and the root of ableism is anti-Blackness.”

It is with such considerations in mind that I argue that white suprem-
acy is productively understood as a process and apparatus of making abled 
and disabled. This process and apparatus functions thanks to a simple, yet 
potent understanding of human bodies as capable of ontological lack, as 
capable of being less than human. Tellingly, within the Western intellectual 
tradition, the meaning of disability has been defined primarily in one man-
ner: lack or privation.34 The idea of ontological lack—etymologically built 
into the very term “dis-ability”—keeps the gears of ableism-racism churn-
ing as a primary driver of dehumanization.35

Bodies That Lack: On Racialization/Disablement

Curry, riffing off Wynter, writes, “to be non-white is to be abnormal—evo-
lutionarily behind—in the phylogenetic order of human development. 
Those who are raced have historically been constructed as the degenerate/
inferior/nonhuman opposite to the rational prototype of the human/supe-
rior/(Western) (abled) human” (322). If one accepts the idea that whiteness 
and white racism function as a system of ablement and disablement, then 
there is an important sense in which (a) white (anti-Black) racism is con-
stitutively formed by ableism and (b) ableism is constitutively formed by 
white (anti-Black) racism.
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In a phrase, ability is white, which is to say, racism and ableism func-
tion by situating whiteness and ability as full, actual, and present humanity 
and non-whiteness and disability as partial, potential, or non-humanity. As 
Fiona Kumari Campbell contends:

We need to keep returning continually to the matter of disability as 
negative ontology, a malignancy, a body constituted by what Michael 
Oliver terms “the personal tragedy theory of disability,” wherein [. . .] 
“disability is some terrible chance event which occurs at random to 
unfortunate individuals.” Disability is assumed to be ontologically 
intolerable, inherently negative. Such an attitude of mind underpins 
most claims of social injury within the welfare state and is imbricated 
in compensatory initiatives and the compulsion towards therapeutic 
interventions. The presence of disability, I argue, upsets the modern-
ist craving for ontological security.36

The “bad,” “corrupted,” “defective,” “malignant,” or “abnormal” body is 
one whose worth is always already judged as less, one whose worth is cer-
tain enough to often end or curtail its own possibility. None of this makes 
sense without the assumption that bodies are the sorts of thing that can 
lack and that, correlatively, there is such a thing as normality, as the “nor-
mal” human.37

Let us not forget, as disability historian Douglas Baynton reminds 
us, that “a common argument for slavery was that the impaired intelli-
gence of African Americans made them incapable of equality with other 
Americans. Medical authorities explained that ‘a deficiency of cerebral 
matter in the cranium, and an excess of nervous matter distributed to 
the organs of sensation and assimilation, [caused] that debasement of 
mind, which has rendered the people of Africa unable to take care of 
themselves.’ Education was ‘at the expense of the body, shortening the 
existence,’ resulting in bodies ‘dwarfed or destroyed’ by unnatural exer-
tion.”38 Similar arguments were made to keep patriarchal and misogynist 
systems in place.39

They were also used as means of nation-building and to control the 
power of citizenship. Jay Timothy Dolmage reports,

When Ellis Island surgeon E. H. Mullan later wrote about the men-
tal inspection process for Public Health Reports, he emphasized the 
ways that the mental and the physical overlapped, and the ways that 
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“feeble-mindedness” might be a way to enforce racial typing and 
exclusion as well. Mullan wrote that “the physical details in the medi-
cal inspection of immigrants have been dwelt on at some length, and 
necessarily so, because a sizing up of the mentality is not complete 
without considering them. Speech, pupil symptoms, goiters, palsies, 
atrophies, scars, skin lesions, gaits, and other physical signs, all have 
their meaning in mental medicine. . . . Knowledge of racial charac-
teristics in physique, costume and behavior are important in this pri-
mary sifting process.”40

In short, non-white immigrants were labeled as lacking and/or defective 
based upon rapid visual assessments of their supposed physical weakness. 
This racist-ableist-nationalist “medical” glance then sifted those judged 
“problematic” into a second layer of analysis to in fact discover a relevant 
difference, which sometimes took weeks. Dolmage’s analysis demonstrates 
Ellis Island to be a paradigmatic case of “making abled and disabled” rela-
tive to white supremacy, a case the processes of which took in those “use-
able” for nation-building and left out or sent back those “unusable” for 
nation-building. This is one of many examples suggesting that inquiry into 
the meanings, deployments, and structures shaping disability and race can-
not be extricated from one another without misapprehending the larger 
factors and powers at play.

Drawing on the work of Michel Foucault and Ladelle McWhorter—and 
specifically focusing upon Foucault’s claim that racism is “racism against 
the abnormal”—Shelly Tremain has argued that “within modern racist 
regimes of power, nonwhite skin and non-Christian religious and cultural 
affiliation are marked as abnormal, but so too are (for example) low IQ test 
scores, seizures, cleft palates, intersex, trans identity, and same-gender cou-
pling.”41 Authors like Curry, Wynter, and Tremain bring to light the potent 
historical and contemporary links between colonialist processes of racial-
ization and processes of disablement/debility. These links are all the more 
worrisome in the specific context of the United States, where late-nine-
teenth/early twentieth-century eugenics programs promoted themselves 
openly and proudly in terms of a twinned racist and ableist imaginary.42

At the same time, however, many scholars have been understandably 
wary to analogize between or otherwise draw out loose similarities between 
the types of oppressions and discriminations faced by people along lines 
of race, on the one hand, and disability, on the other. For example, Shelley 
Tremain argues, “[T]he assumption that ableism and the exclusion of 



60 ■ critical philosophy of race

disabled philosophers from the profession are produced through the same 
techniques and mechanisms as the exclusion of non-disabled philosophers 
(however gendered and racialized) obscures the distinct forms of discrimi-
nation that disabled philosophers confront.”43 This obscuration runs deep. 
Erevelles and Kafer note that “for example, Deaf/disability studies likens 
disability experiences to that of race, while race theorists describe their own 
oppression as disability. In each case, rather than interrogate the relation-
ship, each group borrows others’ oppressive associations in an attempt to 
explain its own oppression.”44 This is, it seems to me, a reason why some 
of the best contemporary intersectional work between ableism and racism 
fights against analogy, instead arguing for a critical juxtaposition.45

While claims concerning the lived experience of Black Americans and 
disabled Americans obtain in both crucial and yet at times incommensu-
rable ways, this is not to say that the more general logics behind racializa-
tion and disablement, or the logics behind whiteness and able-bodied-ness, 
may not be similar in informative ways. It is also not to say that their larger 
function, the primary goals they serve in our society as a whole, may not 
be similar—at minimum with respect to the ways in which they under-
write white supremacy.46 As Cornel West puts it, “[A]bleism is as evil as 
racism, sexism, anti-Semitism and anti-Arabism,” and it is worth question-
ing what formal similarities underwrite such forms of injustice, just as it 
is worth questioning their distinct differences.47 I hope that this study, and 
the insights of the many resources upon which I have drawn, leads one to 
ask, as Tommy Curry does, “Is ableness a necessary condition for racist 
stereotypes of Black Americans and both racist and misandric stereotypes 
of Black males in particular? And if it is, what does the disabled Black per-
son mean/represent in the mind of whites to not fulfill those stereotypes of 
Blackness as savage and predatory?”48

Today’s (Yesterday’s) Eugenics

I have explored the connection of anti-Black racism and ableism in the con-
text of the United States, arguing that these ideologies are inextricable from 
one another, especially with respect to their function to confer, delimit, or 
deny humanity to human beings. Eugenics is always already racialized 
eugenics, as both Fanon and Foucault’s work suggested decades ago, and 
I hope to have further specified how white supremacy is always already a 
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form of able-bodied supremacy. The racialized and ableist eugenics of mass 
incarceration, police murders, and systemic gun violence are of a kind with 
policies intended to systematically strip social supports from economi-
cally insecure citizens and redistribute wealth upward, as codified in the 
most recent tax bill.49 These in some respects “velvet eugenics,” to borrow 
Rosemarie Garland-Thomson’s phrasing, are also of a kind growing state- 
and federal-level attempts to weaken the Americans with Disabilities Act, 
undermine equal access to education on multiple fronts, and destabilize 
just forms of care for people with disabilities, including our quickly grow-
ing aging population. This is the form “racism against the abnormal” today 
takes in the United States.

As historian Michael Rembis notes in his contribution, “The New 
Asylums,” to the 2014 volume Disability Incarcerated, “punitive (carceral) 
solutions to medical problems show no signs of abating largely because 
politicians on both the left and right continue to support neoliberal fiscal 
policies that slash domestic spending on health, education, and welfare, 
while leaving fiscal support for law enforcement nearly untouched. State 
budgets for mental health care, which have been declining steadily (in the 
aggregate) since the 1970s, have fallen by an additional $2 billion since 
2008.”50 Writing specifically about US state laws concerning guardianship, 
political theorist Andrew Dilts argues that “there is a deeper and more 
prevalent connection between race and disability [than mere assumptions 
about ‘ability’ tacked to each], and it has in part to do with the formation 
and maintenance of racial categories marked expressly through mental dis-
ability and criminality.”51 Put more provocatively, if the legal, social, and 
political framework set up via white settler colonialist institutions has long 
understood race and disability intersectionally, perhaps scholars should 
more carefully attend to doing the same.

If critical philosophy of race is not to unwittingly reinforce ableist ide-
ologies that, in theory and in praxis, underwrite racism and especially 
anti-Black racism in the context of the United States, and if philosophy of 
disability is not to unwittingly reinforce racist ideologies that, in theory and 
in praxis, underwrite ableism and especially anti-Black ableism in the con-
text of the United States, then scholars in each of these fields need to do 
more work to understand the intersection of practices of racialization and 
of ability/disability/debility. As Talila A. Lewis argues, ableism is a system 
that fundamentally shapes modern societies and is an integral facet of rac-
ism—and specifically anti-Black racism and the reverse. In this light, taking 
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into account how white supremacy functions as a process and apparatus of 
making abled and disabled valuable is an invaluable coalitional tool in the 
fight for social justice.
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