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Introduction: Theorising ableism 
in academia
Nicole Brown

In the contemporary context of social rights and activist movements 
such as those associated with combatting sexual harassment, gun and 
knife crime or climate change, we can observe a typical pattern of public 
responses. These movements offer voices to those who are marginalised, 
and indeed provide the confidence needed for many people to stand up 
for specific issues. This, in turn, increases awareness and understanding 
of and for the marginalised. However, the stronger specific movements 
become, the more likely it is that the general public will experience a 
sense of saturation, leading individuals from marginalised groups to be 
sidelined once more. Collections like this one are necessary to bring into 
the public consciousness the matters of those who are marginalised and 
who negotiate difficult contexts.

Traditionally, academia has been seen as an ivory tower, as elitist 
and privileged. However, publications in the first decade of the twenty-
first century have highlighted some of the realities of contemporary 
academics. Such publications have focused on the narratives of women 
of colour in academia (Gabriel and Tate 2017) and the depiction of 
neoliberal academia from a feminist perspective (Taylor and Lahad 
2018), emphasising how navigating academia is a personal and political 
endeavour requiring intense emotion work. To further debates in and 
around academia, this collection focuses on experiences relating to 
disabilities, chronic illnesses and neurodiversity within higher education. 
Drawing on theoretical frameworks usually associated with sociology, 
anthropology and disability studies, for example, the contributors in this 
collection theorise their personal experiences and contextualise these 
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within the wider societal, social, cultural and academic discourses. The 
contributions in this collection therefore provide an insightful snapshot 
of what it means to be ‘othered’ in contemporary neoliberal academia. 

Context of contemporary higher education

Over the last three decades the UK higher education sector has seen 
drastic changes: it has become marketised and bureaucratised (Hussey 
and Smith 2002; Tilak 2008; Gewirtz and Cribb 2013). Government 
cuts to direct funding and the introduction of new funding systems 
have devolved financial responsibility to higher education institutions 
(Thompson and Bekhradnia 2010; Department for Business Innovation 
and Skills 2011). This means that institutions are under increasing 
pressure to attract students who are effectively the financers of their own 
studies, and higher education institutions compete directly for students. 
The process of universities turning into corporate businesses is stimulated 
further by globalisation and internationalisation (Law and Hoey 2018). 
As emerging Asian and South American economies look towards 
English-speaking countries to provide education for their students, 
competition within the UK higher education sector becomes fiercer, 
particularly as international students bring in more money than students 
from the UK. The result of such cost-benefit approaches is consumerist 
behaviour on the part of students and their parents and a tertiary sector 
that is about meeting students’ expectations, bettering value for money, 
improving employment opportunities, enhancing employability skills 
and achieving specific outcomes (Hussey and Smith 2002; Department 
for Business Innovation and Skills 2016; Robinson and Hilli 2016). 
These external factors related to neoliberalism within higher education, 
and the resultant changes to academic career paths, budgetary devel-
opments and student intakes impact academics’ roles and identity 
(Marr and Forsyth 2011; Henkel 2000). And yet working in academia 
continues to be romanticised (Lovin 2018) and is still seen as a career 
worth striving for (Bauman 2001) as it evokes the image of like-minded 
individuals sharing knowledge and expertise in collegial collabora-
tion for the betterment of society and the common good (Lewis 2008; 
Tilak 2008). Academia represents privilege, autonomy and flexibility, 
although having freedom and autonomy does not mean academics can 
do what they want (Bauman 2001). They are continuously required to 
carry out high-quality research, acquire relevant research funding and 
produce reputable research publications (Abouserie 1996; Watermeyer 
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2015). This is in addition to teaching commitments and consistent 
engagement with the public to ensure long-term research impact. The 
universities’ subjection to consumerism is further compounded by 
government initiatives that link student fees to institutional achieve-
ments such as research outputs or teaching excellence. Measures to 
ensure that targets are met and that courses retain credibility include 
the introduction of benchmarks, frameworks and criteria. These policies 
and initiatives resulting from the demand for accountability lead to 
man agerialism and bureaucratisation within higher education (Winter 
2009; Waitere et al. 2011). Paradoxically, universities are under pressure 
to perform and demonstrate high levels of achievement, but at the same 
time concede to massification of higher education (Harris 2005). The 
pursuit of excellence is crucial if an institution is to gain higher status 
and a better reputation across the higher education market, which in 
turn attracts more students, more staff and more funding. Excellence 
therefore leads to prestige, a relational value against which institu-
tions measure themselves (Blackmore 2016). For individuals, working 
in a prestigious institution is a motivation to increase their productivity 
and the quality of their own work as a way of contributing to the insti-
tution’s collective prestige (Blackmore 2016). The premise for such a 
rigid regime of productivity, effectiveness and excellence geared towards 
tangible outcomes and outputs in order to support the prestige economy 
(Blackmore 2016) of a university is a standard, normative, fully able and 
abled being. In brief, ableism in academia is endemic.

Studies in ableism

The difficulty with conceptualisations is employing a definition that 
is generic and encompassing enough to include as many perspectives 
and theoretical lenses as possible, yet specific and precise enough to 
allow theorisations to be contained. Ableism is no different. As a term, 
ableism evolved in the 1960s and 1970s from social rights movements 
within the disability communities in the UK and the US (Albrecht 
2006). Ableism then described the prejudices and discrimination the 
disability community was faced with. In this original iteration, ableism 
was a specific form of -ism relating to and experienced by those whose 
bodies or whose ‘physical, mental, neuronal, cognitive or behavioural 
abilities’ (Wolbring 2012, 78) were not standard, normative, typical, but 
somehow different. The development of the concept is closely linked to 
the cultural lens within disability studies and so ableism is described as
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a network of beliefs, processes and practices that produces a 
particular kind of self and body (the corporeal standard) that is 
projected as the perfect, species-typical and therefore essential and 
fully human. Disability then is cast as a diminished state of being 
human. (Campbell 2001, 44) 

As explorations of lived experiences increased within disability studies but 
also beyond, there came the recognition that ableism affects more than 
visible forms of disability. Over time therefore the term evolved to signify 
an ‘umbrella ism for other isms’ (Wolbring 2008, 253). Consequently, in 
public discourses ableism has become synonymous with experiences of 
racism, sexism and ageism, but also of invisible disabilities and chronic 
illnesses, the ‘non-normative other’. Scholarly explorations have warned 
about the dangers in separating studies in ableism from disability studies 
and the risks individuals take by researching ableism without knowing 
the breadth and depth of the disability studies canon (Campbell 2009). 
At the same time, however, personal experiences cannot be dismissed. 
While ableism has been defined (see e.g. Campbell 2009; Wolbring 
2012; Dolmage 2017) and an outline for how to study ableism has also 
been developed (Goodley 2014), little work has yet been undertaken 
in relation to the higher education context. This collection calls into 
question the many binaries we encounter: academics’ multiple identities, 
which are often at odds with one another; the role of internalised norms, 
which we all strive for; the scientific research we undertake, which is 
opposed to the validity of personal experiences and personal positioning. 
And in the middle of all this sits the concept of the perfect academic. It is 
therefore the context of higher education with its emphasis on performa-
tivity, efficiency, productivity and personal reflectiveness that requires 
our attention. This is where individual experiences often jar with the 
focus of the disability studies canon. Disability studies emphasise social 
and societal barriers and challenges, reject the (bio)medical model of a 
body at fault and seek to embrace disability as an asset and as a different 
way of working. Within academia, where perfectionism, productiv-
ity and excellence are internalised, individuals may not necessarily be 
able to subscribe to this philosophy. This is why the concept of ableism 
and studies in ableism provide a helpful theoretical framework and an 
effective lens to theorise and make sense of personal experiences. 
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Ableism in academia: Disabilities and chronic illnesses in 
higher education

Rather than embracing difference as a reflection of wider society, 
academic ecosystems seek to normalise and homogenise ways of working 
and of being a scholar. Academics with chronic illness, disabilities or 
neurodiversity are practically unseen and starkly under-represented in 
comparison to students with disabilities or disabled people in the general 
public (Brown and Leigh 2018). More recently, interest in ableism 
in academia has grown with publications such as Academic Ableism 
(Dolmage 2017), Negotiating Disability: Disclosure in Higher Education 
(Kerschbaum et al. 2017) and Mad at School: Rhetorics of Mental Disability 
and Academic Life (Price 2011). However, to date no attempt has been 
made to theorise ableism in academia. This book provides the interdis-
ciplinary outlook on ableism that is missing. Drawing on research data 
and personal experiences, members of academia theorise and concep-
tualise what it means to be and to work outside the stereotypical norm. 
The focus of the book and its outlook on ableism are not grounded within 
approaches commonly associated with disability studies. The theoretical 
conceptualisation of ableism is set within the context of the variety 
of knowledge production in academia. As such, contributors define 
disability, ableism, chronic illness and neurodiversity on their own terms 
rather than following the prescription of a specific interpretative model. 
Through engagement with scholarly debates and theorisations of the 
body and embodiment, and emotion and identity work, and drawing on 
theories from sociology, disability studies, education studies and the like, 
this book foregrounds how individuals make sense of their experiences of 
ableism in academia. It is this particular approach to theorising disability 
and chronic illnesses that explains why some conceptualisations and 
outlooks are more prominent than others. Throughout the book, many 
contributors have used Goffman’s Presentation of Self in Everyday Life 
(Goffman 1990/1959) and Stigma: Notes on the Management of Spoiled 
Identity (Goffman 1990/1963) to make sense of their experiences, while 
others refer heavily to feminist and poststructuralist philosophy. Three 
contributors used poetic inquiry to theorise and make sense of their 
experiences of ableism in academia, which resulted in a poetic form of 
expression. As a scholarly endeavour and a specific form of arts-based 
research, poetic inquiry is a qualitative research approach that helps
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to provide new insights and learning; to describe, explore, discover, 
problem-solve; to forge micro-macro connections; to engage 
holistically; to be evocative and provocative; to raise awareness and 
empathy; to unsettle stereotypes, challenge dominant ideologies, 
and include marginalized voices and perspectives; and to open up 
avenues for public scholarship, usefulness and social justice. (Leavy 
2015, 21–7)

Using poetry as/in/for inquiry connects the private with the public, the 
specific with the general, the personal and intimate with the cultural 
and social to ‘lay naked the taken-for-granted assumptions and social 
structures’ (Faulkner 2020, 7). As this book seeks to provide insight 
into the wide range of issues and concerns of those who may not fit the 
expected norms of the stereotypical academic, so its form was opened to 
poetic inquiry.

As a result, this book offered contributors the all-important space 
and opportunity to explore and theorise personal experiences. More 
specifically, the aim of the collection is to provide an open engagement 
with ableism issues that is not confined by or restricted to disciplinary 
conventions or categories. Therefore, researchers and students will 
find the book interesting, as it offers a topic that has yet to be covered 
in this specific way of theorisation and personal experiences. Higher 
education researchers may be used to interdisciplinary approaches, 
but disability, chronic illness and neurodiversity are not commonly 
explored in these ways. For disability studies researchers, the approach 
of combining disability, chronic illness and neurodiversity will be novel, 
as from a disability studies point of view the three are seen as different 
experiences. From an ableism studies point of view, however, they 
are clearly related. Researchers from sociological studies will find this 
collection particularly fruitful and interesting, as the societal ramifica-
tions are laid bare. For staff and students in the tertiary sector this book 
provides theory and conceptualisation, theorisation and also personal 
interpretations of ableism in academia. Academic and non-academic 
staff members, as well as students, will benefit from the combination of 
theory and experiences. The debates around ableism, equality, disabil-
ities and inclusion are meeting the current trend within academia, and 
this book offers a wide range of readings. 

The opening chapter by Claudia Gillberg is concerned with 
knowledge production and ways of working in academia, while also 
addressing prejudices and expectations of disabled bodies. In her chapter, 
Gillberg argues that disabled people are often seen as non-academic or 
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intellectually weaker and therefore, for her, education and participation 
in academia are an issue of social justice. Her suggested way forward 
is to break down existing norms and conventions and for academia to 
reflect differences in knowledge production accordingly. In her chapter, 
Francesca Peruzzo also explores ableism from personal experiences, but 
from the position of a non-disabled academic researching disabilities. 
Drawing on Foucault, Peruzzo questions and challenges the expectation 
that only the disabled should be engaged in ableism studies. Thereby, 
Peruzzo hints at the normative body within disability scholarship 
needing to be an otherwise non-normative body. The chapter by Nicole 
Brown reports on an empirical study with academics with fibromyal-
gia. The author focuses on how disclosing a condition in academia is a 
sensitive issue, requiring individuals to grapple personally and privately 
as well as publicly with appearing weak. Disclosure in this sense 
exposes individuals as vulnerable and therefore sensitivity is required in 
responding to disabled or chronically ill colleagues. Divya Jindal-Snape’s 
poem ‘Fibromyalgia and me’ is a moving expression of the narrative I’s 
self-doubts linked with the experience of having a contested, invisible 
illness. In her poem the author acknowledges the significant role the 
illness experience plays, but at the same time emphasises that there is 
more to an academic self than an illness.

The subsequent chapter by Nicola Martin reports on findings from 
a research project and so provides evidence-based insights into the lived 
experience of disabled academics. Using the findings from her research 
Martin offers a solid basis for future steps, making clear recommenda-
tions on how to develop more inclusive practices within academia. In her 
contribution Alice Andrews explores Derrida’s concept of autoimmunity 
and McRuer’s crip theory to theorise what it feels like when one’s body 
is attacking itself, thus one’s self. In her discussion of ableism Andrews 
specifically discusses the contemporary context of the neoliberal academy 
in the United Kingdom. In doing so, Andrews considers, questions and 
critiques the position of the standard normative self and the pressures 
of advocating specifically for those who do not fit the mould. Elisabeth 
Griffiths explores the tensions she has experienced as an academic 
interested in disability rights and disability research, while at the same 
time looking well and passing as non-disabled. Starting from a very 
personal experience of disclosing a disability and of dealing with the 
consequences of that disclosure, Griffiths reflects on how specific forms 
of knowledge production and particular ways of working are normalised 
and disability is not considered appropriately. Ultimately, she asks for a 
wider acceptance of differences. 
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The theme of being different is also explored in the chapter by 
Carla Finesilver, Jennifer Leigh and Nicole Brown. The focus of their 
chapter lies with the expectations that disabilities and illnesses take 
specific forms and kinds. Often such conditions are interpreted as binary, 
consistent and visible, when in reality the lived experience of disability 
and chronic illness tends to be one of fluctuating invisible symptoms. 
The personal narratives in this chapter highlight the tensions in trying 
to meet expectations while at the same time needing to negotiate the 
specificities of one’s body. Jennifer Rode’s contribution is the poem 
‘Imposter’, a powerful stream of consciousness from the point of view of 
someone whose ‘different’ body and mind impact their academic work, 
while simultaneously causing self-doubt. The work by Jennifer Leigh and 
Nicole Brown demonstrates that disabilities, illnesses and neurodiversity 
are not only an external and public matter, but also a personal concern. 
They argue that ways of working in academia are often internalised to 
such an extent that individuals feel committed and obligated to fit within 
the existing norms, and thereby touch upon how the structural and 
political aspects of academia impact upon the personal and private. 

Kirstein Rummery’s exploration of the personal and political is 
the author’s journey between social activism, political campaigning and 
an academic career. Writing from the perspective of a person who has 
acquired lived experience of disability over the course of several years, 
Rummery explains the barriers to political engagement as a person 
with disability, and the tensions in the public image of a campaigner 
and activist afforded by her institutional membership. Drawing on her 
extensive professional expertise regarding the studies in ableism, Fiona 
Kumari Campbell’s chapter discusses the ramifications of disability and 
accessibility policies and reasonable adjustments. Campbell highlights 
how ableism equals social exclusion. She urges us to rethink our current 
approaches to inclusion to ensure that well-meant practices do not 
humiliate individuals. This chapter is followed by El Spaeth’s ‘A little bit 
extra’, in which Spaeth thematises reasonable adjustments. The poem 
represents a raw account of how chronically ill or disabled individuals 
are misunderstood and othered in academia.

Nicole Brown and Jennifer Leigh use the conclusion to bring 
together key themes of the individual chapters and to outline what it 
meant and means to bring this collection to fruition. The final section 
in this collection is dedicated to recommendations for practices within 
higher education institutions to further the case the contributors make 
in ensuring the disabled and chronically ill are included in the academy 
of the future. 
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