
 

Exploring Feminist Disability Studies and 
CSCW

 
 

Abstract 
We outline key terms within the domain of feminist 
disability studies (FDS) and present how the intellectual 
tradition of FDS can inform CSCW research practice. 
We argue that FDS, as a methodological approach, 
presents an opportunity to contribute to CSCW 
scholarship in three major ways, broadening social 
perspectives, challenging notions of normalcy, and 
situating power, authority, and politics. Predominantly, 
FDS's concern is reimagining disability as those who are 
differently abled. This is of particular importance to 
CSCW scholarship as FDS can create a contextual lens 
that destabilizes subject positions and pushes back on 
authoritative stances. Further, FDS theoretical 
contributions (e.g., social norms and the 
intersectionality of marginalized experience) can inform 
sociotechnically-oriented disability studies in CSCW by 
broadening conceptualizations of ‘user’. 
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What is Disability? 
Disability studies examines the idea of disability from 
social, political, economic, and cultural perspectives 
[3]. These perspectives are used to understand how 
disability is created in different context and endeavors 
in order to de-stigmatize disability.  The term disability 
refers to a non normative/non-standard way of being, 
suggesting a limitation in a person's capacity to 
function in the world. Disabilities are found in a wide 
range of categories and severities. They can be visible 
to the community (e.g., indicated by someone in a 
wheelchair or using a cane) or invisible (e.g., a bipolar 
individual). Depending on the community, what is 
considered a disability is fluid and shifts with the 
culture. For example, the number of individuals with 
autism has increased rapidly in the last few decades, 
which may be due to a change in the medical definition 
of autism rather than an increase in occurrence [4]. 
Disability always refers to some perceived limitation on 
the capacity to act, feel, or think in the world. The fluid 
nature of society’s views of disabilities makes them 
difficult to define. However, defining disability is 
consequential because it relates to how insurance 
claims are processed, what educational aid children are 
given in school, how research funding is allocated, etc. 

By taking a feminist stance, FDS seeks to challenge the 
cultural norms of disability [2]. Rather than thinking 
about disability as something that should be “fixed” 
(e.g., technological intervention to “cure” an 
individual), FDS questions the societal orientation 
toward and creation of disability as a status. This 
reframing of disability is specifically: understanding 
how disability is a social, political, economic, and 
cultural phenomenon rather than an individual’s 
problem. 

 

Prior work demonstrates that disability studies can 
influence how sociotechnical scholarship and design are 
conducted [5]. We further this work by demonstrating 
key insights from FDS that can inform CSCW research. 

An example of an area where CSCW scholarship can 
use FDS methods is in the study of virtual worlds. 
Virtual worlds have been seen as a site where 
individuals with disabilities congregate to seek support 
[6]. Virtual worlds, a site of study for CSCW, are 
persistent online, virtual environments where users 
connect with one another, often for socializing, but also 
for collaboration, knowledge dissemination, and play. In 
some sense, virtual worlds are seen as an equalizing 
technology because there are many modalities (e.g., 
via mouse and keyboard, oculus rift, etc.) people can 
use to participate. CSCW scholars have an opportunity 
to use a FDS lens to study, design, and develop virtual 
worlds. 

Utility of Feminist Disability Studies in CSCW 
Using FDS to inform how research conduct CSCW 
inquiry can be beneficial in different ways including: 
broadening social perspectives, challenging ideas of 
normalcy, and situating power, authority, and politics. 
CSCW scholars can work beyond just the theory of FDS 
and capitalize on the methods.  

Broadens Social Perspectives  
FDS can broaden social perspectives within CSCW 
research by creating spaces for marginalized 
perspectives to be examined and understood. This can 
be achieved by applying intersectionality theory to 
examine how individuals can be multiply marginalized. 



 

This broadening allows researchers to question what is 
socially “normal”. By applying intersectionality theory 
to their work, scholars become more inclusive of 
various marginalized groups (i.e., groups marginalized 
along race, gender, class, sexuality, ability, etc.) [1,7]. 
By recognizing broader, more nuanced social 
perspectives we allow for technology to accommodate 
many different kinds of users and uses. 

Challenges notions of normalcy 
FDS has a long tradition of advocating against 
normative notions of “normal”, and instead prefers to 
focus on an individual’s assets and self-determination. 
The ways in which FDS challenges normative ideals 
may inform the development of situated (over 
universal) design strategies for building novel systems 
for individuals with disabilities. For example, one could 
imagine designing reflexive social media or gaming 
platforms that give individuals with autism the 
opportunity to explore their own sociality instead of 
requiring they follow the social patterns of mainstream 
society. 

Situates power, authority, and politics 
A long-standing concern within Feminist CSCW 
scholarship (e.g., [8]) involves examining how power, 
authority and politics within technological systems are 
intrarelated in design and in practice. Similarly, FDS 
examines the politics of health care practices and how 
they situate the authority of patients with disability in 
ways that are detrimental to patients. In particular, 
disability studies advocates for a social model of 
disability wherein individual constraints are no longer 
emphasized, but rather society is scrutinized for the 
creation of the label [2]. Health care practices can 
create patient labels that emphasize how a disability is 

not a “disease”, but a way of being in the world that is 
marginalized.  In this way, it is important for CSCW 
scholars to fully embrace the change in empirical work 
and understand how messy it can be. 
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