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Aversive Disablism and the Internet 
Introduction
Whilst it is apparent that blatant forms of discrimination and prejudice towards disabled people appear to be declining in the UK, it is not always clear how or why inequality persists, particularly online in virtual spaces where disability could become a matter of relevance, rather than definition.  

To better understand exclusion online, it is useful to examine the structural barriers that disenfranchise disabled people, and the social world around these structures.

My PhD examines the experiences of disabled students online, focussing particularly on interpersonal factors and social exchanges to better understand how (dis)ability difference is created and mitigated in online social situations.  However, prior to social activity, students must first be able to ‘enter’ networked publics. This is not always possible. The majority of students I have interviewed have reported encounters with inaccessible content and systems when attempting to access a variety of Web 2.0 services.  In this short paper I argue that the persistence of inaccessible content is directly related to aversive disablism, and I observe how this form of subtle prejudice can result in the exclusion of disabled communities, exacerbating a digital divide.  
Disablism
‘Disablism’ is a relatively new word to the English language. The UK Charity Scope defines disablism in the following way:  
Disablism n. discriminatory, oppressive or abusive behaviour arising from the belief that disabled people are inferior to others. (Scope, 2004)
In these terms, disablism is explicit, based upon an acknowledged belief.  This is a broad and useful definition. But, as accessibility commentator James Coltham observes, this definition does not to explicitly recognise ‘attitudes and policies which, although perhaps not intentionally discriminatory, are nevertheless so, due to a lack of due consideration’(Coltham, 2009). These un-reflected beliefs often serve to maintain inequality and the status quo. Coltham puts this in legislative terms, identifying specifically how, in online domains, barriers occur, not as a result of blatant discrimination, but due to web developers’ failure to make reasonable adjustments for disabled people by acknowledging rudimentary accessible practice.

Coltham’s use of the term reasonable directly echoes the language of the UK’s Disability Discrimination Act (DDA, 2005), highlighting developers’ legal responsibilities to all users.  For the internet, he amends the above definition of disablism in the following way: 

Disablism n. discriminatory, oppressive or abusive behaviour arising from the belief that disabled people are inferior to others, or through not acknowledging that disabled people are equal and taking reasonable measures to protect their rights accordingly.
Coltham recognises that many developers would argue that, ignorant of accessibility issues, they cannot be ‘disablist’. However, it is clear that, en-masse many developers continue to perpetuate inaccessible practice.  To understand why this happens it is useful to draw upon Mark Deal’s conception of aversive disablism (Deal, 2007).
Aversive Disablism

Whilst Deal recognises that blatant discrimination appears to be declining in the UK, he also observes that subtle forms of prejudice remain and persistently damage progression towards an accessible and equitable society.  To better understand why this happens, Deal draws upon on racism research, utilising a term developed from ‘modern’, or ‘aversive racism’ (Gaertner and Dovidio, 2000). In short:

Aversive disablists recognize disablism is bad but do not recognize that they themselves are prejudiced. Likewise, aversive disablism, like aversive racism, is often unintentional.

Deal draws from many different discussions of aversive racism and disability to create a subtle understanding of this aversive disablism. He attests:

Aversive racists, Gaertner and Dovidio (2000) argued, are not anti-black, but pro-white. Likewise, aversive disablists may not be anti-disabled, but rather pro-non-disabled.

To consider this, Deal makes several key observations. Firstly that this in-group favouritism can be can be as damaging to disabled people as more overt prejudiced behaviours. Secondly, it highlights how people who believe that they themselves hold a liberal attitude towards disabled people (including those with disabilities who do not identify as disabled) may support behaviours and social policy that exclude other disabled people.

When we transfer these ideas to specific contexts, Deal states:

This is not to argue that the building industry is inherently disablist, but, as Young, (1990) noted, ‘The conscious actions of many individuals daily contribute to maintaining and reproducing oppression, but those people are usually simply doing their jobs or living their lives and do not understand themselves as agents of oppression’.

I propose that in allowing or maintaining a majority pro-non-disabled stance, we fail to recognise how this subtle prejudice creates untenable circumstances for many disabled people, effectively denying them access to the internet services, content and opportunities that non-disabled people continue to benefit from.  Clearly, significant inroads are being made by individuals, companies, organisations and governments championing web standards and accessible web practice (for example by the W3C Web Accessibility Initiative, advocacy organisations like AbilityNet and JISC TechDis, and legislation such as the DDA (2005) or Section 508 in the USA). But aversive disablism can and does persist at many levels.  Importantly, since Web 2.0 thrives upon user generated content, which is then propagated and remixed across media, there are a multitude of levels and opportunities for aversive disablism to become integrated within systems.
Networked Publics and Walled Gardens

From my interviews, the experiences of two participants stand out as clear examples of the ways disabled people are ‘locked out’ from what are frequently described as democratic free and open ‘networked publics’. Both students run into socio-structural barriers that result in disenfranchised experiences.
‘Susan’ is a part-time student in a social science discipline. In her own words – she has ‘been categorised by the standard IQ tests as having learning disabilities’, she also has dyslexia. She is currently perusing a doctorate at a southern UK university.  Susan is an adept internet user, utilising assistive technologies and has previously engaged in discussion groups focussing on politics and advocacy.  However, in recent years Susan has begun to use the internet for such interpersonal activity less and less.  This has been due to several factors, but one key issue for her is the increasing demand for user profiles and the passwords they entail: 
‘There’s always a bloody password! I’ve got better things to do with my time than remembering the bloody password!’. 

The drop-in discussion groups characterised by Web 1.0 have now been largely supplanted by blogs, social networks and hosted platforms. These new controlled spaces proffer more regulated discussions that are reliant on user profiles for identification and easier marshalling of rogue content by owners.  User profiles also frequently function as an economic currency with advertisers. The walled garden of a social network requires a profile, as this in turn generates income.  Within this new hierarchy of power, Susan’s aversion to passwords and the memory work involved are not worth the aggravation. She has withdrawn her voice from the internet.

‘Clare’ is another post-graduate student. She has visual and hearing impairments, as well as mobility impairments. These are unstable.  She also utilises assistive technologies when accessing the web – and uses the internet for both work and socialising, as, due to her mobility disabilities she is not frequently on campus and visible amongst her colleagues there.  For Clare, CAPTCHA is a bug bear.  To access any ‘networked public’ she must recognise and reproduce a distorted image of letters that appear on screen (they are invisible to her screen reader, in the same way they are designed to be invisible to spamming robots).  This is difficult, and Clare does not find the audio equivalents featured on more progressive websites much easier, as the ‘sound’ of the word is also distorted to thwart computers.   

Both Susan and Clare encountered structural barriers when trying to access Web 2.0 services.  Whilst in other situations they might find the web enabling and a great tool for perusing their interests, some of the mundane rituals of Web 2.0 constitute barriers to access that are disabling; creating (dis)ability difference, instead of mitigating against it.  With alternatives to passwords, Susan’s experiences are equitable to others. With alternatives to CAPTCHA, Clare can access content and post comments without issue.

Susan and Clare are not exceptional. Last year, AbilityNet released a highly critical report on the accessibility of Social Networking sites (AbilityNet, 2008). The review by AbilityNet consultants and informed by over 100 survey responses from disabled end user testers found registration a barrier to access. This was frequently the tip of the iceberg; once past the registration hurdles disabled end-users experienced a catalogue of accessibility issues within the networks.
Conclusions

This brief paper has aimed to expose the outcomes of aversive disablism online. Clearly, the internet is not a stable hierarchical product delivered from above to a mass audience. It is a dialogic space, comprised of a complex nexus of technological affordances and social relations.  User generated content is propagated and remixed across online media with a multitude of opportunities for accessibility or aversive disablism to contend. In this respect the internet refracts contemporary society.  However, when disabled people are excluded from this dialogue, the notion of the web as a series of ‘networked publics’, becomes an aversive disablist proposition in itself, potentially rendering disabled people and their rights invisible.  When theorising the web, we must be mindful of the presence or absence of diversity online and the choices that determine that.
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