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A Defense of Disability Pride 
 by Marissa Johnson 

I think I need to weigh in on this one. My name is Marissa Johnson and my 
disabilities are Epilepsy and Depression. I grew up in a family that had no idea 
what to do with my disabilities other than take me to doctors to play the "med 
game" and try to get me cured. I didn't even know that the diagnoses I had were 
considered "disabilities" and I never had an IEP in school or did anything related 
to disability. 

It wasn't until I was in college and a friend of mine got a job at my university's 
"Disability Services" office that I started to see disability in a different light. In my 
junior year, one of the Disability Services staff conducted a 10-week "Institute on 
Disability and Leadership." I attended and got my introduction to disability history, 
culture, community, and issues. That course changed my life. I subsequently 
attended a leadership conference for youth with disabilities in DC and am now 
the chair of the committee that plans that conference. My career changed from 
education to disability rather quickly. 

There was a time when I definitely could not imagine wearing a T-shirt that says 
"Disabled & Proud" and certainly my family still finds it odd and hard to 
understand. However, several experiences and people in my life have helped to 
transform the way I think about my disability. I have the pleasure of working with 
Sarah at Access Living and of witnessing the changes that take place in the 
youth we serve through our leadership and organizing training. Young people 
who begin the training with little or no self-esteem and feel ashamed of a 
fundamental part of who they are leave 16 weeks later feeling confident, at peace 
with themselves, and ready to take on the world. This is such an important 
program and I support Sarah's fund-raising efforts 100%. 

Am I proud of the fact that I sometimes space out and mumble things (seizures)? 
Am I proud of the fact that I feel sad all the time and sometimes can barely get 
out of bed? No...not really. But when I wear my Disabled & Proud shirt, it's not to 
say that I'm proud of the things I "can't" do or the difficult aspects of my disability. 
What I am proud of is my heritage and culture as a person with a disability. 

I am proud to be a part of a community that has fought discrimination and 
societal barriers for decades. I am proud to know that my predecessors include 
the likes of Justin Dart and Ed Roberts who saw something that needed to be 
done to improve the lives of people with disabilities and they did it. People who 
wouldn't take "no...we can't make it accessible" for an answer and fought to 
achieve the things they wanted to achieve...despite society's opinions about what 
they could and could not do.  
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When I think of who I am and what makes me disabled and proud, it is the fact 
that I have role models and leaders who have shown me that I can do whatever I 
want, despite what other people tell me. I am proud to be a member of a 
community that strives to make society equitable and accessible. I am proud to 
consider Sarah and other members of our community my sisters and brothers 
and work together with them to make positive changes in the lives of people with 
disabilities. I am proud to be a part of a movement that fundamentally values 
humanity in any shape or form. 

I have struggled with discrimination, including people not considering me 
disabled because I don't "look disabled" and people teasing me when I have 
seizures or telling me to "just feel better" when I'm depressed. At the heart of 
discrimination is society's belief that if we keep others down, keep them living in 
shame and fear, we won't have to share anything with them.  

We live in the richest society in the world. And let's face it, that society values 
perfection above all else - the privileged ones in our society are the white, upper 
class, size 6, beautiful, straight, intelligent, "happy" people. If you don't meet that 
description, you're considered a threat. No one in that class would want to 
empower anyone else because they just might have to share their piece of the 
pie with them. 

African Americans, Gay people, Women, Immigrants, People on Welfare, and 
people with disabilities all face similar barriers. Do we tell African Americans to 
"overcome their blackness"? Do we tell women to stop being women? No! So 
why do we insist that you cannot be a proud and confident person as long as you 
have a disability? And why does society believe that it's okay to kill a disabled 
child because they would live such a life of suffering? 

My disability pride comes from my heritage and culture as a disabled person. My 
pride is a result of a community and movement that I believe in with all my heart. 
I am proud to be counted among the ranks of those who wish to see society treat 
ALL people equally without regard for skin color, annual income, gender, or 
disability status, and who will work to achieve equality for all. 

I am disabled and proud and will gladly wear my T-shirt to show the world that 
people with disabilities are out there and we're demanding equal treatment...and 
to try to instill in my disabled brothers and sisters that same sense of pride in 
their heritage and history. 

Marissa Johnson is the former Co-Chair of the National Youth Leadership Network 
www.nyln.org, an organization dedicated to advancing the next generation of 
disability leaders. Reprinted with permission from www.disabledandproud.com  [Note 
from website posting - Marissa Johnson wrote the following in response to messages 
on the invisible-disability listserv in which people indicated they were "offended" by the 
slogan, "Disabled & Proud."] 


