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Abstract. The paper advances a thesis that the problem of disability is active-
ly discussed at present not only in medicine, psychology and psychotherapy,
but also in philosophy. This is explained by the anthropological turn that the
contemporary philosophical thought is taking, and which makes it different
from the classical period of development, when it displayed a purely rational
and only logical interest in the essence of human being. The philosophical
keenness on reason is now complemented with close attention to the problem
of corporality, and, therefore, we may speak about including disability into the
prerogative of the philosophical research.
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Introduction

Disability, that is, “the otherness of individuation” presents itself as an
extremely acute problem not only because nowadays it draws to itself the
attention of politicians and social workers, but because it has found itself in
the center of the contemporary philosophical and anthropological themes,
which experience a post-metaphysical state and which include corporality as
a legitimate research subject into the sphere of philosophical knowledge.

Since general philosophical principles are independent from political
and ideological preferences and are based on metaphysics, they determine an
essential vision of posing and solving any question. Certainly, national and
historical specificity lays its sociocultural imprint on the philosophical vision
of the problem of disability, but a philosophical invariant is retained in any
mentality and any culture. The invariant community is based in this case on
the philosophy of corporality, and understanding and practical solution of the
question of disability are found depending on how the body has been viewed
in the history of philosophy and on the attitude taken to it today. In this con-
nection, it must be noted that an interest in disability problems was not char-
acteristic for the classical period of the history of philosophy, as classical
philosophy, starting from the times of antiquity, considered the body unwor-
thy of being a subject of philosophy. Its subject was Logos-Reason. And, on
the contrary, contemporary philosophy in its anthropological turn has seen



The changing attitudes to the phenomenon of disability 43

the disabled person as a subject of its interest in the methodology of studying
the world.

The aim of the paper is to provide a philosophical and anthropological
substantiation of the attention to the problem of disability, which is dis-
played by public circles of various countries. More specifically, the paper
aims to answer the question about the changes in contemporary philosophy
that have contributed to medical sciences and social sciences (sociology,
social psychology, politology, cultural studies etc.), taking up disability as a
subject of their research.

Subject and methods of research

The subject of this paper’s research is the disabled body in the notions
of classical metaphysics (from Classical Antiquity to the 20" century) and in
contemporary post-metaphysical philosophical thought.

The research method is comparativism of philosophical and anthropolog-
ical problems, comparing the attitude of philosophy to the research into the no-
tion of the disabled body at different stages in the history of philosophy.

The authors’ hypothesis is that a lack of attention to disability in the
history of philosophy is explained by the primary classical philosophical in-
tention to Reason. It is necessary to answer the question of how changes in
the style of philosophical thinking manifest themselves in the character of
scientific cognition of the world, influence the choice of the object of re-
search in general and how, in particular, they have influenced the choice of
such an object of research interest as the disabled person.

Classical philosophy, manifesting itself as gnoseology, was searching
for ontological truth rationally purified from various sensual and corporeal
features. The body in its states of health or illness perceives the world differ-
ently, and, therefore, it was considered that it could distort truth. As a conse-
quence, it was proposed to ignore it in the process of cognition, which was
regarded as a purely intellectual activity. Socrates’ thesis, which has reached
us due to Plato’s dialogues, that “in death you are at home” speaks exactly
about this necessity. As a philosophy of “pure reason” (Immanuel Kant), clas-
sical philosophy in its gnoseological part did not allow any corporeal strata.

It was only the 20" century that provided the foundation for comple-
menting the philosophy of consciousness with the philosophy of corporality,
the latter bringing forth new research problems. The problem of the disabled
body has found itself among the new philosophical problems: disability has
entered philosophy as a legitimate object of research in its own right. Among
the first who called attention to the “disabled body” was Michel Foucault [1-
3]. Contemporary philosophers researching general problems of the philoso-
phy of the body include Jean-Luc Nancy [4], Maurice Merleau-Ponty [5],
Emmanuel Levinas [6], Valery A. Podoroga [7] and others. Some of the as-
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pects of this problem, e.g. gastronomy or gastronomic culture, have attracted
research interest of J.-F. Revel [8], M.V. Dobrovolskaya [9], M.V. Kapkan
[10], I.V. Sokhan [11] and others. A group of scholars researching the gen-
der aspect of the problem of corporality includes T.A. Klimenkova [12],
A. Rondarev [13], A. Nikonov [14], S. Firestone [15] and J. Kristeva [16].
Disability as the subject of research is presented in the works of Beate Fie-
seler [17], M.G. Muravyova [18], E. larskaya-Smirnova [19], P.V. Romanov
[20] and Y.E. Barlova [21]. These authors draw attention to disability in the
context of asocial problems (war, pauperism, poverty etc.) and raise the
questions of charity. They are also concerned with social and medical ques-
tions of illness and social security.

It can be stated that despite the widespread understanding of the sig-
nificance of the disability theme it has not been sufficiently investigated.
Particularly, it may be said about Russia as a part of the world. Due to well-
known historical reasons, disability, even though it was within the research
field of Russian academics, could not be accorded full and objective atten-
tion in concrete research work, since its findings could have led to undesira-
ble results for the prestige of the country and its ruling circles (the magnitude
of the problem, social insecurity, lack of attention to questions of psycholog-
ical adaptation etc). However, recently disability has attracted to itself theo-
retical understanding, which is being embodied in concrete scientific and
practical results.

Obtained results
The problem of the body in classical philosophy

The tradition of expultion of the body from philosophy came from
Ancient Greece, and it was connected with the leading philosophical theme,
Logos-Reason. Reason was directed towards the rational cognition of the
world, which had not to be burdened with sensory strata, as the latter ob-
scured the search for Truth. Truth was opening to Reason only from the
depth of metaphysics. Reason, of course, could also cognize the body, but in
rational cognition the body presented itself as a rational construction — its
eidos. In the indicated ideal, the body in antique culture found its place either
in the spheres of art — in the works of painters and sculptors, or sport — in
gymnastic exercises, serving the training of youths for war, which in those
times had to be waged almost continuously. The body was the body of Rea-
son. Seen in such philosophical modus, the body had to be perfect, beautiful
and strong, and it had to reject any non-similarity and otherness as compared
with the body that had been created by the laws of Idea-Eidos. It could not
be mutilated, deformed and horrible. The notion of corporal perfection, of
the healthy body, of its formation and achieving complete mastery over it —
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was at the base of Greek medicine and medicalization of the entire Greek
culture. But the healthy body interested medicine and philosophy, first of all,
as the body for a healthy mind: “a healthy mind in a healthy body”. This ap-
proach was used in the practices of the great physicians of antiquity —
Hipppocrates and Galen. Revulsion towards corporal weakness and an un-
healthy body was intiated by the Platonian divarication of the world and the
suggestion to connect truth, beauty and good only with the metaphysical,
ideal world, as well as to reject all “the other”, invalid, as repulsive, evil and
untrue, to reject it as the low world of opinions, that is the world of non-
knowledge. Weak, ailing and unhealthy “others” — invalids — did not enter
the sphere judicious aristocratism. Thus, at the very start of its road, philoso-
phy, having found Reason and emphasizing it, laid down the way of think-
ing, according to whose laws a culture was created that rejected corporeal
problems.

The same principle of attitude to health with emphasis on the health and
beauty not of the body but of the spirit was retained also in Middle Ages. The
spirit (or mind) was in the center of anthropological, rational philosophical and
religious investigations. “The Other” was associated with irrational and non-
spiritual and, therefore, deficient. Thus, disability was considered as a devia-
tion from Ratio, as a spiritual imperfection instilling fear and dread. “The
Other” manifested itself as something ugly, monstrous and dreadful.

Thus, philosophy as the dominant of antiquity set an algorithm of a
negative attitude to the problem of unhealthy and disabled body in culture.

Posing the problem of the body in contemporary philosophy

But the 20" century placed philosophy before comprehending the new
anthropological situation when the notion of the human being reduced to a
classical transcendental subject lost its power, and humans found themselves
not only in the sphere of the ideal — conscience and spirit, but gave to their
material and corporal existence its due. The body and corporality acquired
legitimation in the area of philosophical reasoning not on the conditions of a
deviation from the ideal of a perfect body (which generated contempt as the
subject of the doxa), but as an anthropological problem within the compe-
tence of philosophy. The 20" century proved to be the start of a new thought
about the body.

Changes in the philosophical thinking of the 20" century were con-
nected with deconstructive processes in philosophy: the philosophical reason
acquired the quality of tolerance — of the tolerant attitude towards “the Oth-
er”. There arose the problem not only of the mind, but of the body. The body
presented itself as one of the vital and central problems addressed by philos-
ophy. It was at that time that the task of its substantiation, realization and the
development of a theoretical concept was set [22].
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Thus, contemporary philosophy includes the body into its range of re-
search problems. Humans are spiritual and corporeal beings. And if classical
philosophy engaged in theoretical reflection of homo sapiens, homo faber
etc., contemporary philosophy, inheriting this base, creates on it a living hu-
man presence, Dasein (see Heidegger, [23]).

This seemingly apparent theoretical proposition entered philosophy in
the 20™ century, and made scholars rethink its metaphysical orientation in
emphasizing the ontological range of problems. New research directions in
philosophy provided a stimulus for a new attitude to the problem of corpo-
rality due to the same new perspective on reason. First of all, a legitimation
of the sensory stage of thinking took place, which led to the understanding of
the unity of corporeal and sensory aspects. The intellect presented itself in an
emotional way. “The emotional intellect” asserted the impossibility of the
“pure reason”, on the one hand, and — of the “pure contemplation”, on the
other hand. New philosophical directions emerged, which, in their turn,
stimulated a new attitude to the given problem. Nowadays, the view of rea-
son is reconsidered when a necessity is obviated for its “hermeneutic inocula-
tion” [24] and the non-identity of the notions of conscience and spirit is re-
vealed. It is affirmed that human beings are coming out into the world, get in
contact with it and find themselves in accord with it by means of sensory per-
ception [5]. The body with which a person gets in contact with the Other
[Ibid.] and with which it “thinks” [25] creates a need for seeing the world as
not only born from transcendental height by a regulative reason but for feeling
it corporeally. An individual gets in contact with being in a sensorial way, ex-
periences pleasure, joy and happiness. Or on the contrary, he or she experienc-
es pain, suffering or grief. It is here — in the existentials of the internal world of
the individual — that philosophy has found the beginnings of human life.

Attention to the body on the side of contemporary philosophy and
philosophical anthropology has initiated addressing the problem of disabil-
ity, which is subjected to reflection and which problematizes the classical
idea of human beings only in their rational, reasonable essence.

Disability is a corporeal experience of individuals, who are aware of
existing on the border between being and non-being. The borderline is expe-
rienced by means of a dramatic fullness of a person’s existentional world.
A disabled individual is aware of his or her otherness. His or her life’s drama
is in that he or she is different and that what he or she feels is unaccessable
to others and, therefore, a disabled individual must look for a life support
only in himself or herself.

Thus, disability is one of the vital problems of philosophical anthro-
pology, and disability research differs from classical anthropological per-
spective, which displayed only rational and purely logical interest in the es-
sence of a human being. At present, we may speak about including disability
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as a problem of corporality in philosophy, which has never shown any inter-
est in disability in the past and has not paid it much attention.

It must be noted, however, that having come in the limelight, disabil-
ity as a problem of corporality has not yet become a dominant theme among
those that have come into philosophy, having broken its primary emphasis
on reason. Much greater attention in philosophical and culturological range
of problems is paid to the sphere of corporeal practices and techniques. An
active propaganda of the healthy way of life, of the beautiful body, body-
building and body art, as well as the importunity of recipes for slimming and
attention to dancing culture etc. — all these are manifestations of contempo-
rary interest in the problem of corporality. In the same perspective, we
should view the processes and procedures biologizing the anthropological
range of problems which are actively discussed in media and social net-
works: change of sex, plastic operations, creonics, transhumanism, surrogate
motherhood etc.

Having emerged as a problem of corporal pathology, disability has not
received the positive connotation that has become characteristic of the prob-
lem of corporality on the whole. And the disabled body is still considered
from a negative perspective, or social attention is drawn to it with a certain
shade of pity and secondariness. Even today solving this problem is encum-
bered with a historical burden of defining disability as some form of other-
ness in relation to reasonableness. Philosophy, as a cultural dominant of an-
tiquity, having set an algorithm of attitude to the problem of disability in cul-
ture, does not give it up.

However, interest in defining the notion of “a disabled person” is dis-
played nowadays, apart from philosophy, by other spheres of cultural life.
Therefore, defining this notion depends not only on the state of philosophy
and the solving abilities of its style of thinking, which is setting concrete
borders to reflecting on some problems, including this one. Understanding
disability depends to a large degree on the character of the political regime,
the economic state of society, national mentality and cultural traditions,
which have been formed in the course of history. Disability is an interdisci-
plinary problem. In Russia, it arises not only as a medical problem but, first
of all, as a problem of social life.

Thus, it was not only a philosophical negation of the body that lay at
the basis of the notion of “a disabled person” in Russia in the period of Sta-
lin’s authoritarian rule, when the anthropological problem was reduced in its
content to understanding a human being purely as a “productive unit”.
Moreover, the regime’s ideological orientation, which strove to conceal its
negative aspects, consciously refused to regard the problem of disability as
demanding solution. Disability ceased to be considered or was ignored from
the perspective of human health, and acquired exclusively a meaning associ-
ated with industrial production. For this reason, for example, in the Soviet
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manual about labor placement of invalids [26], groups of disability were set
and criteria indicated for referring a disabled person to one of them. The cri-
teria were based not on individuals’ state of health, but on the degree of their
ability to carry out production activities (Fieseler, [17]. As for the Letter of
Instruction about the Work of the Medical Labor Commission of Experts in
Wartime [27], disability as a corporeal problem is not mentioned at all, but
the document speaks about the social problem of ability to work. Such sub-
stitution has been finding its cynical justification in the suggestion to under-
stand labor as a health-building procedure [28: 611].

When speaking about the contemporary state of the research into the
problem of disability in Russia, it can be stated that in 1990s the question of
disabled person’s identity was brought up as a matter of urgency. The task
was in identifying disability as a philosophical and an anthropological prob-
lem. Philosophy demonstrated its interest in a disabled person, first of all, as
in a human being who in case of illness stays as such. The illness of the dis-
abled persons certainly influences their identities. But an influence, whether
social or physiological (e.g., on the basis of gender, social inequality, age) is
experienced by other groups of people, and a disabled person must not differ
from others in this respect. He or she is as much the “Other”, as every indi-
vidual is the “Other”. A philosophical and anthropological approach to the
problem of disability has stimulated other spheres of knowledge to look not
only for the medical aspect of its solution, but to treat disabled persons from
the point of view of including them into an active social life. A disabled per-
son’s adaptation is understood as feasible for realization if it is taking place
in a situation of refusal from considering disability as a medical diagnosis
and an illness, and, on the contrary on the basis of accepting disabled per-
sons as equal to other groups of people and including them in an active so-
cial life. Such is the leitmotif of contemporary research in this problem’s
field.

Conclusion

There are two channels in every mentality through which politics, so-
cial relations and power can use the problem of corporality in their concrete
interests: pain and pleasure. Using these levers, the state, society and sepa-
rate social groups can manipulate individuals. The disabled person perceives
society through such kind of sensorial feelings — through pain. The human-
ism of philosophical knowledge has revealed itself in its initiative attention
to the problem of disability. It is the character and direction of philosophical
and anthropological knowledge that determine to a great extent the practical
solution of providing disabled persons with such living conditions in which
they would not feel their social otherness.
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An analysis carried out from the positions of philosophical anthropol-
ogy brings us to the conclusion that the researchers in the fields of social and
behavioral sciences should render more active their research on the theme of
disability. Joint and interdisciplinary research will allow scientists to work
out theoretically characteristics of disability, which, in its turn, can contrib-
ute to the relevant answers to the questions: “What is a human being?”,
“What is a specific nature of human existence?” and “What does it mean to
be human?”
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