


DISABILITY, SPACE, ARCHITECTURE

Disability, Space, Architecture: A Reader takes a groundbreaking approach to exploring the 
interconnections between disability, architecture and cities. The contributions come from 
architecture, geography, anthropology, health studies, English language and literature, 
rhetoric and composition, art history, disability studies and disability arts and cover 
personal, theoretical and innovative ideas and work.

Richer approaches to disability – beyond regulation and design guidance – remain 
fragmented and difficult to find for architectural and built environment students, educators 
and professionals. By bringing together in one place some seminal texts and projects, as well as 
newly commissioned writings, readers can engage with disability in unexpected and exciting 
ways that can vibrantly inform their understandings of architecture and urban design.

Most crucially, Disability, Space, Architecture: A Reader opens up not just disability but also 
ability – dis/ability – as a means of refusing the normalisation of only particular kinds of 
bodies in the design of built space. It reveals how our everyday social attitudes and practices 
about people, objects and spaces can be better understood through the lens of disability, 
and it suggests how thinking differently about dis/ability can enable innovative and new 
kinds of critical and creative architectural and urban design education and practice.

Jos Boys trained in architecture and has worked as a journalist, researcher, academic and 
community-based practitioner. As a non-disabled person she is particularly interested in 
how architects and other built environment professionals can act creatively and responsively 
as designers and policy-makers without misrepresenting or marginalising disabled people. 
Her previous book, Doing Disability Differently: An Alternative Handbook on Architecture, 
Dis/ability and Designing for Everyday Life, grew out of a series of collaborations between 
disabled artists and architects, through a group she co-founded called Architecture-Inside 
Out. Previously Jos has written extensively about feminism and architecture. She was co-
founder of Matrix, a feminist architectural design and research practice, and has been a 
member of the TakingPlace art and architecture collective.



‘This diverse collection of essays proposes creative and critical ways of engaging in 
disability studies within the field of architecture. From rethinking technologies and 
design practices to reframing dis/ability across the theoretical and historical discourses 
of architecture, it challenges dominant assumptions about the embodied occupation 
of designed environments. Instead of simply framing disability as a problem to be 
solved by way of regulations and universal spatial solutions, embodied dis/abilities 
are explored as  opportunities rather than impediments to design thinking and socio-
spatial awareness.’ 

— Dr Hélène Frichot, KTH (Royal Institute of Technology), Sweden

‘Disability, Space, Architecture: A Reader is a critical and thought provoking collection 
of essays broadening the potential of dis/ability studies for designers, educators 
and academics. Seeking to radically relocate disability front and center within 
architectural discourse, the Reader positions disability as a transformative place to 
design and educate from. For the built environment to become more responsive 
and inclusive, we must not only acknowledge but also conceptualize differently 
the relationship between heterogeneous bodies and space as far more complex and 
intersectional, providing a trove of under examined spatial potential.’ 

— Lori A. Brown, Professor, School of Architecture, Syracuse University, USA
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INTRODUCTION

Jos Boys

Disability sits in a peculiar position within architecture and urban design. Whilst readers 
and anthologies already exist that explore architecture and other identities of difference 
– such as gender (Matrix 1984, Weisman 1994, Massey 1994, Agrest et al. 1996, Hughes 
1998, Borden et al. 1999), sexuality (Colomina 1992, Sanders 1996, Betsky 1997) and race 
(Lokko 2000, Barton 2001, Wilkins 2007) – disability as a concept, and disabled people as a 
constituency, continue to be assumed as completely separate from social or cultural politics. 
Within the discipline of architecture disability remains predominantly framed by design 
guidance and building regulations on the one hand, and by a ‘common sense’ language of 
accessibility and inclusive/universal design on the other. Neither of these approaches is 
wrong. What is extraordinary is that both because of and despite these existing framings, 
disability has somehow remained consistently stuck in a non-historical, atheoretical and – 
most crucially – seriously underexplored category in relationship to building design practices. 
It is invisible in both avant-garde and mainstream architectural theories and discourses, 
just as it is a persistent absence in critical and cultural theory more generally (Davis 2002, 
Davidson 2008). Perhaps this illustrates just how deeply disability remains widely avoided, 
compared to other disadvantaged identities. Unlike gender, race or sexuality then – and 
the feminist, post-colonial and queer studies which underpin associated scholarship and 
debate – it seems that we assume ‘disability’ to be unable to bring any kind of criticality or 
creativity to the discipline of architecture.

This Reader, then, is long overdue. It aims to break new ground by refusing to think of 
disability as an obvious and straightforward category – as mostly a design problem demanding 
a design solution. Rather, the many different contributors to this book understand disability 
and ability as ambiguous and relational; as shaped as much by everyday social and spatial 
practices as by specific impairments; and as a potentially powerful means to critically and 
creatively investigate, speculate about, and generate designs for built space. In fact, a big 
claim underpins these texts across their diverse perspectives and approaches – a belief that 
starting from disability can open up innovative and unexpected understandings across the 
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whole range of architectural education and practices; its histories and theories; its attitudes 
towards, and deployment of, technologies; and in its design processes and practices.

What can architecture learn from disability?

To begin to do this, Disability, Space, Architecture: A Reader introduces students, educators 
and practitioners of architecture, planning and other built environment disciplines to some 
important emerging work that tries to think differently about disability and ability – dis/
ability – and built space. In fact a rich seam of theoretical and critical thought already exists, 
but seems to have had almost no impact on architectural and related discourses, a huge gap 
for the subject. Through the developing field of disability studies, disability arts practice 
and disability activism, there are now many scholars, artists and advocates examining 
how disability intersects with social, spatial and material practices. Many of these studies 
and projects have a direct relevance to architecture. Most immediately this is because 
recent design thinking has increasingly re-centred the body. There has been a renewed 
interest in theories such as phenomenology, materialism, post-humanism and Deleuzian 
philosophy that help us to think harder about embodied experiences and what these mean 
for the design of built space. In moving away from modernist architecture and its dreams 
of a universal user (see Imrie this volume) there has been much concern with how to 
articulate bodies-in-space in a more sensual, dynamic and non-deterministic manner. 
Here, disability studies is both critiquing assumptions about what kinds of bodies matter in 
contemporary theories and commentaries, and opening up innovative kinds of critical and 
creative investigation of dis/ability as an embodied experience (Boys 2014, see also Serlin, 
Chapter 1, this volume). This is a wide-ranging engagement, intersecting with many of 
the theoretical frameworks currently influencing architectural thinking, as well as offering 
new insights into how social, spatial and material practices operate between and across 
dis/ability, race, sexuality, gender and class (see, in particular, Titchkosky and Michalko, 
Hamraie, White, and Serlin (Chapter 18), this volume). In addition, with contemporary 
shifts towards bio-mimicry, intelligent building and augmented reality in architecture, 
understanding the shifting inter-relationships between bodies and technologies are also 
becoming central. Here too, critiques and engagements with dis/ability can open up new 
ways of thinking (see Jain, Bess Williamson, Moser, and Serlin (Chapter 18), this volume).

Architecture and urban design can also learn by thinking differently about dis/ability 
through acknowledging, and engaging with, the considerable expertise of disabled people – as 
scholars, activists and as especially experienced users of built space. As Tobin Siebers puts it:

disabled people have to be ingenious to live in societies that are by their design 
inaccessible and by their inclination prejudiced against disability. It requires a great 
deal of artfulness and creativity to figure out how to make it through the day when 
you are disabled, given the condition of our society.

(From interview with Mike Levin, 2010 online)

Rather than, as too often happens, disabled people being treated as passive users of 
buildings and services, we need to realize that starting from the many diverse perspectives 
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and experiences of disability and impairment offers something powerful back to architects 
and other built environment professionals. Taking notice of the narratives of disabled people 
themselves (see for example, Hunt, Crow, Michalko, Aaron Williamson, Anderberg, and 
Byrd this volume) offers new and creative ways of articulating how built space works from 
the perspective of ‘unruly bodies’ (Mintz 2007) and ‘misfits’ (Garland-Thompson 2011) 
rather than assumed normal and unnoticed forms of embodiment.

This is not only in terms of working towards more inclusive design improvements, but 
also about revealing architecture’s deepest assumptions about what is valued and noticed, 
and what is marginalized and forgotten, in the processes of design. There are now many 
writers and artists specifically exploring inter-relationships between dis/ability, space and 
aesthetics in ways that connect very directly into debates and projects currently going on 
within architecture and other built environment disciplines (see Siebers, Dolmage, Price, 
and Cachia this volume). Some of this work is coming out of architectural education 
and practice itself, as well as from associated design fields. There is clearly an emerging 
interest in going beyond the reductivist logic of design guidance and building regulation, 
providing some productive explorations of what can happen when you start explicitly 
from differently abled bodies in built space (see Fitzsimons, White, Boys, McMillan and 
Lloyd Thomas, Handler, and Hendren this volume).

About this anthology

The contributors to Disability, Space, Architecture: A Reader come from a wide range of 
disciplines including architecture, geography, anthropology, health studies, English 
language and literature, rhetoric and composition, art history, disability studies and 
disability arts and performance. They produce work in diverse ways, from the personal to 
the theoretical, offering a range of perspectives and attitudes, which this anthology hopes 
to reflect in its overall selection of pieces. This has not aimed to be comprehensive, but 
instead to capture the flavours of an emerging set of intersections between and across 
disability, space and architecture.

The most immediate aim has been to bring together in one place some important and 
relevant texts and projects about dis/ability and built space, as well as expanding the field by 
commissioning new writing. Disability studies is an increasingly strong area of study, but 
one that remains fragmented and under-recognized, with its scholars spread worldwide 
and across many different university departments. Disabled artists who make creative work 
exploring aspects of dis/ability – like people interested in disability within architecture – 
are also often invisible or marginalized within these disciplines. The uneven global spread 
of scholars, artists and activists is equally expressed in where the reprinted pieces were 
originally published, often in non-mainstream or unexpected journals and publications. 
Nonetheless, there is clearly an expanding body of innovative and engaging work going 
on, which I hope will be as appealing and enlightening to you, the reader, as it was for me 
when I first discovered it. There are also, without a doubt, many important examples left 
out; and hopefully many more to be written and created. Some seminal publications are 
also listed in the ‘recommended reading’ section at the end of this introduction, to enable 
readers to place the pieces here in their broader context.
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Disability, Space, Architecture: A Reader is divided into five parts – histories/narratives, 
theory and criticism, education, technologies/materialities and projects and practices. 
This is partly to demonstrate the considerable potential of dis/ability in asking interesting 
questions across the whole discipline of architecture; and partly to make it easier for readers 
to engage with preferred areas of interest. However, many of the pieces also ‘cross-over’ in 
their concerns, so these divisions can also be ignored, if preferred.

1 Histories/narratives aims to open up new spaces in architectural history, theory 
and design by introducing a number of both interpretative and personal disability 
histories. In a variety of ways these each critically engage with both assumptions of 
what constitutes a ‘normal’ body and what it means to start from disabled perspectives 
and experiences of impairment.

2 Theory and criticism explores some approaches that enable disability, space and 
architecture to be thought about together in innovative and challenging ways. It 
illustrates some of the kinds of critical and creative critiques that starting from dis/
ability can offer to architectural and design theory and criticism.

3 Education offers examples of where rethinking dis/ability beyond design guidance 
and building regulations has the potential to generate alternative ways of teaching 
architectural design and of imagining different kinds of built space.

4 Technologies/materialities explores the critical and creative disruptions enabled by 
starting from dis/ability when thinking about augmented bodies and smart spaces and 
materials. Rather than be seduced by ‘cyborg’ technologies, the selected pieces reveal 
the more complex and nuanced understandings that come from both investigating the 
more ‘debased’ technologies usually associated with disabled people, and by taking 
notice of disabled perspectives on living with prosthetics.

5 Projects and practices brings together examples of work that illustrate some of the 
vibrant new projects being undertaken at the creative intersections between dis/ability 
and built spaces.

One final note. Most of the writers and practitioners here follow one of the central tenets 
of disability studies – research and practice must be more than an academic endeavour: it 
must also aim to improve the position of disabled people in society. Whilst architecture 
as it is taught and practised also has a strong underlying social commitment, this usually 
remains too vague and generalized to have any recognizable mainstream impact. This is 
particularly true of dis/ability that – as I noted at the beginning of this introduction – 
remains under-theorized and under-developed, across both mainstream and radical and 
community-based architecture. This concern for real change and improvement is also 
an aim of Disability, Space, Architecture: A Reader. By enabling easy access to a previously 
unknown or ignored body of work, the ultimate intention is to open up debate, and to 
generate new kinds of conversations, attitudes and approaches. By offering productive and 
interesting ways of engaging with dis/ability, all the contributors to this anthology hope 
to increasingly make it a normal part of architectural discourse and practices, rather than 
something to be avoided, feel awkward about, or ‘contain’ within the category inclusive 
design, or a merely regulatory demand. Longer term, the intended impact on the discipline 
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is not only about making more accessible places (although this remains essential), but also 
about rethinking the very shape of architecture itself – finding ways to shift attitudes and 
approaches to disability and ability, and expanding explorations of what the critical and 
creative implications of this might be for architectural education, scholarship and practice.

Recommended further reading

Boys, J. (2014) Doing Disability Differently: An Alternative Handbook on Dis/Ability, Architecture and 
Designing for Everyday Life, London and New York: Routledge.

Corker, M. and Shakespeare, T. (eds) (2002) Disability/Postmodernity: Embodying Disability Theory, 
London: Continuum.

Davis, L. J. (1995) Enforcing Normalcy: Disability, Deafness, and the Body, London: Verso.
Davis, L. J. (ed.) (1997) The Disability Studies Reader, London: Routledge.
Michalko, R. (2002) The Difference that Disability Makes, Philadelphia, PA: Temple University Press.
Seibers, T. (2008) Disability Theory, Ann Arbor, MI: University of Michigan Press.
Seibers, T. (2010) Disability Aesthetics, Ann Arbor, MI: University of Michigan Press.
Snyder, S. L., Brueggemann, B. and Garland-Thomson, R. (2002) (eds) Disability Studies: Enabling the 

Humanities, New York: Modern Language Association of America.
Titchkosky, T. (2011) The Question of Access: Disability, Space, Meaning, Toronto: University of 

Toronto Press.
Titchkosky, T. and Michalko, R. (eds) (2009) Re-thinking Normalcy: A Disability Studies Reader, 

Toronto: Canadian Scholars’ Press Inc.
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PART I

Histories/narratives
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I suggested in the introduction that disability tends to be mainly treated within architecture 
in a completely ahistorical way. This may be by assuming that disabled people can be 
defined through a series of unproblematic and unchanging categories such as wheelchair 
user, deaf, blind or visually impaired. Or that disability itself, and its relationship to the 
built environment, has no history (or not one that is worth investigating) but is simply 
a matter of technicalities – design guidance and legal requirements. Or that explicitly 
introducing disability as a concept and/or disabled people’s perspectives and experiences 
into architectural history is too problematic or marginal to consider.

Yet, looking at disability through time (both through historical study and via personal 
narratives) reveals a considerable amount about how particular kinds of bodies become 
normalised in different periods and places; how what comes to be considered normal 
depends equally crucially on the framing and marginalisation of non-normal bodies; how 
built space is implicated in these processes; and how ‘what is normal’ changes – that is, 
comes to be implemented, perpetuated, adapted, contested and transformed through time.

A central thread within disability studies has been to unravel the interrelationships 
between changing concepts of the ideal/normal/average body and the disabled body – with 
its persistent naming as monster and freak, that is, as less than human (Davis 1997; Garland-
Thomson 1996; Stiker 2000; Stephens 2011). This is often a horrifying history for disabled 
people, linked as it has been to ideas about perfectible versus degenerate bodies in eugenics 
(leading for example to the mass murder of disabled people by the Nazis – see Silberman 2015) 
and to the continuing enforced incarceration and maltreatment of those with disabilities in 
many countries (Ben-Moshe et al. 2014; Soldatic et al. 2014). Definitions of what constitute 
‘good’ and ‘bad’ bodies also underpin our assumptions about work, both assuming and 
demanding a specific type of productive and competent body, which act to marginalise the 
more fragile and vulnerable as non-productive and thus without value (Ervelles 1996, 2011). 
Importantly, discrimination and de-valuing of disabled people is not something that can be 
relegated to the past. Paul Hunt’s eloquent analysis of his situation as a disabled man – ‘A 
critical condition’ originally published in 1966 and reprinted here – not only reminds us that 
disabled people have been segregated and institutionalised until very recently (and still are 
in many places and contexts), but also how crucial disabled people themselves have been to 
campaigns for accessibility and universal/inclusive design; in his case through the founding 
of the Union of Physically Impaired Against Segregation (UPIAS).

Understanding the contested history of bodily norms also means looking more critically 
at how these have been translated into ‘standard’ architectural practices – that is, have become 
part of everyday common sense designers’ assumptions about bodies-in-space. What, 
for example, are the links between earlier eugenic beliefs and the typical ergonomic and 
anthropometric data that are still used mechanically in architectural education and practice 
today, based as these are on standardised and ‘average’ bodies (Lambert 2012; Lambert and 
Pham 2015)? Or we can ask what kinds of bodies are assumed in campaigns for shared 
spaces (Imrie 2012, 2013), active design guidance (Price, this volume; see also Keller 2016) 
or sustainability and environmentalism (Kafer 2013)? The first essay in this section, by 
David Serlin, explores how we can trouble a particular kind of figure – the flâneur – that 
continues to have a lot of resonance within architectural education and practice as well as 
across other disciplines. Serlin argues that this concept of a leisured street-walker, who has 
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been an icon of urban modernity since the 19th century, needs to be made problematic and 
re-evaluated from a disability perspective. He does this by opening up the intersections 
between and across the sensorial and tactile experiences of disabled people, thus challenging 
the able-bodied privileges embodied in flanerie (for an equivalent feminist critique see, for 
example, Wolff 1985, 2008).

The second piece in this section is by geographer Rob Imrie, one of the very few people 
who has been exploring over many years how to think critically about disability and the 
built environment in relation to its design and regulatory practices. ‘The body, disability, 
and Le Corbusier’s concept of the radiant environment’ from 1999, is a seminal example 
of such an approach, and critically engages with the problematic norm of the ‘modern’ 
body.

Both Liz Crow and Rod Michalko, in their essays in this anthology, also aim to trouble 
assumptions about what ‘proper’ bodies do, and what ‘improper’ bodies should not do. In 
‘Lying down anyhow: disability and the rebel body’ Crow reminds us of some of the taken-
for-granted everyday social, spatial and material practices about what is acceptable to do 
and where. In public spaces, to be ordinary and normal (and therefore to be both someone 
who takes no notice and who can go unnoticed) is to be independent, autonomous, mobile 
and have the appearance of mental competence. Lying down in public, on the other hand, 
aligns you with ‘suspect’ types – homeless, vagrant, mentally suspect – and with shirking, 
with not working in the normal manner. In her artistic practice, Crow has also explored 
this assumption of a clear private/public divide in acceptable behaviours as experienced by 
disabled people through her ongoing project, Bedding Out (http://www.roaring-girl.com/).

For Rod Michalko, the experience of going blind has also been about the experience of 
sighted peoples’ unease. Michalko has written extensively and brilliantly about blindness 
and disability in ways that intertwine personal narrative with theoretical investigation 
(1998a, 1998b, 2002). In ‘Blinding the power of sight’ he details just one everyday encounter 
to unravel two interrelated aspects. This is, first, how ‘normal’ social and spatial practices 
– the assumptions of the sighted – are confused and disrupted by disability; and second, 
the gap between living with and knowing blindness as a normal life, and its common sense 
amongst the non-disabled as a difference so fearful as to be worse than death, so terrible as 
to freeze up their ordinary social interactions. Crucially, in both these pieces, the ‘problem’ 
is not disability per se, but operates in the complex and contested encounters between 
disability and ability. Histories and narratives, then, need to expose the ableism embodied 
in everyday ‘common sense’ about how the world works, just as much as it increases our 
understandings of disability history (Campbell 2009).

As the next part, theory and criticism, shows in more depth, much of the work in 
disability studies has been informed by an interest in theories of the everyday; in ways 
of better understanding how particular types of bodies come to be normalised through 
specific social, spatial and material practices that not only affect how we talk about dis/
ability but are also embodied and situated, that is, are constantly enacted through the 
‘ordinary’ things we do. If architecture as a discipline is also to better understand how 
built space intertwines with such everyday practices which ‘just happen’ to locate normal 
bodies and disabled bodies differently and differentially, then we need to begin to critically and 
creatively interrogate the many histories of how social, spatial and material practices have 

http://www.roaring-girl.com/

