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The twentieth century witnessed significant advancements in civil rights in America, yet a
substantial population remained profoundly marginalized: individuals with intellectual
disabilities. This article explores the complex interplay between intellectual disability,
citizenship, and the fight for civil rights during this period, highlighting the struggles for
inclusion and the long road towards achieving equal rights for this often-overlooked
community. We will examine the historical context, the societal attitudes that shaped their
experiences, and the gradual evolution of legal and social protections for people with
intellectual disabilities (ID), touching upon key aspects of deinstitutionalization,
eugenics, self-advocacy, and the normalization movement.

The Shadow of Eugenics and Institutionalization
The early twentieth century was heavily influenced by the eugenics movement, which
promoted the idea of improving the human race through selective breeding and
sterilization of individuals deemed "unfit." People with intellectual disabilities were
disproportionately targeted under these discriminatory policies, often subjected to forced
sterilization and institutionalization without due process or regard for their basic human
rights. Eugenics played a significant role in shaping public perceptions and legal
frameworks surrounding intellectual disability, creating a climate of fear and prejudice that
permeated society. Large-scale institutions, often characterized by poor living conditions
and a lack of meaningful engagement, became the norm, further isolating individuals with
ID from mainstream society and limiting their opportunities for personal growth and social
participation. These institutions, while initially presented as a form of care, frequently
served as sites of neglect and abuse, highlighting the stark contrast between the ideals of
citizenship and the lived realities of people with intellectual disabilities.
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The Rise of Self-Advocacy and the Normalization
Movement
The mid-to-late twentieth century witnessed a gradual shift in attitudes and approaches
toward intellectual disability. The normalization movement, advocating for integration
and inclusion into mainstream society, gained traction. This movement championed the
idea that individuals with ID should have access to the same opportunities and experiences
as their non-disabled peers, focusing on enhancing their quality of life and promoting their
full participation in community life. Crucially, the self-advocacy movement emerged,
empowering individuals with intellectual disabilities to become active participants in
shaping their own lives and advocating for their rights. This shift marked a significant
turning point, as individuals with ID began to speak for themselves, challenging prevailing
stereotypes and demanding recognition of their inherent dignity and worth.

Challenging Legal and Social Barriers: The Fight for
Equal Rights
The fight for equal rights for individuals with intellectual disability intertwined with the
broader civil rights movement. Legal challenges to discriminatory practices, including
forced sterilization and institutionalization, gained momentum. Landmark legislation, albeit
slow in coming, eventually provided legal protections and paved the way for increased
access to education, employment, and community-based services. However, the progress
was uneven, and significant disparities persisted throughout the century, particularly in
terms of access to quality education and appropriate support services. The lack of
adequate funding for community-based supports often meant that many individuals with
ID continued to face significant barriers to full participation in society.
Deinstitutionalization, while intended to provide more humane and integrated living
arrangements, encountered challenges related to the lack of community resources and the
ingrained societal prejudices that persisted.

The Legacy and Ongoing Struggle for Inclusion
The legacy of the twentieth century's struggle for the rights of individuals with intellectual
disabilities is complex and multifaceted. While significant progress was made in
challenging discriminatory practices and promoting inclusion, considerable work remains
to ensure the full realization of equal rights and opportunities. The fight for inclusion
continues today, encompassing advocacy for accessible education, meaningful
employment opportunities, affordable housing, and inclusive community participation. The
persistence of societal biases and the ongoing challenges of securing appropriate support
services underscore the need for continued advocacy and commitment to achieving true
equality for individuals with intellectual disabilities.



On The Margins Of Citizenship Intellectual Disability And Civil Rights In Twentieth Century America

On The Margins Of Citizenship Intellectual Disability And Civil Rights In Twentieth Century America
3

Conclusion
The twentieth-century journey of individuals with intellectual disabilities towards
citizenship reveals a protracted struggle against deeply entrenched societal biases and
discriminatory practices. While the eugenics era cast a dark shadow, the rise of the
normalization and self-advocacy movements marked a pivotal shift towards inclusion and
empowerment. However, the legacy of this struggle continues to shape the present,
reminding us that the ongoing pursuit of equal rights and opportunities for people with ID
remains a critical endeavor. Achieving genuine integration requires not only legal reforms
but also a fundamental transformation of societal attitudes and a sustained commitment to
creating truly inclusive communities.

FAQ:
Q1: What was the role of eugenics in shaping the lives of people with intellectual
disabilities in the 20th century?

A1: The eugenics movement profoundly impacted the lives of people with intellectual
disabilities. It fueled discriminatory practices such as forced sterilization and
institutionalization, based on the flawed belief that individuals with ID were "unfit" and
should be prevented from reproducing. This led to widespread human rights violations and
the perpetuation of harmful stereotypes.

Q2: How did the normalization movement contribute to the advancement of
rights for individuals with intellectual disabilities?

A2: The normalization movement advocated for the integration of people with ID into
mainstream society, emphasizing their right to participate fully in all aspects of life. This
challenged the prevalent practice of institutionalization and promoted community-based
services, aiming to provide individuals with ID the same opportunities and experiences as
their non-disabled peers.

Q3: What were some of the key legal challenges to discriminatory practices
during this period?

A3: Legal challenges focused on ending forced sterilization, improving conditions in
institutions, and securing access to education and employment. Lawsuits and advocacy
efforts gradually led to legal reforms that provided some measure of protection and laid
the foundation for future legislative advancements.

Q4: What are some of the ongoing challenges faced by individuals with
intellectual disabilities today?

A4: Challenges persist in accessing quality education, affordable housing, meaningful
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employment, and appropriate support services. Societal biases continue to create barriers
to inclusion, requiring ongoing advocacy efforts to address these disparities.

Q5: How can we foster greater inclusion for individuals with intellectual
disabilities?

A5: Promoting inclusion requires a multifaceted approach encompassing changes in policy,
attitudes, and practices. This includes providing adequate funding for community-based
supports, fostering inclusive education systems, creating accessible employment
opportunities, and challenging negative stereotypes. Furthermore, empowering self-
advocacy groups and ensuring their participation in decision-making processes is crucial.

Q6: What is the significance of self-advocacy in the fight for equal rights?

A6: Self-advocacy has been a pivotal force in challenging stereotypes, promoting the
voices and perspectives of individuals with intellectual disabilities, and advocating for their
rights and needs. Their firsthand accounts have played a significant role in raising
awareness and driving positive change.

Q7: How did the broader Civil Rights Movement influence the fight for the rights
of people with intellectual disabilities?

A7: The Civil Rights Movement provided a powerful framework and inspiration for
advocates fighting for the rights of people with intellectual disabilities. The shared struggle
against discrimination and the fight for equal treatment fueled similar activism within the
intellectual disability community.

Q8: What is the future of inclusion for people with intellectual disabilities?

A8: The future hinges on sustained commitment to inclusive practices, adequate resource
allocation, continued advocacy, and a fundamental shift in societal attitudes. Ensuring
accessibility, promoting participation, and valuing the unique contributions of individuals
with intellectual disabilities are key to building a truly equitable and inclusive society.

On the Margins of Citizenship: Intellectual Disability and Civil Rights in Twentieth Century
America

The story of intellectual disability in 20th-century America is a intricate tapestry woven
with threads of stigma, ignorance, and slow progress towards acknowledgment of civil
rights. This essay explores the progression of individuals with intellectual disabilities,
highlighting their challenges to achieve full citizenship and the evolution of support efforts
that formed their lives and statutory standing.

Institutionalization and the Denial of Rights:
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The first half of the 20th century witnessed widespread confinement of individuals with
intellectual disabilities. Asylums, often packed and understaffed, became the standard
rather than the exception. These were not locations of care; rather, they were often places
of abuse, depersonalization, and the denial of basic human and civil rights. Residents were
divested of their self-determination, subjected to compulsory sterilization, and refused
opportunities for learning and socialization. This pervasive system reflected a societal view
that viewed individuals with intellectual disabilities as incapable and undesirable members
of society. The language used to describe them – moron – underscores the depth of the
prejudice they faced.

The Seeds of Change: Advocacy and the Civil Rights Movement:

The latter half of the 20th century saw a significant shift in attitudes and practices. The
Civil Rights Movement, with its focus on equality and dignity, inspired similar movements
on behalf of individuals with intellectual disabilities. Advocacy groups, such as the
Association for Retarded Citizens (now The Arc), emerged to challenge the norm and
require fair treatment. They struggled for liberation, inclusive education, and local support.

The landmark act of the 1970s and 80s, including the Education for All Handicapped
Children Act (later renamed the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act or IDEA),
signaled a turning point. This legislation mandated free and appropriate public learning for
children with disabilities, paving the way for their integration in regular classrooms. The
development of supported employment programs further helped individuals with
intellectual disabilities to secure jobs and achieve economic independence.

Challenges and Ongoing Struggles:

Despite significant progress, obstacles remain. Many individuals with intellectual
disabilities still face prejudice in work, accommodation, and medical care. availability to
quality supports varies widely depending on area and wealth. The bias associated with
intellectual disability persists, often leading to exclusion and reduced opportunities.
Furthermore, the understanding of "intellectual disability" itself has evolved, leading to
ongoing discussion about appropriate assessment methods and supports.

Conclusion:

The journey towards full citizenship for individuals with intellectual disabilities in 20th-
century America has been a protracted and arduous one. While significant strides have
been made in terms of civil rights and provision to care, the struggle for complete
acceptance continues. This chronicle serves as a lesson of the value of ongoing support,
education, and commitment to ensuring that individuals with intellectual disabilities are
given the same opportunities and worth as all other citizens of society.

Frequently Asked Questions (FAQ):
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Q1: What were some of the major legislative achievements that improved the
lives of individuals with intellectual disabilities?

A1: The Education for All Handicapped Children Act (later IDEA) mandated free and
appropriate public education, and subsequent legislation focused on deinstitutionalization
and community-based services played crucial roles in improving access to education and
support.

Q2: How did the Civil Rights Movement influence the advocacy for individuals
with intellectual disabilities?

A2: The Civil Rights Movement provided a powerful model for advocating for the rights of
marginalized groups, inspiring activists to challenge discriminatory practices and demand
equal rights and opportunities for individuals with intellectual disabilities.

Q3: What are some of the ongoing challenges faced by individuals with
intellectual disabilities today?

A3: Ongoing challenges include discrimination in employment and housing, limited access
to quality services, and the persistence of social stigma.

Q4: What role can education play in promoting inclusion and reducing stigma
surrounding intellectual disability?

A4: Education can raise awareness, combat stereotypes, and foster a more inclusive and
accepting society. Educating the public about intellectual disability and promoting positive
portrayals in media are key strategies.
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