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Abstract

The introduction to the cluster on disability history in eastern Europe and Russia provides a frame-
work for situating the three case studies within the larger development of the field. The introduction
highlights important themes and arguments presented by the three authors.

The articles in this cluster discuss representations of three forms of disability: deafness,
autism, and physical impairment. llluminating specific, historically contingent visions of
normality and abnormality, they show both how the boundary between biological pathol-
ogy and social norm is always “fragile” (in Gergana Mircheva’s words), and how science
and political frameworks to understanding disability often mesh together. This height-
ened attention to the ideological and political context in which narratives of (ab)normality,
(un)fitness, (in)validity, and (dis)ability have been crafted and re-crafted is, in our view, one
of the most significant contributions that historians of Russia and eastern Europe can bring
into conversation with the growing field of Disability History.! Because of the region’s seis-
mic political shifts in the twentieth century, scholars studying it can use disability to ask
potent historical questions: How have the frameworks of abnormality changed with the col-
lapse of empires and emergence of nation-states? How have new forms of public discourse,
such as television and mass media, influenced societal norms about disability? How has the
socialist experience, in all its diversity, affected these frameworks? Is there a distinct post-
socialist way of engaging with disability? What continuities and discontinuities can we trace
both synchronically and diachronically? Interpreting disability discourses and practices in
our region against the background of diverse and ever shifting local, national, and global
biopolitical regimes is certainly a significant challenge. Undertaking it, however, opens new
roads into the historical study and conceptualization of Russia and eastern Europe’s past.
This collection of articles offers several pathways.

Opening the cluster, Maria Bucur’s article explores how deafness was constructed as a
disability category in the interwar Romanian press. Bucur offers a close reading of how
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eugenicist tropes entered mainstream discourse and came to dominate it, even as deaf
activists and allies made efforts throughout the period to challenge stereotypes about deaf-
ness. The rising prominence and public feting of eugenicist doctors and policy makers
solidified the identification of the “normal” with the able-bodied, while people with any
kind of disability were cast as “abnormal” or “subnormal” in the law. Deaf artists, educators,
and athletes offered opportunities to normalize deafness and integrate the deaf community
into the national “body,” but were challenged continuously through a refusal to engage with
their self-representation.

Interacting regimes of medical and political knowledge are also at the core of Gergana
Mircheva’s article, which analyzes the relationship between ideological norms and psychi-
atric paradigms of autism in late socialist Bulgaria. An already significant body of works
has looked at the biopolitical role of Soviet psychiatry in dealing with intellectual and
psychological disabilities that stubbornly refused to disappear, despite the allegedly opti-
mal conditions of socialist society.” Mircheva builds on this historiography and expands it
by analyzing Bulgarian psychiatric governance of autistic children. As she argues, autism
was officially presented as a form of “social atomism,” which constituted a “pathological
negation” of socialist humanism. But was this representation an ideological “decorative
wrapper” or a deeper framework of scientific psychiatric narrative? And does it even make
sense to neatly distinguish between the two and attempt to disentangle them? Mircheva
ultimately answers the latter question in the negative, showing that Bulgarian psychia-
trists’ scientific positions and ideological frameworks mutually constituted each other. We
add that, although the “wrapper” (the politically acceptable narrative) was, in the author’s
words, “a camouflage strategy to achieve ideological acceptability,” it nonetheless affected
the views of those who produced and consumed these representations.

With Emily Hoge’s article, readers are asked to shift their perspective and think more
deeply about the variety of ways in which disabled people themselves framed their life
stories, specifically in the 1990s in Russia. While several scholars have described how the
collapse of the socialist welfare state hit disabled people especially hard, little research has
been published on disabled people’s agency in shaping change in the 1990s.? Focusing on the
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Russian Fund for Invalids of the War in Afghanistan (RFIVA), this article presents disabled
people as active agents in the creation of social safety nets. It also reveals their participation
in the violence and organized crime during that decade. Hoge writes: “RFIVA found ways to
reconcile their profoundly negative views of disability and disabled people with the fact of
their own disability by mobilizing an ideal of militarized masculinity that separated them
from disabled people who were not soldiers.” This self-portrayal was a legacy of the Soviet
period in two crucial ways. First, it continued to privilege so-called “war invalidity” over
other forms of disability. Second, it remained an overcoming narrative.

In addition to showcasing the interplay of medical, political, and gender regimes in
shaping disability constructions even across such different geographies and time peri-
ods, the three articles reveal the persistent salience of stigma for understanding disability
as an experience. The concept was famously introduced by Erwin Goffman in his 1963
book, Stigma: Notes on the Management of Spoiled Identity; its connection to ableism was made
clear by Henri-Jacques Stiker in his now classic, A History of Disability (1982). Bucur and
Mircheva see stigma in the victimizing, normative, and plainly discriminatory power of the
frameworks used by Romanian and Bulgarian societies to engage with disabled people. At
the same time, the essays highlight efforts at de-stigmatization. The deaf community, for
instance, worked to positively shape their own public image through acceptable roles, such
as talented soccer players. Hoge instead shows that Afghan veterans pushed back against
stigma by de-normalizing the association between physical disability and lack of virility.
The fact that they felt the need to do so, however, speaks volumes about the place of stigma
in Russian views of mobility impairment.

Ultimately, the centrality of stigma, whether it was enforced by able-bodied publics or
challenged by disabled ones, brings up the crucial issue of who performs the construction
and deconstruction of disability or, in Bucur’s words, “who gets to speak for whom.” In
late socialist Bulgaria, autistic children and their caregivers are spoken for by psychiatrists.
In interwar Romania, however, deaf activists attempted to “flip ... the narrative” and por-
tray deaf individuals as heroes. In post-Soviet Russia, the disabled Afghan veteran Valerii
Radchikov also strove to accomplish this with his daredevil stunts. But does this truly under-
mine ableism? Or is it just a reversal of the plus and minus signs? Deaf soccer players and a
lone school in Bukovina that changed the meaning of deafness to a “neutral signification”
appear as “unique” achievements. Yet, by analyzing these “unique” experiences—and why
they were unique—historians of Russia and eastern Europe can do much to deconstruct
stigmas deriving from notions of normality and abnormality.
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