
Disability and the Kavanaugh Hearing 
 
Supreme court justices swear on oath “to administer justice without respect to persons.” But to 
do this, one must listen to people on their own terms, in their own ways of communication, 
however they choose to communicate.  My research hopes to amplify and support the voices, 
lives, and gifts of people with disabilities. This is critically important amidst the swearing in of a 
justice who does the opposite.  
 
I often say my work purports to show the unique gifts of people with developmental or 
intellectual disabilities. But even that phrase presupposes particular, contingent, normative 
conceptions of development and intelligence which has significant implications for the rights of 
people with disabilities. What it means to “be rational,” speak “articulately,” and be “sensible” 
has not just an ableist history, but a deeply racist and sexist one, too. This has implications for 
whose testimony is considered trustworthy, by whom, and why.  
 
It’s difficult to use language to describe disabled experiences; the most appropriate terminology 
is in constant flux. But the reasons that make it difficult also make it important: language shapes 
the way we understand ourselves and each other, which informs the way we treat each other.  
 
Now we see the potential swearing in for a life term a justice who has no recognition of the 
importance of right-use of language, who uses language to defend falsehoods and denigrate 
women. Kavanaugh opposes many persons with disabilities’ access to healthcare, right to 
education, and medical freedom. Kavanaugh ruled that people with intellectual disabilities could 
be forced to have non-emergency surgery. If sworn-in, he  would continue to use language to 
shape our nation’s laws and the rights of the very people he ignores.  
 
I also work to illuminate intersections between disability, sexism, racism, and transsexism. 
Sexual assault is one such intersection. According to NPR’s series on the subject, persons with 
intellectual disabilities are seven times more likely to be assaulted than non-disabled people. 
Women with intellectual disabilities are 12 times more likely than non-disabled people, based on 
the Bureau of Justice Statistics’ National Crime Victimization Survey.  
 
The testimonies of women and men with developmental disabilities are constantly ignored 
because their narratives are a-chronological, emotional, sometimes undecided-- all resulting from 
different facets of disabled experiences-- meaning, because they are from disabled people. 
According to NPR, allegations of sexual assault of people with disabilities are rarely confirmed: 
in Texas, 1% of allegations are confirmed; Florida, 5%; Ohio, 23%. The denigration of women’s 
testimonies of sexual assault is rampant and requires legal reforms. How could such reforms take 
place with another Supreme Court Justice accused of sexual assault? 



That some can get away with lying under oath while others’ stories are denied even the dignity 
of being heard is clear evidence that we live in a context with a skewed conception of what it 
means to be “rational” and “trustworthy”. My work purports to re-think what it means to be 
rational and the ways in which this concept has been abused and used to abuse. 
 
This past summer, I assisted in an ethnography of people with developmental disabilities who are 
nonverbal, looking at their cultures of communication and joy. One of the main findings was that 
people with disabilities who are nonverbal communicate constantly and on their own terms. It is 
the job of people who prefer to communicate with words to interpret them accordingly, if they 
want to be in right relationship with them. It’s simply the only way communication works. So 
also for the testimonies of all survivors of sexual assault who find the courage to accuse their 
predators.  
 
My research this summer gives me hope that people who prefer to communicate with words can 
live in just relationship with people who do not generally communicate with words. If just 
relations are possible across such communicative differences, despite a history of violence and 
ignorance, so also can the legitimacy of all kinds of testimonies be recognized. One day.  
 
[Of the above sources, I especially encourage reading Kavanaugh’s rulings on medical rights and 
NPR’s coverage of sexual assault.] 
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