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Models are not theor ies ;  they are instruments to 
help us understand what disabi l i ty  means across 
the local ,  nat ional ,  and internat ional  contexts .  
They a lso help us project what we want for  our  
communit ies by shaping pol ices and procedures .  
Think of  them as a heur ist ic  tool  to make sense 
of  the systems around us .  
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Models direct ly inf luence publ ic pol icy and socia l  

att itudes.  I t  shapes how governments design publ ic 

pol icy and how cit izens perceive disabi l i ty.

So disabi l i ty is  not a stat ic concept that can be 

s imply def ined.  I t  depends on mater ia l  condit ions ,  

socioeconomic condit ions ,  and cultural  bel iefs .  I t  a l l  

comes down to who defines disabi l ity and for  what 

purposes.
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• Intersectionality and Crip 
theory. 

• De-colonial and disability 
Justice. 

• Biopolitics of disability. 
• Post human studies 

Multi causal  assemblage  Disability 

• Charity Model 
• Moral model 
• Rehabilitation model 

Impairment                Disability 

Heuristic Map  of main Models of Disabilities

Social / Structural 

• .Relational/ Nordic model 
• Uk and US Models/
• Disability  is produced  by the 

environment.
• Barriers: physical, attitudinal

Barriers            Disability 

Critical - Relational / 
Assamblage.

Unidirectional Causal Paradigms 

Multi causal relational assemblage 

Medical / 
Individualising 

Human Rights Approach (CRPD era)

Figure 1. Heuristic map of the Models of disability. Graphic by author.
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MEDICALISED 

MODEL
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ORIGINS AT THE END OF THE 18TH CENTURY, FIRST IN GERMANY, FRANCE AND THE UK. THIS MODEL DEVELOPS AT A TIME WHEN THE MODERN 
STATE IS ALSO EVOLVING, WITHIN THE FIELD OF SOCIAL MEDICINE, OR STATE MEDICINE. 

• Origins at the end of the 18th century in Europe, mainly Germany, France 

and the UK. This model appears at a time when the Modern State is also 
evolving into what we know it to be today. 

• The development of the field of Social Medicine, or state medicine, was 

key to enabling the state to classify and manage populations. 
• There is then a process of biologisation of political life, including law and 

the military. 

• It is obsessed with diagnostics and with preventing and curing the 

undesirable.
• The medicalisation model is heavily influenced by eugenics, in which 

sterilisation, euthanasia, and segregation (institutionalisation) are key 

elements in the system. 

Main Aspects 
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ORIGINS AT THE END OF THE 18TH CENTURY, FIRST IN GERMANY, FRANCE AND THE UK. THIS MODEL DEVELOPS AT A TIME WHEN THE MODERN 
STATE IS ALSO EVOLVING, WITHIN THE FIELD OF SOCIAL MEDICINE, OR STATE MEDICINE. 

“Population is understood  as a body in which the state is 
necesary to help apply the immunisation to combat the 
viruses and bacterias and this way to secure the quality of a 
healthy body” 
Roberto Esposito  about the . In Bios, Biopolitics and 
philosophy.

“Biologisation” of political and Social life
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ORIGINS AT THE END OF THE 18TH CENTURY, FIRST IN GERMANY, FRANCE AND THE UK. THIS MODEL DEVELOPS AT A TIME WHEN THE 
MODERN STATE IS ALSO EVOLVING, WITHIN THE FIELD OF SOCIAL MEDICINE, OR STATE MEDICINE. 

Harry H. Laughlin, Eugenical Sterilization in the United States (Chicago: Psychopathic Laboratory of the 
Municipal Court of Chicago, 1922), Chapter XV, “The Model Eugenical Sterilization Law,” pp. 446–447.

Sterilization 

Euthanasia 

Segregation 

Eugenics 
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Eugenics in NZ 

The 1924 Inquiry into Mental Defectives and Sexual Offenders
This committee explicitly linked mental deficiency to moral 
degeneracy and crime, recommending expanded segregation and 
sterilisation as a eugenic measure. It called for the permanent 
sequestration of the “feeble-minded” to prevent them from 
breeding and producing further “defectives.” The result was the 
rapid expansion of the institutional system.
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• ORIGINS AT THE END OF THE 18TH CENTURY, FIRSTNZ 1928 MENTAL DEFECTIVES AMENDMENT BILL. FAILED TO PASS DUE TO THE LACK OF SUPPORT 
FROM SOME SECTORS (CATHOLIC CHURCH, LABOUR PARTY); HOWEVER, STERILISATIONS OCCURRED DESPITE THIS NOT BEING LEGAL. THE EUGENIST 

MOVEMENT HAD A NOTABLE SECTOR OF NZ SOCIETY, MOSTLY GP’S AND WOMEN’S ORGANISATIONS
 IN GERMANY, FRANCE AND THE UK. THIS MODEL DEVELOPS AT A TIME WHEN THE MODERN STATE IS ALSO EVOLVING, WITHIN THE FIELD OF SOCIAL 

MEDICINE, OR STATE MEDICINE. 
STERILIZATION 

The Eugenic Apparatus 1/3 

• A system of beliefs:(the building of the otherness) The eugenic idea that 
disability was an inherited “defect” that weakened the whole population. 
Disabled people were seen as a threat to national health, a drain on 
money, and a moral danger. This created the pressure to remove them 
from society.

• A system of classification labels that fit “Mentally Defective”.(Mental 
Defectives Act 1911). 

That broad wording covered intellectual disability, physical impairments, 
epilepsy, brain injuries, and often just poverty or non-conformity. 
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• A fast-track legal process that takes away any autonomy an individual 
could have over their own body. 

-The court system sees as “merciful the death of disabled infants. Many 
disabled people died of preventable and curable diseases due to ill treatment 
and medical neglect. (let die, Puar).

•  The building of a network of remote facilities: Farm colonies, hospitals, 
etc.

The Eugenic Apparatus 2/3
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The Eugenic Board
The 1924 Inquiry into Mental Defectives and Sexual Offenders suggested the creation of a 
“Eugenics Board”. 
This enquiry made important suggestions for building a system of segregation that NZ 
society is still recovering from. Fortunately, the implementation of this board did not reach 
its full potential as the 1928 bill did not pass. However, this is just an example of how 
Eugenics was discussed in the highest spheres of political power in NZ and how much it has 
influenced our political system today, most importantly, what was the urgency to resist.

Pomare, M. (1925). Mental Defectives and Sexual Offenders. [Report of the Committee of Inquiry]. Ministry of Health.
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• NZ 1928 Mental Defectives Amendment Bill. It was a proposed law in New 
Zealand that tried to bring eugenic ideas directly into the legal system, 
particularly the idea of stopping certain disabled people from having 
children.

• The bill would have given the state the power to order the compulsory 
sterilisation of people classed as “mentally defective” or “feeble-minded.”

• The bill failed to pass due to the lack of support from some sectors (catholic 
church, Labour Party); however, sterilisations occurred despite this not 
being legal. The eugenist movement had a notable presence in NZ society, 
mostly among GPs and women’s organisations.

COMPULSORY  STERILISATION -NZ CASE 

Spencer, H.G. (2018). Eugenic Sterilisation in New Zealand: The Story of the Mental Defectives Amendment Act of 1928. In: 
Paul, D., Stenhouse, J., Spencer, H. (eds) Eugenics at the Edges of Empire. Palgrave Macmillan, Cham. 

https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-64686-2_5
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SEGREGATION -NZ CASE 

Segregation often meant for disabled people: 

• Forced labour.
• Premature death by deceases that could be prevented 

and treatable. 
• Sexual abuse.
• Alienation of their communities and their cultural 

identities. 
• Torture. 
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The Medical Model made an important contribution to 
the determination of the boundaries of “humanness” 
within a liberal order. Building an idealised prototype 
of a human: autonomous, rational, independent, 
productive, and able-bodied/minded. The normative 
citizen who abides by the compulsory abled-
body(Campbell, 2009; McRuer, 2006)
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SOCIA L  MODEL  
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The Social Model appears as a response to 
the conditions of oppression that the 

medical model had imposed on disabled 
people, mainly institutionalisation. It is 

strongly influenced by other social 
movements, especially feminism and civil 

rights movements around the world. 
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• The Social Model offers an opportunity to challenge the 
eugenic system of beliefs and classification of people’s 
disabilities. 

• Disability became a political scenario, and disabled 
people became political subjects with concrete 
demands.

• There is a change in the language and terminology utilised 
to describe disabled lives. 
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• The split between impairment/ Disability : “most of us 
simply cannot pretend with any conviction that our 
impairments are irrelevant because they influence every 
aspect of our lives”. Crow (1992)

• It seems to ignore, at least in its origins, certain types of 
disabilities and impairments, like intellectual disabilities 
and focuses on the physical aspects of accessibility.

The Critic
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The Social Model is a good foundation, and its 
standing can be enriched by new elements that, over 
the years, activists and academics have developed. It 
will all depend on the context and the goal that it’s 
assumed when utilising any approach. 

Alternative Aproaches
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•  Intersectionality : no universal disabled subject; race, gender, class co‑produce 
disablement.

• Studies in Ableism:shift focus from “disability” to the norms that invent it.
• Biopolitics :how states and medicine govern lives, from eugenics to neo-liberal 

inclusion.
• Decolonial and Indigenous perspectives: reckon with the colonial roots of ableism 

and the geopolitics of impairment creation.
•  Embodied experience : reclaim the body’s felt reality without falling back into 

medical models.
• Crip theory : expose compulsory able‑bodiedness, embrace fluidity and subversion.
• Disability Justice: centre the leadership of those most marginalised; fight for 

interdependence, not just access.

Key enriching elements for the Social 
Model :
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“ From each according to their 
ability, to each according to their 

needs.” 
Karl Marx
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THANK
you

Etilvia C Jerkovich 
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