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CIVILIZING DISABILITY SOCIETY

The United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (CRPD) is
increasingly used to civilize grassroots disabled persons’ organizations (DPOs) around the
world. The international disability rights movement actively promotes the CRPD’s key
norm that disabled persons mobilize in support of their rights under the Convention.
The unintended consequence of these activities, however, is that local groups focused on
social support and service provision, rather than disability-rights advocacy, are targeted for
change. While the resources provided by international actors to grassroots organizations
provide new opportunities, they also create barriers to local groups” ability to promote full
civic participation of their members in the local community. Through a detailed account
of grassroots DPOs in Nicaragua, Civilizing Disability Society demonstrates how local
organizations navigate pressures from abroad as they attempt to concretely address the
health, education and economic needs of their members at home.

STEPHEN J. MEYERS is an Assistant Professor at the University of Washington with joint
appointments in Law, Societies & Justice, International Studies and Disability Studies.
He has close to two decades of experience working with grassroots disability associations
in the Global South as a researcher, advocate and project implementer.
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CAMBRIDGE DISABILITY LAW AND POLICY SERIES
Edited by Peter Blanck and Robin Paul Malloy

The Disability Law and Policy series examines these topics in interdisciplinary and
comparative terms. The books in the series reflect the diversity of definitions, causes, and
consequences of discrimination against persons with disabilities while illuminating
fundamental themes that unite countries in their pursuit of human rights laws and
policies to improve the social and economic status of persons with disabilities. The series
contains historical, contemporary, and comparative scholarship crucial to identifying
individual, organizational, cultural, attitudinal, and legal themes necessary for the
advancement of disability law and policy.

The book topics covered in the series also are reflective of the new moral and political
commitment by countries throughout the world toward equal opportunity for persons
with disabilities in such areas as employment, housing, transportation, rehabilitation, and
individual human rights. The series will thus play a significant role in informing policy
makers, researchers, and citizens of issues central to disability rights and disability
antidiscrimination policies. The series grounds the future of disability law and policy
as a vehicle for ensuring that those living with disabilities participate as equal citizens of
the world.

Books in the Series

Ruth Colker, When Is Separate Unequal? A Disability Perspective, 2009

Larry M. Logue and Peter Blanck, Race, Ethnicity, and Disability: Veterans and Benefits
in Post—Civil War America, 2010

Lisa Vanhala, Making Rights a Reality? Disability Rights Activists and Legal Mobilization,
2011

Eilionéir Flynn, From Rhetoric to Action: Implementing the UN Convention on the Rights
of Persons with Disabilities, 2011

Isabel Karpin and Kristin Savell, Perfecting Pregnancy: Law, Disability, and the Future of
Reproduction, 2012

Alicia Ouellette, Bioethics and Disability: Toward a Disability-Conscious Bioethics, 2013

Arie Rimmerman, Social Inclusion of People with Disabilities: National and International
Perspectives, 2013

Andrew Power, Janet E. Lord and Allison S. DeFranco, Active Citizenship and Disability:
Implementing the Personalisation of Support, 2013

Lisa Schur, Douglas Kruse and Peter Blanck, People with Disabilities: Sidelined or
Mainstreamed?, 2013

Eliza Varney, Disability and Information Technology: A Comparative Study in Media
Regulation, 2013

Jerome E. Bickenbach, Franziska Felder and Barbara Schmitz, Disability and the Good
Human Life, 2014

Robin Paul Malloy, Land Use Law and Disability: Planning and Zoning for Accessible
Communities, 2014
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Arie Rimmerman, Family Policy and Disability, 2015

Peter Blanck, eQuality: The Struggle for Web Accessibility by Persons with Cognitive
Disabilities, 2016

Anna Arstein-Kerslake, Restoring Voice to People with Cognitive Disabilities: Realizing
the Right to Equal Recognition Before the Law, 2017

Arie Rimmerman, Disability and Community Living Policies, 2017

Paul Harpur, Discrimination, Copyright and Equality: Opening the e-Book for the Print-
Disabled, 2017

Aisling de Paor, Genetics, Disability and the Law: Towards an EU Legal Framework, zo17

Piers Gooding, A New Era for Mental Health Law and Policy: Supported Decision-
Making and the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, 2017

Larry M. Logue and Peter Blanck, Heavy Laden: Union Veterans, Psychological Illness,
and Suicide, 2018

Karrie A. Shogren, Michael L. Wehmeyer, Jonathan Martinis and Peter Blanck, Supported
Decision-Making: Theory, Research, and Practice to Enhance Self-Determination and
Quality of Life, 2018

Gauthier de Beco, Janet E. Lord and Shivaun Quinlivan, The Right to Inclusive Education
in International Human Rights Law, 2019
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Civilizing Disability Society

THE CONVENTION ON THE RIGHTS OF PERSONS
WITH DISABILITIES SOCIALIZING
GRASSROOTS DISABLED PERSONS ORGANIZATIONS
IN NICARAGUA
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This book represents both an individual effort and a community product. I, as the
author, am individually responsible for all its flaws. For its positive aspects, however,
many others deserve far more credit than me. There is not a single page of this
manuscript that does not reflect the lived experiences of persons with disabilities in
Nicaragua. I only hope that I was able to represent accurately the stories, insights
and needs of persons with disabilities in the same manner in which they so honestly
shared them with me. I am also indebted to my colleagues at the University of
California, San Diego and University of Washington in Seattle. Their thoughts and
encouragement played a large part in both the inception and the completion of
this book.

The story behind the research for this book began more than seventeen years ago.
I first visited Nicaragua as a young project coordinator for a small international non-
governmental organization specializing in prosthetic rehabilitation. During that
time, I learned that the lives of persons with disabilities were far more complex than
any international organization or donor was willing to admit. My organization’s
activities were largely driven by international priorities. First, we focused on provid-
ing landmine-survivor assistance under the 1997 Convention on the Prohibition of
the Use, Stockpiling, Production and Transfer of Anti-Personnel Mines and Their
Destruction (aka Ottawa Landmine Treaty), and later we started to promote rights
under the 2006 Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities. In both cases,
our activities were developed in response to international funders, global best-
practice norms and the latest development “fad” (i.e. microcredit) rather than to
the persons with disabilities who we publicly held up as the center of our “commu-
nity based” and “participatory” mission. Luckily, however, I was able to use that job
to begin to meet, talk to and spend time with persons with disabilities “on the
ground” in Nicaragua. These local interlocutors generously shared their time with
me and were often willing to tell me things that I did not want to hear: that their new
artificial limb was useless without a job, that they would rather work in a factory than
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be given a microloan to start a small business, that their deepest need was for
companionship and community, that they could not care less about international
laws and treaties, and a myriad other things that departed from those that I and
others claimed was what they needed and wanted.

I no longer work for an international non-governmental organization, but I see
the story around the world as continuing to be much the same. Today, a full decade
after the Disability Convention, international organizations are increasingly pulling
local DPOs into their work. But, as much as this may sound like a good thing, it is
putting these grassroots groups into the same position in which I found myself so
many years ago: leaders of local DPOs are often pressured to respond more to
international funders, best-practice norms and new fads than to the persons with
disabilities whom they were chosen to lead. In “Segovia”, the pseudonym for my
field site in Nicaragua, however, I was invited into the lives of these DPOs, where
both their leaders and regular members shared with me their private gripes, life
stories and time by inviting me to participate in their meetings, come into their
homes and be a part of the larger community. I appreciate this openness and
hospitality, not only because it made my field work possible, but because it put
these DPOs at great risk. As a white, educated, non-disabled and internationally
connected North American, I was extremely grateful that the persons with disabil-
ities I spoke to were willing to critique international ideas and practices that
emanated from people very similar to myself. They had every right to be suspicious
of me, a so-called international expert getting a fancy degree coming from the
Global North. I am grateful and undeserving of their incredible honesty with me.

[ also want to thank my dissertation committee at the University of California, San
Diego (UCSD) and my new colleagues as faculty at the University of Washington in
Seattle. Professor Amy Binder and Professor Gershon Shafir, my dissertation com-
mittee Chair and Co-chair, guided me through my dissertation with wisdom and,
I believe, love (if not for me, at least for sociology). They also encouraged me to turn
my dissertation into a book, which it now is, as proven by the fact that [ am writing
this page. I would also like to acknowledge Professor Kwai Ng for reminding me why
I chose to pursue a PhD in sociology (i.e. for people, not for publications), Professor
Nancy Postero for her questions about my approach to human rights and Professor
Richard Feinberg for his interest in Nicaragua. I also want to thank my many friends
at UCSD, who made my time there grinding away on a dissertation to be not only
tolerable, but actually fun.

The University of California and several other academic institutions also helped
make it financially possible for me to do my research in Nicaragua. UCSD provided
me a Research Travel Grant from the Institute for International, Comparative, and
Area Studies; a Tinker Pre-Dissertation Research Travel Grant from the Center for
Iberian and Latin American Studies; and a Dissertation Completion Grant from the
Department of Sociology. In addition to UCSD, the University of California,
Berkeley School of Law provided me with a Human Rights Fellowship, and the
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George Washington University Center for International Business Education and
Research gave me a Summer Doctoral Institute in Institutions and Development
Fellowship.

In addition, they gave me a new academic home as a jointly appointed Assistant
Professor to the Law, Societies & Justice Department; Jackson School of Inter-
national Studies; and Disability Studies Program (yes, I have to go to three different
faculty meetings). Within these units, I received important feedback on early drafts
of material through the Comparative Law & Social Studies (CLASS) Workshare,
the Center for Latin American and Caribbean Studies Dangerous Subjects Work-
shop, and the Jackson School for International Studies Faculty Research Group
Presentation. I also want to thank the University of Washington for taking a chance
on me. They have no idea how lucky I feel to be at a place surrounded by people
so much more intelligent, accomplished, and hardworking than me, yet they
(somewhat unwisely) trust that I know what I am doing and continually encourage
me to grow as a teacher, researcher and advocate.
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