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The Harriet Tubman Collective is a group of Black Deaf and Disabled activists. Since its founding in the sum-
mer of 2016, we have fought against ableism, audism, and the other oppressive factors that affect the Black
Deaf and Disabled communities. The Harriet Tubman Collective submits that any struggle against White
supremacy must also address all of its interrelated flaws—including ableism and audism.

Abstract

On 07 September 2016, the Harriet Tubman Collective
released its response to the “Vision for Black Lives” pol-
icy platform. The response, “Disability Solidarity: Com-
pleting the Vision for Black Lives,” addresses the erasure
of Deaf/Disabled people from The Movement for Black
Lives’s original platform.

Comprising no less than 20 percent of the US
population, people with disabilities are the largest
“minority” group in the nation.! And yet, in August
2016, the Movement for Black Lives released a ground-
breaking policy platform outlining the vision for a just
world for “all black people” that did not once mention

the unspeakable violence and Black death found at the
intersection of disability, ableism, audism, and anti-Black
racism.?

The six-point platform, which was supported or en-
dorsed by more than fifty organizations from across the
country, stated, in part:

“We believe in elevating the experiences and lead-
ership of the most marginalized Black people.. ..
We are intentional about amplifying the particular
experience of state and gendered violence that Black
queer, trans, gender nonconforming, women and in-
tersex people face. There can be no liberation for all
Black people if we do not center and fight for those
who have been marginalized. It is our hope that by
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working together to create and amplify a shared
agenda, we can continue to move towards a world in
which the full humanity and dignity of all people is
recognized.”?

Ableist social norms often criminalize the manifestations
of disabilities such as schizophrenia, autism, opposition-
al-defiant disorders, and developmental and intellectual
disabilities. Black people with these and other disabilities

'That a movement whose primary focus
is ending police brutality ignored

the violence experienced by Black
Disabled and Deaf people is problematic
considering that half of those killed by
police have disabilities.

The platform goes on to propose many crucial changes
to the ways in which the government and social institu-
tions service Black communities, providing a framework
to combat systematic oppression of Black people in the
United States and abroad.

However, many were left wondering why disability,
ableism, and audism were omitted from this platform.
Ableism and audism are present in every institution
named by the Movement as a perpetrator of violence
against Black bodies and communities. That a movement
whose primary focus is ending police brutality ignored
the violence experienced by Black Disabled and Deaf
people is problematic considering that half of those
killed by police have disabilities.*

People with disabilities have adverse social outcomes
across many dimensions. They are twice as likely to live
in poverty,” which is both a cause and consequence of
disability. Children with disabilities enter the juvenile
legal system at five to six times the rate of youth who do
not have disabilities.® Sixty-five percent of boys and 75
percent of girls in juvenile detention live with at least
one mental illness,” and up to 85 percent of children in
juvenile detention have at least one disability.® Fifty-five
percent of male state prisoners and 73 percent of female
state prisoners have a mental health condition, with just
one in three state prisoners and one in three jail inmates

receiving treatment for their illnesses since being admit-
ted.’

are particularly vulnerable to unjust encounters with
school officials, police officers, and the criminal legal
system.'’

Unfortunately, the marginalization of the Deaf and
Disabled is not limited to discriminatory social systems.
Many Black Disabled/Deaf leaders perceive problems of
ableism and audism in the Movement for Black Lives.

At least one person whom the Movement identified as
disabled was involved in drafting its policy platform.
However, the Movement did not engage with self-iden-
tified Black Disabled/Deaf advocates in the drafting
process, overlooking the disparities and specific violence
and oppression that exist at the intersection of Blackness
and disability/deafness.

The erasure of the Black Disabled/Deaf experience was
apparent within critical foci of the Platform, including
ending the war on Black people, reparations, invest-di-
vest, economic justice, community control, and political
power. Additionally, the Platform employed the term
“differently abled,” which is considered offensive within
disability communities.'' The phrase “differently abled”
suggests that we are the locus of our disability when we
are, in fact, disabled by social and institutional barriers.
Use of this term reifies the marginalization that Black
Disabled/Deaf people face within our own communities
and oppressive state institutions.
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Black communities must not overlook the plight of Black
Disabled and Black Deaf communities in their pursuit of
racial justice. The Movement’s work is wholly incomplete
without an emphasis on disability. True liberation of all
Black people cannot be achieved without the intentional
centering of Black Disabled/Deaf narratives and leader-
ship. No successful movement has existed without our
leadership, and no movement will be successful without
us.

Any movement that seeks to end police violence should
work to undo racism and ableism and audism, which
make Black Disabled/Deaf people prime targets for
police violence. Darnell T. Wicker, a Black Deaf veteran,
was killed by police officers in Louisville, Kentucky, on
08 August 2016."> Body camera footage shows officers
shooting him multiple times seconds after issuing verbal
orders. However, Wicker relied on speech reading to
communicate. His family asserts that he likely never
heard nor comprehended the officers.'?

The circumstances of his death suggest that Darnell
Wicker’s deafness and Blackness were both relevant to
the officer’s perceptions of threat and use of force. Yet
despite concerns about the influence of racial bias in his
death, little mention was made of his deafness during
actions taken in his name.™ This intersectional approach
is lacking among national organizations, networks, and
coalitions that claim to fight for racial justice, disability
rights, and deaf rights. The absence of intersectionality
leads to yet more Black, Deaf, and Disabled deaths in
interactions with police.

The Harriet Tubman Collective submits that any strug-
gle against White supremacy must be an intersectional
struggle against all systems of discrimination—including
ableism and audism.

Organizations that label themselves “intersectional”
must genuinely pursue disability justice. It is disingenu-
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ous and irresponsible to claim to seek justice for those
who have died at the hands of police without naming
victims’ disabilities or advancing disability issues. We
demand a centering of the Black Disabled/Deaf and all
of those names that the Movement uplifts while erasing
and dishonoring part of their humanity:

Tanisha Anderson
Sandra Bland
Miriam Carey
Michelle Cusseaux
Ezell Ford
Shereese Francis
Eric Garner
Milton Hall
Korryn Gaines
Freddie Gray
Quintonio LeGrier
Kyam Livingston
Symone Marshall
Laquan McDonald
Natasha McKenna
Stephon Watts
Darnell Wicker
Mario Woods

And countless other Black Disabled/Deaf victims of po-
lice brutality.

We call for an end of the
stigmatization of Black
Disabled and Black Deaf
people by those who claim to
fight for us.

We will not be martyrs for a movement that denies our
humanity. We demand that “social justice” coalitions,
networks, and organizations end the violent erasure

of disability from these and all other narratives of the
victims of police violence and murder. We call for an end
of the stigmatization of Black Disabled and Black Deaf
people by those who claim to fight for us.



We are not an afterthought.

We are here.

We are fighting for all of our lives.

We are Black. We are Disabled. We are Deaf.
We are Black.

Our Black Disabled Lives Matter.

Our Black Deaf Lives Matter.

Endnotes can be found online at http://hjaap.org/.
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