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Interview with Professor Elizabeth Barnes 
The University of Virginia 

Interviewed by Michael Chilton 

What do you enjoy most about Philosophy as a discipline?  

I enjoy the focus on clarity and rational argument. Given the state of the world right now, 

especially the strange ‘post-truth’ political landscape we Americans find ourselves in, I value 

those aspects of my discipline more than ever.  

What led you to specialise in Feminism and Social Philosophy? 

I became interested in social philosophy primarily because I’m interested in the philosophy of 

disability, and I’m interested in the philosophy of disability because I’m disabled. Philosophy of 

disability has traditionally been approached through the lens of bioethics, but I’ve always been 

more interested in the social and political aspects of disability. And it was primarily through 

thinking about disability that I became interested in feminist philosophy. Feminist philosophy 

is deeply concerned with social categories, oppression, inequality, and power, and all of that 

was very helpful to me as I was thinking about disability. It was also very helpful, in thinking 

about the ways in which the disabled body is currently pathologized as ‘broken’ or ‘defective’, 

to think about the ways in which the female body has historically been pathologized in similar 

ways.  

What's different about looking at social issues from a Philosophical point of view and 

what new perspective does it offer?  

I think that philosophy can bring a distinctive set of methodologies and analytic tools to the 

discussion of social issues. When you look at the work of someone like Sally Haslanger, 

obviously the issues she’s talking about aren’t unique to philosophy, but she approaches them 

with a distinctively philosophical focus on definition and argument, and so she’s able to bring 

something very helpful to the conversation. For example, she starts with a common concept 

like ‘social construction’, and shows how there are many different things we could mean by 

this, and many different things that follow from saying that something is ‘socially constructed’ 

depending on which of these disambiguations we mean. And that type of careful argumentation 

is especially useful for pushing back against widespread criticisms of the idea of social 

construction, such as the one defended by Ian Hacking.  

Your new book, The Minority Body, explores the issue of disability and how we as a 

society interact with it. You claim that being disabled is a social phenomenon and not 

about having a defective body, but rather a minority body. Can you explain what you 

mean by this?  

I think it’s very common to think of physical disability in medical or naturalistic terms. There 

are ‘normal’ bodies, and then there are ones that are in some important sense defective or 

broken (‘departures from normal function’, as some philosophers would say), and these are 

the disabled bodies. And one of the things that I argue in my book is that this isn’t an adequate 

way of characterizing disability. On the other hand, it’s been very common within the 

humanities and social sciences to understand physical disability in terms of a family of views 
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labeled ‘the Social Model’ of disability, which say, roughly, that disability isn’t a property of 

bodies at all, but is rather the social disadvantage caused by the fact that it’s harder to live with 

some kinds of bodies (bodies with ‘impairments’) because we’ve organized our society in a 

way that’s inhospitable to those kinds of bodies. On these kinds of views, disability just is the 

social disadvantage caused by ableism. And I argue against this type of view as well, because I 

think it presents an overly disembodied theory of physical disability. I argue that we can think 

that disability is a property of bodies, but a socially constructed one. On my view, having a 

physical disability is a matter of having a physical feature that has a specific type of social 

significance.  

In a nutshell, I argue that having such features doesn’t by itself make you worse off, even if it 

does make you unusual or statistically atypical in some significant way, and even if it does make 

you life harder given the way the world is set up (i.e., in a way that’s not that hospitable to 

disabled people.) 

How do you think we can solve the problem of disability if it is a social phenomenon?  

Well, I’m not exactly sure what you mean by ‘the problem of disability’. I don’t think it’s obviously 

a problem that we have the type of bodily diversity that includes the types of bodies which, in 

our current circumstances, are socially marked as disabled. But I do think it’s a problem that 

our society is set up in a way that makes a lot of things inaccessible for people with those type 

of bodies, and I think it’s a problem that we stigmatize certain bodies as ‘broken’. I think a major 

part of achieving justice for disabled people is addressing these problems.  

6) What book/film have you really enjoyed that has an interesting philosophical theme 

recently?  

I really enjoyed a book called The Nuns of Sant’Ambrogio by Hubert Wolf. It’s a very strange, 

incredibly well-told story about a scandal at an Italian convent in the 1850s. But it’s also an 

exploration of the history of female mysticism and its links both to eroticism and to social 

power. It’s incredibly fascinating if you’re interested in the way that social control shapes social 

knowledge. It’s also the story of an 1850s philosophy sex scandal, so it’s nice to know that those 

aren’t a recent invention.


