CHAPTER 2

Understanding Disability in Theory,
Justice, and Planning

Abstract The experience of people with disabilities living in different
countries varies significantly from place to place. Why do some countries
excel in ensuring rights for people with disabilities, while others struggle?
The answers are linked not only to laws, governance, and accountability
but also to salience and the participation of people with disabilities in the
issues that most affect them. Successful outcomes for disability-related
policies have been inspired by the influential work of authors including
Peter Evans, Amartya Sen, Sophie Mitra, and Kay Nagata. This chapter
first explores dominant paradigms in social justice and development in
planning theory and examines the conceptual pitfalls and failures to
address disability-related justice. It then expands on theories proposed by
Evans, Sen, Mitra, and Nagata to elaborate on the urban-focused Capability
Model of Disability (CMD). The integrative CMD framework effectively
addresses a range of nuanced challenges found when cities work to implement inclusive urban policies and programs. The concept of salience is also
explored as a novel, more inclusive, and culturally relative development-
based framework.
Keywords Salience • Disability justice • Planning theory
• Development theory • Social justice • Disability studies
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Introduction
From a young age I was surrounded by questions of development and
underdevelopment, of capabilities and disabilities. Growing up and visiting
family in places such as Caracas, Belgrade, Geneva, and Kuwait, it became
clear to me that my experience of living with a disability was radically different as I moved with or visited family from place to place. In these new
lands I recall wondering, “Are there other persons with disabilities here like
me? What are their experiences, hopes, and dreams? What do they do and
what can they become?” By the time I started my undergraduate degree at
the University of California Berkeley, I had a powerful realization; my environment shaped what I could do to a far greater extent than my particular
impairment. As an adult, I began asking questions about laws, governance,
and accountability. Why did some countries excel at providing quality services, while others struggled?
These are fundamentally questions of spatial and social justice and development, and this chapter critically explores these core concepts as well as
theories surrounding equity, access, and urban development. I do so by
first exploring the ways that the dominant approaches to social justice and
development are understood in planning theory and how unjust approaches
to planning have negatively impacted the lived experience of persons with
disabilities. Second, I explore and expand on the participatory institutions
of Peter Evans, the Capability Approach (CA) of Amartya Sen, and the
Human Rights Model of Kozue Kay Nagata to illuminate how their work
contributes to a disability-inclusive development framework. This framework is then explored in more detail in Chap. 3. With this background, we
begin to see the most common pitfalls in conceptualizing, formulating, and
effectively implementing disability-responsive development policies. Again,
these are policies that are aimed not just for some but for everyone.
Spatial and Social Justice Theories
Progressive ideas of justice have emerged over the past 40 years to challenge new forms of exclusion,1 to provide metrics for assessing fairness,
and to empower marginalized groups in asymmetric power relationships.
1
Over the past few decades, persons with disabilities benefited from medical advances,
political liberalization, and information and communication technologies. Calls for justice
have emerged in virtually every country, and disability rights advocates and disability studies
scholars are sharing their voices in global debates.
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Research by Crocker and Robeyns (2010), Fleurbaey and Maniquet
(1999), Harvey (1978), Lefebvre (1991, 1974), Mitra (2018a, b), and
Vizard (2006), among others, inform my understanding of human
development, economics, geography, and applied disability studies. The
term “spatial justice” is used to link together social justice and the organization and utilization of physical space, most notably in the works of
geographers David Harvey and Edward W. Soja. The organization of
space is a crucial dimension of human society, reflecting social facts and
influencing social relations (Henri Lefebvre 1968, 1972). Theorists like
Rawls, Young, Sen, Soja, Harvey, Dikec, and others challenge dominant
notions of justice, expanding our understanding into new realms. Their
findings are of vital importance to persons with disabilities, an omnipresent but invisible sub-segment of every society or social group. However,
few researchers have extended theories of justice to explore the conditions and experiences of persons with disabilities.2 The following section
highlights these theoretical gaps, noting that in the struggle to assert
and redefine identity and social control, we must also assess the justice of
contemporary systems toward developing an inclusive approach to effective disability rights policies.
The capacity and capability of the so-called weak to exercise their rights,
agency, and personhood still stands as a key litmus test in the definition of
and struggle for justice. New structures of governance promoted by contemporary development theorists also include the role of justice in balancing communal decision-making processes and debates. According to Sen
(1999) and Evans (2002), such deliberations can calibrate new socially just
values and usher in new approaches to public policy. In exploring the merits
of what Robeyns (2008) calls a “capability approach to justice,” contemporary development and planning scholars may find innovative approaches to
tackling long-lasting problems. The Capability Approach to justice explores
the distribution of justice as a fundamental, participatory, and deliberative
process wherein social values are developed and implemented by the people
most affected. It is inclusive in both process and outcome and as such offers
a path toward a theory of social justice that includes persons with disabilities.
2
Notable exceptions are Young, I. M. (1990). Justice and the politics of difference.
Princeton, NJ, Princeton University Press. Also Martha Nussbaum, M. C. (2006). Frontiers
of justice: disability, nationality, species membership. Cambridge, Mass., The Belknap Press of
Harvard University Press. Other disability studies scholars such as Shakespeare, T. (1998).
The disability reader: social science perspectives. London; New York, Cassell, and Davis, L. J.
(2006). The disability studies reader. New York, Routledge, have addressed the issue of justice from a disability perspective and have applied philosophy to some degree.
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Contemporary Social and Moral Values
In Social Justice and the City, David Harvey’s (1973) questions of social
justice are initially approached as if social and/or moral philosophy are
distinct fields from which absolute principles can be derived.3 These ethical principles, once established, can then be used to evaluate events and
activities in our contemporary world. Contemporary cities exist in a nexus
where economic, technological, and social transformations simultaneously
strengthen and erode equality and liberty. Cities are increasingly polarized; larger amounts of wealth, power, and privilege are increasingly being
concentrated into the hands of a few, and the gap between the rich and
poor keeps widening. Within this contemporary context, it becomes vital
to reassess our priorities. What are the dominant contemporary social and
moral values? What is the context from which planners and policymakers
can make decisions effectively? How can such theories of social justice find
practical approaches in policy design, planning, and implementation?
Theories of justice evolve and contemporary approaches incorporate
the reality of the theorist’s time and place. Over the course of the past two
decades, social justice theorists have proposed responses to the economic
processes and transformations that were stimulated by competing and
complementary forces of neoliberalism and globalization. For many theorists, these two forces are responsible for altering social relations and, in
many instances, further marginalizing vulnerable groups. In virtually all
parts of the world, persons with disabilities have a long history of neglect
and oppression. They have been targets of some of history’s most gross
human rights violations. A new global movement culminating in the
development of a comprehensive international human rights treaty articulates a set of principles that would protect, promote, and ensure the basic
dignities and freedoms of persons with disabilities. In what contemporary
development and planning theorists have called a post-industrial globalized era, a new set of economic metrics and values trump tribal, communitarian, and/or other traditional social norms. Persons with disabilities
are but one minority group that has been impacted by contemporary economic, social, and political transformations.
3
Social philosophy is generally used to refer to philosophy written about societal events
and tends to be the writings of classics in literature such as Emerson, Thoreau, Jung, and
Schopenhauer. In contrast, moral philosophy is the study of ethics/morality and is thus a
separate field from social philosophy. Harvey lumps the two together to more effectively
elaborate this social-spatial theory of justice.
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Social identities, inequalities, and exclusions are themes that have defined
the early part of the twenty-first century. Progressive theorists of justice
have sought to illuminate how the phenomenon of exclusion on the basis
of gender, race, ethnicity, sexual orientation, or disability leads to injustice.
These same theorists, however, have not clearly defined how the phenomenon of inclusion functions or can be sustained.
Contemporary Approaches to Social Justice
There exists no generally accepted concept or definition of justice, and
descriptions of justice are often contradictory. The subject of justice is
one of conflict and contest. Miller (1999) states that when talking about
justice, we are talking about “how the good and bad things in life should
be distributed among the members of a human society.” Capability theorists Pierik and Robeyns (2007) suggest Miller’s description of social
justice is a viable definition on account of its simplicity and that such a
simple definition could attract broader support. For example, a policy is
described as unjust, Miller argues, when we claim that a person “enjoys
fewer advantages than that person or group of persons ought to enjoy
(or bears more of the burdens than they ought to bear), given how other
members of the society in question are faring” (Miller 1999). Robeyns
(2008) argues that theorists of justice primarily focus on the justice of
social arrangements and institutions and that justice is often regarded as
a matter of ethics rather than of political philosophy. However, Iris
Young and other political philosophers disagree (Robeyns 2008), and
instead suggest that the very definition of oppression centers on injustices that a group of people suffer from as a means to further empower
their oppressor(s).
It is important to note that two dominant traditions exist in social justice
literature. The terms “social justice” and “distributive justice” are generally
used interchangeably. Harvey and others often use the term “justice” to
cover both, but as Robeyns (2008) notes, this can be misleading, since
there are debates related to justice that fall outside the scope of social justice. Retributive justice, spatial justice, and other work on procedural justice developed by Iris Marion Young (1990) fall outside this scope and
hold promise for new and innovative (non-Marxist) notions of justice to
address the challenges of inequality and social oppression.
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Rawls’ Versus Young’s Theory of Justice
Rawls’ theory of justice stems from the egalitarian and social contract tradition. It investigates the basic structure of a just society. Rawls (1971)
defines justice as “providing in the first instance a standard whereby the
distributive aspects of the basic structure of society are to be assessed.”
According to Rawls (1971, 1999), each person is to have an equal right to
the most extensive system of equal basic liberties compatible with a similar
system of liberty for all. Robeyns (2008) suggests that for Rawls, the basic
structure of society is a combination of political and social institutions, a
cooperative system that allows assignment of basic rights and duties that in
turn regulate advantages from this same system. Within this framework, an
examination of the basic societal structure allows us to accommodate
issues of equality and freedom. Social structures, including laws, may constrain our choices and categorize our functions within a limited framework
of mutual advantage.
Rawls believes that social and economic inequalities are to be arranged
in a way that benefits the least advantaged members of society. Termed the
“difference principle,” this arrangement is supposed to apply to a set of
basic liberties and social primary goods. Rawls (1999) outlines a set of
social primary goods that are necessary to enjoy these liberties, which
include (1) basic rights and liberties, (2) freedom of movement and choice
of occupation, (3) powers and prerogatives of offices and positions of
authority and responsibility, (4) income and wealth, and (5) the social
bases of self-respect (ibid. 386). Ultimately, the distribution of these basic
liberties and social primary goods has been unfair to persons with disabilities. Rawls relies on social primary goods as the main metric for interpersonal comparisons for the purpose of justice.
However, theorists like Young (1990) challenge the reliance on social
primary goods as a metric. Young argues that structural oppression is the
fundamental source of injustice, and she is one of the few theorists who
mention people with disabilities as a class who frequently endure both
injustice and oppression. She suggests that we can learn much about social
justice by exploring structural inequality, normalization, and stigmatization. She argues that the historical and contemporary experience of disability is paradigmatic of structural injustice. According to Young, agents,
whether individual or collective, have the right to sole authority over their
actions only if the actions and their consequences (1) do not harm others,
(2) do not inhibit the ability of individuals to develop and exercise their
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capacities within the limits of mutual respect and cooperation, and (3) do
not determine the conditions under which other agents are compelled to
act. These three points help us assess the physical and social burdens that
limit the choice, voice, and agency of persons with disabilities.
Young expands the meaning of social justice from the morally proper
distribution of benefits and burdens in society to the means of living,
being, and doing. This helps to couch the forms of social oppression into
relative forms of social organizations or social processes. Justice becomes
procedural as well as redistributive. Young suggests that institutional
oppression, often the result of procedures and practices that perpetuate
inequality, can bring about injustice. An examination of the means and
outcomes of oppressive or unjust practices is thus necessary to create a
framework for internal and external analysis, as such procedures create
processes that perpetuate norms and marginalize difference. Understanding
the nature of these institutional processes is key to addressing disability
and the many forms of social exclusion.
Sen, Rawls, and Young on Justice
One problem with contemporary theories of justice is that they are often
based on “strong assumptions” that may introduce bias or exclude certain
groups of people from the theory. For example, it has been argued that
Rawls’ theory is unable to account for our duties of justice toward the
severely disabled (Sen 1980; Kittay 1999; Nussbaum 2006; Kittay and
Carlson 2010). Critics have challenged the notion of constituting personhood and the inability to extend justice and rights to those who cannot
care for themselves or whose cognitive capacities limit their ability to make
conscious decisions and be in active control of their life. Amartya Sen, in
his 1979 Tanner Lecture, formulated the first critique against Rawls in this
area. Sen claimed that neither justice as fairness nor the difference principle
would give any redistribution to a disabled person on the grounds of one’s
disability.
Rawls turned to the social contract tradition, where justice is understood as the outcome of mutual advantage—that rules of justice are more
beneficial for everyone than if each individual were to pursue her own
advantage on her own. However, this presents several problematic areas
for people living with disabilities and highlights the importance of the
interaction between the individual and their environment. A functional
limitation for Rawls is a fundamental property of the individual, a failure

30

V. S. PINEDA

that was not addressed by his theory of justice. Egalitarian theories of justice are similarly unable to account for socio-cultural oppression or discrimination. They fail to offer possible improvements or actions that take
us to a less oppressive and more just society (Sen 2006; Pierik and
Robeyns 2007).
In direct contrast, Young positions functional limitations as a procedural failure of justice, one that inadequately incorporates bodily differences. Young then offers a framework from which to operationalize
resistance against five faces of oppression: exploitation, marginalization,
powerlessness, cultural imperialism, and violence (Young 1990). These
five faces of oppression help set the framework for political actions and
policy-based research.
Capabilities, Human Rights, and the
Lived Experience of Disability
Applying contemporary theories of justice to dynamic and interdependent
urban systems poses a myriad of complications. Urban infrastructure and
mobility concerns are brought to the forefront as the privatization of public space and the creation of closed networks reorganize value creation and
benefit distribution to those whose connections matter. Reforming or
regulating the volatility of competitive free markets does not solve the
inherent dimension of perpetuating inequality that is built into the market
system.4 Such inequalities and forms of exclusion and oppression can be
conceived under the framework of Amartya Sen as “capability deprivation.” What types of approaches could mitigate capability deprivation?
What types of arrangements could increase the capacity of local communities and governments to identify and redress capability deprivations? How
are capability deprivations linked to human rights and how are these linked
to the lived experience of persons with disabilities? In relationship to Sen’s
groundbreaking work, development scholars such as Evans, Mitra, and
Nagata offer some answers.
4
Contemporary interconnected networks of social, political, and economic actors perpetuate the paradoxical and simultaneous inclusion and exclusion of powerless, weak, or marginalized people. The dominance of information and communication technologies can
perpetuate a surgical accumulation of power and wealth. Technological dimensions of social
exclusion further social injustice and inequality at an ever-increasing rate. Trade-offs between
different values, power imbalances among different social groups, and interests of individuals
and groups may conflict.
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The Capability Approach to Justice and Freedom
Sen’s (2000) basic proposition is that we should evaluate development in
terms of “the expansion of the capabilities of people to lead the kind of lives
they value—and have reason to value.” The expansion of people’s capabilities depends upon both the elimination of oppression and the distribution
of some of the basic tenets of development: the provision of basic education,
healthcare, and social safety nets.5 The Capability Approach as described
by Sen offers no concrete steps or list of capabilities that could guide policymakers to assess if progress can be made. It was meant to help inform
a new theory of justice that can go beyond debates of resource distribution and approach functional capability (Fleurbaey 2002, 2006). Fleurbaey
(2006) suggests expanding and redefining capabilities into refined functioning, which could allow for more measurable indicators to be developed in
order to gauge effective social inclusion, active participation, and sustainable change.
Functioning is considered to be the actual achievement of the individual (being and doing). Sen’s Capability Approach reveals the limitations of
an overemphasis on income and wealth when people’s capabilities (i.e.,
opportunities) and functionings (i.e., activities) are unattended. Sen’s
Capability Approach places an emphasis on sets and bundles of functionings from which a person is able to freely choose between various alternatives at their disposal. Mitra (2006) expands Sen’s Capability Approach to
touch on the various ways in which disability can be defined conceptually.
The CA highlights two nuances related to issues in disability: deprivation
of capabilities and deprivation of functionings. These two concepts run
parallel to our basic freedoms and basic functionings that, respectively,
seek to address these types of deprivations.
Mitra (2006) additionally underscores the importance of the evaluative
dimensions of disability. She notes Sen’s reluctance to propose a list of
capabilities and functionings to assess poverty and disability-related issues.
5
According to capability scholars, however, Sen never contemplated writing a capability
theory of justice. Instead, he simply intended to inform future justice theorists of the link
between human capacity (i.e., capabilities) and human functioning, and how the deprivations
of human functioning can lead to “unfreedoms.” For Sen, “unfreedoms” are states of capability deprivation where basic functionings and doings are denied. Unfreedoms for Sen are
social deprivations that limit human functioning. Sen takes a relative, not absolute, approach
to human functioning. This is important to understanding new models of disability that may
inform new theories of justice.
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This open-ended question of assessment is thus left to stakeholders to
define. So, although people with impairments and disability ought to be
involved in selection of criterion of assessment in a participatory fashion,
their role remains unclear. She also questions the role of policy in addressing issues in capabilities or functionings, though concludes that needs and
points of focus are value-based and vary according to those who are able
to define these needs and focuses. These questions and concerns are
addressed by the Capability Model of Disability (CMD) (see Chap. 3).
Mitra (2018a) elaborates on the CA as a framework for evaluation of
disability and civil rights. She argues for a CA-based conceptualization and
operationalization for data collection to advance analysis and insight on
issues facing people with disabilities. Her two-layered disability data collection system involves data on deprivations with respect to differential
outcomes and opportunities relative to able-bodied people, as well as a
stepwise measure of disability (motivated by the CA). The first data layer
is used to create comparative assessments of the lives of people with disabilities as a baseline for policy. The second consists of data collection
specific to disability (such as emphasis on potential disability and deprivations). However, Mitra does not expand on these indicators of deprivation. Instead they are to be defined and informed by the lived experiences
of people with disabilities to identify issues and increase their participatory
capacities. This allows for more effective disability-related policy.
Trani et al. (2011) analyze how the CA informs gaps in disability-related
research, especially with respect to data collection, policy implementation,
and assessment. The authors propose a new measure of both functionings
and capabilities by analyzing the gap between the two. They consider the
CA’s insight on conversion factors such as the ability to internally and
externally convert endowments, income, and other social resources into
tangible functionings and personal aspirations. Given these new insights
elucidated by the CA, data collection and analysis of policy must accommodate nuances with respect to disability. The authors claim that “data
collection has to be based on the CA framework from the outset and needs
to include values and requirements expressed by community members.” In
addition, the operationalization of the CA “requires other information,
along with identification of resources and constraints, the measurement of
the level of availability of commodities, as well as of achieved functionings:
measurement of valued capabilities, agency and choice of individuals and
communities.” Notably, the authors hint at the improvement of measurement of disability and its relevance for policy, but whose stakeholders’
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agency (i.e., people with disabilities) has yet to be acknowledged by those
in power. This phenomenon is called negation, in which people with disabilities have little to no choice with respect to outcomes that they choose
to desire in social life. Thus, these sources provide excellent insight into
how a disability-responsive development framework would look. The analysis of these scholars is thus limited by a lack of discussion on the barriers
to political participation and effective implementation.
Laws codify human rights principles and thus expand the processes by
which capabilities are distributed. This legal aspect is important because
human rights inform processes of ethical recognition that shape public policy. These processes further impact expectations and choices toward public
action (Vizard et al. 2011; 10). Vizard et al. (2011) draw on Sengupta’s
Right to Development model to address application to the expansion of
substantive freedoms via internationally recognized human rights standards,
but nonetheless fail to address the specific method for evaluation. The lack
of specificity on how these standards will be reached and who will pay for
them is endemic in the global discussion on human rights.
Díaz Ruiz et al. (2015) propose an integration of the CA to assessment
of public policies and individual choice. Their study investigates a specific
Chilean disability-related policy and its failure to address important constructs identified by Sen that concern people with disabilities. They find
that the failure lies in a misalignment with domestic and international laws
as well as a lack of connection with concepts such as agency and freedom.
The authors also provide an excellent basis for the definitions contained
within the CA and its importance for disability policy. The authors maintain that the Capability Approach
takes into account the choices available to an individual. It emphasizes not
only what a person is or does, their “functionings,” but also the range of
capabilities which they can choose from, that is the “set of capabilities” that
a person can freely act upon. This perspective captures a person’s relationship with their surrounding environment, as well as the available societal
opportunities. Due to its comprehensiveness, the CA is believed to complement and exceed other disability models (Trani et al. 2009), which made it
crucial to this analysis. (5)

In addition, they draw on Sen’s conceptual apparatus of “advantage,”
which consists of the following: achievement of well-being, achievement
of agency (being and doing), freedom of well-being (achievement), and
agency of freedom (real opportunities). The authors conclude that in
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order to address issues and barriers to the agency of people with disabilities, “the policy requires redesign, scheduled implementation, and furthermore, the political will to position this issue on the policy agenda and
advance it in the realm of social protection” (17). One of the telling questions that remain is—how are these rights to be evaluated?
In the following sections I address these shortcomings and develop a
nuanced view toward the division of individual, social, and collective
responsibility. These approaches require new theoretical and governance
frameworks. The right reforms foster new debates and establish procedures that ensure no one is left behind.
Development Through Participation
Public participation unlocks new capabilities in individuals and in groups,
and helps otherwise marginalized individuals address their respective
deprivations by influencing the processes of governance and resource distribution. As such, corrective measures that increase social opportunities
of education and healthcare can complement individual opportunities of
economic and political participation (Sen 1999). Sen states, “If the point
of departure of the approach lies in the identification of freedom as the
main object of development, the reach of the policy analysis lies in establishing the empirical linkages that make the viewpoint of freedom coherent and cogent as the guiding perspective of the process of development”
(Sen 2000, xii). As such, a woman with disability’s social position is not
inherently influenced by her impairment, but rather by her economic
opportunities, political liberties, social powers, and the enabling conditions of good health, basic education, and the encouragement and cultivation of her initiatives.
Evans argues that local knowledge and local deliberations are the core
of development and the engine of institutional change. He stresses that
the wholesale importing of public policy produces dependency by diminishing the capacity of that society to exercise social choice and “build
better institutions” (Evans 2004, 36).6 Evans posits that a state’s cycle of
dependency can be broken by investing in the participatory capabilities of
6
Evans also states that international organizations, local policymakers, and private consultants combine to “enforce the presumption that the most advanced countries have already
discovered the one best institutional blueprint for development and that its applicability
transcends national cultures and circumstances. They do this with increasing aggressiveness
across a range of institutions” (2004, 32).
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marginalized groups. Thus, instead of fully relying on foreign experts to
solve domestic problems, a state could invest in developing culturally
responsive participatory institutions. Such institutions would elicit and
aggregate local knowledge and, in doing so, build the basic capabilities
necessary to innovate and realize sustainable solutions (Rodrik 2000;
Evans 2004, 36; Pineda 2010).
Deliberative Development
In this book, urban development is understood as being inclusive if it
includes a diverse set of stakeholders in an open process of decision-
making. Open decision-making is a fundamental aspect of access, equity,
and inclusion. Public sector institutions in Dubai and in most of the world
develop plans for public deliberation and exchange of ideas. Amartya Sen
sees participation in public deliberations as offering the only way to adequately define desirable developmental goals. As he explains, “Processes of
participation have to be understood as constitutive parts of the ends of
development in themselves…An open and public search for agreement or
a consensus can be extremely messy and many technocrats are sufficiently
disgusted by its messiness to pine for some wonderful formula that would
simply give us ready-made weights that are just right” (1999, 291).
However, Sen remains firm in his belief that technocratic shortcuts must
be rejected because consensus draws from valuation and judgment, which
cannot be fully automated by technology.
In his paper Development as Institutional Change: The Pitfalls of
Monocropping and the Potentials of Deliberation, Evans (2004) builds upon
Sen’s and Rodrik’s work, moving the conversation toward exploring the
ways participatory political institutions can be implemented in practice and
what the impact of a more deliberative process of implementation can be.
This approach raises a host of interesting theoretical issues. Evans notes
that the developmental consequences of participatory institutions are not
well understood, especially at bigger levels, beyond that of a specific community or a project. In fact, he suggests that the most interesting contemporary development efforts are those that attempt to build public discussion
and exchange directly into processes of governance. Evans suggests that
embedding participation into institutional structures could be called
“deliberative democracy,” which he defines as a process of “joint planning,
problem-solving and strategizing” involving ordinary citizens, in which
“strategies and solutions will be articulated and forged through delibera-
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tion and planning with other participants.” This way, “participants will
often form or transform their preferences in the light of that undertaking,”
allowing solutions that would have been obscured or undesirable given
initial preferences (Fung 2003, 2004; Evans 2004, 37). If a robust deliberative process could be effective in large enough political units, it would
impact developmental trajectories—say, the provincial, municipal, or
regional levels—it could be called “deliberative development” (Evans
2004, p. 37). Evans suggests that institutional analysis must consider the
manner in which marginalized groups can make claims and contributions
to “deliberative development” but does not elaborate on how this
should occur.
Sen’s idea of deliberative democracy and Evan’s ideas of deliberative
development provide useful conceptual tools for revisiting innovations in
urban governance and challenging existing theoretical arguments about
social exclusion, arguments that have influenced how democratic decision-
making affects developmental strategies and performance.7 Crocker
(2008) sees Sen’s ideas about deliberative democracy as a starting point
for designing participatory institutions and ensuring that democratic processes are central to development challenges. Could there be a downside
to deliberative practices? Could such processes fail to satisfy people’s
needs, make them less productive, and limit them in any way? According
to Evans, no. Responsive participatory institutions improve citizens’ ability to make their own choices and foster new growth (Evans 2004, 31).
However, he fails to address the real limits of local or regional institutions.
His analysis ignores the costs of participation and the limits of institutional
capacity to administer and coordinate these deliberative processes. He also
fails to account for the ideas, people, and positions that were discarded or
deemed unimportant by the broader group.
The Challenge and Opportunity of Inclusive Development
Development practitioners view the process of figuring out how to take
advantage of participatory practices as a unique challenge and opportunity. The consensus is that participation by the intended beneficiaries
In Development as institutional change: The pitfalls of monocropping and the potentials of
deliberation, Evans (2004) argues that democratic elections and civil rights remain the foundational prerequisites for the flourishing of “thicker” deliberative processes. As “thin”
democracy becomes more nearly universal, it becomes more plausible to think about trying
to institutionalize something closer to full-blown social choice exercises.
7
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improves project performance (Young 2002; Fung 2004; Poortman 2005;
Edwards 2008). However, such ideal conditions are not always reached, as
embedded power dynamics need to be overcome and the resulting participation must prove valuable and sustainable and show a contribution to the
state’s growth.8 Sen (1999, 33) counters by stating that more participatory regimes produce greater equality without dampening economic
growth, leading to greater stability and resilience.
As has been outlined, integrating channels for open discussion and public interchange is a central part of open and democratic decision-making.
However, this idea falls short in practice. Deliberative institutions are difficult to administer and may impact the costs of implementing policy.
Whether the costs or efficiency rises or falls as a result of embedding public
deliberation in technocratic regimes, the bureaucratic process nonetheless
is altered. Evans (2004) argues that embedding the deliberative process
into existing institutions impacts the supply of public resources. For example, without deliberative processes informing public managers, public
investment decisions would be skewed toward the wealthy and connected.
Public managers would have a limited understanding of citizens’ true preferences. Deliberative processes would be more efficient in uncovering and
fulfilling felt needs.
Evans lays out a “local-choice hypothesis” and introduces a broad array
of theoretical arguments and related evidence on the developmental effects
of distribution, participation, and investment in citizens’ capabilities. He
suggests that the deliberative development hypothesis does indeed have
potential. As I will show later, this becomes even more the case for people
with disabilities who are often caught in a web of social stigma, physical
access, and institutional neglect by failing to provide alternative text or
captioning on website content or sign language at a conference.
8
First, deliberative institutions must be “socially self-sustaining” in the sense that ordinary
citizens are willing to invest their own time and energy in the decision-making opportunities
that such institutions offer and are willing to provide electoral support for the parties and
political leaders who advocate them. Second, deliberative institutions must, under some set
of empirically plausible conditions, be able to overcome the “political economy problem”:
the opposition of power holders who have vested interests in existing decision-making structures. Finally, there is the “growth problem; deliberative processes must not be so economically inefficient or so biased against investment that they reduce real income growth to an
extent that outweighs their intrinsic benefits. If the answers to either the social sustainability
question or the political economic problem are negative, then deliberative strategies are
infeasible. If the answer to the growth problem is negative, then deliberative institutions are
unlikely to be attractive, even to those who value their intrinsic properties” (ibid.).
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Models of Disability from the Perspective of Justice
For persons with disabilities, justice is always contextualized within a framework of laws, landscapes, and social beliefs. Although these factors play out
differently in different parts of the world, a steady stream of theorists working at the intersection of disability studies, critical theory, sociology, geography, economics, and philosophy have made major contributions to our
understanding of disability as a social phenomenon, not simply a medical
diagnosis. A few dominant models include the social model, the medical
model, the Nagi model, the International Classification of Functioning,
and the human rights model. All these models have been developed to
answer, define, and shape our conception of disability. However, this variety of available models can also be problematic. Trani et al. (2011) note
that “it is well acknowledged in the literature that three relevant models—
the individual or medical, the social model, and the biopsychosocial model
based on the ICF—lead to different and sometimes contradictory policy
implications” (Trani et al. 2011). Thus, the challenge now is how to best
reconcile each and understand the process and outcomes inherent with
each model. As will be further discussed, each model carries assumptions,
costs, and benefits for individuals with disabilities and the broader environment within which they live.
Understanding the Dominant Models of Disability
In simple and general terms, the social model sees disability as a social
construct—disability is not the attribute of the individual; instead it is created by the social environment and requires social change. It is a dditionally
the only model that fully addresses the economic dimension of disability
(Mitra 2006).
The medical model (or biomedical model) considers disability as a problem of the individual that is directly caused by a disease, an injury, or other
health conditions, and requires medical care in the form of treatment and
rehabilitation (Mitra 2018a). The medical model attributes the problem to
the individual, who has a condition that is unwanted and that places him or
her in the “sick” role with the aim to “cure” or “treat” (Mitra 2006). Such
a model is based on “divergence from a capacity of conducting current
activities considered as a norm” and thus views disability as an inherently
limiting characteristic of the individual (Trani et al. 2011).
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The Nagi model identifies functional limitations as the restriction that
impairments impose on the individual’s ability to perform the tasks of his
or her roles and normal daily activities. These roles include family roles
(looking after a child), work roles (having a job), community roles, and
other interactional roles, as well as self-care activities. Nagi (1991) defines
functional limitation as “an inability or limitation in performing socially
defined roles and tasks expected of an individual within a socio-cultural
and physical environment.”
The International Classification of Functioning, commonly known as
the ICF framework, categorizes disability as a health condition where a
particular restriction in activity or participation is the result of a particular
body function—within a given environment and context.9 Under this
model, an activity is the execution of a task or action and participation is
the “lived experience” of people in the actual context in which they live
(Mitra 2006). The ICF framework is controversial as an evaluation of
capacity, as it is restricted to a “standard environment,” as opposed to
considering what an individual is capable of in a range of environments, a
range that may facilitate or restrict an activity or functioning. As such, the
ICF fails to acknowledge that ability is relative to the environment in
which one functions (Wasserman et al. 2011). The unique opportunity
with respect to finding policy solutions to improving the social position of
disability is not in discovering a standard for normal functioning, or a
standard for the way an environment is structured, but rather in understanding the multiple ways that society defines the standards by which
functions or freedoms will be realized.

9
Cerniauskaite et al. (2011) conducted a systematic literature review on ICF and explored
its use and implementation from 2001 to 2009 and discovered that the concept of participation gained more attention when the World Health Organization introduced its description
in the ICF in 2001. The ICF became an important conceptual framework in rehabilitation
to describe health-related states; its core components—body functions and structures, activities and participation, environmental factors, and personal factors—provided a global and
collective language for health and disability. Participation became a source for a better understanding of the possible impact of impairments and disabilities on the life of an individual
person. The ICF defines participation as “involvement in a life situation” or as “‘the lived
experience’ of people in the actual context in which they live,” while the activity is defined as
“the execution of a task or action by an individual.”
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Rights-Based Models of Disability
Nagata10 developed a unique set of studies based on what she calls the
“rights model” of disability. She provides a framework from which to integrate rights-based approaches to disability-inclusive development. Her
work is sensitive to the social and political realities of disability and incorporates development debates. According to Nagata (2008), a rights model
of disability should integrate three key perspectives and create a space to
operationalize local solutions. Her model recognizes:
1. the mutual and dynamic interaction between a disabled individual
and their social environments (e.g., social barriers, attitudes, and
accessibility);
2. the diversity existing among different types and categories of disabled persons and the difference in their needs and priorities; and
3. the relevance of the human-rights-based approach to individual disability experiences in diverse local cultures and customs.
What is innovative about Nagata’s rights model is the central role that
social barriers and attitudes play, as well as the cultural context of diverse
individual disability experiences. Nagata’s model places critical importance
on initially establishing a baseline of the current level of social attitudes. She
notes that appropriate national policy and legislation on disability and development must first measure and assess prevalent social attitudes, including
discrimination, prejudice, misconception, acceptance, and recognition, in a
given society. These baselines “must be established as a prerequisite prior to
assessing the effectiveness of any kind of rights-based interventions (for
changing society and removing social barriers) in the future, with the ultimate goal of institutionalizing the equal opportunity concept and inclusion
among people in those countries” (Nagata 2008: emphasis supplied).
10
Kozue Kay Nagata has been involved in promoting disability-inclusive development
throughout her 24-year career with the United Nations. Prior to her current position at the
United Nations headquarters, she served as the disability focal point at the International
Labor Office (ILO) Geneva, the UN Economic and Social Commission for Western Asia
(ESCWA) (Iraq, Jordan, and Lebanon), United Nations Transitional Administration in East
Timor (UNTAET) East Timor, and the UN Economic and Social Commission for Asia
Pacific (ESCAP) (Bangkok). Nagata has been extensively involved in the International
Convention, the Asian-Pacific Decade of Disabled Persons (2003–2010), and its policy,
“Biwako Millennium Framework,” as well as in the promotion of the twin-track strategy of
disability mainstreaming into various sectors of development (cooperation).
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Nagata’s research lays out a set of factors that influence personal
empowerment for disabled individuals. She also recognizes that universal
factors can influence personal outcomes. Her rights-based model lays out
the process in which personal versus environmental or individual versus
social dynamics of disability and discrimination can be understood, and
incorporates human rights perspectives into the local process of development. Nagata’s findings show that in Jordan and Lebanon, persons with
disabilities are highly stigmatized and marginalized. These individuals
want to be part of the development process, and in fact exercising their
rights through public and political participation has indeed ushered in
changes across society. Nagata revealed that rural areas showed significantly lower results (negative attitudes) relative to respondents who
resided in urbanized areas (who in turn showed relatively positive attitudes). Such results also hint at the effect that development can have in
increasing the general public attitude toward persons with disabilities.11
Nagata’s inquiry into attitudes toward persons with disabilities was one
of the few on the topic to be conducted in the Middle East and brought
to light a set of dynamics that inform my own inquiry. In many ways,
Nagata’s (2008) study allowed me to reflect on findings that I had confronted in my own research. The rights-based model was predominantly
focused on the role that social barriers and attitudes can play in capability
deprivation. What types of theoretical concepts could further support this
line of inquiry? If we understand disability as a capability deprivation, then
how could we measure a given society’s propensity to deprive persons with
disabilities a set of capabilities? More importantly, how could we address
such deprivations in the first place.

Conclusion
The work of scholars across the spatial and social justice fields has shapes
our understanding of what disability is and how it relates to capability.
How society views and understands disability is of significant importance
11
Nagata’s primary method of data collection was an attitudes survey and the data was
correlated to findings gathered through focus groups. She neither compared her findings to
any specific international norms nor elaborated on the ways attitudes could practically be
incorporated into the development processes. Additionally, the study failed to highlight the
mechanisms that could further empower persons with disabilities to participate equally in the
development process. Her research is nonetheless important because it highlights the need
to expand culturally relative inquiry into social attitudes, rights-based approaches to disability, and processes for inclusive planning policy formation and development.
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and greatly impacts the lived experience of persons with disabilities. These
perspectives are also critical to advancing the field of urban planning and
capability theory helps to add a more human perspective to how cities
should be built. It is therefore important to try and bring forward definitions and models of disability that can begin to shape wider views of disability not purely in terms of deviation from some arbitrary norm of
human functioning but instead as a failure of an individual’s ability to
participate fully in their physical, social, or institutional environment along
specifically defined dimensions.
The Capability Model of Disability not only helps to establish a framework for improving the physical and social participation of persons with
disabilities but also helps to directly address prejudices and shortcomings
in the pervasive (mis)understandings and values of the general public
toward persons with disabilities. New policy interventions and design
solutions exist when we alter our collective perspective of disability. The
social perception of disability can be changed when people understand
that the inherent problem does not lay with the individual, but rather in
the way our cities are built. This change can significantly expedite progress
toward building cities that leave no one behind.
Despite their shortcomings, it is fair to say that I love cities but they
don’t love me back, yet. Like most urban planners, I appreciate deeply the
enhanced cultural, economic, and social opportunities that well-planned
cities afford us. We now need to identify and scale up more inclusive and
equitable approaches that fully account for the tremendous opportunity
and responsibility to build cities that respond to the needs of all citizens.
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