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Book review 2: Slorach, R. (2016) A Very Capitalist Condition - A history and politics of disability. London, Bookmarks Publications. (275 pages + index and 994 footnotes. No index. 8 illustrations). 

It may not be easy at present to locate a print copy of this book. However a Kindle version seems to be available for £9.59.
This book is relevant to anyone interested in the history of disability and its current controversies. It was published early in 2016 and little has changed since. 
“Far from the 21st century signalling new progress for humanity global austerity, wars and environmental and climate chaos threaten to thrust us dramatically backward.” (Introduction p.13)
It is intended for the general reader rather than the Disability Studies specialist but the extent of the research is still impressive. It is not a ’personal’ account - there is nothing on why Slorach has dedicated his professional life to the disability field nor does it have a specifically HE focus. These are not necessarily disadvantages. 
After the three introductory Chapters  exploring terminologies and setting out the basis of the analysis the core of the book is eight ‘historical’ chapters moving from ‘pre-class society’ to second world war veterans. Slorach has the ability to make familiar topics fresh.  For this reviewer one of the most powerful Chapters was From eugenics to Nazi genocide which reveals the influence of eugenicist thinking on both right and left wing intellectuals in UK, USA and other countries both leading up to and continuing after the Nazi atrocities. Slorach reveals the courageous contribution that G.K. Chesterton made to the debate in the UK and he also examines the role of eugenics in US after the Civil War (1861-65):
“Supporters of eugenics… saw it as a means to purify society of those deemed undesirable -   a category that included newly emancipated Black, Jews and other ‘races’, as well as the poor, the inform and the disabled.”  (Chapter 7 p.99)
He offers new insights into the history of disability activism in various countries, into attitudes towards mental distress and into Deafness and the history of sign language.
As already indicated Slorach’s book is very relevant for the 2020s. History is now. Chapter 12 looks at five contemporary controversies: general learning difficulties, specific learning difficulties (sic), independent living, disability hate crime and quality of life (assisted dying). 
As the book makes explicit on its front cover it is not just about the history of disability and disability discrimination but also about the politics. Partially this is the politics of the disability movement itself, always something of a minefield.  But, in addition, there is a wider political purpose. By identifying how and why disability discrimination occurs Slorach is seeking to prevent it in the future. Chapter 13 Capitalism and disability today is probably the most opaque and arguably the most important part of the book. Rather than attempt to paraphrase it and thereby probably do it an injustice I have decided just to offer readers a shortened version of the final paragraph and to let them decide for themselves.
“Modern capitalist society has created the potential for disabled people to lead a full and rewarding life… The problem is that the organisation of capitalist society undercuts all these possibilities . . . For the vast majority, life as a disabled person continues to mean poverty, isolation, neglect and discrimination… The fundamental reason for all this is that production in capitalist society is not based on meeting the needs and aspirations of the many, but to provide profit for a small minority. A new form of society, therefore, is necessary… “ (Conclusion. p.259.)
The concluding chapter of the book is entitled: “From rights to revolution”.
I hope even those readers who class themselves as convinced libertarians will conclude from this review that A Very Capitalist Condition is worth reading. It is well-researched, well-informed, well-organised and well-written. 
Those who would like to see how Slorach’s thinking has developed in the last three years are encouraged to read his Three Approaches to Understanding Autism (Slorach, 2019). 

Reference:
Slorach, R. (2019) Three Approaches to Understanding Autism. Journal of Inclusive Practice in Further and Higher Education. Issue 11.2. pp. 14-27.

Reviewer’s details:  Christina Healey c.healey@sheffield.ac.uk (NADP NM-R/1013 & ADSHE QA87) is an independent practitioner, writer and researcher in academic language and learning across Further & Higher Education. She has three degrees in English and is a practising dyslexic.


2

