
Describing Disability 
in Houghton Library's 
Collect ions
Annalisa Moretti, Project Archivist
Hought on  Lib ra r y, Ha r va r d  Unive r s it y
anna lisa_mor e t t i@har va r d .e du

Rosie Wolff, Theatrical cabinet cards of women with dwarfism, ca. 1866-
1929. TCS5. Houghton Library, Harvard University, Cambridge, Mass.



Project  Descript ion



Project  Descript ion
• Learn about current research on disability studies as it relates to archives

• Evaluate the language currently in use to describe disability in our 

collection

• Create a set of best practice guidelines for current reparative processing 

and future processing



Disability Studies: Facts About  Disability
• People with disabilities are the largest minority group in the US*

• 26% of American adults are disabled (61 million/1 in 4 adults)*

• Historically "normal" vs. "defective"

• Immigration Act of 1907

*Source: CDC, "Disabiility Affects Us All" 
https://www.cdc.gov/ncbddd/disabilityandhealth/infographic -disability-impacts-all.html

"SEC. 2. That the following classes of aliens shall be excluded from admission into the United States: All idiots, 
imbeciles, feebleminded persons, epileptics, insane persons, and persons who have been insane within five 
years previous; persons who have had two or more attacks of insanity at any time previously [...] persons not 
comprehended within any of the foregoing excluded classes who are found to be and are certified by the 
examining surgeon as being mentally or physically defective, such mental or physical defect being of a nature 
which may affect the ability of such alien to earn a living..."



Disability Studies: Ways of Understanding 
Disability
• Medical Model 

⚬ defined  by d iagnosis, often  focuses on  lim ita tions

• Socia l Mode l

⚬ disab ility righ ts, struggles aga inst d iscrim ina tion

• Com plex Em bodim ent

• Com bines m edica l and  socia l issues



• Restoring names to individuals when possible

• Accurately describing medical conditions and their contexts

• Participatory appraisal

• Person first vs. identity first language

Analyzing language in our collect ions

Disability Language  Style  Guide  h ttps:/ /ncd j.org/style -gu ide / 
ADA Nationa l Ne twork Guide lines for Writing abou t People  with  Disab ilitie s 
h ttps:/ /ada ta .org/factshee t/ADANN-writing
"Iden tity First Language ," Autistic Se lf Advocacy Ne twork 
h ttps:/ /au tisticadvocacy.org/abou t-asan /iden tity-first-language /



Analyzing language in our collect ions

• "committed suicide" (implies a crime) - "died by suicide"

• "deformed"/"disfigured" - describe physical changes or medical condition, 

i.e. "limb difference" or "facial injury"

• "hearing impaired/impairment - deaf/hearing loss

• "victim of" - "person has ___"

• "wheelchair -bound"/"confined to a wheelchair" - "wheelchair user"



Analyzing language in our collect ions

Human Curiosity Prints, Playbills, Broadsides and Other Printed Material, 1695-1937 (MS Thr 736). Harvard Theatre  Collection, Houghton Library, Harvard 
University. https://id.lib.harvard.edu/ead/hou02245/catalog





Creat ing Guidelines
• Processing new collections

• Reparative processing

• Processing notes - when should we make them?

⚬ When te rm s a re  not rep laceab le

⚬ When they appear in  officia l title s and  nam es

⚬ When they appear in  the  m ate ria ls them se lves

⚬ To exp la in  our p rocess



Reflect ions
• What is the role of the archives in preserving and presenting these 

materials for use?

• What is the goal of collecting them if they are part of our collection 

priorities?

• The danger of the archives as "cabinet of curiosities"
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