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GENERAL INFORMATION 

COURSE DESCRIPTION 

Disability Studies is an emerging interdisciplinary field that supports the study of disability as a 

pervasive human condition and identity category subject to social, cultural, and political 

constructions. This seminar pursues various applications of this field to the study and 

performance of music, with topics covering disability’s profound role in shaping musical 

identities (especially those of composers and performers) and representations of disability within 

musical discourses and narratives.  

 

COURSE MATERIALS 

There is one required book for the course: 

 Joseph N. Straus, Extraordinary Measures: Disability in Music (Oxford and New York: Oxford 

University Press, 2011). 

All other assigned readings will be available on Moodle or in the music library. If you would like 

to purchase additional books for your personal library, the following titles are recommended: 

 Disability Studies Literature 

o Lennard Davis, ed., The Disability Studies Reader, 4th ed. (New York: Routledge and 

London, 2013). 

o Lennard Davis, Enforcing Normalcy: Disability, Deafness, and the Body (London and New 

York: Verso, 1995). 

o Rosemarie Garland-Thomson, Extraordinary Bodies: Figuring Physical Disability in American 

Culture and Literature (New York: Columbia University Press, 1997). 

o Simi Linton, Claiming Disability: Knowledge and Identity (New York and London: New 

York University Press, 1998). 

o David T. Mitchell and Sharon L. Snyder, Narrative Prosthesis: Disability and the 

Dependencies of Discourse (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2000). 

o Tobin Siebers, Disability Theory (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2008). 

 Disability and Music Literature 

o Neil Lerner and Joseph N. Straus, ed., Sounding Off: Theorizing Disability in Music (New 

York and London: Routledge, 2006). 

o Terry Rowden, The Songs of Blind Folk: African-American Musicians and the Cultures of 

Blindness (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan, 2009), 
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GRADING 

Performance in the course will be assessed with a letter grade, based on the following weighting 

of participation and papers: 

 

Class Preparation and Participation      30% 

Presentations         35% 

1. Short Presentations (4)      (20%) 

2. Final Presentation        (15%) 

Term Paper          35% 

1. Bibliography       (2.5%) 

2. Abstract        (2.5%) 

3. Peer Editing (First Version)     (5%) 

4. Second Version        (10%) 

5. Final Version       (15%) 

 

Students whose final percentage is between 90 and 100% will receive an A; students whose final 

percentage is between 80 and 89% will receive a B; students whose final percentage is between 70 

and 79% will receive a C; students whose final percentage is between 60 and 69% will receive a D; 

and students whose final percentage is below 59% will receive an F. Grades will not be “rounded 

up” (e.g., 89.7% = B). There is no extra credit. 

Except in cases of family emergency or severe illness (provable only by a “doctor’s note” from the 

Student Health Center), students may not submit late assignments. In such circumstances, 

students should contact the instructor. 
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CLASSROOM ETIQUETTE 

Students must bring copies of all relevant readings, worksheets, and handouts to class. Laptop 

computers may be used as long as the wireless function has been disabled. In order to foster a 

productive learning environment, students must silence or shut down all other electronic devices. 

Per the policy of the University, no food or drink is allowed in the classroom. 

Because participation is graded heavily, regular attendance is imperative to the successful 

completion of this course. Students who must be absent due to illness, family emergency, or an 

official University function should inform the instructor in advance and obtain all lecture notes 

(and any other missed announcements) from a fellow student. 

In order to ensure that all students have the opportunity to gain from time spent in class, 

students are prohibited from engaging in any form of distraction or disruption. (Examples of 

disruptive behavior—which include tardiness, excessive talking out of turn, inappropriate use of 

electronic devices, and reading material not relevant to the course—are provided by the Office of 

Student Advocacy & Accountability.) Inappropriate behavior in the classroom will result, 

minimally, in a request to leave the classroom. The matter may also be referred to the Dean of 

Students.  

 

ACADEMIC INTEGRITY 

All students should acquaint themselves with the University’s Code of Student Conduct. 

Students caught cheating, plagiarizing, copying, or otherwise violating the University’s policy on 

Academic Integrity will be reported to the Office of Student Advocacy & Accountability for 

disciplinary action. (They will also receive a “0” on the relevant assignment or exam.) 

 

DISABILITY ACCOMMODATION 

Students with disabilities—including invisible disabilities—are encouraged to contact the Office 

of Disability Services (112 Johnston Hall) should they require accommodation. There is absolutely 

no stigma attached to any such request. 

 

  

http://www.lsu.edu/judicialaffairs/disruptivestudents.htm
http://www.lsu.edu/judicialaffairs/disruptivestudents.htm
http://www.lsu.edu/saa/
http://appl003.lsu.edu/slas/ods.nsf/index
http://appl003.lsu.edu/slas/ods.nsf/index
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WEEKLY ASSIGNMENTS 

The class participation grade will be the average of the grades of all written reflections, quizzes, 

and evaluations of class participation.  

 

 Reading and listening assignments are listed on the course’s webpage; in most cases, they 

may be downloaded or streamed there. Unannounced quizzes or in-class writing 

assignments covering the required reading and listening may be given (but only if class 

discussions are not fruitful). 

 

 For each seminar meeting, students must contribute their written reflections on the reading 

and listening assignments to the online discussion boards on Moodle. These entries (of at 

least 750 words, preferably spread across multiple posts) should be written as responses to 

the reading and listening assignments, considering their significance and evaluating their 

arguments; they may also take the form of a response to posts by your fellow students. (It is 

also appropriate to use the discussion board as a venue to ask questions, to suggest 

discussion topics for the next meeting, and to voice confusion about a reading assignment.) 

These reflections will be graded on comprehensiveness, insightfulness, and clarity. Written 

reflections are usually due at 10:00 pm on the evening before class. This early deadline will 

allow the instructor to plan the seminar meeting around these online discussions. Reflections 

will be graded at random points throughout the semester. 

 

o On days when a guest scholar will be visiting class, you should also submit questions 

and comments on their assigned essay to the appropriate discussion board on Moodle no 

later than 8:00 p.m. on the evening before the seminar meeting. These posts will be 

shared with the guest before the seminar as a way of suggesting to him or her possible 

points of discussion. 

 

 Students must actively contribute to class discussions; at random points throughout the 

semester, this participation will be evaluated by the instructor for a grade. (For absent 

students without a valid excuse, the grade will be zero. For absent students with a valid 

excuse, the participation grade for the missed day will be excluded from the final calculation; 

this means that all other participation grades will carry significantly more weight.) 

 

Students will be divided into two groups (A and B); on alternating weeks, they will give short in-

class presentations on an assigned topic (usually a supplementary article, musical work, or film). 

These are informal presentations, but they should be compelling and, when appropriate, include 

audiovisual examples. Your job is to teach the seminar about what you have learned: introduce 

the document, briefly summarize its contents, and evaluate or critique its arguments. 
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FINAL PROJECTS 

For their final projects, students will prepare original research, analysis, criticism, or ethnography 

on a musical topic related to the field of Disability Studies. The finished project will take two 

forms: a thirty-minute presentation in class, simulating a musicology or music theory conference 

presentation; and an essay (of between 3,000–3,500 words), which will undergo a series of 

revisions described below. The assignment will be divided into several smaller steps, and 

students must successful complete (with a passing grade) an initial step before moving onto the 

next. Review the writing and presentation guides on Moodle for additional information. 

 

The schedule of the term paper assignment is as follows: 

 a statement of topic, along with a bibliography of the three most significant sources on 

your topic and a repertoire list of musical works you plan on consulting (including 

performances and editions) (due on Moodle on 9/19) 

 an abstract, written in the style of a 350-word conference proposal to the American 

Musicological Society (due on Moodle on 10/10). 

 a first version, submitted to your two writing partners (on 11/21), who must return your 

draft with substantive feedback (on 11/26) 

 a second version, submitted to the instructor (12/3), which will be returned with 

comments and suggestions for revision (on 12/5) 

 a final version (due 12/12) 

 thirty-minute presentations, followed by about fifteen minutes of questions, will be held 

in class (11/21 and 12/5) 

 

Grades on the second and final versions of your term paper will be based on the following rubric: 

 35% content (sophistication of analysis, historical inquiry, etc.)  

 35% prose (clarity, grammar, punctuation, formatting)    

 25% organization of ideas (structure: introduction, conclusion, thesis, etc.) 

 5% citations (proper citations in footnotes and bibliography) 
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COURSE SCHEDULE 

Information on reading, viewing, and writing assignments for each class meeting will be updated 

on the course’s Moodle webpage throughout the semester. 

 

UNIT I: DISABILITY THEORY 

 
 

8/29 

 
Disability Models and Archetypes 
An introduction to Disability Studies: religious, medical, and cultural models of 
disability; medical impairment vs. cultural disability; politics of “enforced 
normalcy.” Disability archetypes and “engulfment.” 
 

 
9/5 

 
Performing Disability 
Sociological views of identity as performance: “staring,” “passing,” “enfreakment,” 
“masquerade.” Musical performance as an analogue to the social performance of 
disability. One-hand pianism as emblem of disabled performance. 
 

 
9/12 

 
Musical Discourses of Disability: Embodiment and Narrative  

Representing the body in music: doctrine of imitation and musica humana, 
embodiment theory and image schemata, metaphors of organicism, and the 
Formenlehre. Common narrative treatments of disability. Hermeneutical readings of 
disability in “tonal problem” works. 
 

 
9/19 

 
Prosthesis 

Theorizing the prosthetic: the “cyborg,” assistive and compensatory technologies, 
superhuman functionality. The prosthetic role of electronic music technologies. 
Performance ethics. Metaphors of prosthesis and other corrective or supplemental 
appendages in narrative structures and musical forms. 
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UNIT II: DISABILITY AS MUSICAL IDENTITY AND CULTURE 

 
 

9/26 
 
Hearing, Composing, and Performing Autistically 

Autism as a medical diagnostic category vs. autism as a form of identity and 
product of culture. “Blind Tom” Wiggins and Glenn Gould as “savants.” Prodigious 
performance, musical difference, and the dangers of exploitation and enfreakment. 
 

 
10/3 

 
Enabling the Senses: Music in Blind and Deaf Cultures  
A sensory paradox: seeing and hearing as metaphors of understanding, blindness 
and deafness as symbols of insight. On the creation of a non-aural music: the rise of 
song signing in Deaf cultures. Music as a tool for autonomy among blind 
performers 
 

 
10/10 

 

 
Vocal Disfluency or Prodigious Performance? 

Reflections on the “grain of the voice” (Barthes) and its implications for Disability 
Studies. Vocal trauma as enabling and disabling a singer’s performance. On the 
“denatured” castrato. 
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UNIT III: MUSICAL REPRESENTATIONS OF DISABILITY 

 
 

10/17 
 
Modeling Musical Madness: A Brief History  
The changing medical discourse of madness, from humoral theory to psychiatry. 
The prosthetic function of madness in narratives of rehabilitation and expulsion. 
Madness as emblem of noncomformity (gender, sexuality, politics), and madness as 
license for creative freedom. 
 

 
10/24 

 
Musical Memoirs of Disability and Aging  
Musical memoir, autobiographical fictions, and the self-narration of disability. 
Music as evidence for posthumous diagnosis. On aging and creativity: locating the 
“late style” in music through disability. 
 

 
10/31 

 
Disability, Gender, Agency  

Tchaikovsky’s Iolanta: the narrative function and musical representation of 
blindness. Non-speaking/singing characters in opera: silence, the body, and agency. 
(Weber’s Silvana, Auber’s La muette de Portici, and Menotti’s The Medium.) 
 

 
11/14 

 
Modern Disfigurements 
Disfigurement and the crisis of modernity: disability as emblem for the alienation of 
the modern subject. Redefining the aesthetic opposition of beauty and ugliness: 
toward a new synthesis for the modern age. Musical representations of physical 
disfigurement in expressionism and primitivism: extraordinary gestures for the 
extraordinary body. 
 

 

 

FINAL PRESENTATIONS 

 
 

11/21 

 
Group A  
 

 
12/5 

 
Group B 
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