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			Against Technoableism: Rethinking Who Needs Improvement is a provocative and enlightening book written by Ashley Shew, a disability studies and Science and Technology Studies (STS) scholar. She focuses on technologies designed for disabled individuals and introduces the concept of “technoableism”. Through this lens, Shew argues that many celebrated disability technologies, which ostensibly aim to serve disabled people and improve their lives, actually perpetuate persistent ableism. This ableism is reinforced and reproduced through “salvation narratives” that frame technological innovation as a means to “fix” or eliminate disability.

			Shew critiques the “normalizing” objectives of disability technologies, which often define disability as an individual medical impairment or a technological challenge rather than a systemic societal issue. She contends that many existing disability technologies prioritize the comfort of able-bodied and able-minded individuals over the actual needs of disabled people. Furthermore, the voices of disabled individuals are frequently ignored in the design and evaluation processes of these technologies. This is why Shew consciously and reflexively supports her arguments with blog posts from disability advocates rather than relying on academic books or articles by so-called “experts.” By prioritizing lived experiences and grassroots perspectives, she challenges the dominant narratives that often exclude disabled voices. The book provides a thorough analysis of the current character and trajectory of disability technologies, placing them in historical and cultural contexts while also imagining a more inclusive and equitable future for disability and related technologies. 

			Chapter 1, “Disabled Everything,” serves as an introductory chapter in which Ashley Shew distinguishes her account from the familiar disability stories often presented in mainstream media and culture. These are narratives curated to meet non-disabled needs and expectations, such as “inspiration stories” or “feel-good news”. As Shew states, “[t]his book is about the stories that disabled people tell that nondisabled people usually aren’t interested in” (Shew, 2023, p. 8). Shew critiques mainstream narratives that portray disability technologies as miraculous, life-changing solutions to the “problem” of disability. She challenges the simplistic and stereotypical “disability-as-problem” and “technology-as-solution” rhetoric. Instead, she shifts focus to the everyday experiences of living as a disabled person within systems and institutions that are, at best, unprepared for disabled individuals and, at worst, overtly ableist. From this critique, Shew develops the concept of “technoableism” as a pervasive form of ableism. This framework underscores how able-bodiedness and able-mindedness are equated with human worth, often through the lens of labour potential and productivity. Within this logic, technology is positioned as a tool to “restore” worth to lives deemed “unworthy” due to disability.

			In Chapter 2, titled “Disorientation,” Ashley Shew contrasts the familiar narratives of disability presented in mainstream media with the lived realities of being disabled. Most disability stories we encounter are curated to align with non-disabled needs and expectations, often highlighting exceptionality and life-changing moments of inspiration. In contrast, there is little interest in authentic disability stories that include complications, complexities, and ordinariness. These authentic accounts are commonly shared within disabled communities, where the focus is on disabled lives themselves rather than the celebration of disability technologies. The chapter’s concept of “disorientation” introduces a classical distinction between the medical and social models of disability. Through this framework, Shew explores the historical and cultural interconnectedness of disability, labour, and human worth. She shifts the focus from viewing disability as an individual medical impairment to recognizing it as a political identity.

			Chapter 3 explores the “Scripts and Crips,” where Shew lists a typology of the most stereotypical tropes about disabled people that we meet in media and cinematography; these are pitiable freaks, moochers and fakers, bitter cripples, shameful sinners, and inspirational overcomers. While describing these tropes, she deconstructs and argues against the stereotypes they propagate and also warns about negative real-life consequences these stories have on disabled people and their ability to self-advocate and be properly heard. 

			Chapter 4, titled “New Legs, Old Tricks,” continues Ashley Shew’s critical examination of media narratives about disability, focusing specifically on stories about prosthetic technologies. These technologies are often portrayed as miraculous and celebrated as shining examples of technological innovation. However, Shew highlights that many of these innovations remain inaccessible to the majority of the amputee population due to their high cost and limited insurance coverage. In these narratives, the technology often takes on a more active, agential role than the disabled person, who is reduced to a passive recipient of technological “salvation”. Stories of amputee athletes, while inspiring in their own right, represent only a small fraction of the amputee population. Shew argues that this oversimplification and tokenism is harmful because it perpetuates ableist assumptions that frame disability as a matter of character or “attitude” and impose a societal expectation to “overcome” disability on an individual level.

			Chapter 5 addresses the topic of “Neurodivergent Resistance,” where Ashley Shew highlights the role of the neurodiversity movement within the wider disability movement. Shew explains that having multiple disabilities – whether physical, mental, or both – is actually typical among disabled people. Therefore, cross-disability communication is essential for envisioning and creating better futures for the disabled. In alignment with the social model of disability, Shew redefines impairments associated with conditions like autism or ADHD as stemming from disabling environments rather than individual pathologies. These diagnoses are often described behaviourally, as behaviours that disturb or discomfort neurotypical individuals, with little to no attention paid to the subjective experiences of neurodivergent people. Shew critiques the “treatment” approaches for neurodivergence, such as the infamous Applied Behaviour Analysis (ABA), which focuses strictly on behaviour modification while ignoring the internal emotional lives of neurodivergent people. Despite evidence that ABA often causes trauma and severe mental health issues, the voices of autistic adult survivors of ABA remain marginalized. Instead, the needs and perspectives of parents and neurotypical experts are prioritized.

			Finally, Chapter 6 concludes the book with the topic of “Accessible Futures,” where Ashley Shew argues that the future is disabled. She asserts that, despite the ongoing technological revolution, we should anticipate more disability in the future, not less. This projection is not presented as a dystopian vision but as a realistic prediction based on societal trends such as climate change, population aging, and the likelihood of future pandemics. Shew also highlights the potential contributions of disabled people to space travel, arguing that many disabilities may make individuals better suited for life in space than the ableist ideal perpetuated by space travel agencies. Her tone remains optimistic, emphasizing that more disability does not necessarily equate to a lower quality of life. Instead, she advocates for embracing disability as a natural and normal aspect of human existence that must be considered when designing new technologies, environments, and services. Ultimately, Shew underscores that the inclusion of disability and disabled people is in everyone’s interest, fostering a more equitable and sustainable future for all.

			The book has many strengths, both in form and content. In terms of form, the text is written in informal, accessible language, and Shew’s ironic tone makes the book highly engaging. This inclusive style broadens the book’s reach to a wide variety of audiences, including scholars, students, policymakers, and the general public. Additionally, the book is structured with disabled audiences in mind. Its six chapters can be read independently as standalone essays, allowing readers to engage with specific topics without needing to read the entire book to grasp the main arguments.

			In terms of content, one must value the unapologetically insider position that gives voice to the disabled community, whose perspectives are often dismissed – especially in the context of disability technology discourse. Shew prioritizes authentic disabled stories that revolt against scripts preferred by non-disabled audiences, who often crave to be inspired or moved by tales of disability. A variety of disability stories are presented, with an emphasis on intersectionality as a decisive factor in the realities of disabled lives. In contrast to many other disability studies accounts, which emphasize physical, visible disabilities, Shew incorporates perspectives on mental disabilities and neurodivergence. Through this inclusion, she articulates the need for the disability movement to be as inclusive as possible, supporting cross-disability conversations and fostering cross-disability communities.

			The text is rich with information, as every argument is supported by a variety of examples and illustrations drawn directly from the insider reality of navigating ableist social systems and institutions as a disabled person. Shew reveals the complex practical realities of accessibility, waiting lists, poor insurance coverage, and the complications connected to disability technologies that lie behind the facade of disability technology advertisements or emotionally moving news stories. Moreover, Shew also utilises the logic of “technoableism” as a framework for critically examining other phenomena, discourses and spheres defined by discrimination, offering a fresh angle on established debates, and inspires the imagination of alternative approaches and solutions.

			Temporality is an aspect that is exercised exceptionally well in this book. The book captures the contemporary state of disability technologies, trends, and debates while simultaneously illuminating time-old, perpetual themes. The analysis and deconstruction of current issues with a wide cross-disability reach are built upon a deep understanding of the historical context from which today’s discourse arises and disability technologies materialize. Shew pays a lot of attention to the past, mainly the parts society often wants to forget, such as eugenic policies applied to disabled bodies. She connects these to our current narratives of disability and disability technologies and warns us that both Pokémon Go and gas chambers can be framed as disability technologies. This deep awareness of the past and present of disability technologies then informs the imagination about their future directions and possible outcomes of current trends. Shew articulates warnings but also makes concrete recommendations for better disabled futures stemming from her first-hand experience and shows that feasible solutions begin with listening to disabled people themselves and not the wishful, idealistic thinking of non-disabled experts, designers, and engineers. Shew manages to tie together the past, present, and future of disability and disability technologies into a comprehensive narrative that is neither utopic nor dystopic but realistic, yet sobering and inspirational at the same time.

			It is difficult to pinpoint weaknesses in this book because of its distinctive and unique character. Some might critique the sarcastic tone, but this tone actually enhances its persuasiveness and immersiveness. In fact, it becomes a strength, as it radiates inclusiveness not only through its content but also through its form. The structure of the book, with its six chapters designed to be read independently, aligns with this aim, as noted by the author. However, the absence of a traditional introduction and conclusion may leave readers longing for a summary of the main arguments or a stronger sense of connectivity between the chapters.

			When it comes to content weaknesses, there is truly little to critique in this skilfully-crafted and information-rich text. Any criticism might stem more from a desire to delve deeper into certain themes. While it is entirely understandable that a single book cannot address everything and that the author’s intent dictates which topics are explored and to what extent, I would have appreciated more discussion on the role of capitalism in shaping the development and use of disability technologies, and their application to disabled bodies and minds. Additionally, it would have been fascinating to see Shew’s perspective on the concept of the cyborg and the process of humanity’s cyborgization – especially in considering where, if at all, the utopian cyborg of sci-fi imaginaries intersects with the reality of today’s disabled cyborgs.

			This book, a hybrid of autoethnography, culturally-critical essay, and manifesto, exemplifies excellence in disability studies through its form, content, and style. Its eclectic character and unconventionality, which might attract criticism from traditional academic perspectives, are in fact its greatest strengths. By being accessible to a wide audience, it holds the potential to have a meaningful impact on both theory and social reality. This is further supported by its unapologetic authenticity. I sincerely hope that this book serves as a catalyst for creating more space for disabled voices in discussions about disability technology. There are already authors and works as valuable as this one, but they often lack the platforms necessary to amplify their resonance.
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