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TERRI SCHIAVO: A DISABILITY RIGHTS CASE
MARY JOHNSON_
The author argues that Terri Schiavo was a ‘‘person with a disability’’ who faced
disability discrimination, a view that is consistent with national disability rights
groups. The author notes that Schiavo was not ‘‘terminally ill’’ and that feeding
tubes should not be considered ‘‘medical equipment.’’ The belief that people with
severe disabilities want to die is questioned, since many people who acquire severe
disabilities change their minds about suicide, and implications for advance directives
are explored. Finally, the author notes that although Terri Schiavo was a
disabled woman, women’s groups did not take up her cause.
For much of March 2005, the nation was gripped in a national
drama about end-of-life issues. As our television screens filled with
images of the brain-damaged woman known as Terri Schiavo, we
became confused spectators watching a husband and parents battle
over a woman—her right to life, her right to death. Her husband,
insisting that she would never have wanted to live in such a state,
pressed to have her feeding tube disconnected. Her parents,
devout Catholics, insisted she would not have chosen to end her
life. While her parents and husband fought in court, Terri Schiavo
lay in her bed, unable to communicate. By the time her life ended
on March 31, the tragedy was sinking in: What had happened with
Terri Schiavo could happen to any of us.
The idea of Terri Schiavo as a ‘‘person with a disability’’ was
usually not what we thought of when we considered her situation.
The disability rights movement would tell us, however, that this
was precisely the way she should be regarded, and it is how her
case should have been understood. This is a concept that catches
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