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 1 Di Lello 

 

 

Introduction  

A major problem with this world is that often we view handicaps as limitations 

that leave a person disadvantaged.  The problem with this point of view is that a handicap 

should be anything but a limitation; disabilities of any sort, whether from birth or 

obtained later in life, present challenges and difficulties, but they do not render a person 

any less capable or relevant in this world. 

 

My Personal Experience and Influences 

Studies in disability have always fascinated me for a number of reasons.  I would 

say that, namely, it is the environment that I grew up in that spawned my love, or at least 

an affection, for this unique faction of life.  My mother is a special education teacher and 

for most of our lives my younger brother and I attended the same school that she worked 

at, a Kindergarten through eighth grade school that specialized in education for the 

handicapped.  I grew up in an environment that most people are not used to—I was 

constantly surrounded by wheelchairs, braces, crutches, walkers, and breathing tubes.  

My classes were taught  “side-by-side” with the children with special needs and my 

afternoons were spent in a Day Care filled equally with kids from both regular and 

special ed. 

I think it is fair to say that, because of my upbringing, I have more of an 

understanding and acceptance of both mental and physical disabilities than do most 

people my age.  So when I moved to Russia for a Study Abroad program in the fall of 

2006, I was shocked at what I found there. 
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My own father, because he is Type I Diabetic, benefits from the ADA.  

Originally, I worked on a disability studies minor at the University of Arizona.  So I was 

shocked when I arrived in Moscow and found that people there with the same problems 

that my own father had, that my mother trained to teach around, and that I had spent time 

studying were given almost no special amenities or help for their conditions.  For me, it 

was a disturbing diorama of homeless amputees, retards, and other invalidy.  My 

neighbor in the flat I shared with a Russian student the same age as me was a mentally 

handicapped woman with a drinking problem and a speech impediment. Despite my 

mediocre Russian skills and her garbled speech, we would still attempt conversation 

every so often, she asking me why I chose to take the stairs instead of the elevator and me 

asking how her day was and had her daughter come by to visit.  My Russian sister 

frowned on this communication, telling me that the woman was an alcoholic who had 

been institutionalized and that the alcohol had riddled her brain and left her speech 

ruined.  It was better to not associate with a person like that because it could ruin the way 

other people in the apartment complex thought of me and besides wasn’t it too difficult to 

understand what she was saying?  “That woman is very sick.  You shouldn’t talk to 

people like her” was the final explanation given to me.  For someone who had grown up 

around the severely handicapped and had studied pedagogy for teaching and integrating 

these same people into “our world,” Moscow was a tragic kingdom for the many 

homeless people with disabilities that I saw there.  
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Fictional Portrayals of Disability 

Perhaps one of the most misunderstood groups throughout existence is people 

with disabilities.  Often misrepresented in most forms of media, most especially film and 

literature, it is not surprising that certain stereotypes have continued and in many cases 

even intensified through history.  Specifically, the portrayal of disability in literature has 

always been an intriguing and mostly inaccurate one.  Captain Ahab?  Captain Hook? All 

men with missing body parts and all very angry, not because they are evil characters, but 

because they are not physically whole. 

Several stereotypes of disability exist in literature; most often used are the 

criminal, the sweet innocent, and the hero or the “supercrip.”
1
 Captain Ahab of Herman 

Melville’s Moby Dick is maybe one of the most famous addled criminals in literary 

history.  His entire mission to hunt down the white whale, Moby Dick, is based on the 

fact that he wants revenge for the loss of his leg and the sperm whale, being responsible, 

is the only thing who can satisfy that.  What sort of person Ahab was before his tragic 

encounter is never made clear, however, as a man with only one leg, he is mean, spiteful, 

and a complete lunatic.  Herman Melville is actually famous for incorporating characters 

viewed as flawed by society (i.e. Billy Budd, from Billy Budd, Sailor) into most of his 

works, with the result that the person’s disability somehow results in their death.  Captain 

Ahab’s lunacy is a direct result of his physical impairment and he, along with other noted 

literary characters, contribute to the idea that a person with a disability is left with no 

choice but to be angry and possibly criminal. 

                                                           
1
 These terms are classifications used in disabilities studies.  I became familiar with them when I took a 

Special Education and Rehabilitation course in the fall of 2005.  This class examined the rhetoric of 

individuals with disabilities as represented in literature, film, and society. 
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The idea of the sweet innocent derives from the Christian belief that suffering is 

bestowed upon an individual so that they may gain enlightenment of God.  Their trials are 

put upon them in order to inspire other individuals.  The sweet innocent is generally a 

child with angelic features—usually blonde, often a girl—who possesses a deep 

understanding of morality in the world around them but is otherwise generally naïve 

about existence.  One of the best examples of this personality is Little Eva, the faultless 

“invalid” in Harriet Beecher Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin.  Little Eva is flawless, 

immaculate; she knows no difference between the black race and the white race and she 

preaches acceptance to those struggling around her.  She appears wise as an entirely pure 

and happy, though sick individual.  In fact, it is her convalescent state but continued 

grace that make her the embodiment of Christ in the novel.  

While the criminal is hindered by his or her disability and the sweet innocent lives 

a life of inspiration but never acceptance, the hero is the one archetype able to achieve 

greatness based entirely on the fact that he or she is handicapped.  While we as a society 

enjoy heroic tales in general, the hero who overcomes is even more enticing of a tale for 

us.  To our satisfaction and philanthropic benefit, often tales of such “supercrip heroism” 

stem from autobiographical narratives.  Helen Keller is perhaps the most famous success 

story of someone who conquers impairment.  What is not well known is the secret 

struggles Keller herself had; her longing for awareness, her efforts to cope not only with 

her own imperfections but also with those of the world around her.  Helen Keller was an 

active socialist who campaigned not only for disabilities rights but also for women’s 

suffrage, birth control, and promoted presidential hopeful Eugene V. Debs.
2
 These are not 

                                                           
2
 "Helen Keller: Political Activities." Wikipedia. Wikipedia.org. 14 Dec 2007 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Helen_Keller#Political_activities. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Helen_Keller#Political_activities
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well known facts, however, because in literature and film Keller has always been 

promoted as the blind, deaf, and dumb success story and never as the political activist or 

equal opportunist.  She is a hero to us, but only in light of the handicaps she suffered.  

Were she not a supercrip success story, her campaign for equality would most likely 

barely have never made headlines. 

The misconstruction of individuals with handicaps has long fed into society’s idea 

that a disability either renders someone less whole or a less intelligent and able-bodied 

and therefore less valid member of the community.  While these characterizations were 

most popular during the 18
th

 and 19
th

 century, their use has continued in works even 

today.  More recent examples of these archetypes occur in The Da Vinci Code
3
, The 

Horse Whisperer
4
, and even Harry Potter.

5
   

Examples of disability in Russian literature exist as well.  One of the best 

examples is the 19
th

 century’s The Brothers Karamazov by Fyodor Dostoyevsky.  Like 

Hemingway, disability was a characteristic employed throughout the books of 

Dostoyevsky, who himself had epilepsy and often worked this confusing disorder into his 

novels.  In The Brothers Karamazov,
6
 the cruel, epileptic Smerdyakov murders his father, 

Fyodor Pavlovich.  Smerdyakov is the illegitimate son of Fyodor, and, though he lives in 

the Karamazov household, he works as their servant.  Not only will Fyodor not admit to 

his kinship with Smerdyakov for aesthetic reasons, but he is mortified to admit that 

Smerdyakov’s mother, who died giving birth to him, was a retarded mute girl and the 

village idiot for all her life.  Smerdyakov’s disorder is his excuse for the deeds he 

                                                           
3
 Silas, a monk who commits murder as a result of his anger over his albino condition. 

4
Grace MacLean is a teenage girl learning to adjust after she loses her leg in a tragic accident. 

5
 Though there are many characters, Voldemort, an evil genius wizard, and Mad-Eye Moody, a successful 

arour are the most prime examples. 
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commits, everyone believing that he is not entirely right in the head or intelligent because 

of it.  As it turns out, Smerdyakov is in fact extremely intelligent, and it is his sly cunning 

and manipulation that allow him to escape blame for the murder.  He is shunned for his 

epilepsy, but he also makes sure to hide behind it in order to escape punishment. 

In Fyodor Dostoyevsky’s The Idiot
7
, Prince Lev Myshkin also suffers from 

epilepsy, but in a very different way than Smerdyakov.  Lev is labeled an idiot and 

spends four years of his life in a Swiss clinic to “help” his epilepsy.  After he is released 

and sent to St Petersburg, the home of his very noble ancestors, Myshkin is taken 

advantage of and threatened for his disorder.  The women of the town do not censor what 

they say in front of him, making the presumption that he does not understand it anyway.  

He is threatened, stabbed, and cautioned not to marry the girl with whom he falls in love.  

A series of tumultuous events occur in St Petersburg, including Myshkin’s loss of both of 

the women he might have married as well as much of his money.  In the end, the 

difficulties in his life cause him to lose his mind, resulting in his being sent back to the 

sanitarium.  For Myshkin, he is not allowed a happy ending because his epilepsy is not 

just a part of him; it is made to define him. 

Noch’, or Night
8
 in English, is a short contemporary story by Tatiana Tolstaya.  

Written in the third person, the narrator speaks from the imagined perspective of the 

middle-aged mentally challenged man in the novel.  The reader follows Alexey Petrovich 

through a day in his life, a day that ends with him lost and scared on the streets of 

Moscow.  Instead of offering to help him, passerby ridicule and beat him up, poking fun 

at him for his condition and his helplessness.  In the end his mother finds her escaped 

                                                                                                                                                                             
6
 First published in November 1880. 

7
 First published in 1869. 
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ward and rescues him, but not without sealing her own isolation into the walls of society.  

Alexey has no one to care or provide for him other than his mother, and for this she is 

ostracized, banished to her own section of the communal apartment she lives in, 

punishment for the invalid with which she has stained society.   

 

Russian and US Laws and Circumstances 

Where countries such as the United States and Great Britain have made the steps 

to ensure equal rights for people who are disabled, Russia has hesitated.  In fact, several 

laws do actually exist in Russia addressing rights and amenities for people with 

disabilities, but none of them are enforced.  “International law specifically prohibits 

invidious discrimination that denies rights to certain classes of people because of inherent 

social characteristics.”
9
  International statute dictates general guidelines defining humane 

treatment of human beings and all countries party to, Russia included, are required by law 

to adhere to these guidelines.  

In 1994 and 1995 Russia attempted to introduce the law “About Education for 

People with Limited Possibilities,” meant to help those seeking higher education and 

vocational training.  The law aimed to satisfy three points.  First, full social security 

benefits would be provided for students with special needs.  Second, changed financial 

support of schooling for those with disabilities.  This would require that the government 

finance the schools instead of municipal administrations.  Third, students would be 

                                                                                                                                                                             
8
 Published in 1990 in Glasnost: An Anthology of Russian Literature Under Gorbachev. 

9
 Hunt, Kathleen . "Relevant International and Russian Laws." Abandoned to the State: Cruelty and Neglect 

in Russian Orphanages III(1998) 2. 19 Oct 2007 http://hrw.org/reports98/russia2/Russ98d-

04.htm#P630_95265 

 

 

http://hrw.org/reports98/russia2/Russ98d-04.htm#P630_95265
http://hrw.org/reports98/russia2/Russ98d-04.htm#P630_95265
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schooled in a mix of integrative and special education.
10

  This last point would greatly 

benefit most students, offering them the special schooling they would need without 

keeping them in isolation.  Both times the State Duma accepted the bill only for President 

Boris Yeltsin to decline it.  Unfortunately for Russia, though this law and others like it 

look promising, but the government does not have the money to finance its proposals. 

To compare, the US began making strides toward improving the lives of its 

citizens who are disabled in July of 1990 when the Americans with Disabilities Act 

(ADA) was signed into law.  According to the ADA, “disability is defined as a physical 

or mental impairment that substantially limits a major life activity.”  The main point of 

this law is to “prohibit, under certain circumstances, discrimination based on disability.”
11

 

The ADA boasts many stipulations in order to provide those who are disabled with the 

resources to guarantee they are treated fairly and with equality.  This act addresses every 

sort of impairment, from mental and physical disabilities to life-altering injuries and 

impairments.  It requires not only that companies provide for the needs of their 

employees, but also it declares it illegal for any company to discriminate against a 

prospect or a veteran worker based on a disability.  It also stipulates that buildings, 

roadways, transportation, etc be handicap-accessible, altering architectural design forever 

in the United States. 

Though the Americans with Disabilities Act has been the target of criticism since 

its approval nearly two decades ago, it is an excellent example of what could take place 

and what needs to take place in Russia.  Unfortunately, the funding is just not available. 

                                                           
10

 Starikova, Irina. Policies of Inclusion of Disabled Students in Russia. 2003: p 5. 
11

 "Americans with Disabilities Act of 1990." Wikipedia.Org. 27 Apr 2008. Wikimedia Foundation. 9 Sept 

2007 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Americans_with_Disabilities_Act_of_1990 

 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Americans_with_Disabilities_Act_of_1990
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Social Ideas and Perceptions 

Money is not the only thing preventing Russia from moving forward with 

disability rights assistance.  An archaic school of thought and lack of understanding also 

keeps the country in stagnation.  It is unfortunate to say that in Russia, though not the 

only country guilty of such, those who are disabled are not considered valid human 

beings, and therefore not worth the time and effort of not only the state, but their own 

families.   

The Soviet idea of perfectionism has carried into the new Russian state.  The 

perfect human being is someone who is strong and lean, intelligent, and architecturally 

inclined.  In the early years of the USSR (Russia’s official name under Soviet leadership), 

ad campaigns and propaganda circulated the state with the intent of inspiring its citizens 

to be the very best they could be and support their government.  This propaganda always 

featured the favored Soviet archetypes: burly, hard working men and stoic, attractive 

females; all performing some task requiring both brains and brawn.  So where did the 

less-perfect, socially disinclined individual fit in to all of this?  The simple answer is, 

they didn’t.  Under communist rule, those deemed mentally or physically handicapped 

lived in isolation from the proficient community.  Institutions were set up all over the 

country, but mostly in the eastern regions, to house those deemed inefficient.  Not only 

were the disabled sent away, but orphans abandoned by their families also entered into 

these institutions.  Though many of these establishments were well funded, their wards 

lived in complete isolation from the rest of the community.  When the Soviet Union 

collapsed and the economy faltered, funding for these institutions disappeared.  Many 
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closed down and those hospitalized within them were forced back into the central world, 

to families if they had any, or to the streets if they didn’t. 

The problem with reintegrating these individuals into society is that no one knew 

exactly how to go about it.  Having lived in isolation most, if not all, of their lives, those 

entering the new world were not equipped with the skills to handle it.  Never having been 

exposed to Russia’s invalids, most of the community at large lacked the ability to 

understand and accept these newcomers.  Thus, the point at which the system has faltered 

greatly—There has never been a balance of special education and integration within 

Russia’s school systems and institutions, resulting in either complete isolation of the 

individual or unsatisfactory education for those requiring extra resources. 

In the ancient world, those with a mental or physical defect were considered 

realizations of God’s wrath.  A handicap or impairment was a realization of punishment 

for sin committed.  If your child was born deformed, then it was generally assumed that 

you must have done something to deserve a scarlet letter.  If you were struck blind later 

in life, then general consensus said you were being punished for something you had done 

wrong in life.  People with disabilities didn’t exist for natural reasons; they existed as a 

message to others of what could happen if religious doctrine was not adhered to. 

Peter I, the first czar of the Romanov dynasty, sought to change this 

rationalization.  A learned man who studied many trades, including science and medicine, 

he opened the Kunstkamera, the first museum in Russia “dedicated to preserving "natural 

and human curiosities and rarities".”
12

  The exhibits, which showcased a number of 

preserved animals and fetuses with anatomical deficiencies, were meant to educate the 

                                                           
12

 "Kunstkamera." Wikipedia.Org. 28 Mar 2008. Wikimedia Foundation. 10 Oct 2007 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kunstkamera 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kunstkamera
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people of Russia on physiology and the science of living organisms.  Peter I understood 

that disability and debilitation were not religious warnings but natural anatomical 

occurrences.  Though his fascination with such oddities did stray beyond that of 

medicinal purposes, his general intent with opening the museum was to broaden the 

mindsets of his people through education and demonstration. 

 

Diagnosis and Classification: Methodology 

In present day Russia, the severity of a person’s handicap can be classified into 

one of three categories.  Those with “light” oligophrenia or only slight retardation are 

labeled debil, while a more serious diagnosis is imbetsil and even worse, idiot.  These 

diagnoses stick with the children for the rest of their lives and though it is possible to 

appeal the classification, it is rare that it ever happens.  According to a report by Human 

Rights Watch titled “Cruelty and Neglect in Russian Orphanages”, by law parents and 

orphans have the right to appeal a diagnosis but few do so because they are not aware that 

there even exists the right to do so.
13

  Parents of handicapped children are urged to enter 

them into internati usually for two reasons; Either they cannot afford to care for a 

handicapped child themselves or they buckle to society’s pressure to hand over the 

possibly reputation damaging burden of an imperfect being. According to one source, 

“From the moment the state assumes their care, orphans in Russia—of whom 95 percent 

still have a living parent—are exposed to shocking levels of cruelty and neglect.”
14

  Due 

                                                                                                                                                                             

 
13

 Hunt, Kathleen . "Relevant International and Russian Laws." Abandoned to the State: Cruelty and 

Neglect in Russian Orphanages V(1998) 4-5. 19 Oct 2007 http://hrw.org/reports98/russia2/Russ98d-

04.htm#P630_95265 
14

 "Human Rights Watch." Wikipedia.Org. 2 May 2008. Wikimedia Foundation. 7 Sept 2008 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Human_rights_watch 

 

http://hrw.org/reports98/russia2/Russ98d-04.htm#P630_95265
http://hrw.org/reports98/russia2/Russ98d-04.htm#P630_95265
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Human_rights_watch
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to the harshness of such an environment, most institutionalized oligophrenics are not 

equipped with the knowledge or the mentality to prepare for the task of arguing their 

case.  And while it may be true that many have living parents, their ignorance to the 

rights of their child prevents them from going up against the state.  All in all it is a lose-

lose situation and unfortunately, the classification of oligophrenic “sticks to children for 

the rest of their [lives].
15

” 

“A diagnosis of serious oligophrenia—as imbetsil or idiot—will condemn the 

child to life in a psychoneurological internat, where his or her rights to education, health 

care, and protection from harm will be permanently denied.”
16

  Sadly, an independent 

investigation into the accuracy of diagnoses revealed that “from 30 to 60 percent of 

orphans diagnosed as oligophrenic may be wrongly ascribed”
17

 while when given 

standardized tests as many as “one third of the children classified as oligophrenic scored 

within normal limits.”
18

  This reflects the inappropriateness of mandatory testing 

performed on children.   

Lyubov Andreeva, deputy to the head commission, claims that Russian 

psychiatric hospitals use three methods in order to deem the capability and mentality of a 

child.  Weschler, Rubinstein, and clinical classification are coupled with “a program 

designed by a scientist at the Scientific Institute of Psychiatry in Moscow to determine 

                                                           
15

 Hunt, Kathleen . "The Point of No Return: Diagnosis at Age Four." Abandoned to the State: Cruelty and 

Neglect in Russian Orphanages V (1998) 1. 19 Oct 2007 http://hrw.org/reports98/russia2/Russ98d-

04.htm#P630_95265 
16

 Ibid. 
17

 Ibid. 
18

 Hunt, Kathleen . " The Point of No Return: Diagnosis at Age Four." Abandoned to the State: Cruelty and 

Neglect in Russian Orphanages V (1998) 4. 19 Oct 2007 http://hrw.org/reports98/russia2/Russ98d-

04.htm#P630_95265 

http://hrw.org/reports98/russia2/Russ98d-04.htm#P630_95265
http://hrw.org/reports98/russia2/Russ98d-04.htm#P630_95265
http://hrw.org/reports98/russia2/Russ98d-04.htm#P630_95265
http://hrw.org/reports98/russia2/Russ98d-04.htm#P630_95265
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the intellectual level of kids.”  However, other hospital workers rebuke this, claiming that 

“the methods the commission uses are not so modern.”
19

  

At age four, a child is brought into a room and asked a series of concept questions 

and to perform certain physical activities.  According to the Human Rights Watch Report, 

the process is intimidating, uncomfortable, and inappropriate.  The setting is dramatic and 

seemingly terrifying to a four-year-old child.  There is no distinction made between 

children who have been living in an institution since birth and those that haven’t.  If a 

child is suspected of retardation at birth and so has lived in a facility his or her whole life, 

he or she cannot be expected to perform the same tasks that a child living outside of 

shelter would perform.  Both physically and mentally the growth of the child may be 

stunted, making it impossible for him or her to perform simple tasks such as walking or 

answering general questions.  Often, when making the diagnoses, it is impossible to tell 

“what’s the result of congenital retardation and what is neglect.”
20

  The tests are brief, 

provisional, and advertised as conclusive.  In fact, oftentimes, children who are not even 

mentally deficient may be labeled so because of a physical impairment that prevents them 

from properly taking the test.  Cases such as this most likely contribute to the high 

number of misdiagnoses in Russian orphanages. 

Deciding if a child is ineducable and then condemning them for it is in itself 

discrimination. 

 

                                                           
19

 Hunt, Kathleen . " The Point of No Return: Diagnosis at Age Four." Abandoned to the State: Cruelty and 

Neglect in Russian Orphanages V (1998) 3. 19 Oct 2007 http://hrw.org/reports98/russia2/Russ98d-

04.htm#P630_95265 
20

 Hunt, Kathleen . " The Point of No Return: Diagnosis at Age Four .” Abandoned to the State: Cruelty and 

Neglect in Russian Orphanages V (1998) 5. 19 Oct 2007 http://hrw.org/reports98/russia2/Russ98d-

04.htm#P630_95265 

http://hrw.org/reports98/russia2/Russ98d-04.htm#P630_95265
http://hrw.org/reports98/russia2/Russ98d-04.htm#P630_95265
http://hrw.org/reports98/russia2/Russ98d-04.htm#P630_95265
http://hrw.org/reports98/russia2/Russ98d-04.htm#P630_95265
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Introduction to Three Case Studies 

In order to better illustrate what life is like for children with disabilities in the 

Russian orphanages, I will present three specific cases and the perimeters to which each 

child is confined.  The following case studies are fabricated, however they have been 

greatly researched in order to assure their accuracy and possibility. 

After reading many journals and short interviews about individuals with 

disabilities, I have compiled my research to reflect what goes on in the Russian system.  

Though these scenarios are made up, I have closely modeled them after certain people 

and instances about which I read.  My primary model was The Human Rights Watch 

report, which interviewed both internat staff and patients.   

In these three case studies I examine what the problem is with the child, how the 

internat might possibly treat it, and what the hopes for the child’s future are. 

 

Case Study I 

Vanya 

 Picture a young boy.  He is cute, adept—relatively normal, except for one thing 

wrong with him.  He has a bilateral complete cleft palate.  He is entirely capable of 

mental interactions, he is of normal size and intelligence, but because he cannot talk he is 

classified as a severe oligophrenic—an idiot.  His inability to communicate his answers 

to the examiners at the time of his testing resulted in his label of extreme mental 

retardation.  Vanya is now eight.  Since his time in the internat, he has had to chance to 

communicate or gain his social skills.  This, unfortunately, has resulted in a number of 
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other condemning diagnoses as well, including mental defect, developmental defect, and 

speech delays. 

 At birth his parents were pressured to give him up, not only branding him as an 

orphan (who are all ready looked down upon in general), but as an unreasonably disabled 

one as well.  A simple surgery in his younger years would have fixed his cleft palate and 

prevented the following delays in speech development and communication.  

Unfortunately, children with disabilities, either physical or mental (and they are not often 

distinguished between) are often passed over for corrective surgery “based on a long-held 

bias against spending medical resources on children judged as “socially useless”.”
21

  

What does the future hold for Vanya?  Prospects are weak.  Having spent his life in the 

institution, he has been deprived of the necessary skills one needs to develop in order to 

function aptly in society.  His education has most likely been poor, owing both to the lack 

of money to fund schooling within the orphanages and the fact that he has been deemed 

“ineducable” because of his disability.  He has not been given the opportunity to hone 

everyday social skills most people develop living in the outside world; he cannot talk, as 

well as his appearance is somewhat off-putting owing to the absence of his upper lip and 

the connection of his nasal passages to his throat, making breathing, oral communication, 

and swallowing food extremely difficult.  Never having been given the chance to develop 

and learn properly, Vanya has not been nurtured enough to be as highly functioning and 

intellectually capable as he should be.  He has been handicapped by the institution he 

lives in.  Without corrective surgery, Vanya can never live a life outside of the internat 

walls. 
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Case Study II 

Natalya 

 Natalya is a young girl with a massive speech impediment and suspected learning 

disability.  Because she did not start to speak until almost age four she was diagnosed as a 

light oligophrenic upon first examination.  At four she was reexamined, but because of 

her difficulty communicating she was deemed to have a mental defect, speech aphasia, 

and a low IQ.  When she cannot communicate in words she uses hand gestures and facial 

expressions.  Instead of this type of language working in her favor, the doctors also 

labeled her as behaviorally challenged, assuming that her wild gestures were the product 

of her acting out. 

 Once placed in the internat Natalya is deprived of education and parental 

nurturing.  She is strapped to her bed, often for days, and her attempts to converse with 

those around her are ignored.  After several months of this, Natalya actually begins to 

digress in maturity.  By the time she is six, after two years of being practically bed-

ridden, she is malnourished and no longer able to walk.  Soon she stops speaking all 

together. 

 Because of her learning disability and the lack of any sort of therapy or special 

education, Natalya never learns to read.  At 10 her intellectual level has fallen far below 

that of most children her age.  She has not had the proper speech therapy or the schooling 

to function as a “normal” 10-year-old in society, resulting in her permanent establishment 

in the internat. 
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 Even as she grows up Natalya does not improve in behavior, physical aptitude, or 

speaking, owing to her inability to develop in her youth.  At this point her label of 

mentally challenged is technically correct.  Without the proper upbringing and familial 

experiences that all children need, Natalya has never walked nor progressed beyond a 

third grade level.  Even though she was of average mentality and intelligence at the time 

of her entrance into the internat, her development has been so delayed that she will never 

function as an adult in society.  She is condemned to forever live in seclusion, confined to 

a bed, behind the internat walls.  

 

Case Study III 

Olya 

 Olya was born with the disfiguring ailment of spina bifida, a flaw in the knotting 

together of a baby’s spine, leaving the brain and the spinal cord still connected.  In these 

cases, in order to maintain proper neurological function, the child must be operated on 

immediately to close the link between the brain and the spine.  Unfortunately, in Olya’s 

case, she did not receive this surgery in time, which resulted in brain fluid dripping into 

her system.  Not only is spina bifida disfiguring, requiring its person to use a wheelchair, 

but it can also cause mental retardation if the top of the spine is not closed soon enough.  

This is what happened to Olya. 

 Just like our other case studies, there is almost no way that Olya can have a 

normal life.  Because of her ailment at birth and archaic ideas about people with 

handicaps, she was denied the surgery that would have made her almost completely 

normal.  When she did finally get the surgery, it was too late to repair all the damage that 
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had been done.  All ready Olya is confined to a wheelchair, but due to her late surgery 

she also has speech aphasia, a low IQ, and retardation.  She is classified as the most 

severe level of oligophrenic. 

 For Olya the future is bleak.  She will receive little to no education and no 

physical therapy or instruction on how to get around in a wheelchair (Which she may or 

may not even have).  In her teen years, when fluid begins to leak from her brain into her 

body, as often happens with spina bifida, it will take months for her to gain approval to 

have a shunt placed at the base of her skull.  The shunt is the only thing that can save her 

life at that point. 

 Olya will never meet her parents and she will never live outside the internat 

walls.  She will barely learn to read, will always be underfed, and will live most of the 

time in diapers.  Many of these repercussions could have been avoided if her spine had 

been closed sooner.  Spina bifida is disfiguring and difficult to live with, but those who 

receive proper medical care are capable of relatively normal lives, intelligence, and 

interactions. 

 

Investigations 

 As human rights become a major concern in countries all over the world, there 

have been several investigations into Russia’s treatment of its citizens.  However, there 

have been few that focused specifically on disability rights.  According to Valentina 

Chumichova, an official for the Ministry of Health working in one of the Psychiatric 

Hospitals, “[Human Rights groups] only raise this problem because it’s very modna right 
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now, not because they’re worried about children.”
22

  Not until the past decade has Russia 

started to notice that its orphans with disabilities, rather than being treated for them, are 

being condemned to lives of near non-existence.  

 One of the major reports that has come out was completed by the Human Rights 

Watch Group, an International non-government associated group based in the United 

States.  In 1998, the organization published a full report on the treatment and diagnosis of 

orphaned children with disabilities.  “Abandoned to the State: Cruelty and Neglect in 

Russian Orphanages” is a nine chapter report that covers the odyssey of the Russian 

Orphanage system from birth to death.
23

 

 According to Human Rights Watch, whose reports have been cited many times 

throughout this paper, the catch-22 of practices and archaic beliefs prevents most Russian 

children with disabilities from advancing in society.  Though an informative report, little 

improvement seems to have been made since its publishing. 

 Elena Iarskaya-Smirnova is a leading Russian disabilities researcher and publisher 

of Perspektiva, a human rights publication, since just after the fall of the Soviet Union.  

According to her research: “[There has been] a rise in disability, which in itself reflects 

the worsening of people’s health… In 1993 the number of people receiving a disability 

pension was 8.2 million.”
24

  She has spent the last two decades or so serving as a social 

worker, professor, and lobbyist, working to improve the suffering and mistreatment of 

those with disabilities in Russia.  
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 In 2006 the Cinema without Barriers, a film festival celebrating films featuring 

individuals with disabilities as main characters, made its third run in Moscow.  Over 100 

films were screened from more than 20 countries.
25

   This film festival is a huge step in 

the direction of supporting disability rights and was supported by many of the big name 

lobbyists for human rights in Russia, including Perspektiva and Iura Kuznetsov, an 

important figure in the disabilities rights movements and a man with handicaps himself.
26

 

 Ruben Gallego is a modern author who has written several fictional books based 

on his experience growing up in the Soviet Union with cerebral palsy.
27

  Genres such as 

this are just starting to make waves in Russia, having only begun developing during the 

Glasnost period under the leadership of Gorbachev. 

 

Conclusion 

 I decided to write this report because of my own interest in disability, which 

increased after I lived in Russia and experienced some of what I speak of here first hand.  

My only hope is that one day the situation does improve for those in Russia suffering 

from maltreatment, locked away in the internat, or just plain shunned for being different 

from everyone else. 

 I have done my best to complete this report using what research I was able to do.  

Unfortunately, the topic of disability is not one easily discussed amongst most Russians 
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and finding any information on the topic outside of the Human Rights Report was very 

difficult. 

 I have tried to complete this report as fairly and as open-mindedly as possible.  

My eyes were opened to many circumstances in my beloved Russia that I was not aware 

of.  But it is not enough that just our eyes be opened.  It is up to us to join the fight to 

make a difference and bring fairness and equality to the entire human race, including 

those neglected and ousted from society. 
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