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When one considers the 
groups insulted, vilified 
or otherwise slighted 

by Republican presidential can-
didate Donald Trump (the list 
goes on forever: blacks, women, 
immigrants, Gold Star families, 
Mexicans, Muslims, POWs) it is easy to overlook disability. Howev-
er, the candidate’s derision has put people with disabilities on the 
map this presidential election.

New York Times reporter Serge Kovaleski, who did not back 
Trump’s claim to have seen thousands of Muslims in New Jersey 
celebrating when the World Trade Center fell on September 11, 2011, 
has arthrogryposis and holds his hands in an unusual manner as a 
result of his condition. Trump physically mocked him while saying, 
“I wish you could see this guy.” He denied it when confronted, but 
once you see Mr. Kovaleski, Trump’s denial is difficult to believe. A 
Bloomberg poll found that 83 percent of Americans found this to be 
Trump’s most offensive slur.

Disability issues rose to prominence at the Democratic National 
Convention when New York’s own Anastasia Somoza addressed 
the first night’s attendees and appeared on national television. Her 
remarks and the remarks of dozens of other people with disabilities 
and their friends and family members have been powerful reminders 
that there is a sleeping giant of a voting block in the U.S. that has 
yet to be employed by any candidate effectively. Fifty-six million 
Americans have disabilities and, of course, if they voted as a bloc, 
people with disabilities would run the country.

Anastasia Somoza, age 33, (full disclosure: I have known her and 
her twin sister Alba since they were in elementary school) and her 
parents have been disability advocates for decades. The Somoza 
twins have cerebral palsy and use wheelchairs. In front of a packed 
audience, Anastasia stated “I fear the day we elect a president 
who defines being an American in the narrowest possible terms…
Donald Trump has shown us who he really is. I honestly feel bad for 
anyone with that much hate in his heart.“ 

She added, “Donald Trump doesn’t see me, he doesn’t hear me, 
and he definitely doesn’t speak for me. “ She told CNN that she 
was offended by Trump mocking Kovaleski and she had to say 
something. Anastasia went to Georgetown University and the 
London School of Economics. She is working on a project with the 
Clinton Global Initiative (CGI) to bring an end to the abandonment 
of babies with disabilities in China. 

The Somoza family – mom Mary, dad Genaro, and Alba and 
Anastasia – have advocated for themselves and others with 
disabilities for more than 30 years, but never received the notoriety 
that national television exposure lends to any cause.

The Democratic National Convention’s focus on disability 
included entertainer Demi Lovato speaking about mental illness, 
lawyer Dynah Haubert speaking about disability rights, and 
little person Ryan Moore speaking about his friendship with the 
Democratic candidate. 

Clinton’s campaign dedicated a page on her website to autism. 
ADA sponsor, former Sen. Tom Harkin of Iowa, praised Hillary 
Clinton for her commitment to disability issues and her opposition 
to paying workers with disabilities less than the minimum wage, a 
practice made lawful by the Fair Labor Standards Act, applicable 
to sheltered workshops.

Portrayals of people with disabilities have historically been 
divided into two types: heroic/inspirational and pathe-tic. All of 
us know there are as many types of people with disabilities as 
there are people. Some are heroic and some are not – some are 
boring, funny, hardworking, lazy – you get the point. Regardless of 
the result of the election, there is no question that Democrats are 
speaking about disability, if only to provide contrast with Trump. 

The minimum wage issue got mentioned on national television. 
Several people with disabilities made speeches on national 
television. None were pathetic. All were committed and hopeful that 
the American political process will finally acknowledge their needs 
and rights, and make policy decisions that benefit everyone, 
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