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Abstract 

Shane Burcaw is a Blogger and YouTuber who runs a non-profit organization that aids 

people with disabilities, especially Spinal Muscular Atrophy (SMA). He, through his memoir, 

laughing at my nightmare, explains how he battles disability as well as the stereotypes that 

people have about it. The memoir registers the author’s resisting the stereotypes of negativity 

and exclusions which prevent him from mingling with the mainstream community. It portrays 

the vivid picture of his birth, school life, parental care, college life, first crush, girlfriend and 

sex. laughing at my nightmare deals with the pains, sufferings, mental agonies in the name of 

medical treatment, and also the fear of being alienated from the ‘temporarily abled persons’. 

This article attempts to explore how a person with disability creates opportunities and space to 

form the ‘self’. 
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All human beings born in the world are unique. They are gifted with individual talent. 

As they grew over years, they acquire knowledge and skills and develop their personality. Once 

they become sound in knowledge and skills, they showcase their skills and talents to the world 

in order to establish an illusion that they are superior to other human beings. This illusion leads 

to set parameters for selection. The knowledge and skill sets are measured in terms of body and 

mind. Those who have deformed body parts or disability in any forms and destabilized mind are 

considered ‘unfit’ for the task. Thus was born all forms of discrimination in the name of 

disability.  

This article sets out to explain how Shane Burcaw registers his resistance and battles 

against discrimination and finds space to form his identity despite his disability. Burcaw is a 

twenty-plus young adult. He lives in Minneapolis, the USA. He was born with a rare disease 

called Spinal Muscular Atrophy, which hinders his muscles’ growth. As a result, his muscles 

have gotten smaller and weaker instead of growing stronger and bigger. This does not stop him 

from doing the things he enjoys. He is a person with a wicked sense of humor and strong mind 

(though weak in body). He is friendly, funny and approachable.  

He runs a blog and non-profit organization dedicated to providing medical equipments 

to people with muscular atrophy diseases. Burcaw takes all efforts to get identified as same as 

his friends. He is very much concerned about being treated as one of the fellow human beings in 

the main stream community.  
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He wants to look like same as others, because he is obsessed with making more friends. 

He fears that he may be neglected for he is bound in wheelchair. His fear of not making friends 

is a universal one. However, in his mind, his wheelchair and disease would be the unfair cause 

of never making friends.  

To combat this imagined scenario, he spends fair amount of time obsessing about how 

kids would perceive him. He plans to buy cool clothing as other kids wear. He thinks that by 

wearing the same clothes as them will have an easier time seeing him as their equal. He is 

forced to do what others do in order to be accepted as equal and same. He wants to follow the 

social parameters set by the ‘able’ society. He is compelled to let his hair grow long and 

believes that having long hair will obviously be a sign to people that he is normal. Tom 

Shakespeare says “nobody wants to be categorized in a way which seems limiting or negative. 

They want to stress their similarity to others, not their differences; what they can do, not what 

they cannot do”. 

 

In American culture, having girlfriend even at fifth grade is a parameter set by the ‘able’ 

society to be considered ‘normal’ as others. He attempts winning a girl’s heart and he leaves no 

stone unturned to accomplish his ‘mission at fifth-grade’. It is generally assumed that people 

who are wheel-chair-bound will be socially inept. He tries all ways possible to break the 

misconception about disability and proves himself. Burcaw observes, “Kids in wheel chairs 

don’t get girlfriends very easily. This would be a big step in proving to the world that I was 

different”. (LAMN) 

It is quite obvious that a normal person will have many friends. Burcaw, to prove the 

world that he is not different, devises novel plans to make as many friends as possible. He 

rehearses potential conversation in his mind and practices asking for help in cool ways that 

doesn’t sound pathetic and annoying. It is quite normal that people come forward to help the 

disabled people out of pity, but Burcaw does not want to be pitiable in their eyes. He does not 

want pity but equality! 

Burcaw is very much careful about not evoking pity in the minds of the non-disabled 

people, so he pays attention to his each and every word to provoke humor to make others see 

him as a normal person forgetting his disability. As Tom Shakespeare observes in his Disability 

The Basics, “People who are born with an impairment often develop great communication 

skills, or have a good sense of humour, as an adaptive response” (78). He says that getting 

people to see past his wheel chair/disability is one of his biggest concerns and the sense of 

humor helps him do that. 

I just need help with small stuff like getting my books out of my book bag. I 

would do it myself, but I’d probably end up on the floor.” She laughed ...Quickly 

understands my sense of humor ... My sense of humor allowed her to see past my 

wheel chair. (LAMN Chapter-15) 

To be considered normal in the society is the biggest concerns for Burcaw since his 

childhood. During his primary school days, Halloween Parade’ is organized by the Bethlehem 

municipal corporation and all the schools in and around the town participate in it. Burcaw also 

wants to participate in it. 

It is raining in the morning of Halloween Parade. Burcaw is an electric wheel chair user 
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and it will short-circuit and explode if it is exposed to rain for long. In spite of the danger on the 

card, he is determined to participate in the parade without worrying about the rain and the 

results. “but my prolonged exposure to heavy rain can result in serious damage. We decided to 

tough it out and face the rain with everyone else” (LAMN Chapter-10). 

There is a misconception among people that the disabled people are inept and lack social 

skills. Burcaw wants to make people aware that he is not either of these things. He breaks up the 

stigma and sets up a milestone in all his activities. Be it giving a speech in a seminar or 

contesting in an election or drinking alcohol, he makes his presence visible and remarkable in 

the crowd. In spite of his having speech impediments and confined in the wheel chair he faces 

the audience with utmost confidence and convinces them to vote for him in the school election 

and he, to his surprise wins the election. 

It is believed that drinking is commonly accepted among people. Though he is quite 

unaware of drinking and its effects on the disabled body, he wants to do that adventure not 

minding his dis/ability. However, he doesn’t want to be a stupid to throw away a great life for 

one night of fun. Finally, he convinces himself to take a rise and try it. 

I however had reached a point in my life on that New Year’s eve where I did not 

really care how dangerous drinking might be for some one of my condition. It 

seemed silly for me to go through life constantly making cautious decisions to 

avoid getting in trouble or hurting my body.(LAMN Chapter-25) 

Burcaw shows the world that he is as normal as the non-disabled people and he tries all 

ways possible to prove him. He devises plans to look like a normal person. During his college 

days he fears that his fellow students may feel awkward about his disability and may not like to 

have friendship with him. To show the class that he is a normal person and not a mentally 

challenged, he patiently waits for a chance to answer a question in a way that would show the 

other students that he is not mentally challenged.   

the class had started, I patiently waited for a chance to answer a question in a 

way that would show the other students that I was not mentally challenged. I 

know, I have some odd insecurities” (LAMN Chapter-27)  

One of the most important things, to be a ‘normal’ human being in the world is to have 

the ‘ability’ to have sex. It is stereotyped that the disabled people cannot perform well in sex. 

Burcaw breaks the stereotypes about the disabled people into pieces by winning a girl’s heart 

(not body) and involve in a mutual sex. Tobin Siebers opines in his Disability Theory, 

one of the chief stereotypes oppressing disabled people is the myth that they 

don’t experience sexual feelings or that they do not have or want to have sex- in 

short, they do not have a sexual culture (138).  

There is a universal belief among the people that sex is the privileged domain of ability. Ability 

represents the able body as the baseline of humanness. Absence of ability or lesson ability 

marks a person as less than human. 

Barbara Waxman Fiduccia argues that disability assumes the characteristic of a sexual 

perversion, because disabled people are thought unable to produce "quality offspring"(pp168). 

Here, Burcaw has been thinking that having a girl friend and having sex with her will give him 

an identity in the society. He also thinks that being a citizen in a country is not important unless 

he is considered a ‘sexual citizen’. Therefore, he tries all ways possible and ‘accomplish his 
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mission’.  

We looked in to each other’s eyes, as she gently put her hands on my neck. In 

between kisses, Jill proceeded to take my pants off...... Gave me the best orgasm 

I had ever experienced to that point in my life but it left me with an incredible 

sense of hope and she helped me defeat the idea - having a girlfriend was 

impossible (LAMN Chapter-30) 

Shane Burcaw knows it very well that the only way to save himself from the unjust 

stereotypes and social prejudices are through awakening his mind. It is clear that the unjust 

stereotypes and social prejudices coerce him to comply with the codes of the ablest society. He 

risks his life to resist the conventional thoughts about disability and thus creates his identity to 

convince the world that he is normal as others. 

 

Abbreviation 

LAMN – laughing at my nightmare 
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