DEFINING THE DISABLED UNDERCLASS
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Those of us who are active in the disabled people's movement here in Britain, need to get a final, firm grip on the way our situation is defined and controlled. We've had long debates over terminology in the past but one particular set of terms - and the ideology which underpins them - still dominates disability policy and with it the direction of public spending.
The terms in question are: impairment, disability and handicap. They are used to identify and control those of us whose bodies fail to meet some standard of "normality" which nobody cares ever to describe, but which everyone seems to think exists. The terms are defined differently by different people, depending on what they have in mind for us.
Although there is no single, agreed form of words they do have two important things in common. Firstly, the definitions are almost wholly able-bodied inventions, dreamed up by people who have no direct experience of disability - like people who think an access problem is an establishment which won't accept a flexible bit of plastic.
Secondly, they all slavishly follow the dictates of the "medical model". According to this model, the "problem" of disability lies always with us and our bodies: the focus of this model is on the individual and his or her physical condition. The definitions put about by the World Health Organisation are typical of this way of thinking:-
Impairment: any loss or abnormality of psychological, physiological or anatomical structure or function.
Disability: any restriction or lack, resulting from an impairment, of ability to perform any activity in the manner or within the range considered normal for a human being.
Handicap: a disadvantage for a given individual, resulting from an impairment or disability, that prevents the fulfillment of a role that is normal depending on age, sex, social and cultural factors for that individual.
On this model all the restrictions, lacks and disadvantages we face result from the state of our bodies. In the past, many have felt guilty or ashamed because of this. Some of us - against the evidence of daily experience - have even believed it to be true! We have been so taken in by these able-bodied definition mongers that we have internalised our oppression. Put another way, we have been saying that our bodies are responsible for the daily dose of discrimination we suffer out in the streets and buildings of their society.
As time has gone on, more and more of us have realised that we have been duped. We - not the so-called professional experts - know what the disability game is about, and we are the people who should define it. Even so, we still fall into traps laid by these controllers of disability policy. As an example, it has become "right on" to use terms like people with disabilities and, in the process, failing to see that we are re-inforcing their need -to ensure that disability lies with us, with our bodies. In terms of our political development, in matters like this we are still operating at the babes and sucklings level. Some of us have been so enthusiastic about pushing the idea that we are people first (recall the IYDP slogan: "think of the person not the disability") we have overlooked the political point that they who control the problem, control the solution. The last thing we need is to shove disability into second place. Quite the reverse, it needs jacking up as a live political issue.
We need to make plain that the political purpose of definitions based on the medical model is to divert attention away from the social causes of disability. Such definitions are the product of able minds in able bodies, hell bent on protecting the ablebodied social status quo. They are designed to deflect pressure for social change; to keep secure the vested interests of those with careers in the disability industry; and to control the flow of public spending on disability.
Obviously I'm aware that, in recent years, disabled people world wide have been re-defining disability in order to make it correspond with the reality of our daily experiences. The Union of the Physically Impaired against Segregation was the first organisation of disabled people in Britain to publish definitions which were based on this daily reality. They are:-
Impairment: lacking all or part of a limb, or having a defective limb, organ or mechanism of the body.
Disability: the disadvantage or restriction of activity caused by a contemporary social organisation which takes no or little account of people who have physical impairments and thus excludes them from participation in the mainstream of social activities.
The intention was to locate the cause of disability where disabled people themselves find it - in society itself. They were not part of an interesting debate about how we feel about the sorts of words we use to describe ourselves and our condition. They were designed to confront and replace the definitions according to the medical model; to lay the basis for a fresh approach to disability policy.
These definitions helped to make the social model part of the movement. Their political purpose is to draw attention to the social causes of disability. They are designed to generate pressure for social change; to change the course of social policy and patterns of public spending on disability. They help to lay a basis for taking control away from those with a vested interest keeping us as a dependent underclass in British society.
The Disabled Peoples' International, after strong lobbying by the BCODP delegates, adopted the social model and built it into its Constitution. For a number of reasons the words differ from those quoted above - but the concept is the same. What is important is that each country uses words best suited to local political circumstances.
Given the currency of medical model jargon; given the power of ablebodied "experts" over our lives, the Union's definitions still seem to me to be the right one's for us to use here in Britain. They directly support the growing push within BCODP for Anti Discrimination Law. Now is the time to adopt and deploy them across the movement.
