"Welfare Reform and the Social Model of Disability" by Jenny Morris
This article is by Jenny Morris.
The original version of the article was published in the May 2014 issue of Coalition magazine.
You can find all the articles from the May 2014 issue of Coalition magazine here[link]
Jenny is a disabled writer and activist from London.
She has done a lot of research and written books and articles about disability, especially about disabled women.
This article was first on Jenny's blog. Coalition magazine reprinted it.
Jenny is writing about the changes to welfare services made by the government. Richard Currie’s article in this issue also talks about this.
The government called these changes "welfare reform".
She wants to talk about the social model of disability and how the disabled people's movement talks about welfare reform.
Lots of people in the disabled people's movement were talking about what the movement should say and do about welfare reform.
People were wondering if they needed to change the social model of disability because the problems affecting disabled people were changing.
Some of the disabled people who were starting to campaign against welfare reform had not been active in the movement before.
They were often people who had become disabled because they were ill, either physically or mentally.
If people are ill for a long time, this is called chronic illness.
People with chronic illnesses are disabled people, but not all disabled people are chronically ill.
Chronically ill disabled people might think about disability differently than other disabled people.
A lot of people who are chronically ill cannot have jobs because they are too ill to work.
So they need to get benefits to have money to buy everything they need.
The benefits that these people get were being cut by the government.
So they were talking a lot about needing benefits and being unable to work.
But other disabled people thought that it was not a good plan to talk so much about being ill and to say that disabled people cannot work.
One of these disabled people was Mike Oliver.
Mike was a disabled writer, researcher and activist, like Jenny.
He was the first person to use the words "social model of disability".
Jenny will talk more about what the ‘social model of disability’ is a bit later.
Mike wrote an article for the magazine Disability Now about this.
Mike said that he thought the way disabled people were talking about being ill and not being able to work was bad for disabled people.
He thought that it was like going back in time to when people thought disabled people could not do good things for society.
He said that talking about being ill and unable to work makes it sound like the problem for disabled people is our bodies, not how society treats us.
It makes it sound like we are helpless and people should feel sorry for us.
We should not think of disabled people as being ill, because this leads to trying to cure us and fix our bodies instead of changing society.
But thinking like Mike does can be a problem for disabled people who actually are chronically ill.
They might be in pain a lot of the time, or be very tired, and it is important for them to talk about that.
Jenny says that to try to solve this problem, we need to think more about what words like "disability" mean.
A lot of people use the word "disability" to mean the things that people cannot do because of how their bodies and brains are different from most people's.
For example, not being able to walk, or to hear, or to see, or to read and write.
If the government thinks like this, they will decide who gets how much help based on how their bodies and minds work.
And they will think that the government should try to treat or cure people's impairments.
This is the medical model of disability.
Disabled people in the 1970s and 80s came up with different ways to think about disability.
They said that impairment is the ways that disabled people's bodies are different from most people's.
This could be looking different to most people, or it could be not being able to do things that most people can do, like walking or reading.
Or it could be being in pain a lot or feeling ill or tired all the time.
People might have impairments because they were ill or injured, or they might have been born with them.
But disability is something different. Disability is the ways that society treats people who have impairments worse than people who do not.
Being disabled means not being allowed to do things that non-disabled people do, because things are made in ways that are not accessible for people with impairments.
This is the social model of disability.
It is important not to say "disability" when you mean impairment. But lots of people still do, because they don’t understand the difference.
We need to change the words we use to change how people think about disabled people.
We need to do this before we can change society so that people with impairments are not disabled any more.
Jenny says that most people still think about disability in a medical model way.
It can be very hard to get people to think differently because medical model ideas are everywhere in our society.
The government and local councils sometimes say that they use the social model.
But the ways that they decide who gets benefits or services, like personal assistance, are still based on the impairments people have, not what society does that makes life harder for them.
So really they are still using the medical model.
The disabled people who thought up the social model were fighting against being kept out of most of society.
Lots of them were stuck in care homes or similar places that they could not leave because there were no other ways to get the help they needed.
The social model has been really important for lots of disabled people.
It has helped them to think differently about themselves and how their lives could be better.
It has helped disabled people get together as a movement and fight for the things they need.
But the medical model hurts a lot of disabled people.
One way that it hurts people is the way that people need to be assessed to get things they need, like personal assistance.
Jenny talks about a mum whose daughter is disabled and has just turned 18.
The mum is trying to help her daughter get services from the council so that she can move out and live on her own.
If the daughter gets services from the council, her mum will not have to do so many things for her that she does not get paid for.
But to get services from the council, she has to talk about all the things that she cannot do.
She must make it sound like her whole life is sad and horrible. This is very upsetting for her.
She wants to be happy and proud of who she is, but to get what she needs, she has to talk about herself as the opposite of that.
Being treated like this often makes disabled people not want to talk about things like being in pain or feeling ill or tired or depressed.
Some disabled people do not want to talk about their bodies or impairments at all.
Instead, they want to talk about what society needs to change.
This is why Mike says that if you believe in the social model, then illness and disability are nothing to do with each other.
But Jenny says that this is a mistake.
Some of the things that some disabled people need might actually be medical.
But needing access to medical treatment does not mean that we have to use the medical model of disability.
Sometimes we need to talk about our impairments to explain what we need to change for society to be accessible.
For example, some people have impairments that make them feel too ill or tired to work some of the time.
But there might be ways to change the way their jobs work so that they can keep doing them.
Maybe their employers could let them have more time off work, or work at different times of day.
This is similar to things like putting a lift in a building so someone who uses a wheelchair can get to work.
But many people do not think about changing things like where and when someone works, because they are used to them working like they do now.
Jenny says we need to think about how to make things better for all disabled people, including people who are chronically ill.
If we don't find out what we all need to be included, some disabled people will get left out.
Those people will think the social model is not useful for people like them.
For example, we might think that there is no way to make work accessible for people whose impairments mean they feel ill and tired all the time.
But if we talk about how these impairments affect people, we might be able to find ways to make it work.
We might need to make big changes to the ways we think about jobs and work.
But we need to be able to talk about our bodies and how different impairments affect them.
If we do not talk about these things, we will not be able to know what needs to be changed for disabled people with different impairments.
Jenny says that different disabled people's organisations (DPOs) have always thought differently about this.
In the 1970s and 1980s, there were two important DPOs in Britain.
One was the Union of the Physically Impaired against Segregation (UPIAS).
The other was the Liberation Network of People with Disabilities (LNPD).
They both had different ideas about impairment and disability.
UPIAS wanted to think and talk about the ways society treats disabled people.
They did not think it was important to talk about impairment.
But the LNPD thought that sometimes talking about impairment was important.
They said that "the personal is political".
This means that it is important for everyone to talk and think about the things that happen to individual people.
This is important even if those people feel like these things are only important to them.
The LNPD said that being disabled is not the same as other things that people might be treated worse than others for, like being black or being a woman.
It is not painful to be black. But it can be painful to have some types of impairments.
So being disabled is not only about being treated badly by society. There can be bad things about having an impairment however good or bad society is.
Other people in the disabled people's movement, like Liz Crow and Jenny Morris herself, have said similar things.
Jenny says that disabled people need to stop pretending that there is never anything bad or painful about impairment.
If we do not talk about these things, then the only people who talk about them will be people who think disabled people's lives are hopeless.
Those people do not think about us being disabled by society.
They only think about impairment.
Some of them think having an impairment means we are worth less as people.
They might think it is our own fault, or it makes our lives so bad they are not worth living.
If we do not talk about our impairments at all, we will not be able to change how those people think about us.
They will just say that we are ignoring the truth about our bodies and impairments.
Then talking about the social model will seem silly and unrealistic.
We need to talk about our bodies and experiences realistically.
We need to talk about them in ways that make it easier to work out for ourselves what we need.
Then we can tell everyone else what we need and what needs to change for us to get it.
We need to be careful that we do not talk about ourselves in ways that make people feel sorry for us.
We can say that the government's welfare reforms are hurting disabled people without saying that our lives are all sad and hopeless.
The way the assessment system works means that disabled people have to talk a lot about things like how ill we are or how bad our impairments are.
Jenny thinks that this is why some disabled people are talking about these things when they are campaigning against welfare reforms.
People are saying that they are "vulnerable" and need support, but the government are taking the support away from them.
Someone is vulnerable if bad things happen more often to them, or hurt them more, than other people.
If someone is vulnerable, then other people will have to protect them to stop these bad things happening to them.
But "vulnerable" is not something that a person just is.
It is the government and society that makes disabled people "vulnerable" by not giving us what we need.
So we need to talk about the support we need and the ways that the government stops us from getting it.
Lots of disabled people can work if they have the right support.
We should say that we want to work if we can.
It is wrong to say that disabled people are not getting jobs because they do not want to work enough.
Disabled people who can not get jobs still need to get benefits to survive.
But this is not because we are "vulnerable" or because there is something wrong with us.
It is because society makes work inaccessible for us.
Jenny says that older disabled activists should be proud of the people who are campaigning against welfare reform now.
They are carrying on the struggle that older DPOs started.
They are campaigning in new ways, like using the internet, that did not exist when groups like UPIAS and LNPD started.
Jenny is grateful that they are doing this.
