Disability Terminology Debate- Revisited
Easier to read version
This article is by Anne Rae.
Anne is a member of GMCDP who has also been in lots of other disabled people's organisations.
She wrote a lot of articles and reviews for Coalition magazine.
The original version of the article was published in the November 1988 issue of Coalition magazine.
You can find all the articles from the November 1988 issue of Coalition magazine here[link]
At the time she wrote this article, Anne worked for the British Council of Organisations of Disabled People (BCODP).
The BCODP was a group of disabled people's organisations (DPOs) from all over Britain.
The article is about the different words that people use to talk about disabled people.
At the time, most people either said "disabled people" or "people with disabilities".
There were different reasons why people preferred  one name or the other.
Some people thought it was better to say "people with disabilities" because they thought that we should put the word "people" first in the sentence.
They thought that it is more important that we are people than that we are disabled.
They think "disabilities" are the same as impairments.
They think our impairments, or disabilities, are nothing to do with who we are or what we can do.
But other people, like Anne, thought saying "disabled people" is better because disability and impairment are two different things.
Impairment means the things about our bodies and brains that don't work like other people's.
For example, it might be harder for us to walk, to see or to read.
But disability means the ways that society treats people who have impairments worse than people who do not have impairments.
We might be stopped from doing things that we want to do because there are buildings that we cannot get into.
Or it might be because we don't have enough money, because we can't get jobs.
Or we might not have someone to give us the help we need to get to places or do activities.
Our impairments might not actually stop us from doing the things we want to do if those things were all different.
These things disable us. They are the are ways that we are disabled.
If we call ourselves "disabled people", it is easier to talk about the things that disable us than if we call ourselves "people with disabilities".
We need to understand the ways society disables us to be able to change them.
So Anne thinks that "disabled people" is the best word to use to help us understand and change things.
But at the time Anne wrote this, there were lots of different, new words that some people said that everyone should use instead.
Anne thought lots of these new words are confusing.
If people use the new words instead of "disabled people", it could make it harder to talk about the reasons why we are disabled.
This could also make it harder to change things.
We need to have words that make sense to talk about the things that are happening to us.
If we can't make sense of things, we can't know how to change them.
Some of these new words came from America, but people were saying they should be used in Britain as well.
In America, some things are different for disabled people, so it makes sense that they might talk differently about things.
Anne thought that things are better for disabled people in America than in Britain.
American disabled people are more able to be an equal part of their society than British disabled people are.
They had a law that meant people and companies were not allowed to treat disabled people worse than non-disabled people.
At the time, Britain did not have a law like that.
So Anne thinks that maybe it doesn't matter so much in America what words they use to talk about disability.
They don't need to change things as much as we do.
Anne lists some words that she thinks are confusing and not good for us to use.
The first one is physically inconvenienced.
Anne doesn't like this word because she thinks it makes being disabled sound like something small that doesn't really matter.
Lots of things that are happening to disabled people are very big and very serious.
For example, some disabled people cannot get out of their homes. This is like being in prison.
Lots of disabled people cannot get on buses or trains, or into buildings that are supposed to be open to everyone.
Some disabled people are not allowed to go to school or college, or to learn how to do jobs.
This means they do not have rights that everyone should have.
If disabled people cannot get jobs because of all those things, then they will be much poorer than most non-disabled people.
They might not have enough money to afford the basic things they need, like food or housing.
Lots of people think disabled people cannot have sex or have loving relationships.
Working and being in love are things that everyone is supposed to be able to do.
So if a disabled person is stopped from doing these things, they can feel like they are less of a real person.
They can feel like their feelings aren't real or don't matter.
All these things are very unfair and do a lot of harm.
"Inconvenienced" is not the right word to use to talk about these things.
We need to use more serious words to describe them.
The second word is physically challenged.
A lot of people think this sounds good.
It sounds like people doing lots of amazing things that might be difficult or scary, like climbing mountains.
Some disabled people do things like this.
Some disabled people have written books that lots of people thought were great and important.
Disabled people who do this type of thing often win awards.
They might have people writing about them in newspapers and magazines or talking about them on TV.
They might become famous.
But often the way people talk about disabled people who do great things is patronising.
They might talk about how good they are "in spite of" being disabled.
If a disabled person does something that everyone thinks is a great achievement, then people will expect other disabled people to be like them.
And not all disabled people want to do great things.
Lots of disabled people are just trying to live their everyday lives.
Everyday life can be difficult for lots of disabled people for lots of reasons.
It can be even harder if other people are expecting you to do amazing things like some famous disabled person.
There is nothing wrong with wanting a challenge.
But it should be up to you whether you want to do something challenging or not.
Calling all disabled people "physically challenged" means all disabled people are expected to do big and difficult things.
That means that you look like are a failure if you don't do things like that.
Anne thinks that this way of talking about disabled people can be used to harm us.
The third word is differently abled.
Anne thinks non-disabled people often use this because they think it sounds positive.
They think "disabled" means something bad, so they want to use a word that doesn't have a bad-sounding meaning instead.
Non-disabled people who do this are trying to understand the ways disabled people are treated badly by society.
But the problem with saying "differently abled" is that it sounds like we get something special to make up for having impairments.
Maybe we are happier or braver than non-disabled people.
Maybe we understand the world better.
Anne thinks non-disabled people who say "differently abled" might not realise that they are saying this.
But some disabled people also like to say "differently abled".
They might want to make it sound like disabled people are better than non-disabled people, or that we know and understand things that they don't.
Disabled people do sometimes see and understand things that non-disabled people don't, because different things happen in or lives.
Disabled people are kept out of lots of places that non-disabled people can go. We often live separately from them.
So it makes sense that we might have different ways of looking at and understanding life.
But Anne says that non-disabled people can and should also understand the things that disabled people understand.
If they know about the ways that disabled people are treated badly, they should think the same way about it that we do.
There is no special way of understanding things that only disabled people have.
It is the way society is set up that makes things different for us. Everyone should understand that.
The fourth word is temporarily able-bodied (TAB).
Temporarily means only for a while, not for ever.
Able-bodied is another way to say non-disabled.
This is a bit different, it’s a new way of talking about non-disabled people rather than disabled people.
So temporarily able-bodied means that non-disabled people might not always be non-disabled.
They could have an accident or an illness and end up with an impairment. Then they would be a disabled person.
Anne thinks the first person to say this was Judy Heumann.
Judy was an American disabled activist.
She had been to Britain not long before and talked to lots of disabled activists here.
So some people were starting to use the words that she used.
Anne says that someone who she talked to recently had called himself a "TAB".
Anne didn't know what he meant until she remembered that Judy had talked about it.
Anne likes some of the things Judy says, but she didn't like this word.
Judy said that anyone can become disabled.
This makes disabled people different from other groups of people, like black people or gay people.
A white person can't become black and a straight person can't become gay.
But a non-disabled person can become a disabled person.
Judy said that this is one reason why non-disabled people are scared of disabled people.
But Anne thinks that if this is true, then it doesn't make sense to use words that remind non-disabled people about it.
She thinks that could just make them even more scared of disabled people.
Anne thinks it is good to remind people that making things accessible for everyone is the right thing to do.
It can also be good to remind people that making things accessible can be good for making money as well.
For example, if a company makes a shop accessible, disabled people will spend money there.
But telling people that they will become disabled is not a good way to do this.
If you say that, it sounds like you are telling people off.
It makes it sound like you know better than them.
It is like when people say things to their children like "wait until you grow up" or "wait until you have kids of your own".
People don't like being told things like this. It sounds like you are telling them that things will get worse for them.
So it makes it sound like being disabled is a bad thing and people should worry about it.
People don't like people who say that sort of thing to them. So Anne thinks people won't like people who call themselves "temporarily able-bodied" either.
Anne says we are all "temporarily alive" too, because everyone will die. But no one wants to be reminded of that.
Replies to this article
After this article by Anne Rae was published in Coalition magazine, there were other people who wrote to the magazine to reply to it.
Their replies were published in the next 2 issues of the magazine.
One reply was from Bob Findlay. This reply was printed in the February 1989 issue of Coalition magazine.
Then there was a reply from Sue Napolitano to both Anne's article and Bob's reply. This was printed in the June 1989 issue.
Reply from Bob Findlay
Bob has been involved in lots of different DPOs over many years. At the time, he worked for Birmingham Disability Rights Group (BDRG).
Bob is still thinking and writing now, and lots of his ideas have changed.
Some of the things he said in this reply are very different to what he might say now.
Bob says that BDRG doesn't use the same words to talk about disability as other DPOs like GMCDP and BCODP.
They chose to say "people with disabilities" rather than "disabled people".
But their reasons for choosing this are not the reasons why Anne says people say "people with disabilities".
Bob thinks that Anne is saying that there is only one right way to talk about disability.
He thinks lots of other people in the Disabled People's Movement think this too.
He thinks this is a bad thing because it divides people against each other.
If people think there is only one right way to talk about disability, they might think that anyone who doesn't use the same words as them is the enemy.
Or they might think that people who say "people with disabilities" hate themselves and want not to be disabled.
He thinks this is bad for all disabled people.
If disabled people are fighting with each other over the "right" words to say, they are not fighting for freedom for all of us.
There are lots of people in the Disabled People's Movement who disagree with each other, and this is OK.
We should be able to talk about the things we disagree about.
But we can still work together.
We can fight to change things together even if we disagree about words.
Bob wants to explain why BDRG say "people with disabilities" instead of "disabled people".
These are not the only reasons why people might say "people with disabilities". Some  might say it for different reasons.
Anne said that people say "people with disabilities" because they think that we should put the word "people" first in the sentence.
They think it is more important that we are people than that we are disabled.
This is their way of saying that our impairments are nothing to do with who we are or what we can do.
But Bob says this is not why BDRG say "people with disabilities".
He does think it is important that other people see disabled people as people, not just as our impairments.
So he does think it is good to put the word "people" first in the sentence.
But this is because we should be proud of who we are. We should not accept the things that people with power in society say about us.
Disability does not belong to us and it is not part of us.
It is something that society forces us to have whether we want it or not.
But we can say that society does this to us and still say that we are people first.
Bob also doesn't like the word "impairment".
He thinks this word says that there is something wrong with us, or that non-disabled people are "normal" and we are not.
So he thinks we should use the word "condition" instead.
This just means the way that someone or something is.
It doesn't say that the way someone is is bad, like Bob thinks the word "impairment" does.
Bob thinks the problem is that society says that some conditions are good and others are bad.
Different societies might think differently about which conditions are good and which are bad.
Bob says that disability is the way that society treats people badly when it thinks that how we are is a bad thing to be.
Disability is complicated. It can be very different for different disabled people.
Bob thinks that disabled people don't talk enough about how complicated it is.
So people talk about it like it is all the same when that isn't really true.
The people with power in society talk about disability as if it is a tragedy. This means something very sad, or a story with a sad ending.
But if it is a tragedy, it is the disabled person's own problem.
Lots of people believe this because it is what they are used to thinking, and because it’s what everyone else believes.
It can be hard to get people to believe something different.
When people talk about "disabled people" in the way that DPOs like GMCDP and BCODP do, they mean disabled by society.
But when people hear that, especially non-disabled people, they don't understand it that way.
They think it means disabled by the ways that our bodies do not work like most people's (our impairments or conditions).
This is because that is what most people outside the Disabled People's Movement think the word "disabled" means.
So then what people in the Disabled People's Movement say about "disabled people" doesn't make sense to these other people.
They think we are talking about something very different because they have a different idea of what the word "disabled" means.
Bob says that he disagrees with what Vic Finkelstein thinks about disability.
Vic was a disabled activist who lived in London. Vic and Anne worked together on lots of things, so Bob thinks they have quite similar ideas.
Bob says Vic thinks the problem is all about disabled people being kept separate from non-disabled people.
But Bob thinks that being kept separate is only one of the ways that disabled people are treated badly by society.
Bob says that although BDRG say "people with disabilities", they don't mind other DPOs saying "disabled people".
He says that is the only other word for us that BDRG think is OK to use.
So he agrees with Anne that all the other, newer words she talks about, like "physically challenged", are bad and should not be used.
Bob says there can be lots of reasons for saying "people with disabilities".
Disabled people are all treated badly by society. But that can feel very different for different people.
We all have our own experiences. But what brings us together as a group is that we have all been treated as being worth less.
The word "disability" wasn't originally used to mean an impairment or condition.
It was used to mean being seen by society as being worth less.
This sometimes meant having fewer rights according to the law.
Women used to have fewer rights than men.
So when people wrote about how women were treated badly in the 1800s, they said that women had "disabilities".
Bob thinks this is a good way to use the word.
Bob also thinks that it doesn't make sense to be proud of being disabled people, especially if what "disabled" means is what BCODP say it is.
If "disabled" means that we are treated badly by society, then we want to stop that happening.
We need to fight to stop people being disabled.
So it doesn't make sense to say that "disabled" is something to be proud of, or a group that people should be happy to belong to.
This is different from how it is for some other groups who are treated badly by society, such as black people.
Being black can be something to be proud of. It isn't a word that meant something bad in the first place.
Bob thinks disabled people might be copying what black people have done with the word "black", but that doesn't work with the word "disabled".
Bob thinks disabled people should read some things written by black people that explain why it works for some words and not for others.
Bob says all this is only the beginning of talking about these words and how to use them!
But it is important that we need to talk about these things more in the Disabled People's Movement.
The editor of the magazine says after Bob's reply that GMCDP did talk about these things before.
He says that there were people in GMCDP who also wanted to say "people with disabilities".
But GMCDP decided to say "disabled people", after talking about it a lot, because more people wanted that.
But he agrees that it is good to keep talking about these things in the Disabled People's Movement.
Reply from Sue Napolitano
Sue was a member of GMCDP who was a poet in the Disability Arts movement.
Lots of her poems were published by GMCDP, in Coalition magazine and in a book called A Dangerous Woman.
Sue says that she enjoyed reading Bob's reply in the last issue of Coalition magazine.
She enjoyed reading it because it made her feel more able to think differently about things.
She does not like when people act like there is only one right way to talk about things.
So Bob's reply helped her to work out what she actually thinks.
Sue says that she agrees with Bob about not liking the word "impairment".
She does think that we need different words for the ways that disabled people's bodies are different and the ways that we are treated by society.
But she thinks the word "impairment" sounds too much like there is something bad and wrong about our bodies.
She thinks it sounds medical, like how a doctor would talk about our bodies.
It reminds her of the power that doctors have over disabled people.
She doesn't want us to use a word that sounds like the way doctors talk about our bodies being bad or broken.
But Sue also disagrees with Bob when he says that the word "condition" is better.
She doesn't think the word "condition" sounds as bad as "impairment". But she still thinks it sounds medical.
Sue thinks there might be the same problem with any word that we use, though.
She says that the words we use come from the way people think in society.
It is the way people think about disabled people that really needs to be changed.
We can't change the way people think just by changing words.
There is no word that can stop people from thinking bad things about disabled people by itself.
If people think being disabled is bad, then whatever word we use, they will think it means something bad.
This doesn't mean we should give up and just let people use any words they want, however bad for disabled people they are.
But we need to change what people use words to mean, not just use different words.
One way we can do this is to take words that people have used to hurt and insult us.
We can say that we own these words now, so we can use them differently.
Sue says that other groups of people have done this with other words.
For example, the women's liberation movement said that women wanted to be called "women" and not "girls" or "ladies"
Gay people said that they wanted to be called "gay" instead of "homosexual".
They said the word "homosexual" sounded medical, like some of the words for disabled people.
Lesbians are starting to do this with the word "dyke".
"Dyke" used to be a very rude and insulting word. Some people still use it like that.
But now lesbians are changing what it means. It is still a word that people might see as a bit rude and sexual.
But a lot of lesbians now think it is a good word to use for themselves.
Sue thinks that the best word for disabled people to do this with is "cripple".
"Cripple" is a word that has been used for disabled people for hundreds of years.
It is now a word that most disabled people think is insulting and harmful.
But some disabled people have shortened the word to 'crip' and are starting to use it for themselves.
Sue says that using the word 'crip' like this is a way of fighting back against the ways that disabled people are treated badly by society.
Disabled people are doing this within our own groups.
For example, when GMCDP had its cabaret event, lots of the disabled people who were performing used the word 'crip'.
But people are not talking about this when they write more serious articles about the words that we use about impairment and disability.
Sue thinks maybe we should be less serious about the words we use.
Maybe it would be more fun to use words like 'crip' that some people think are too rude or not serious enough.
If we used 'crip' instead of longer words like 'disabled people', it might make the names of our organisations shorter and easier to remember.
Instead of "Greater Manchester Coalition of Disabled People", we could say "Greater Manchester Crips United"!
Sue is joking a bit when she says this. But she thinks joking like this can be good for our movement.
If we can laugh at ourselves we feel more like we are a group of people who support each other, almost like a family.
It makes it feel more like we are deciding what words to use for ourselves instead other people getting to choose.
It would mean we see each other as more important than non-disabled people.
So we are not wasting our time trying to get non-disabled people to say and think the rights things about us.
Sue wants to know what other people who read Coalition magazine think of her ideas.
