Disability Terminology Debate - a reply, for an open debate.
Easier to read version
The original version of this article was published in the February 1989 issue of Coalition magazine.
You can find all the articles from the February 1989 issue of Coalition magazine here[link]
This article is a letter that Bob Findlay wrote about the article by Anne Rae in the issue of Coalition magazine before this one.
Anne's article was about the different words that people use to talk about disabled people. In this reply Bob has some different ideas about that.
Bob has been involved in lots of different DPOs over many years. At the time, he worked for Birmingham Disability Rights Group (BDRG).
Bob says that BDRG does not 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 does not use the same words 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". Other people might decide to 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 that it is more important that we are people than that we are disabled, and 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 does not 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 does not 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 people think that our condition is always bad.
Disability is complicated. It can be very different for different disabled people.
Bob thinks that disabled people do not talk enough about how complicated it is.
So people talk about it like it is all the same, when that is not really true.
The people with power in society talk about disability as if it is a tragedy. This means something very sad.
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.
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 do not 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" does not make sense to other people.
They think we are talking about something very different because they have a different idea of what the word "disabled" means.
Bob disagrees with people who think 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 do not 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" was not 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 in the 1800s wrote about how women were treated badly in society, they said that women had "disabilities".
Bob thinks this is a good way to use the word.
Bob also thinks that it does not make sense to be proud to be disabled, especially if what "disabled" means is what BCODP say it does.
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 does not 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 is not 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 does not 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.
