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"... In searching for the principles and means by which the disabled may be helped to share fully in our national life, we are confronting one aspect of what is perhaps the central moral and political challenge of our time. " *
1. That disabled people live in a disabling society is well established and documented. Perhaps less well recognised is the significance of how the disabling society singles out specific social groups for discrimination (such as people refused employment because of age or children whose education is stunted by goals determined by others). In the disabling society, people are prevented from participating fully, from realising their aspirations and from fulfilling their creative potential. In our view if the freedom of individuals to be full citizens and to live to fulfilment is restricted or prevented then the disabling society, that is, the totality of society, can be characterised as an all embracing prison.
2. In this prison, people with physical impairments, prevented from realising their potential; are one of many imprisoned groups. The significant difference between them and other oppressed groups is that disabled people are segregated within a special isolation wing of the prison and this experience of segregation has made possible a very clear understanding of the overall restrictive, dehumanising and imprisoning nature of society. This is a potentially significant insight that disabled people could contribute to the construction of a better society.
3. Drawing on our knowledge of institutions for disabled people, we can make connections between the institution, the welfare state and the imprisoning/disabling society. The Welfare State is the name that is given to this prison - instead of HMP Strangeways or Wormwood Scrubbs we have HMP Welfare State-ways. Miller and Gwynne's notorious research of institutions for disabled people identified the horticultural model, an encouragement to management by humane regimes. On reflection we would suggest that Britain adopted the horticultural model for managing its welfare institution. In time Community Care has been introduced to modify the Welfare State and bring it into line with global market forces.
4. With the insight provided by the prison analogy it becomes a relatively simple matter to identify the warders, the prison managers, the regulators and the ideologues who enable the prison to function. A key task is allocated to the liberal professionals - these are the social workers, OTs, doctors, physiotherapists, teachers and architects etc. The prison managers are politicians whilst lawyers see that the prison rules are not transgressed. An important role is reserved for academics and researchers. They are assigned the task of finding new ways to make the prison run more efficiently and to produce the persuasive arguments. There are few who escape a role in this system.
5. As in any prison, the inmates of a disabling society and those who try to support them will be driven to try and make it a more humanitarian place. They too, would prefer the horticultural model over Miller and Gwynne's warehousing model. Towards this end they seek rights to self determination to be consulted, to have some control and there can be no objection to improving the prison, on the contrary, we must support this.
6. Whilst we support the need for Civil Rights Legislation (CLR) and the campaign to see it enacted, we do not see this as the route to emancipation. To escape our solitary confinement within society, to get outside the prison we have to look at the causes and not just the effects. In order to overcome the constraints imposed upon us by the disabling society we have to go beyond illusions that running a horticultural prison is emancipation, or the route to emancipation. We need to look beyond the prison walls and break the boundaries that limit our thinking about disability. A social movement seeking liberation from a disabling society needs to consider how a non disabling society is to be achieved. It needs to address the cause of disablement not just the symptoms. Civil Rights are a defence against the effects of a disabling society, it cannot redress the cause of our oppression.
7. With this in mind CRL struggles need to be seen in context, to be seen for its potential in enhancing awareness about the limitations of the disabling society, in encouraging greater clarity in aspiring for the removal of constraints that have been imposed upon us, and in heightening opportunities for greater exchange of ideas about emancipation. To become increasingly aware of the prison in which we have been incarcerated is not automatic, it has to be cultivated as part of a conscious process.
8. We would maintain that a substantial amount of work to date has been trying to improve the prison/disabling society, to make the prison/welfare state more humanitarian, to redistribute a little of the power. In the social interpretation it's crucial that we don't confuse running a prison on more humanitarian lines with the processes of emancipation. When the idea of disability being caused by society was first introduced, UPIAS went on to say, we have to understand the cause of disability not just the effects. In its argument with the Disability Alliance, UPIAS centred around this fact, that poverty was a symptom, not the cause of oppression. In current discussions the social model has become increasingly tied to humanising the prison, giving prisoners rights and building a rights based movement. Tying the social model to this is manifestly in adequate. Emphasis on civil rights, will not of itself dismantle the prison nor emancipate the prisoners. We have barely begun to understand where the social interpretation of disability is leading us.
9. At this stage we can only offer what we think are important prerequisites for a non disabling society. One idea we wish to raise for consideration in this academic context is that a non disabling society would need different kinds of workers. If a disabling society makes it difficult for people to have aspirations a non disabling society must cultivate just this - people's aspirations. To this end we need to create a new class of aspirational workers. People who would support others to grow into their potential. These workers we would suggest would need a combination of skills commensurate with supporting disabled people to achieve their aspirations, to take control of their lives and to strive for an active role in moulding society and the environment to facilitate this.
10. Disability Studies is a new discipline, with only twenty years history, it has hardly begun to develop its knowledge base. In our opinion within the disabling society Disability Studies has got no further than being in cell block D. There it pursues its specialist knowledge and remains within a segregated wing of the prison, just as others are confined to their wings of race studies, women's studies, studies of ageing and studies of child development. By maintaining boundaries within the welfare prison professional hegemony and the mystification of expertise is helped to remain intact.
11. As a start towards creating this exciting future, we think it imperative that Disability Studies escapes the narrow confines of interdisciplinary course packages, which maintains discipline in the various wings of the prison building while creating the illusion of escaping the boundaries of its walls. We need to develop new courses that offer students the chance to consider what kind of worker would be needed for a non disabling society. Courses that consider what someone would need, what knowledge, skill base and approach would distinguish them from a prison warder, how would they differ from a professional trained for a disabling society? Courses that set out to challenge the disabling society, open new roads to emancipation.
12. Disability studies has a unique role. By exposing the function of care services and welfare philosophy in the disabling welfare state Disability Studies can clarify non disabling alternatives. If Disability Studies can help define the kind of workers that would be appropriate, it would offer a service to the many, disabled by society. When inmates in disability studies interact with the inmates of other disciplines, its liberating insights can bring changes which stretch and challenge the boundaries in which we have all been incarcerated.
13. It is likely, skills required for aspirational support workers, will in part be found within existing professions. In designing a new profession to support disabled people elements of existing training courses are likely to be appropriate. Others, we know, will not. The critical task will be to unpackage and repackage, whilst discarding what is not useful.
14. We would maintain that ultimately it would not only be disabled people with impairments who would benefit from an aspirational approach. Others, disabled or oppressed by the prison, would also benefit. As the new knowledge base grew the links between all oppressed groups would be made more apparent, what had started as a solution for disabled people with impairments would become a way forward for others also.
15. We suggest that, by using its knowledge of the disabling society, and making connections between the disability experience and other experiences of oppression, Disability Studies would find itself becoming a leader in the field of studies of oppression. Disability Studies have the potential for an important future.
*The quote at the start of this paper is taken from an essay by Paul Hunt entitled Disablement Published in "The New Poor" 1973 p.116 Edited by fan Henderson. Peter Owen Publications.
