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This article is by Vic Finkelstein and Judy Hunt.
Vic and Judy were both members of the Union of the Physically Impaired Against Segregation (UPIAS).
UPIAS was a group of disabled people that started in the 1970s to fight against the ways that disabled people are treated badly by society.
They were some of the first disabled people to talk about a lot of important ideas, like the difference between impairment and disability.
Vic and Judy, like other members of UPIAS, wrote a lot about how society treats disabled people badly and how we can change it.
This article is a talk Vic and Judy gave to teachers and students at the University of Leeds in 1999.
It was part of a day of talks about how university workers teach and research about disabled people and the issues they face.
Vic and Judy called their talk "Strangeways!" because Strangeways is the name of a prison in Manchester.
The article is about how the world that disabled people live in is like a prison.
Vic and Judy start by saying that lots of people know and understand that disabled people live in a disabling society.
To disable something means to stop it from working how it should, or from doing what it could do if no one was stopping it.
Society disables people by having buildings not everyone can use, or by making rules about which people go to different schools or do different jobs.
This means that being disabled is not something that we just are because our bodies or brains are different from other people's.
We are disabled because someone has disabled us.
These things could be changed if everyone decided to change how society works.
This way of thinking and talking about disabled people is often called the social model of disability.
Vic and Judy say that a society which disables people is like a prison because it controls what people can and cannot do.
Even if people are not actually locked up, if they cannot choose how to live their lives, then they are not really free.
There are lots of different groups of people that society disables in different ways.
People with physical impairments are one of these groups.
A physical impairment means not being able to do things with your body that most people can do.
For example, you might not be able to walk or to carry things with your hands, or those things might be hard or painful for you to do.
Vic and Judy say that society is like a prison for lots of different people and groups - not just people with physical impairments.
But people with impairments are kept separate and treated differently from other people.
It is like they are in a special part of the prison, where they are even more alone and even less free than other prisoners.
Because disabled people are treated this way, it is easier for them to see how society stops other groups of people from being free.
This means that disabled people might see ways to change society and make it better for everyone that other people might miss.
One of the most important and powerful parts of society for disabled people in countries like Britain is the Welfare State.
The Welfare State is a system of benefits and services that the government provides for everyone in the country.
In the Welfare State, it is the government that decides what everyone needs and what everyone should get.
Vic and Judy say that the Welfare State keeps physically impaired people separate to everyone else and controls what they do.
Benefits and services should help people control their own lives and be part of society. But in Britain, they do the opposite of that.
There were two researchers called Miller and Gwynne who wrote a book about care homes where disabled people lived in the 1960s.
They said there were two different ways that the welfare state treated disabled people.
One of these was the warehousing model and the other was the horticultural model.
A warehouse is where things are kept while they are not needed.
So the warehousing model means treating disabled people like things that are not needed, by just finding a place to put them, like an institution.
In this model, disabled people have no freedom, and nobody cares about how they feel or what they want.
Horticulture is another word for gardening. So the horticultural model means looking after people the way that a gardener looks after plants.
In the horticultural model, disabled people are given the things they need to be comfortable and stay alive.
But non-disabled people still control where they live and what they do. They still do not really get to control their own lives.
This is how Vic and Judy think the British welfare state treats disabled people.
Lots of different people do jobs that keep society working like a prison.
Politicians make the big decisions about how society works.
Lawyers decide when one person can control what someone else does.
They come up with lists of rules about this, and they make sure everyone follows the rules.
People like social workers, therapists, and day centre workers are more like prison guards.
They tell people what they can and cannot do, and decide how people live their lives.
Researchers and other people who work in universities are also part of this.
Part of their job is to find new and better ways to keep the prison working.
Another part of their job is to explain why society works this way.
They often talk about this way of doing things like it is sensible and good for everyone.
They might admit that there are some things wrong with it, but they will make it sound like they are only a few little things that can be easily fixed.
It is very difficult to work in a university or do research and not end up doing these things.
People who are in a prison will try to find ways to make it treat them less badly.
So disabled people will try to find ways to make the disabling society a bit better for them.
The horticultural model is better for them than the warehousing model, even though it is still bad in a lot of ways.
It says disabled people should be kept happy and comfortable. So disabled people can say that how they are treated does not make them happy.
They might say they want more or better things - like more money, or better equipment or personal support.
A lot of the time, some politicians, lawyers, and other workers will agree with disabled people that things need to be improved.
So disabled people will try to work with politicians, researchers and professionals to change things so they work better.
Although this does not really free us from the prison, it can make life inside the prison better, so we should still support people doing this.
One example of this is Civil Rights Legislation. This means laws that say disabled people have the same rights as everyone else.
For example, a law might say that your boss cannot sack you from your job just because you become disabled.
They could only sack you for a different reason - like you not being able to do the job, or being rude to people.
Vic and Judy say that they support disabled people trying to get Civil Rights Legislation. But they do not think it will really set us free.
To really become free, we have to understand why things are wrong with society, not just what is wrong.
We need to understand that changing the prison so that people in it are treated a bit better is not the same thing as getting out of the prison.
We need to think more deeply about how society could be different.
For example, it would be good if bosses could not sack people just because they are disabled, but there are problems this does not solve.
If someone's job has long days and lots of heavy work, many disabled people could not do it anyway.
So disabled people can still be sacked, but it will be because they cannot do this job!
Vic and Judy say there is another way that society is like a prison.
Prisons try to control what people think and say, as well as what they do. Vic and Judy say society also does this.
We need to try to think about the things that society does not want us to think about.
We need to think about what a society that does not disable anyone would be like.
Vic and Judy do not think Civil Rights Legislation can change society that deeply.
Laws can stop some of the worst things that happen to disabled people - like people banning them from shops or cinemas.
Laws might also stop the prison getting worse. They might say that nobody can take away things that disabled people have now, like adapted housing or benefits.
But these laws would not mean that disabled people can control their own lives. People would still be disabled by society.
But there are some good things that fighting for Civil Rights Legislation can do, even if the laws themselves will not change that much.
Fighting for Civil Rights Legislation can show us more clearly what is wrong with society.
It can help us understand what kind of barriers we should get rid of to change society so that it does not disable us any more.
If disabled people are working together to fight for Civil Rights Legislation, we will talk to each other about how to change things.
Lots of different people might have their own good ideas. So working together will help us come up with better ideas together.
We all live in the same society, but that does not mean that we all understand how it is like a prison.
So it is important for different disabled people to talk to each other, and teach each other what they have each learned.
Lots of people have worked hard to try to make society better for disabled people.
People have tried to give disabled people a bit more power.
But society has not stopped being like a prison. The prison has just got a bit nicer to the people in it.
We need not to confuse making the prison nicer with actually freeing ourselves from the prison.
Vic and Judy said that this reminds them of an argument between disabled people in the 1970s.
Some people said that disabled people's biggest problem was being poor, so disabled people having more money would fix it.
These people knew that society was disabling. They saw how being poor stopped disabled people being free, and they wanted to change it.
But others, like Vic and Judy, said that disabled people were poor because of all the other ways that society treats them badly.
So they thought that giving disabled people more money would not solve the problem.
Vic and Judy say we have to find out why society disables people, then we will know the most important things to change.
This is one example of what Vic and Judy have been saying about needing to get free from the prison, not just make it nicer.
When Judy and Vic wrote this, lots of people said that getting new laws would change society and stop it disabling people.
They said that not having rights was the biggest issue for disabled people. If more rights were given out, society would stop disabling us as much.
Judy and Vic say it is right to believe that society stops us being free, but wrong to believe that rights are the way to freedom.
They think no one really understands all the things we need to change, because people are not asking why society disables us in the first place.
But they think there are some important things that would make it easier to make a society that does not disable anyone.
One thing that they say we need is a new kind of workers.
They call the new workers that they think we need aspirational workers.
Aspirations are the things that people want to do with their lives.
It could be your aspiration to be a scientist, or get really good at playing a musical instrument.
It is hard for disabled people to have aspirations because society stops us from doing so many things.
So we need to find ways to help disabled people to get control over our lives so that we can make our aspirations happen.
These new workers would find out what disabled people actually want for their future, and then they would try to make this happen.
They would be different from workers like social workers and occupational therapists as they are now.
Those workers decide for themselves what support disabled people should get.
But aspirational workers would let disabled people decide what support they want.
Some of the workers we have now, like social workers and occupational therapists, have some of the skills that aspirational workers would need to have.
So some of the training on how to do those jobs would be useful for the new aspirational workers.
But some parts of it would not be useful. So we need to work out which bits are useful and which bits are not.
This is something that Disability Studies might be able to help with.
Disability Studies means the teaching, writing and research that people do in universities about disabled people and how society treats them.
Disability Studies was quite a new thing in universities when Vic and Judy wrote this paper. It had started about 20 years before.
So people had not really got very far yet with thinking of all the things to do with disability that they could research, teach and write about.
People who are researching disability are only looking at a few specific things that happen to disabled people.
They are not looking at the bigger picture of society. Vic and Judy say that this is like staying in your own part of the prison.
Judy and Vic say that people in Disability Studies should think about this bigger picture if they are going to help free us from the prison.
There are other writers and researchers looking at things like racism, sexism, and the ways that old people and children are treated by society.
But they are all looking separately at their own areas too. They are not talking to each other.
So researchers and teachers in universities are not thinking about how to change all of society, only their own small parts of it.
This means that they are only experts on their own thing and other people will say that they do not know enough about anything else to talk about it.
They might think that they are thinking of ways to solve problems for the people in the group they are looking at.
But their solutions might not work because they are not looking at the bigger picture of how all of society harms everyone.
And if everyone stays separate, it is easier for the people with power to ignore everyone else and say only they know what is best.
Vic and Judy think that Disability Studies can change to be better than this.
They think that teachers and researchers in Disability Studies can make new and better courses to teach.
The new courses could teach students to think about how society could be change so that it does not disable people.
They could get students to think about what kind of jobs and workers a better society would need.
That way, Disability Studies would both be useful to disabled people, and to everyone who wants to change society.
Disability Studies can help us see what is wrong with the care services for disabled people that we have now.
Those services are part of what makes society like a prison.
But Disability Studies can help us think of different kinds of services that could help disabled people, and everyone else, become free.
To do this, people in Disability Studies need to talk to people who do research about all the other ways that society imprisons different groups of people.
Everyone who is treated badly by society will be able to learn from each other.
And disabled people might have some of the most important ideas that can help change things for everyone.
Then Disability Studies can really be important for making the world better in the future.
