'What is "Disability Culture"?' by Simon Brisenden
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 by Simon Brisenden. Simon was a disabled poet and activist.
Some of his poems have been published in Coalition magazine.
Simon was involved in the Disability Arts movement. Here he is writing about what he calls Disability Culture.
Culture is a word with a lot of different meanings.
It can mean the different ways that people from different places do things - like the food they eat or the clothes they wear.
It can mean the different ideas that different groups of people have about how to live their lives, what is normal, and what is right and wrong.
It can mean creative things that people do, like art, writing and music.
So the idea of disability culture is that disabled people have a culture of their own.
But not everyone agrees about this. Not all disabled people think there is a disability culture.
And 'disability culture' could mean lots of different things. Simon talks about some of the different things it could mean later in the article.
Simon says that some disabled people do not want to think about the idea of disability culture.
A lot of disabled people try hard to be like non-disabled people. They do not want to think of themselves as part of a separate group.
They might think that disabled people should be able to do all the same things and live their lives the same way as everyone else.
So they do not want to think about the idea of disabled people having their own, different way to do things.
Simon thinks that disabled people who think like this are scared of the idea of disability culture.
They have fought hard to have the same life as non-disabled people.
So they might think that disabled people being a group with their own culture would undo what they have fought for.
The idea of disability culture means that the ways disabled people live their lives are valuable and important.
Disabled people who disagree with this idea might not want to be around other disabled people.
They would not want to be members of disabled people's organisations (DPOs).
Simon says disabled people are valuable as they are, and we would be better off if we can see and understand that.
We need to stop avoiding each other and we need to stop trying to be the same as non-disabled people.
Disabled people have our own experiences that are different from non-disabled people's experiences.
Some of these experiences are sad and painful. But some of them can be happy too.
Disabled people can have good experiences that non-disabled people do not have.
Disabled people should see that these experiences are real and important.
We need to be honest about what disabled people's lives are really like.
Changing how we think about these things is where disability culture starts from.
We need to value ourselves to have a culture of our own.
If we do not value ourselves, we will only have the culture that non-disabled people let us have.
We can never really fit into that culture because it is not ours.
If we value ourselves, we can do lots of different things for ourselves that help to bring disabled people together.
We can start DPOs and put on events.
We can make art about our lives and experiences.
We can talk to each other and understand what we have in common as disabled people.
Simon thinks disability culture can include a lot of different things.
Both good things and bad things that disabled people share can be part of it.
It can include things that disabled people hope for and dream about.
It can include bad things that disabled people have struggled against.
Disabled people’s culture might be about the places where they have been shut away from other people, like special schools and day centres.
Disabled people didn’t make or choose these, but they are all things that disabled people have in common.
But it can also be things that disabled people did make ourselves, like disability arts and DPOs.
Disability culture is a very important idea for a lot of disabled people.
It has helped disabled people to find out about each other's experiences, and come up with new ways to work together.
It has helped disabled people to get involved in things that other people notice, like art and politics.
It helped Simon to find people who would listen to and understand what he had to say in his poetry.
Simon thinks it is like this for lots of other disabled artists.
It can help artists feel like their art is important and worth doing.
It shows them that the experiences that they write or make art about are happening to a lot of other disabled people.
 It helps artists see that they are part of something bigger, something that disabled people share.
We live in a society where there are lots of different cultures.
People from many of these cultures are saying that they want their culture to be taken more seriously in society.
Disabled people need to do the same as the other cultures, and to support them.
We need to say to the world that the ways we are different from other people are good, and we should not hide them.
Disabled people need to be able to control our own lives and our own organisations, instead of non-disabled people controlling them.
Then we will be able to figure out for ourselves what we need to live good lives, and to demand that society gives them to us.
Our disability culture comes from the places where we have been shut away from other people.
Many other groups have developed their own cultures after being shut away –  \like black people, women and gay people.
Like them, our culture comes from being shut out from society, but it is also a way of fighting against that.
It is not only physically that being shut away from other people harms us. It changes how we think and feel as well.
So we not only need to close down places like special schools and day centres.
We also need to change how we think about ourselves. We need to see disabled people as important and valuable.
If we do this together, it can be exciting and make us feel free and powerful.
Disability culture is about bringing disabled people together and sharing things that we all have in common.
But it should also help us find out new things we can do together, so we become stronger and more confident together.
Disability culture also means knowing and remembering our history.
Things that happened to disabled people in the past are often ignored or forgotten because the people who write history books did not think they were important.
We should not wait for people who write books or work in universities to decide that our history is important. We know it is important!
We should start writing it down ourselves. We can do this by talking to older disabled people about their life stories and writing down what they say.
But we should not make disability culture all about remembering the past. We also need to think about the present and the future.
We need to celebrate our lives and the ways we express ourselves.
Disabled people are starting to do this at events where disabled artists are performing to audiences of disabled people.
Disability culture does not mean disabled people shutting ourselves off from everyone else.
We do not need to throw away our culture or the things that make us who we are to belong in the world.
If we know this, we can be strong and proud to be an important part of society with as much right to be there as anyone else.
