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UNION OF THE PHYSICALLY IMPAIRED AGAINST SEGREGATION

EDITORIAL

Great Expectations

During the late 1960's and early 70's there was a significant upsurge in the level

of agitated discussion and activity amongst physically impaired people. It was a

period of change and growing awareness. The creation by advanced technology of an

obvious potential for a fuller life, the exciting developments in integrated

living arrangements abroad, and a rising mili.tancy in some groups - here and

overseas - all contributed to this climate of agitation and high expectations.

It was a period when more and more of us were openly identifying ourselves as

disabled people and demanding change. Left behind over the post-war years of

growing prosperity, many physically impaired people and our families were living

in relative poverty and unnecessary hardship. In a spontaneous reaction, the

Disablement Income Group (DTG) was formed to demand much greater financial help

from the State. DIG had massive support amongst physically impaired people and

our friends. With its formation agitation was increased and hopes were raised high

It was a time of changing social attitudes towards disabled people, and this was

given limited expression in the passing of the Chronically Sick and Disabled

Persons Act (CSDPA) of 1970. with this legislation, expectations were raised to

yet higher levels.

Greater Expectations

Even as the momentum of agitated expectations gathered strength, it was becoming

apparent that hopes had been raised which could not be met by the struggles in

hand. DIG had become established, but its spontaneous appeals for State help bore
little fruit. The CSDPA won greater advances for professional and specialist
services than for physically impaired people themselves. The truth was that the

collective will of disabled people lacked cohesion and clear direction: we were

unable to win in practice even those few, limited rights which had been achieved or;
paper.

These frustrated expectation raised increasing doubts about the nature of our

struggles. Criticisms were being made about the way our organisations were
being run - for whose benefit our energies were being expended. It started to

become clear, as some of us had warned at the time, that "charters" such as the

CSDPA did not herald a new age for disabled people. Neither did it mark the end of

an era in which physically impaired people could naively continue to believe that
able-bodied people would solve our problems for us.

In the early 1970's, the frustrations openly broke out within DIG.Members
demanded to know whose interests were being served by the various national

"disability income" proposals put forward by DIG's "leadership", and why the
grassroots membership was not involved in the preparations of such proposals.

Critics claimed that members at large were being used purely for fund raising
purposes. Dissenting views were forcefully expressed about why little headway

had been made towards the goal of a national disability income.



Opposing Tendencies

After the storm broke, two distinct and opposing tendencies emerged. On the one

hand there were people who clung to the elitist, expert, administrative approach
of solving our problems for us. On the other , there were those who advocated a
collective, organised struggle by physically impaired people for full social

participation.

Within DIG, the first tendency maintained that the main reason why a national

disability income had been pushed aside by successive Governments was because
the proposals which had been presented lacked detail and economic viability, and
therefore begged greater expertise. Those who took this position, who were
"united in a fury" at our plight (on our behalf) sought our formal backing and

the authority to speak for us. Given this, it was held that they could work out.
a better proposal, and educate, pressure and negotiate with the Government in our

name. The "experts" holding to this tendency went on from DIG to form the

Disability Alliance.

The second tendency was represented in a letter published in the Guardian on

20 September, 1972, in which Paul Hunt spoke with the voice of those disabled

who were dissatisfied with our exclusion from serious participation in our

own organised struggles for a better life. Paul called for a "consumers"

organisation, and for the coming together of all physically impaired people in a

united struggle on all the issues that we faced. He was fundamentally opposed to

the creation of an organisation around any single issue. A considerable number

of disabled people wrote to Paul. He replied to each of these people, and what
started as a personal correspondence became a confidential Circular amongst a

group of physically impaired people, several of whom went on to form UPIAS.

The "Expert" Administrative Option

The difference between the two tendencies are profound. This has been made crystal
clear in the record of the Union's struggle against the Disablility Alliance. In
the Union's analysis ('Fundamental Principles of Disalility', published by UPIAS,
1976) the Disability Alliance, by promoting a narrow, "incomes" solution to our
problems, has done little more than promote the interests of its "expert"
leadership. This elite inevitably becomes more and more "expert" in economics
leaving the members more and more isolated, and in increasing ignorance of the
issues being fought on their behalf.

This approach can be characterised as essentially an "administrative' one, and the
Disability Alliance is a particularly clear example of this. Highly qualified and
professional, the leadership use the Disability Alliance to carve out for
themselves a permanent future on our backs. The organisational "umbrella"
structure of the Alliance gives them a supposed "authority", but spares those
with most to gain the burden of direct participation with their disabled
membership.

Their efforts to gain credibility, however, drive them to make progressive

sounding, plausible statements: but, in the final analysis, they really only see
the problem of disability as one of mere individual bad luck. It is little more

than an unfortunate quirk of our society that an individual physically impaired
person is impoverished. The solution is essentially simple - more money to be

administered by specially qualified personnel on behalf of the State. The utter

bankruptcy of the "expert" view that principal ingredient for successfully
pushing the narrow incomes solution is starkly revealed in their own recent

publication. Since the Disability Alliance was created, "Disabled people have



been singled out for particularly savage cutbacks in public expenditure" (The

Guardian, 12 May, 1900, on 'A Very High Priority' from the Disability Alliance).

This conclusively shows that, despite all their acquired "authority", these

"experts" are treated with even greater contempt by the Government than was DIG.

So much for the "administrative" option.

The Collective, Organised Option

The Union on the hand, though reacting to the same circumstances as the

Disability Alliance, had no vested interest in diverting attention behind a mask

of "fury" from the real issues facing disabled people and from the real, social

struggle that we must undertake together if we are to achieve lasting changes.
At this crucial time it was left to the Union to build a different approach - nut
one based on a spontaneous unconsidered activity. We recognised our struggle

had to be based on a clear analysis of the situation we were in. Unlike the

Disability Alliance, with its leadership of social scientists bent on acquiring
the authority to "educate" the Government and public about disability whilst
studiously avoiding any serious analysis of our problems, we recognised the need
to take on this pressing task in the emerging Union of the Physically Impaired.

It was a long and difficult struggle. Some people in the early stages wished to
involve the new group in immediate spontaneous actions. Nevertheless, it came to
be generally agreed that physically impaired people had ample opportunity to
continue our various activities, while at the same time we engaged in the struggle
to understand our situation more accurately. At an early stage, an Interim

Committee was created to produce internal, confidential Circulars and to draft

Aims, Policies and a Constitution for the organisation. A conference was held in
October, 1974, and following a postal vote of participants not able to attend, th<
Union was inaugurated on the basis of these finally agreed documents on
3 December, 1974. Slightly amended on 9 August, 1976, when able-bodied Associate
Members were allowed greater participation, these papers are reproduced in full as
an Appendix to this publication.

These documents are the result of the Union's efforts to define our problems our
way, out of our own collective experience of disability. They recognise that,
in the end, there is no real choice for us but to lead the struggle ourselves as a
collective sodial force. There is no security in any narrow approach for State
Charity handouts. Such approaches merely serve to make us even more dependent on
able-bodies people,teaching us with a vengeance the lesson that what able-
bodied people can give they can just as easily take away. The latest cutbacks in
public expenditure serve an educational purpose unequalled by all the Disability
Alliance's pamphlets put together - and show that a collective, organise struggle
is the only real option.

Defining the Problem

In our collective struggle to understand the truth underlying a.ir impoverished
social situation we were led -through the pooling of experience and through
discussion fromjt -to recognise two clear features. First, we are members of a
distinct group with our own particular physical characteristics (physical
impairment) and that second, that society singles this out for a special form of
discrimination ( disability). This perspective differs radically from the "expert
medical or social scientific view, that disability arises out of the individual
and his or her physical impairment. Our analysis leads us to declare that it is



the way our society is organised that disables us

The Union's definitions, then, are:

"Impairment: lacking part of or all of a limb, or having
a defective limb, organ or mechanism of the body; and

Disability: the disadvantage or restriction of activity caused

by a contemporary social organisation which takes no or little

account of people who have physical impairments and thus excludes

them from participation in the mainstream of social activities.

Physical disability is therefore a particular form of social

oppression".

( Fundamental Principles of Disability, p.I'D I

This clear and principled recognition of the social origins of disability enables

us to see through and resist the many false explanations and tendendies which can

and do divert our struggle. For instance, it follows form this view that poverty
does not arise because of our physical inability to work and earn a living - but
because we are prevented from working by the way work is organized in this society.

It is not because of our bodies that we are immobile - but because of the way

that the means of mobility Is organised that we cannot move. It is not because of
our bodies that we live in unsuitable housing - but it is because of the way that

our society organises its housing provision that we get stuck in badly designed
dwellings. It is not because of our bodies that we get carted off into segregated
residential institutions - but because of the way help is organised. It is not
because of our bodies that we are segregated into special schools - but because
of the way education is organised. It is not because we are physically impaired
that we are rejected by society - but because of the way social relationships
are organised that we are placed beyond friendships, marriages and public life.
Disability is not something wo possess, but something our society possesses.

The Union's unambiguous position forms the basis of all our policies and activities
and similarly the basis of our challenge to those involved in disability struggle.
The clear explanation of our situation not only enables us to identify the true

source of our sufferings, but also helps us to draw together our diverse struggles
for a better life by facing directly and consciously the challenge of an oppressive
society which singles out particular groups of people for particular forms of
discrimination. Because the discrimination levelled at our particular group
(disability) is one of many forms of social oppression, it follows that the first

lesson that we (physically impaired people and our supporters) must learn - if we

seriously intend to oppose oppression - is that ours is essentially a social and

not an individual struggle. This strungle of necessity requires the active and

leading participation of the oppressed group. Others speaking on our behalf,

typically the so-called "expert" or charity spokesperson, can only perpetuate

the oppressive social relationship that is disability.

Avoiding Diversions

Although it is just about impossible today to meet anyone in any organisation who

would not agree that our social organisation has something to do with the

restrictions we face, it is equally true that the clear-cut relationship between



physical impairment and disability is usually confused in one way or another. One

specious diversion is the idea that "We are all disabled in some way ", or that

disability is the result of "labelling" and the way people talk about us. P.oth

confusions imply that disability is something possessed by the individual, thus

diverting us from seeing the concrete ways in which society disables us and from

distinguishing the oppressors from the oppressed. The cause of our prolems is seen

as lying v/ithin the psychology of the individual, thus making the oppressive society

safe from criticism.

There are those who hold the view that they do possess disabilities - but only as

an incidental appendage to their real selves. With this view, it is insisted that

we are people first and only secondly do we possess a "disability". This serves as

a meaningless, comfortable generalisation behind which we can hide from unpleasant,

truths - and even believe that it helps us gain confidence. In fact, however, it

merely bows to the able-bodied idea that we possess two aspects: our human-ness

and our not-quite-so acceptable disability. Again, the cause of our problems is held

to lie in the way v/e think about ourselves, which may lead to the view that the

concrete barriers set up in the able-bodied world are actually internal barriers

in our minds. Some people then conclude that what we face is internal oppression,

ie we are our own oppressors. Our real oppressors could not wish for a more

congenial interpretation - or for one that, left them more secure from attack.

We do not organise because we are people first, nor because we are physically

impaired. We organise because of the way society disabled physically impaired

people, because this must be resisted and overcome. The Union unashamedly identifier

itself as an organisation of physically impaired people, and encourages its members

to seek pride in ourselves, in all aspects of what we are. It is the Union's

social definition of disability which has enabled us to cut out much of the

nonsense, the shame and the confusion from our minds. It has raised the floodgates

for a river of discontent to sweep all our oppression before us, and with it to

sweep all the flotsam and jetsam of "expertise", "professionalism" and "authority"
which have fouled our minds for so long, into the sewers of history.

Disability Challenged

From its beginning the Union always intended to produce a regular, open publication

Before we could set about this task, however, we had to clear away many problems
and clarify issues through discussion, if we were not to go the way of all other

"disability" organisations. There was a price to be paid for this: many early
members left, feeling there was too much talk and not enough action. But for those

of us who remained and participated, the active struggles which we undertook in

other areas of our daily lives became increasingly identified with the Policies

of the Union. Now, more and more struggles are being carried out under the banner
of the Union.

This first issue of "Disability Challenge", therefore, is built on a very carefully

laid foundation. It contains articles by several members - but its pages are open

to contributions from able and disabled people, whether Union members or not.

This will ensure that future issues can become an important forum for clarifying
matters amongst ourselves. All letters and articles sent to the Union will be

considered for publication. Accepted articles, whether from Union members or

otherwise, represent the views of the authors and, in order to Dromote free



expression of ideas, the Union accepts no responsibility for their contents.

When anonymity is desired (particularly for contributors living in institutions,
who often have to pretend that they are in full agreement with everything said
by doctors, wardens, matrons, nurses etc) pseudonyms may be used. Union documents
will also be published from time to time, ie documents which represent the agreed
position of the Union on particular issues. In this issue of "Disability Challenge",
this Editorial, the Obituary for Paul Hunt, and the Union's Aims, Policy and

Constitution are all agreed Union documents.

Against Segregation

It will be the task of "Disability Challenge" to channel the river of discontent

against all the able-bodies created falsehoods, myths and distortions of our
struggle for emancipation. They will no longer be able to claim credit for our

welfare with the same historical impunity that they have enjoyed up to now.

We have already mentioned the vital contribution Paul Hunt made to the creation

of the Union: but it is worth noting that, while Paul was making his positive

contribution to the long-term struggle against oppression, the "official" world
of "disability" remained largely in ignorance about the really significant

stirrings among disabled people going on under their noses. Thus, while they ignore

the contributions of physically impaired people like Paul, they involve themselves

in orgies of sycophantic praise for people like the late Sir Ludwig Guttman.

Whatever the merits of Ludwig Guttman's work in saving the lives of spinally

injured people, it is well known that he was vain, incredibly arrogant, and an

oppressive tyrant towards independently minded physically impaired people. He was

not hesitant in banning us from facilities he controlled when his views clashed

with ours and, of course, he gained notoriety for systematically channelling

physically impaired people into segregated sports, In all this, he not only held

us back in the development of our independence, but he positively struggled against

us. The contrast between his contribution and that of Paul Hunt to our struggles

could not be greater.

It has always been the Union's view that understanding what happens in institutions

why they were built and how they are run, is of fundamental importance to our stru;;

to overcome disability. In our view, it is institutional living which characterises

the reality of our lives. Those of us who are not actually imprisoned within

such walls carry them with us wherever we go in this society.

Because we view institutionalisation as characterising disability, we have given

discussion about this a priority, and our first edition of "Disability Challenge"

is devoted to this form of oppression. We therefore open our new campaign against

the disablement of physically impaired people with an attack against segregated

residential institutions and, as we begin raising the floodgates, we look forward

to the future - a world where physically impaired people are truly people first,

and last.


