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Abbreviations

A.C.C.D. American Coalition ofCitizens with Disabilities.

B.C.O.D.P. British Council of Organisations of Disabled People.

DA.V. Disabled American Veterans.

D.I.G. Disablement Income Group.

D.P.I. Disabled People's International.

D.P.S.G. Disabled People's Steering Group

(Manchester City Council)

G.L.C. Greater London Council.

I.L.EA. Inner London Education Authority.

I.Y.D.P. International Year of Disabled People.

N.F.B. National Federation of the Blind (USA ).

N.L.B. National League of the Blind (now the National

League of the Blind and Disabled.)

T.U.C. Trades Union Congress.

UJ*. United Nations.

U.P.IA.S. Union of the Physically Impaired Against Segregation.



DEFINITIONS.

* Disabled Person - someone "who on account of injury, disease, orcongenital deform
ity, issubstantially handicapped in obtaining orkeeping employment, orin undertaking
work on his own account, ofa kind which apart from that injury, disease, ordeformity,
would besuited to hisage, experience, andqualification".

source: Disabled Persons(Employment Act) 1944.

* Impairment -"lackingpart oforall ofa limb, orhaving a defective limb, organ, or
mechanism ofthe body".

source: U.P.I.A.S.

*Disability -"the disadvantage or restriction ofactivity caused by acontemporary so
cial organisation which takes little orno account ofpeople who havephysical impairments
and thus excludes them from participation in the mainstream ofsocial activities. Physical
disability istherefore aparticularform ofsocial oppression".

source: U.P.I.A.S.



INTRODUCTION

For centuries disabled people have beenviewed aspoor helpless "cripples", blind
beggars, deaf and dumb idiots who stood on street corners with contorted outstretched
hands pleading for the smallofferings they could entice out of guilt-ridden, or terrified,
passers-by.They were outcasts, denied the recognition of human beings, and so were de
nied any right to participate in their own society. Generally they were cast out of the
poorer families, whilst rich families tended to hide them away, worried that theywould
bring shame or ostracism on the rest of the family.

Built up around these viewswere the caricatures of disabled people being either eter
nallyyoung and innocent - the sweet, sickly child trapped in a "Peter Pan" - like world, or
the more prevalent viewof them all having twisted repugnant bodies and being regarded
as sinister or evil.

As time passed, the wayin whichsociety treated disabled people changed. During
the Victorian period society's individual social consciences came together into organisa
tions which took on the responsibilityof "caring" for these poor helpless outcasts.These
charitable organisations provided institutions to house,educate, and employ the misfits.
Whilst the provision of food, beds, some formof activity, and a degree of safety wasseen
as a great advancement, the institutions were, nevertheless, "dumping grounds" which
served to keep the problem out of sight from the rest of society. The rest of society were
only reminded of the existence of disabled people by the respectable, acceptable, mem
ber of society "begging" on street corners on their behalf. The unspoken agreement
being "you give us money,we'll look after them for you." Able-bodied charityworkers
had taken control over the lives of those who were too frightening and burdensome to
be allowed to live as an integral part of everydaylife.

This control increased with the advances which were made in medical skill and tech
nology.A new group of professional people have also assumed responsibilityover the
lives of disabled people: theyare doctors, nurses,occupational therapists, physiothera
pists, psychologists, and socialworkers.Over the last one hundred years disabledpeople
have started to come together in order to challenge the "right" of these charities and pro
fessional people to control their daily livingconditions.

In order to do this disabled people have had to fight against the power which these
groups hold over them, and at timeshave sufferedpunitive sanctions. At the same time
they have tried to form a socialmovement capable of uniting people who have tended to
regard disability as an individual experience rather than as a universal form of oppress
ion whichhas been imposed on physically impaired people by the societyin which they
live.



Bychanging the way in which disabledpeople perceive the causes of disability, it has
been easier to break down the social stigma associated with disability which has acted as
a serious disincentive for many people in openly identifying themselves as disabled, and
to act collectively on that basis.Previously, being regarded as disabled was typically to be
seen as being weak, helpless, and incompetent; and, as such, many individuals who were
physically impaired sought to disassociate themselves from disability.

It is doubtful whether a social movement couldhavebecome a realitywithout the de
velopment ofboth an independent Labour andTrade Union movement, and the rapid
andfar-reaching advances which have occurred in medical andsocial technology. The
development ofTrade Unions demonstrated that working people whohad traditionally
been powerless in the face of the rich, property-owning classes, could organise them
selves andwin changes in their social conditions. Similarly, the advances in technology
have resulted in the material resources being available which can allow disabled people
access to education, housing, employment, and all the other facilities which able- bodied
people take for granted.

Today a social movement does exist which aims to unite disabled people; locally, na
tionally, and internationally.



Chapter One

THE EARLY YEARS

During the last twodecades of the nineteenth century Britain underwent widespread
social reform. The Labour and Trade Union Movement began to emerge and became
politically organised at a timewhen working class struggle was reaching a peak in Eu
rope.

The rapid improvements in economic prosperity, madepossible by the industrial rev
olution, meant that workers and non-workers alike were demanding a greater share of
the wealth that they had seen created.

"The terrible conditions under which large sections of the working class lived,
ill-paid when in employment and almost destitute when without it, were atlast
being realised; and it was being increasingly brought home to the well-to-do that
the much acclaimed economicprosperity oftheperiod had, as itsfoundation, a
large army ofthe overworked andunderfed.

"There was agrowing revolt among the victims themselves, and the time was
oneof widespread unrest. Demonstrations among the unemployed tookplaceon
a scale that alarmed theGovernment and upper classes alike, and there were a
series ofbitterstrikes and lock-outs which culminated in thefamous dock strike
of1889." (1)

The victory of the London dockers demonstrated that unskilled labourcould or
ganise itself and successfully fight forbetterpay andconditions. It gave hope to thework
ing class, and helped in thespread ofthe "New Unionism" which was to transform the
nature of British politics.

In addition to social unrest the period wasmarked by increasedsocial investigation.
The recognition of theneed for radical reform to cope with the increased pressure for
change resulted in the Government undertaking a number of imponantinquiries intoso
cial conditions. Onesuch investigation was the 1886 Royal Commission on theBlind and
Deaf, established to report on the extent ofpoverty amongst the visually andhearing im
paired communities. Thesurvey represented the first official recognition thattheState
could play an important part in the alleviation of disability.

In its final report theRoyal Commission concluded that the social provision which
existed forblind and deaf people was deplorably inadequate; two inevery seven ofthe



known blind population wereclassed aspaupers, only 42%of those trained foremploy
mentwere in regular work, and many moresurvived bybegging. The Report, however,
failed to move beyond being descriptive of the deprivation which these disabled people
faced; therewere no proposals as to how to end theseappalling levels ofpoverty.

"Although the Commission's inquiries disclosed the existence ofan appalling
amount ofdegradingpoverty among the blind (and deaf) population, not exclud
ing those established in someform ofemployment, its recommendationsprovide
noeffectivepolicy calculated to alleviate these miseries. Indeed itmay appear
that the recommendations contributed to their continuance byfrowning upon ac
tion by the State outside thefield ofeducation, and sohandicapping those who
saw that the only effective solution lay in public intervention." (2)

Despite the lack ofconcrete proposals for future action the Report gave a tremen
dous boost to those campaigning for improved provision. For the first time the State had
shown that action was possible, even though itpreferred not to undertake a programme
of increased public funding. This, coupled with the new found confidence of the workers
movement, led to the creation ofthe first campaigning organisations controlled by dis
abled people. The British Deaf Association (formed 1890) and the National League of
the Blind (formed as a registered Trade Union in 1899) were founded togive an effec
tive voice to the complaints which blind and deaf people had against the neglect they
continued to suffer.

From itsoutset, the National League of the Blind (hereafter referred to as the
League) campaigned for direct state provision to ensure that blind people could be guar
anteed an "honourable and secure" place in the community. In 1902 the League streng
thened its position by affiliating to the Trades Union Congress - and became the first
and only affiliated Trade Union comprised ofdisabled people.

The political stance adopted by the League led itinto conflict with many charitable
organisations; aconflict which has marked the entire history of the self-organisation of
disabled people. The basis of this dispute can beexplained asa fundamental clash ofin
terests. The League declared that the charities, of which itwas openly critical, had a
vested interest in maintaining the existing position of disabled people.

"• tne League was continuallyproducing evidence to support its conten
tion that, in many charitable agencies, only asmallproportion ofthe money sub
scribed by thepublicfound its way into thepockets ofthe blind, while a
substantialpercentage went topay inflated official salaries or was wasted due to
the incompetent way their affairs were conducted." (3)

In its first public programme the League announced that it intended to seek state aid



to replace this wastefully inefficient voluntary/charitable system. In order to pressure the
Government into introducing new legislation the League sought theactive support of
theT.U.C. In 1902 theT.U.C. passed a resolution calling for state aid for blind people.
After many parliamentary defeats the Government finally announced that in 1914 it was
to establish a Departmental Committee to inquire into the social conditions of blind
people. It was to be a further threeyears before the Committee reported.

Unlike the Royal Commission which had previously studied the provision available
to blind people, the DepartmentalCommitteerecommended that the state should take
a more active role in providing for the needsof blindpeople.The Government accepted
this recommendation and established a number of advisory committees to advise on how
to proceed. The advisory committeeswere comprised of representatives from local auth
orities and organisations working with, and on behalfof, blind people. Whilst it wasac
knowledged that these committeeswere an important development they were still,
however, some way short of the legislation which had been demanded originally.

The League refused to accept the Government's continued refusal to introduce legis
lation, and so turned its attention to lobbying for public support. The use of demonstra
tionsand disruption of Parliamentservedthe purpose of effectively arousing public
support. After three more yearsof struggle the Labour Party agreed to sponsor a Bill en
titled "The Blind (Education, Employmentand Maintenance) Act". Despite the Bill re
ceivingmajority support for its first two parliamentary hearings the League recognised
that a fall in public support wouldresult in its failing to reach the Statute Book.

On Easter Monday 1920, two hundred and fifty members of the League set off in a
public march to London whichwasto generate such a high level of public support as to
guarantee the successfulpassage of the Bill.

Wo Government couldremain unmoved bythetorrent ofgoodwillfor the
cause ofthe blindwhich the marchto London had evoked." (4)

In August 1920, after a quarter of a centuryof campaigning, the Billbecame law. It
became the first ever piece of legislation to be introduced, and actively supported by, dis
abled people in Britain. The Act is significant, not for its content, but because it set the
precedent for the state to be actively involved in attempting to overcome the disadvant
age faced by disabled people.

The League accepted that the new legislation was but the first tentative step towards
challenging the existing social inequalities. It became actively involved withworking
alongside Countyand Borough Councils to procure the maximum benefits from the
legislation, but never dropped its callfor a more far-reaching ParliamentaryAct to be in
troduced.



During the 1930s the Leagueonce again set about lobbying the Labour Partyfor sup
port. At the Party Conference of 1933 a resolution directing attention to the unsatisfac
tory position in whichblind people found themselves waspassed. The Party had
committed itself to produce updated policyon the question of welfare provision. The
following year "The Blind Persons Charter"wasadopted. The Labour Party had again
committed itself to a fight for disabled people's rights. More importantly the Labour
Party had also started to address the broader question of integration.

The more generalised policywhich the League, the Labour Party and the TUC had
campaigned for was finally being realised during the Second World War. The national
need for greater industrial production to assist the war effort resulted in sections of so
ciety which had previously been considered as either unsuitable for, or incapable of,per
manent industrial employment being required to start work in the war factories.
Women and disabled people, in particular, were to make a tremendous contribution to
this much needed wartime production.

Asa result of this, and in recognition of the large numbers of service casualties and
others who had been disabled by the war, the Government was forced to consider how
disabled people were to be integrated into post-war society. In 1942 the Government
commissioned a report intorehabilitation and resettlement ofdisabled people. There
port of the Inter-Departmental Committee (generally known, after its chair, as the Tom-
linson Report)was presented to Parliament inJanuary 1943. Contained within the
reportwere proposals for the introduction, assoon as possible after the war, of a com
prehensive range of measures for the rehabilitation, training and resettlement intoem
ployment of disabled people.

Central to the report were two basic conclusions - the Tomlinson Principles - which
subsequently helped to govern the provision which the state made for disabled people,

"(i) The majority ofdisabledpeople arepotentially capable ofworking on
their merits in ordinary or open employment. The chiefaim ofpolicyshould be
to provide the necessary assessment, rehabilitation, training andplacing services
toachieve this, supplemented by a quota scheme;

(ii) That sheltered employment should beprovidedfor that smallgroup un
likely, on account ofthe severity oftheir disability, to be capable ofopen employ
ment at leastfor a substantialperiod." (5)

The framework suggested by Tomlinson, together with the majority of his Report's
recommendations, were subsequently adopted in the Disabled Persons (Employment)
Act 1944. In particular, the Act incorporated the first statutory definition ofa "disabled
person", and provided the basis for the introduction ofEmployment Rehabilitation Cen-



tres and the Disablement Resettlement Officerservice to assist disabledpeople in gain
ing open employment. Sheltered workshops were also established, to assist those who
were not able to compete in open employment.

The legislation which had been anticipated as opening the wayfor disabled people to
be integrated into society had at last been introduced. The actual results of the legisla
tion did not, however, live up to the expectations.

Disabled people found that they had, as a result of the legislation, become even
more dependent upon medical and rehabilitation advisers. It was the growing band of
professional "experts" who were making the decisions as to who could work and what
sort of employment the disabled person would be suited to. Disabled people themselves
were givenlittle, or no, power to challenge the views of the experts.

By concentrating on the medicalaspects of rehabilitation and disability the Govern
ment had missed the opportunity of ensuring that society adapted to incorporate the
needs of disabled people; instead disabled people were being forced to change them
selves to fit into existing society.

What had originallystarted as a campaign to put pressure on the Government to ac
cept its responsibilities to provide welfare facilities for disabled people endedup by in
creasing the range of segregated facilities which the state could drawupon to keep
disabled peopleseparated from mainstream society. The growth in the number ofspe
cial schools and residential care institutions was only matched by the growth in number
of charitable organisations which were beingestablishedto act on behalf of disabled
people.

Disabledpeoplenowfaced a whole newlevel of medical /paternalistic organisations
which they would haveto campaign against inorder togain their independence. The failure
ofParliament to act on behalfofdisabledpeople also showed thatif change was to be ac
complished it would have to be byself-organisation.



Chapter Two

THE AMERICAN CIVIL RIGHTS MOVEMENT

In many respects the self-organisation ofdisabled peoplein the UnitedStates fol
lowed the same pattern as in Britain.

The period between the two world wars saw the formation of the Disabled American
Veterans (DAV) and the National Federation ofthe Blind (NFB). Each ofthese organi
sations campaigned around the issues most readily identifiable with its members' needs,
rather than raising universal disability issues.

"While DA Vfocused essentially on expanding Government benefitsfor the dis
abled war veteran, the NFB challenged thepaternalisticpractices ofrehabilita
tion agencies and has been an often militant supporterofequal rightsfor blind
people." (6)

As in Britain, itwas to be blind people who succeeded in securing the first legislative
success. The NFB promoted some ofthe earliest civil rights laws guaranteeing access re
gardless ofimpairment; "the white cane" and "guide dog laws". Blind people were once
again responsible for starting the move towards integrating impaired people into the
mainstream of everyday life.

These similarities betweenBritainand the United Stateswere to be ended in the
late 1960s. The changes inmedical technology, which hadoccurred in the 1950s and
early 1960s, resulted in more people surviving injuries and medical problems. In addi
tion, advances in rehabilitative treatment meant that many of these people who had pre
viously been totally incapacitated were given the potential to actively participate in
society.

Another development during this period was the increase in the number of people
experiencing impairment in childhood, adolescence, and young adulthood who re
mained socially active. They continued to have memories ofthemselves as non-disabled
and many retained expectations of full economic and social participation. Such partici
pation was increasingly technologically possible.

The desire to be actively involved in society extended to those people who had been
disabled since birth. They gained in confidence from the "new generation" ofdisabled
people who had started challenging their continued exclusion from society.



Whatthese disabled people lacked was the political ability to bringabout change.
Thiswas to be changed by the emergence of the Civil Rights Movement in the United
States. Disabled people had found thevehicle that they hadneeded to advance their de
mands for equality.

"These aspirations ofparticipation were promoted by thepolitics ofthe times.
In the communities and college campuses were many othergroups seekinggreater
participation in social institutions and more autonomy and control in their lives.
Demandsforfull access by disabledpeople occurred in the wake ofthe wide
spread and highly visible social conflicts ofthe 1960s. These conflicts included
the strugglefor civil rights by blackpeople and other racial minorities, the anti
war andstudent movements, anda revitalisedfeminist movement. A number of
disabledpeople had been activeparticipants in these movements, and they came
to see their disability in the samepolitical sense asblacks viewed their race or
women their gender." (7)

As well as becoming part ofa wider movement which was campaigning for radical,
social and political change, disabled people were also learning how tobecome effective
"political" organisers. The successes which were associated with the Civil Rights Move
ment showed how itwas possible for minority groups towin political support and to in
fluence Governmental and institutional decision-makers. The potential of winning
integration into the societal mainstream motivated disabled people to form new organi
sations at local and state level and to set about rebuilding existing groups.

The newenthusiasmand commitment which wasgenerated bythe Civil Rights
Movement led to the first national Coalitionof disabled activists being formed in 1974.
The American Coalition of Citizenswith Disabilities(A.C.C.D.) sought to bring
together several local and single disability organisations, while retaining the autonomy
of each constituent organisation. For the first timedisabled people were being united to
campaign against the universal problem ofdiscrimination.

The progress being made at this time was largely dependent upon the support ofthe
federal Government Formany disability rights organisations a major proportion oftheir
income inthe late 1970's was provided by the federal Government inthe form ofgrants
and contracts. Formal and informal consultations withpolicy-makers helped to bring
public recognition tomany disability organisations and many oftheir leading activists.

As well as including disabled activists in the consultation process the Government
was starting to take up some ofthe demands which were being made upon it The Gov
ernment started to redefine disability in terms of"exclusion" and "discrimination".
Federal laws were introducedwhich defined the exclusion of disabledpeople from pub
licly supported programmes as illegal discrimination.



Thesechanges opened the way fordisabled peopleto start to breakdown the bar
riers of segregation.

"The programmatic effects ofthese statutes were far-reaching; theydramati
cally increased theaccessibility ofpubliceducation, employment, Government
services, andpublicfacilities to disabledpeople. Perhaps ofequalimportance,
however, were thedefinitions included in thenewlaws, which focused public pol
icyon a broadgroup ofpeople affectedby disability in a waythat helpedthefor
mationofa socialmovementandservedto define institutionalised stigmatisation
of them as illegal discrimination." (8)

Disabled people had challenged the state to make changes and it had responded. For
the first time a Government was prepared to move awayfrom the influence of rehabilita
tion and medical professionals and start to communicate with disabled people directly.

The legislationwasalso important because it introduced the idea of "Civil Rights" for
disabled people. Until this time, state provisionhad been defined as a socialwelfare
benefit, which meant that disabled people were dependent upon the "charity" of the na
tion. As a result of this, provision was dependent upon the generosity of the donor
rather than according to the needs of the recipient. Byredefining access as a "right" dis
abled people were at last being recognised as equals, and no longer as second class
citizens who had to depend upon the goodwillof the rest of society to survive.

Disabled people responded to the newlegislation bybecoming increasingly politi
cally active. Manynew organisationswere established, whilstgroups alreadyin existence
experienced a dramatic increase in support.

The Government in the United States had started to confront the discrimination
faced by disabled people and, more importantly, had laid the foundation for a move
ment which could unite disabled people across the world.



disability, UPIAShoped that disabled people would be able to collectively organise and
challenge the causeof their oppression, rather than to tackle one particularsymptom;
for example, poverty.

In 1975, UPIAS and the DisabilityAlliance (the other main tendency in DIG) met to
discuss their major differences. For itspart, UPIAS believed that the Disability Alliance
had concentrated too much on becoming experts in the area of finance, and that it had
become an "elitist" organisation which had achieved little but to promote the interests of
its "expert" leadership. The result of this concentration of expertise was to divide the
leadership from the rank and file member, and had led to the stagnation of the organisa
tion. UPIAS also argued that the DisabilityAlliance had failed to respond to the call
for a broader movement to be developed which could pushfor full social participation
by disabled people.

In reply the Disability Alliance argued that the introduction of a comprehensive in
come scheme would make substantial inroads into the existingoppressive social condi
tions, and would bring about the beginnings of a fundamental change in the status of
disabled people in society.

Despite some agreement being reached on the need for a movement made up of dis
abled people pressing for broadsocial reforms, the meeting failed to reconcile the fun
damental differences between the two groups on the issue of how best to confront the
root cause of oppression. As a result of this, UPIAS turned its attentions away from
D.I.G. and started instead to tryand build an organisation based upon the democratic in
volvement of all its members whichwould campaign against all forms of segregation.

It would take anothersixyears before disabledpeople inBritain started toestablish a na
tionalorganisation which represented all disabledpeople and which couldthen lookto
learnfrom the experiences ofdisabledpeople in the United States.



Chapter Four

DISABLED PEOPLES' INTERNATIONAL

(TOWARDS A WORLD MOVEMENT)

The eventswhich finally led to the formation of a world-wide disabled peoples'
movement started in 1980. The World Congress of Rehabilitation International, held in
Winnipeg, Canada, provided the opportunity for disabled activists from Canada and the
United States to challenge the powerwhich the world's leading professional experts
held over the daily livingconditions of disabled people.

Drawing upon the experience which had been gained in North America, disabled ac
tivistspresented the Congress with a resolution callingfor Rehabilitation International
to share control of its own organisation withdisabled people. The effectof thiswould
have been to give disabledpeople around the worldaccess to vast levels of resources,
andinfluence in determining policy for theirown 'rehabilitation' andintegration intoso
ciety. The overwhelming defeatof the resolution showed thatdelegates to the congress
were not prepared to countenance the ideaofdisabled people taking control of then-
own lives.

Disabled delegates at the Congress responded by holding a meeting oftheirown to
plan thelaunch oftheir own international organisation which would beable tochallenge
the opinion of professional people around the world.

"The need toconsolidate and build our movement is crystal clear. Wherever
disabled people attempt togain control overour own lives the effects are the
same; whether it is in a village club committee, in local government orRehabilita
tion International -A.B. (Able Bodied) rules, O.K." (11)

The opportunity to consolidate the movement and to build internationally was
presentedbythe United Nations the following year. The International Year for Dis
abled People (I.Y.D.P.) had been planned by the United Nations tobring attention to
the"difficulties" faced by disabled people. Disabled people themselves hadnotbeen
consulted about the appropriateness ofsuch aninternational occasion, nor were they in
volved inplanning any ofthe key events which would bestaged during the course ofthe
year. The response ofdisabled people was to challenge the designation ofthe year away
from "for" to"of disabled people, and touse the year topromote self-organisation.

Oneofthe most significant developments during theyear was the launch oftheinter-



nationalorganisation which had been plannedat the Rehabilitation International Con
gress. Disabled Peoples' International (D.P.I.) was formed to give disabled people
around the world the opportunity to share their differentexperiences of campaigning
and to takeactions in theirown collective interest. It was also formed in recognition
that many of the social structures which bring about segregation are similar the world
over, and ifdisabled peopleare to successfully campaign for integration thesestructures
need to be challenged at the international level.

"The strugglefor integration has to connect with social structures already in ex
istence. Therefore, that struggle needs to takeplace at local, national andinterna
tionallevel. As these existingsocialstructures interconnect, so weneedto
participate inthem allas a means toensure ourfull integration." (12)

Perhaps, the clearest example of how disabled people are constrained by existing so
cial structures can be seen in South Africa. In 1981, the formation of D.P.I, gave added
confidence to disabled people to start to organise independently. This occurred despite
the South African Government's decision not to recognise the United Nations Interna
tional Year.

By1984, local groups which had been developed came together to form a national or
ganisation, Disabled People South Africa. This national body was organised in a similar
way to the Coalition which had been formed in the United States; its significance in
South Africa was, however, that it crossed all the racial divides which are prevalent with
in that society.

Whilst carefully avoiding becoming a "party political" organisation, disabled people
found themselves confronted by a major political obstacle; how to campaign for anti
discrimination legislation in a country which is divided by apartheid.

"A question which obviously confronts theDisability Rights Movement in
South Africa ishowdo welegally confront discrimination against us as disabled
people in a country which doesnotrecognise theequalrights ofall itspeople."
(13)

As well as being forced to challenge the broader political discrimination whichapart
heid creates, there was also the need to draw attention to the relationship between apart
heid and the incidence of disabilityamongst black people. The lack of decent medical
facilities and the poor sanitation found in the black "townships" increases the risk of dis
eases such as polio, tuberculosis, rheumatic heart disease and meningitis, manyof which
result in long term disability.

A further aspect of SouthAfricansociety is the prevalence ofviolenceperpetrated



against the black community. Whilst the majority ofwhite disabled people have suf
fered injury through motor vehicle accidents or sport, forblack disabled people the
major cause is violence; either stabbing or gunshot wounds.

The resultof this is that the disabled peoples' movement in SouthAfrica hasbeen
forced toconfront the Government and todirectly campaign against its apartheid policy.

"The particular handicaps the majority ofdisabledpeople in South Africa
face are inextricably linked with Apartheid. Therefore, in challenging and disman
tling these handicaps we also need todo the same toApartheid. However, there
is no point in waitingfor post-apartheidsociety, we need tochange attitudes and
break down barriers now both for the existing disabledpeople, but also for all
those who will become disabled." (14)

This policy ofdirectly confronting the Government has led to agreat deal of press
ure being brought to bear upon disabled activists in South Africa. The support which
has been available internationally through D.P.I. has assisted disabled activists inSouth
Africa in continuing their struggle for equality and for equal rights for all ofthat
country's citizens.

South Africa isbutone example ofhow the establishment ofD.P.I. has assisted dis
abled people around the world. Its significance can be clearly shown by the rapid
growth in membership since its initial formation. Over one hundred national repre
sentative organisations are now affiliated.

By learning from the experiences ofits affiliated members, D.P.I. has been able to
campaign at the international level on issues which affect disabled people around the
world. The major success sofar achieved occurred in1984 when the United Nations
Declaration ofHuman Rights was amended to specifically include the rights of disabled
people. Unfortunately, the declaration is not enforceable and socountries like South
Africa can continue to breach the human rights which should be afforded to its citizens.
To overcome this, D.P.I. is currently working with the United Nations and the World
Health Organisation to try and introduce aBill of Rights which can be enforced interna
tionally.

The consultative status which the United Nations has conferred upon D.P.I. has
given further credibility to the self-organisation of disabled people which, in turn, has
given confidence and optimism toactivists ata local and national level.



Chapter Five

THE FORMATION OF THE BRITISH COUNCIL OF

ORGANISATIONS OF DISABLED PEOPLE

The influences of the International Year of the DisabledPeople and the moves to
wards creating Disabled Peoples' International, were also felt in Britain. Disabled
people were quietly and persistently organising their own response to the change they
could see being achieved around the world.

Without the benefit of having a nation-wide, united organisation to represent them,
disabled people had to turn towards local issues around which to organise, in order to
counter the publicity which the larger national charities were attracting.

One such example of this local organisation can be seen by the activities undertaken
by disabled people in Derbyshire. The "Derbyshire I.Y.D.P. Conference" was held to
examine how best to campaign for the "fullparticipation and equality" which was the key
note theme of the International Year. The Conference united many of the county's
existing disabled activists, people who had previously been active in a number of dis
parate single issue organisations, as well as activists from UPIAS.

Disabled people in Derbyshire had had a long history of campaigning for equality
and had achieved some notable successes. Two of these successes were the estab

lishment of a housing collectivewhich opposed the existingsegregated residential in
stitutions funded by the local authority, and more importantly the creation of Britain's
first Disablement Information and Advice Line (DIAL) - today DIAL is a national net
work of over 80 local centres co-ordinated from a head office at Clay Cross, Derbyshire.
Despite these achievements it was recognised that the struggle for equality was a long
one,

"... disabledpeople weredeniedfundamentalhumanrights. Weknewthat the
struggle to achieve those rights would be long andhardfor us, as was thestruggle
for civilrights in the USA, or thestruggle against apartheid in South Africa." (15)

Part of the renewed strugglewhichwas takingplace in 1981, was the recognition of
the factors which led to those successes which were enjoyed in the United States. Dis
abled people in Britain would need to build a united organisation, one which could bring
together die numerous single issuecampaigns into one strongorgamsation campaigning
against the universal discriminationfaced bydisabled people. At the same time, how-



ever, theautonomy oftheindividual groups would need tobeprotected. With these
points in mind the "Derbyshire IYDP Conference" decided to form aCoalition ofdis
abled people which would attempt tobring together all the county's disabled people and
allthe different organisations which they controlled. A Steering Committee was estab
lished to draft a constitution for what was, in December 1981, to become Britain's first
localCoalitionof disabled people. The Derbyshire Coalitionof DisabledPeople was
formed with the followingaims;

"To promote the active participation ofdisabledpeople insecuring the help
necessary to achieve maximum possible independence indaily living activities
andfull integration into society with fullcontrol overourlives" (16)

By the timeof its inauguration the Coalition was receiving sufficient funding from
Derbyshire CountyCouncil to enable it to open an office and employits ownstaff. This
was the first time in Britain that a local authority had provided the necessary resources
for a group of disabled people to self-organise;even though it recognised that these
people would almost certainlychallenge the way in which the Council itself discrimi
nated against disabled people. Without the foresight and commitment of the local auth
ority the Coalition would probably have been doomed from the start.

The Coalition did not fail, instead it provedvery effective at focusing attention upon
all forms of discrimination faced by disabled people in Derbyshire. In addition, it gave a
tremendous boost to envisage the sort of united disabled people's movement, at a na
tional level, which had been originally raised by UPIAS during the 1970s.

Based upon the growing development of local organisations, and particularlylooking
to the experienceof the Coalitionin Derbyshire, there wasa reneweddemand bydis
abledpeople to establish a nation-wide umbrella groupwhich couldeffectively repre
sent these collective voices of disabled people at a national level.

The desire to have a united national bodywas achieved towards the end of the Inter
national Year. The British Council ofOrganisations ofDisabled People (BCODP) was
formed asa national coalition oforganisations controlled by disabled people. Its forma
tioncoincided with the official inauguration ofDPI, thus creating a bridge between the
local basedcampaigning organisations in Britain, and the increasing international co
operation which wasbeingachieved bydisabled people.

BCODP was formed with the intention ofco-ordinating and supporting theactivities
ofallaffiliated organisations controlled by disabled people, aswell asproviding a forum
for theexchange ofinformation and ideas. Whilst itsformation was welcomed by a
large number ofdisabled,people's organisations it was greeted with a degree ofhostility
by the non-representative, paternalistic charities, who saw it asa challenge to their role



asproviders fordisabled people,

"Non-representative organisations like RADAR and the Spastics Society soon
began to take predictable steps to protect their vested interests in keeping us atthe
bottom of thepile." (17)

An early example of the methods which would be used to tryand undermine the de
velopment ofBCODP came at the first DPI World Congress. The three disabled repre
sentatives from Britain arrived at their first international event to discover a delegate
from the non-representative Spastics Society trying to register and, thus, gain recogni
tion for his own organisation, even though it iscontrolled by able-bodied people.

Despite having to compete with organisations which are better funded and which
have been longestablished, the disabled people's movement in Britain has started to
make someprogress in destroying the hold which these non-representative organisa
tions have traditionally enjoyed. j

BCODP has been involved in lobbyingand advisingthe Government at the national
level since its formation. This has, in fact, produced little success, apart from being in- j
volved in the implementation of the Disabled Persons (Services, Consultation and Par- j
ticipation)Act 1986; which aimed to give disabled people greater control over the
services provided for them by localgovernment.

One of the biggest reasons for this failure to make an impact at Parliamentary level ]
is the unwillingness of the Governmentto provideeither the necessary funding, or the
commitmentto respond to the self-determined needs of disabledpeople. This is clearly !
illustratedby the fact that non-representative organisations receive millions of pounds in ,
grants from central Government, whilst BCODP receives a mere ten thousand pounds a j
year to finance its operations. i

The strength ofBCODP has continued to be most significant at the local level. The '
number of organisations affiliated to BCODP has grown annually since its initial forma
tion. This has been made possible bythe support givenbylocalgovernment. Just like
Derbyshire CountyCouncil since 1981, local authorities are increasingly providing the
funding necessary for disabled people to organise their ownactivities. With the lack of
central Government commitment, this support from local government has been a li
feline for disabled people, and the organisationswhich they control.



Chapter Six

THE SUPPORTFROM LOCAL GOVERNMENT

LocalGovernment has assisted the development of the disabled people's movement
in much the same way as the federal Government helped in the United States. Whilst,
obviously,not havingthe power to introduce national legislation, localauthorities have
still managed to involve disabled people in the local decision-making process, attempted
to tackle the appalling inequalities which are to be found in the areas of employment, as
wellasproviding funding for organisations controlled by disabled people, which was
mentioned earlier.

The introductionof disability politicsinto local government affairs hasbeen asa di
rect result of theincreased "political" approach which has been adopted by themajor pol
itical parties, and isparticularly associated with the rise to power of the so-called "left
wing"of the Labour Party.

The determination to involve "disadvantaged" groups in the political decision-mak
ing process is clearly illustrated by Manchester City Council and its efforts to develop its
Equal Opportunities Policy since the "left wing" tookcontrol of the Council in 1985.

The Equal OpportunitiesInitiative was established after a considerable amountof
campaigning work by Gay Rights activists. Its aim was toopen up the Town Hall to
groups ofpeople who had traditionally been excluded from any form ofinvolvement in
determining how the local authority should provide for their needs. The ruling group on
the Council were particularly interested in involving women, black people, disabled
people andlesbians andgaymea

The Council decided that thebestways tobring about better involvement would be
achieved by setting up anumber of Council "steering groups", which would be made up
oflocal community group representatives, who would give expert advice to the council
on how best to implement the policies which related directly to their particular disad
vantaged group.

In the case of the disabled person's steering group it was successfully argued that the
Council should recognise the importance ofdisabled people being in control oftheir
own organisations and, as such, should not include people from organisations "for" dis
abled people which were generally controlled by able-bodied professionals.

"The advantages ofthis structure, which was readily agreed to by the City



Council, is that disabledpeople's organisations, not the charities orrandom dis
abled individuals, arefirmly in control of the initiative. This hasmeant that the
Disabled People's Steering Group (DPSG) hasgot the credibility andthe drive to
promote disabledpeople's issues aspolitical issues, andget itawayfrom the
charity ormedical models which have assumed that such issues are apolitical."
(18)

One of the first issueswhich was promoted byDPSG brought disabled people into
open conflict with the CityCouncil. It revolved around the insistence that all public
meetings should be held in accessible venuesso that disabled people could attend and
participate in them. This challenged the traditional view that disabled people were not
interested in broader political activities. The difficultywhich this posed for the Council
was how to maintain a commitment to "opengovernment", whilst at the same time being
aware that the Town Hall building was inaccessible to disabled people. This was
brought to a head when disabled people picketed a Trade Union Week arranged by the
Council. The Council resolved to make the building accessible so that disabled people
could attend all public meetings. This dispute showed that whilst disabled people recog
nised and responded to the importance of the support the local authority had given
them, they were, at the same time, still prepared to demonstrate against any discrimina
tory practices which the local authority continued to adopt.

Apart from involving disabled people in political activities and, as such, campaigning
to improve physical access, the other majordevelopments undertaken by local auth
orities were to try to improve the numbersof disabled people in employment. The roots
of this worklayin the policy adopted bythe Greater LondonCouncil (GLC), before its
abolition, and subsequently by the Inner London Education Authority (ILEA).

In March 1983 the GLC adopted a policy of trying to use its massive purchasing
power to encourage good employment practices in companies carrying out work foror
supplying goods to it. The policy of Contract Compliance requiredcompanies to show
that they wereabiding by the Sex Discrimination Act 1975, the Race Relations Act 1976
and the Disabled Persons (Employment) Act 1944. Whilst this has been a recent devel
opment in Britain, Contract Compliance has been a major part of the equal oppor
tunities in employment strategy adopted by the UnitedStates since it was first
introduced in 1941. The federal Government believed that it should be taking a lead in
combating discrimination.

The policy works by trying to encourage companies found to be in breach of the
"equalopportunities" legislation to change their employment practices, the emphasis is
placedupon encouraging change, not upon excluding or punishing. It is important for
disabled people that these changes do take place because research has shown that very
few employers actually implement the Employment Act (19).



In addition to directingattention towards the employment practicesof companies in
the private sector, many localauthoritieswere encouraged to "put their ownhouse in
order".Perhaps the mostwidely known example of thiswas the effort made byLambeth
Borough Council in London.

In 1986 Lambeth Council found that it employed significantly fewer disabled people
thanthe 3% quotaestablished by theDisabled Persons Act. To tryto rectify this the
Council declared that all future job vacancies would only beopen todisabled applicants.
Within ayear this action had achieved its aim offulfilling the Council's legal responsi
bility, but wasgreeted withsome hostility bysections of the mediawhoaccused Lam
beth of being an extremist local authority!

The gains which have been made as aresult of the support given by local government
are, however, very much under threat. The massive cuts in resources, which many pro
gressive authorities have faced as a result of central Government policy aimed at limi
ting public spending, have resulted in major job losses. Without the funding to maintain
even current levels ofemployment and services it is extremely unlikely that local auth
orities will be able to embark upon much more than passing paper policies in favour of
equality, whilst accepting that these will not be able tobe introduced until there is a
change incentral Government policy.



CONCLUSION

Over the last one hundred years disabled people have started to organise themselves
into asocial movement capable ofcampaigning for the right to be accepted as equal
members of society. In order to do this theyhave had to break down barriers which
have traditionally separated people with different physical impairments and, more im
portantly, they have had tochallenge thepower which charities and medical profession
als have had over their daily living conditions.

Disabled people have now started to work alongside those professionals who are pre
pared to take the difficult course of supporting them in their right to take greater control
of resourcesand services. The choicebeinggiven to these professionals is that theycan
continue to be a group of people who contribute to the oppression faced by disabled
people, or they can help to change the services they provide which have caused so much
misery and humiliation in the past. This approach has had some degree of success, for
example the support given to the Derbyshire Coalition of Disabled People when they es
tablished the first Centre for Independent Living in Britain. The Centre provided the re
sources and expertise necessary to make livingas part of the community a reality for a
number of disabled people who, up to then, would have been forced to live in segre
gated residential institutions.

There is, however, still a long way to go before all those people who have made a
comfortable living out of exploiting the oppression faced by disabled people stop being
concerned with improvingtheir ownsocialstatus and start to work for the full integra
tion and empowerment of disabled people in society.

Perhaps the biggest struggle still facing disabled people is determininghow to build
upon the successes which have so far been achieved in order to bringabout the radical
changes in societywhichare necessary before they can, truly,claim to be equals. This
task is made more difficult as a result in the change in political climate in favour of Gov
ernments which seek a return to "Victorian Values". Those same values which mean a
return to a situation where disabled people were not recognised as being real human
beings, and as such did not have any social rights at all.

In the United States the high public profile and Government support which were to
be found in the early 1970s have, largely, disappeared under the more conservative Gov
ernment currently in power. The federal Government has retreated from its activist role
in promoting the rights of disabledpeople and the growth of organisationsseeking to
support and extend these rights. This has resulted in disabled people being forced to con
solidate their position and attempt to protect the existing equal rights legislation. The
move awayfrom lobbying the national Government has, however, greatly assisted the



growth in "grass roots" organisations throughout the country. These local groups have
continued to campaign for independent living programmes, access to transport systems,
improvements inarchitectural design and other civil rights orientated issues, and have
become the focal point in efforts to reduce the effects offederal cut-backs.

The position in Britain isvery similar to that in the UnitedStates. The Conservative
Government in Britain has been systematic in its attempts to reduce the level of Govern
ment expendituresinceit came to power in 1979. LocalGovernment spending, in par
ticular, has faced large scale cuts as a direct result of the financial constraints imposed by
the central Government. This has, in its turn, caused manyprogressiveand supportive
local authorities to either abandon, or severely reduce the resources available to equal
opportunity initiatives. In addition, the Local Government Act has forced local auth
orities, when tendering for contracts, to accept-or reject competitive offers solely on
commercial grounds. The use of ContractCompliance, to try and encouragecompanies
to adopt equal employment opportunities, is now illegal.

Again, in the recent changes in thesocial security system, the government clearly il
lustrated its almost complete indifference to those people who cannot find employment,
andwho are forced to rely on the state for their income. The changes in Benefit entitle
ment has resulted insubstantial losses for themajority ofdisabled people, forcing many
to live in even greater poverty. Inresponse tothis the Government has established aspe
cial trust fund, tooperate outside the social security system, toprovide extra funding for
disabled people who cannot afford the costs associated with living independently. This
trust is being organised by charities, most notably the Disablement Income Group,
whose involvement has been roundly criticised by other disabled people's organisations,
who view the trust as afurther attempt by the Government to force disabled people to,
once again, become reliant on charities.

It is ironic that a Governmentwhich declares its commitmentto the self advance
ment ofthe individual, is doing so much to destroy the rights and opportunities available
to disabled people.

At this moment in time thedisabled people's movement isuncertain as to how to re
spond to these attacks, which clearly threaten thevery future of theircollective self-or
ganisation. Itis important for them to examine and learn from their early development
when determining how to carry forward their campaign for equality. Their history has
shown that major advances cannot be achieved by disabled people campaigning in isola
tion. They need to join together with other oppressed groups, for example lesbians, gay
men, women and black people. TheAmerican Civil Rights Movement demonstrated
what can beachieved by bringing minority groups together. However it must beremem
bered, that whilst the Civil Rights Movement did result in significant social change itdid r.
not achieve full social, political and economic integration for all oppressed people.



In Britain the major changes which have assisted the self- organisation ofdisabled
people have been inextricably linked to the formation and, subsequent, development of
the Labour and Trade Union Movement. InParliament, the Labour Party represented
the earliest legislation supporting disabled people assuming greater control over their
own lives. The Trade Union Movement has consistently taken upthestruggle for
equality in theworkplace, particularly in thearea oflocal government employment.

The "politicisation" of disabled people, and in particular their close links to the La
bour Movement, have occured becausedisabledpeople havecome to recognise that, for
them, equality can onlybe achieved when the needs of all membersof society are seen
as being more important than the desire to maximise profit. Disabled people have also
witnessed the major technicaland medical advances which could be utilised to bring
about their full integration into society. These resources have not, however, been made
available because of the high costs involved. The Government is in a position to start to
move towards changing society to accommodate its disabled members but lacks the pol
itical commitment to do so.

Disabled people, and every other group of oppressed people,need to continue to
build alongside the Labour andTrade Union Movement to ensure that the political com
mitment for radical change isfound. Failure to do so will mean a furtherdecline in the
resources which are madeavailable, and may ultimately result in such a level of individ
ualcompetitiveness that those who are incapable offitting into society, as it iscurrently
constituted, will be exiled to thevery fringes of that society, where they will be depend
ent upon charitable hand-outs and the begging bowl.



APPENDIX ONE:

Disabled People's International: Organisational Structure.

World Council (World Congress every four years)

Five Regions (Regional Assembly every two years)

Africa Asia Europe LatinAmerica N. America + Caribbean

Regional National Assemblies.

Local or National Organisations controlled by disabled people.
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