Disability as a Liberation Struggle and a New Rights Movement in Australia

(Developing a Research Agenda)

By Rachel Carling-Burzacott

Disabled people
 have a long history of struggle for liberation.  This paper starts from a premise that while many theoretical advances have been made; within Australia, the policies and legislative acts, which guide practice, continue to be based on antiquated and traditional models.  The need for change is highlighted with an examination of social movements as an avenue for achieving the required societal transformation.  The Disability Rights Movement’s international emergence and its minimal impact within the Australian context is explored.  The emergence of new identity politics movements such as the feminist and anti racist movements, and their impact on liberation are considered.  Finally, the role of research in providing a catalyst for social change through facilitating cross movement learning is proposed.  To conclude, a specific research agenda, which incorporates all of these elements, is presented.

Introduction 

Disabled people are a minority group with a long history of struggle for liberation, a history that has been largely overlooked and ignored in historical writings and dominant discourse.  Fleisher & Zames (2001) explain this oversight as largely due to a collective fear of disablement as a condition to which all people are susceptible.  The silence could also be attributed to the poverty, powerlessness and degradation Disabled people have traditionally faced (Charlton, 2000).  Throughout history, disability has been defined in a number of ways:

· religiously: as a moral or spiritual issue;

· scientifically: through the Eugenics movement which was used to legitimise the Nazi government’s murderous purge, and more recently, to legitimise the abortion of Disabled foetuses;
· charitably: where the dependence of Disabled people as “welfare recipients” or “consumers” is reinforced;

· medically: by defining disability as a personal tragedy in need of a medical saviour; and 

· socially:  as a social condition, outside or removed from individuals, a construction from the environment.

It can be argued that Disabled people within Australia, have been used as pawns in government policy, but rarely as players; have been institutionalised, then after years of segregation and enforced dependence were evicted into the community without adequate resources or support due to a primarily fiscal decision making process; and have been systematically excluded from the political agenda.  Meekosha (2000) reports that Disabled people continue to be placed in inappropriate institutional care, are over represented in jails, under represented in employment and secondary and higher education, often live in substandard housing and have limited access to adequate supports.  It is estimated that 20% of Australians have a disability.  This significant number of people – fragmented from a hierarchy within the disability spectrum, separated through class divisions, and often experiencing a nexus of oppression through gender, race and sexuality difference – continues to struggle for the recognition and realisation of their basic human rights.

Background – Disability Theory and its Application within Australia

Disability theory has developed through a number of models, many of which continue to dominate different levels of Australian policy, legislation and organisational practice today.  These models are summarised in Figure 1.

The moral model traditionally attributed Disabled people with a label of dangerous, deviant and/or not quite human (Russell, 1998).  This is not a model often advocated in the formal rhetoric of policy, legislation or practice, however, individual practice today can still be based on a moral attitude.  Workers who feel they are “special, gifted people” for “helping” Disabled people reinforce oppression by reintroducing this moral standard.  On a wider societal level, there are still people in Australia who do not see the derogatory nature of labelling someone as a “mongoloid” if they have down syndrome or an “idiot if they have a mental illness.  The media portrayal of Disabled people also often reflects a moral positioning.

The medical model adopts a paternal view of Disabled people, categorising them through medical terminology, viewing them as in need of segregation, sterilisation and institutionalisation (Russell, 1998).  This model remains dominant in Australia today.  The Mental Health Act 2000 (Queensland) has an emphasis on the involuntary assessment and control of people with mental illness.  Under the guise of rights and equity it promotes a custodial role of a medical practitioner in the lives of people with mental illness (Mental Health Act, 2000).  Another example of the prominence of this model in practice is in supported living and institutional care.  Newell (2003) criticises “so called” supported living arrangements as revolving around notions of Disabled people as other.  With the rise of technological and medical advances, eugenics based practices have also been revived.  Notions of medical advances being the ‘saviour’ of Disabled people was also criticised by Newell (2003) as reinforcing a personal tragedy (medical) mode of policy and practice.

Figure 1: Summary of Disability Theory Models

	
	Moral 


	Medical 
	Money 


	Social Role Valorisation
	Social

	Historical prominence
	Pre industrial revolution
	Post industrial revolution with the rise of the medical profession
	Post modern society

With the rise of capitalist economy, 

Post war
	1970s in the US
	1980s in the UK

	View of Disabled person
	Deviant

Lack of moral character

Dangerous
	Biological

Sick 

Dependent

Deficient
	Commodity
	Devalued

In need of enhancement, establish and definition of a new social role
	Society disables via marginalisation

	Language
	Mongoloid

Moron

Idiot

Feebleminded

Cretin


	Emotive – afflicted, confined, unfortunate

Dehumanising  – “the blind”
	Professional terms –

Special needs, user, carer, vulnerable
	People with disability
	Disabled identity



	Role of Society
	Moral standard


	Repressive

Custodial
	Profits
	Remains the same, as the “normal” standard
	Challenged to change

	Policy focus
	Segregation
	Sterilization

Segregation:

Institution-alisation
	Institution-

alisation

Rehabilitation 

Industry
	De- institutionalisation

Community based services

Policy focus
	Un resolutions

Anti discrimination

Systemic advocacy

Politics focus

	Residence of disability
	Within individual who needs to be helped
	Within individual who needs to be treated
	Within the individual who can be profited from
	Within the individual who needs to change or conform
	Within society.  Disability is social oppression

	Oppression


	Reinforced
	Forms basis of model
	Capitalised on

Marketing strategy
	Acknowledged, solve through changing individuals
	Actively challenged

	Service provision, types


	Alms

Begging

“soup kitchen” type charity
	Closed employment

Respite

Institutions
Whole of life services

Disability-specific services
	Rehabilitation
	Recreation

Employment

Advocacy
	Systemic advocacy

Political focus – applicable to number of agencies

	Policy examples in Australia
	N/a
	Mental Health Act 2000
	Rehabilitation
	Disability Discrimination Acts - Disability Standards
	Affirmative Action policies

	References:
	Barnes, Mercer & Shakespeare (1999); Fullwood (1990); Oliver (1996); Russell (1998); Wolfensberger (1983); Caltabiano, Hill & Frangos (1997); Meekosha (2000)


The money model, promotes a corporate solution to disability, where “the disabled human being is a commodity around which social policies are created or rejected based on their market value” (Russell, 1998, p97).  Barnes, Mercer & Shakespeare (1999) also described this commodification of Disabled people, attributing it to the parallel growth of human services, the rehabilitation industry and technological advances.  Welfare provisions to Disabled people which are based on ‘mutual obligation’ to ensure that the government is receiving ‘value for money’ is one example of the prevalence of this model.  Disability services which are now in competition for funding, where the emphasis is on quantity, statistics, and monetary values, and not on quality of life issues, is a further example.
Normalisation or Social Role Valorisation (SRV) was a model adopted by the Commonwealth in the 1990s, as the guiding principle for service provision (Bleasdale, 2004).  SRV focused on the role of the professional in enhancing the lives of Disabled people and was originally developed parallel to the growth of human service industries (Barnes et al, 1999) with particular relevance to people with intellectual disability and learning difficulties.  This theory was developed by Wolfensberger, who clarified the goal of his theory “to be the establishment, enhancement, or defence of the social role(s) of a person or group, via the enhancement of people’s social image and personal competencies” (Wolfensberger, 1983, p234).  Policy and service provision, grounded in SRV focuses on changing individuals, not their circumstances of devaluation, in order to enter a society which remains unchanged and unchallenged (Walmsley, 1994).  Oliver (1994) strongly critiques this theory, claiming that it is based on interactionist and functionalist sociology, which at best is a bystander in liberation struggle, and at worst a part of the oppression itself.  Bleasdale (2004) noted that the Commonwealth Disability Service Agreement marked a reformation in Australia of institutional care to community care.  The main points of reference for disability organizations today are the Disability Standards which are based on SRV.  These principles guide the practice in recreation, employment and advocacy services for example.
The interaction of the Medical Model and SRV
Meekosha (2000) highlighted that legislation and policy formulated during the 1980s and 1990s within Australia were based on medical and deinstitutional (SRV) discourses, however “the signs are increasingly of a return to and refinement of medical and economic arguments to justify punitive treatment and discrimination of Disabled people”. She describes the experience of Disabled people in Australia as a “battlefield”.  Newell (1996) also despaired over the decline or and lack of advancement in disability theory in Australia when he noted the shift in terminology from human rights (which emerged briefly during the UN decade of Disabled people) to consumer rights within Australian government funding guidelines and therefore within organizations.  

The need for a new model
While the Federal Disability Discrimination Act 1992 represented a continued legislative push towards social justice, it is still based on false notions of equality and maintains an individualised orientation.  The legislation has been described as a reactive rather than proactive attempt to create a more inclusive society (Frangos, 1997), and as a mere a tool for change in some areas, and not a human rights bill (French, 2001).  Meekosha (2000) raised further concerns regarding disability discrimination legislation where the burden of proof rests on the Disabled person, which assumes equality before the law, and denies, for example, the power and economic differences.

The social model, in direct opposition to all other models, places the residence of disability in society and defines disability in terms of social oppression, rather than as a moral, medical or individual problem.  Its academic formulation is credited primarily to Oliver (1996), who described the social model as focusing on rehabilitating society through a political agenda.  The social model aims to remove barriers – environmental, systemic/institutional, and attitudinal.  Services provided under the social model would be based on an agenda of rights.  There is no evidence of the social model within formal Australian government policy or legislation, or within service conception or delivery (Bleasdale, 2004).  Newell (1996) claimed that the change in funding focus from human rights to consumer rights placed Australia even further away from implementing the principles of the social mode.

Defining Oppression and Identifying the Need for Change

The medical, individual and economic discourses reinforce the oppression faced by Disabled people within Australia.  Disabled people face a complex and multi-levelled oppression as argued for by Foucault (cited in Rees, 1991), which often intersects with other vehicles for oppression such as poverty/class, race, gender and sexuality.  Young (1990) presented five faces of oppression: exploitation, marginalisation, powerlessness, cultural imperialism and violence.  The exploitation and marginalisation of Disabled people within Australian society is highlighted through policies and practices, which continue to segregate.  Powerlessness links to poverty, internalised oppression, legal discrimination and policies and practices which reinforce dependency through economic / medical means.  The impact of SRV with its emphasis on maintaining the status quo within society demonstrates the cultural imperialism face of oppression.  Violence is perpetuated against Disabled people through medicalisation (such as sterilisation) and eugenics-based policies.  These five faces of oppression are summarised and examples, which correlate to the experience of Disabled people, are displayed in Figure 2.

Figure 2: Faces of oppression – the experience of Disabled people in Australia.

	
	Definition


	Examples / Experience of Disabled people in Australia

	Exploitation
	Oppression that takes place in the process of labour
	Sheltered workshops; supported wages; discrimination; “mutual obligation”

	Marginalisation
	The inability or unwillingness of the economic system to incorporate a groups of people in its political, economic and cultural life
	Exclusion, access, advocacy as reinforcer, poor health and housing opportunities; supported living arrangements; institutions

	Powerlessness
	A group’s lack of power or authority
	Links to poverty, internalised oppression, lack of authority, eugenic policies, legal discrimination, welfare dependency

	Cultural imperialism
	The demeaning of a group by the dominant culture’s values
	See impact of SRV, society as defining the norm, assimilation type policies

	Violence
	Random or organised attacks on a group
	Abortion, euthanasia, genetic engineering, medicalisation, control over sexuality, right to have a family

	References
	Young (1990)
	Newell, 2003;Russell, 1998


The prevalence of oppression draws attention to the need for change within Australia.  Lakey et al (1995) described four levels which influence and interact with each other in the change process: individual, organization, social movements and society.  In Australia, the need for change is demonstrated throughout these levels, for example, individuals continue to endure discrimination; organizations are increasingly dominated by medical and fiscal consideration; and the forces within society that reinforce disability include economic, social, and cultural domination.  From Lakey et al’s (1995) analysis, an influential social movement level is lacking in the change process for Disabled people in Australia.

Social Movement theory – as an alternate lens for conceptualising disability struggle in Australia

Social movements have been defined in a number of ways.  Social movements have been described as a vehicle for change for disadvantaged and disenfranchised groups (Flacks, 1998 in Larana et al, 1994); as an assertion of community (Burgmann, 2003); as “generators of renewal within civil society (Cohen & Arato, 1994)” (Acheson, 2002); and as networks of interactions where political or cultural conflict is engaged in by people or groups with a shared collective identity (Diani, 1992, in Diani & McAdam, 2003).  Tarrow (1999) proposed four empirical properties for defining social movements: collective challenge; common purpose; social solidarity and sustained interaction.

Social movement theory has developed through three main phases which now exist as competing or contending paradigms, as outlined in Figure 3.  Contemporary, or new social movements, according to Melucci (in Larana et al, 1994), differ from their traditional counterparts who sought political gain and organization by focusing on forms of action which relate to daily life and to individual identity.  Melucci (in Larana et al, 1994) took a social constructionist approach to defining and analysing new social movements and suggested that the collective should not only be considered as a totality, but in terms of its different orientations; the different levels of society affected by the actions; and the periods of time that are condensed into the phenomenon.  Pamela Oliver (2003) described the coevolution model of social movements, illustrating the complexity of interactions within new social movement theory in a number of key features:

· media coverage

· repression

· institutional politics

· frames and ideologies

· protest

· public opinion

· movement organizations

· institutions and organizations

Michael Oliver (1996) cited the work of Marx & McAdam (1994) in defining the following criteria for identifying and analysing of social movements:  new political and economic changes; specific legislation; changes in public opinion and behaviour; and the creation of new organizations and institutions.  Oliver (1996) added to this the dimensions of: consciousness raising and education; internationalism; and human rights, civil rights and citizenship, specifically to address what he saw as the unique aspects of new social movements.

In the post modern era new identity politics movements have emerged such as the feminist and anti racist movements, which have provided a wealth of academic literature, insight into minority struggles, “the articulation of a politics of liberation” (Meekosha, 2000), and societal consciousness raising efforts.  These movements have in part, challenged individuals, reinvented organisational practice and become incorporated into the Australian political agenda.  Albert (2002) describes these movements “not as mere superstructure, influenced but not influential, but as critical elements in their own right” (p87).  He goes on to identify that they have a profound impact on individuals’ lives as well as on systemic transformation.  The emergence and development of the international Disability Rights Movement can also be understood as a new identity politic movement, similar in nature to the other new movements.  
Figure 3: Social movement theory, phases of development

	
	Classical / traditional


	Resource Mobilisation


	New social movement



	Origin
	1940s, early capitalist societies


	1970s in US, advanced capitalist societies


	1980s in Europe, post-capitalist societies (post 1960s)



	Examples
	Communism

Nazism
	Black civil rights

Environmentalism

Green peace

First wave feminism


	Queer liberation

Disability rights

Later women’s movements

Anti nuclear 

Ecological

Anti racism

	View of Behaviour
	Deviant, irrational behaviour –

Irrational protest of marginalised group


	Rational, collective behaviour
	Individual and collective behaviour

	Basis of emergence
	Unhealthy society

Structural strain not addressed by normal institutions
	Marxist, economic interest

Rational attempts to mobilise resources
	Reaction to Marxism’s inability to explain social movement’s not economically based

Celebrate alternate political agendas

	Focus
	Extremism

Control
	Political focus – political action 

Single – issue orientation

Material goals

Class based

Modern
	Cultural focus – value expression

Celebration or alternatives

Universal interests

Post modern

Reframing debates

	Leadership
	“from above”

Dictatorial
	“from above”

Often national or organisational
	“from below” –

Membership or collective focus, alliance building, global organization

	Forms of Activism
	Deviant
	Conventional 
	Unconventional

	Actions
	Deviant

Violent

Control


	Instrumental

Targeted at political agenda and reality, structural conditions and institutions
	Symbolic

Targeted at value systems and social constructions

	Phases
	Sequential
	Sequential
	Coexisting

	References:
	Pamela Oliver, 2003; Michael Oliver,1996; Larana, Johnstone and Gusfield, 1994)


Disability rights have developed through a number of precursor movements: civil rights, self help, consumerism, demedicalisation and deinstitutionalisation (McDonald & Oxford, 2004).  These past movements, while they have impacted and advocated for change, have not held the strong position of the Disability Rights Movement which is based on the premise of the social model and therefore on a primary focus of societal transformation.  The basic principles espoused by the movement are:

· empowerment – self organization

· human rights and discrimination
· social justice
· removing disabling barriers – towards social transformation
Bleasdale (2004) stated that the Disability Rights Movement has been “organised and active worldwide for some decades now, and has had success in many countries promoting the human and civil rights of people with disabilities”.  Horsler (2003) describes the movement as achieving the motivation of “thousands of Disabled people into activity, to challenge society, to reflect on the way it excludes and marginalizes Disabled people, to win reforms for the benefits of millions of Disabled people to shed the yoke of oppression and fight back…”  The Disability Rights Movement within Australia however, has had limited successes (Bleasdale, 2004; Newell, 1996; French, 2001).  Newell (1996) identified the movement in Australia as fragmented, lacking in political power, lacking in organization and lacking in positive media portrayal.  French (2001) also identifies the lack of awareness and international engagement of the Disability Rights Movement within Australia. It is proposed that the Disability Rights Movement within Australia has not reached the same level of prominence or recognition when compared to the feminist and anti racist movements for example.

When contrasted with the impact of feminist and anti racist movements, the Disability Rights Movement’s achievements in Australia appear to be low key at best.  This leads me to question how the Disability Rights Movement – or Disability struggles in Australia – can learn from other social movements.  This transferring of learning can be facilitated through research.

The Role of Research – Catalyst for change

Parallel to theoretical and movement advances, Disability research has been challenged into a period of transition with the basic tenets of traditional approaches being subjected to strong criticism and change (Moore, Beazley & Maelzer, 1998).  Oliver (1992) for example, accused traditional forms of Disability research as reinforcing a disabilist sociology.  Barnes et al (1999) noted that while the social model developed outside academia, it has political potential when applied to research.

Research can play an important role in providing a catalyst for change, in promoting a challenge, and in transferring learning between social movements.  The field of Disability, even on an international front, is widely understood to be under theorised (Shakespeare, 1997; Rioux, 1997).  Shakespeare (1997) identified the need to draw convergences and divergences with other movements to inform the further development of Disability studies, and described a proactive view of theorising: “I defend the rights of researchers to undertake research and develop theory for its own sake… Ultimately, political action achieves change.  Intellectual activity contributes to a climate in which change becomes possible and offers theoretical support to practical debates…” 
Research under this paradigm needs to be designed essentially as a catalyst or precursor to political action.  This type of research will broaden the scope of Disability studies within Australia by learning from other social movements, developing specific academic positions, and developing understandings of the DRM.  All of these characteristics have been identified as potential directions for Disability studies (Oliver and Barton, 2000; Shakespeare, 2004).  The need for more studies comes at a time when Disabled people in Australia are still struggling to forge an identity of their own (Newell, 2003) and will therefore contribute to this climate of change.  Uniquely Australian studies are also needed to help fill a void in international literature (Charlton, 2004).

Disability theorists and activists have long discussed and debated appropriate research traditions (Oliver, 1999; Barnes et al, 1999; Shakespeare, 1997, 1999).  Two dominant themes have emerged through these writings:

· participation with a focus on working for and with Disabled people, promoting partnership models, action research and issues of control over research;

· emancipation with a focus on emancipation as a political and moral commitment to securing social justice for Disabled people (Shakespeare, 1999; Oliver, 1996).

While the former model has been well documented regarding particular methodologies and designs, and has been useful for documenting experiences, developing and informing service provision for example, the focus of the research appears to have been primarily policy.  Emancipatory research is not as clearly defined and its aims are less concrete or measurable, focussing on a proactive political agenda, such as Shakespeare (1999) advocated.  Oliver (1997) argued that the aim of disability research should be to inform political struggle.

A Research Paradigm to Work From

Many disability researchers have located this emerging paradigm of disability studies within the wider context of the new critical paradigm.  The new critical social research paradigm involves the researcher in liberation struggles and aims to confront and overcome oppression (Barnes, 1996; Oliver, 1992).  Oliver (1992) described this critical paradigm as being initiated by those engaged in political struggles and used feminist, black writers and educationalists as examples.  Critical social research acknowledges, explores and critiques power relations in a sociohistorical context, and seeks to confront and change status quo assumptions and policy (Kincheloe & McLaren, 1994).

Both of these paradigms (the emerging disability studies and new critical research) have action-focussed outcomes, so while they are useful for conceptualising the basis of research, they do not directly fulfil the criteria of Shakespeare (1999) as previously discussed.  Galloway (2002) also addressed this quandary in her research on reconciliation and racism, describing her project as “critical pre-action research” (p18).  Shakespeare (2004) recently defined the future directions and role of disability studies – the first direction amalgamated the participatory and emancipatory elements discussed above as he described the role of researchers as taking their lead from organizations of Disabled people (participation) and developing political positions for this (emancipation).  The second direction, located in a more “critical pre-action” phase took a slightly different direction and suggested a more catalytic way of researching, where theory building and comparative research methodologies play a predominant role.  Figure 4 summarises these three paradigms:

Figure 4: Three interacting paradigms

	
	Disability Studies – Emancipatory Paradigm
	Critical Research Paradigm
	Pre - action Paradigms

	Epistemology
	Knowledge is socially constructed.  Relationships based on empowerment & reciprocity
	What we see is not what we see but what we perceive
	We need to know before we can see
(work in progress)

	Ontology
	Operationalises the concept of disability as a social construct
	Recognises multiple interpretations of reality but is concerned with influences of social, political, cultural, economic, ethnic, gender and disability values.
	Recognises and prioritises other interpretations 
(work in progress)

	Theoretical basis
	Social model of disability
	Rights framework
	Emergent

	Purpose / focus
	Political & moral commitment to secure social justice for disable people

Enhance autonomy

Promote the maxims of the social model
	Social justice

Awareness raising

Challenge power and oppression
	Lay foundation for action

Contribute to a climate of change

Theoretical support to practical debates

	Methods / techniques
	Rejects mainstream objectivity; Actual methods are debated – predominantly qualitative but no clear guidelines except to be “enabling not disability” forms
	Analyse oppression

Challenge and deconstruct dominant discourse

Reconstruct new ways of being
	Theory building

Comparative research 

	Outcomes
	Inform political struggle.  Change society to ensure full participation and citizenship for Disabled people.

Reciprocity, gain & empowerment
	Confront and change the status quo, assumptions and policy

Emancipation
	Precursor to action

Catalyst

	Approach
	Predominantly postmodern, but could be seen to bridge the divide between post/modernism and post/structuralism
	Postmodern

(Political and affirmative)
	Postmodern

(Political and affirmative)

	Role of researcher
	Partnership with Disabled people; facilitation focus
	Represent and promote the interests of the oppressed
	Catalytic

	References: Oliver (1992); Kincheloe & McLaren (1994); Galloway (2002); Shakespeare (1997, 2004)


Conclusion –A specific research agenda

In this paper I have set the scene for my specific research agenda by examining historical and current disability theories, social movement theory as an alternative framework and emerging disability, critical and pre-action paradigms.  This research seeks to present a vision for disability struggle within Australia by transferring learning from a sampling of new identity politics movements.  It will be a literature based analysis, which will examine documents critical to the existing movements being studies, as well as documents critical to the emerging Disability Rights Movement.  I am working from the following problem statement:

Disabled people have struggled – and continue to struggle – for liberation in an effort to have their human rights met.  

While achievements have been made, notably through the Disability Rights Movement, the struggle of people who identify themselves as Disabled within Australia does not have the same recognition, prominence or influence as other struggles such as race and gender.

This thesis will seek to learn from a sampling of two other social movements (namely the feminist movement and the anti-racist movement) in order to develop, inform and enrich the DRM in Australia.  

The analysis and comparison of these movements will be drawn together to promote a vision for the DRM in Australia and to explore implications for theory, policy and practice. 

My aims and research steps are:
Aim 1: Develop a framework to critique and analyse disability struggles within Australia

Step 1 – Analyse the Feminist Movement

Step 2 – Analyse the Anti-racist Movement

Step 3 – Develop a framework to critique and analyse the DRM

Step 4 – Apply this framework to the DRM with a specific focus on the Australian context.

Aim 2: Present a framework for the future of disability liberation struggle within the Australian context.

Step 5 – Develop a vision for the development , enrichment and information of the DRM within an Australian context, based on the analysis carried out in Step 4.

Step 6 – Identify implications of this Vision for policy, practice and theory development.









































































� Note re terminology used in this paper- I have chosen to adopt the prominent language of the British Disability Rights Movement which promotes the use of the phrase “Disabled people” rather than he more commonly used “people with disabilities” within the Australian context.  Owning the label Disabled underlines social oppression, assists in building a shared identity and removes the disabling effects from the individual (Russell, 1998; Clark & March, 2002).  
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