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((((  Mike Duggan  ((((
There is not a more avid campaigner for de-institutionalisation than I am, but what do we really understand about the closure of institutions and what is generally referred to as ‘community living’ for people with disabilities?  

Now that most people with disabilities have moved from institutions to the community, what is life like after the honeymoon period of deinstitutionalisation? Many people are living alone in dwellings specially modified for their needs and have been allocated a certain number of support-hours, which in the majority of cases, is insufficient. Often this means people living alone, with many pressures and responsibilities bearing down on them – the pressures of managing households, managing support workers, and sustaining themselves wholly. 

What does all this mean for people with disabilities themselves? At one stage of history, people with disabilities were placed in institutions supposedly for the good of the person with the disability as well as for the general community. Since little support would be found for the idea of institutions these days, this leads to many questions about where the real barriers lie that prevent people with disabilities having typical lifestyles in their communities with a variety of relationships, including close friendships. Do the barriers lie in a deep-seated belief that people who have disabilities can only ever find affection and solidarity with others who are also disabled? Is it that people who are supposedly non-disabled simply don’t find people who have disabilities all that interesting and therefore they don’t want to associate with such people even when they have the chance, or is it that people who have disabilities (or who are black, or refugees from foreign countries, or who are old), are not seen as being the same as others with the same human needs?

We human beings are often referred to as ‘social animals’ or ‘community creatures’ although I sometimes wonder if we can honestly wear these labels. But maybe this is something we just have to make a conscious and concerted effort to achieve. To become ‘community creatures’ may be the only way that humanity is going to be able to advance.

Perhaps one way we can put this into action is to regard our neighbours as Brother and Sister. Often when I go down the street, I see aboriginies who inevitably greet me with “How ya goin’, brother?”  We have so much to learn from this group of people who have been marginalised in the community; we have so much to learn from all marginalised groups of people. If we are really going to advance our civilisation, we simply must be open to what marginalised people have to teach. Understanding the experiences of marginalised people may be one of the ways we will be able to discover the true heart of vital communities, finding that at the heart of vital communities is the human heart.


