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LANGUAGE MATTERS
Marcus Richards is a parent of a young woman with an intellectual disability. He has been involved in advocacy and service provision. In this article he identifies some of the ways in which language is used to obscure reality and to imply other realities
W

e use language to communicate. Through language, we express our thoughts and ideas, we create impressions, and we endeavour to influence other people’s perceptions and opinions. Most of us, most of the time, endeavour to communicate in a sincere and straightforward way. Some of us, some of the time, communicate in ways which are not straightforward, but which are oblique, cryptic, or even deceptive. Sometimes this deception is unconscious and sometimes it is conscious. 

An example of the conscious use of language to obscure a reality is the term ‘collateral damage’, which was coined by the US military. It refers to the death of civilians in a situation of armed conflict. Rather than talk about how many women and children were accidentally killed in hostilities, the military and political leadership speak of  ‘collateral damage’. By referring to the deaths of people who are not engaged in the military action in language that is technical, unrelated and ambiguous,

those in power sanitise the language so that the situation is more palatable to public opinion.

There are a number of issues, which are related to the lives of people with disability, that illustrate the way in which the unconscious use of language tends to obfuscate or obscure the reality about the way in which they are excluded and devalued. For example, I’ve often thought that the use of the term ‘special’ to refer to people with disability was spurious – special needs, special schools, special people. The word ‘special’ implies something that is highly valued, set apart from the ordinary in a positive sense: You need a certain brand of up-market cosmetic because you’re special. I have always found the talk of ‘special people’ rather condescending, a sort of code. For example, special schools are places where children with disability are set apart from their peers, not because they are highly valued, but because they are seen as burdens to the educational progress in a mainstream environment. In this instance, ‘special’ is a euphemism that is utilised to sidestep an unpalatable reality: that the prevailing social attitude towards people with disability is negative. 

To cite a more current example, the phrase ‘people with challenging behaviour’ has come into common usage to refer to people with intellectual disabilities, who behave in ways which many of us, including the services that ostensibly support these people, find challenging to respond to in constructive ways. That is not to say that some of the ways in which this group of people behaves at times is not challenging to us. But, in the use of the term ‘challenging behaviour’ there is an implied assumption that such behaviour is an inherent characteristic of the person’s disability. While this may be the case in some instances, it is hardly surprising that people who are contained in stultifying environments, deprived of opportunities to experience everyday enjoyment, and who are often abused, neglected and exploited, may express their frustration or hurt in challenging or violent ways. But if we refer to them as ‘people with challenging behaviour’, we effectively shift the blame from our inadequate systems of care onto people who are highly vulnerable.

Another term that implies a positive outcome but which is rather ambiguous is ‘institutional reform’, or its companion term ‘de-institutionalisation’. What do these terms mean? At issue here is what constitutes an ‘institution’. The term is used by a range of stakeholders in the disabiltity sector to refer to residential facilities, however, there is a degree of ambiguity as to what actually constitutes an institution in relation to certain other factors. For example, one conceptual framework interprets the term on the basis of size, according to the number of beds in 

a particular facility, while another perspective is based on the nature and culture of the facility.

An exploration of the Alternative Living Service (ALS) illustrates these issues. The ALS was established in the early 1980s, in a bid to downscale Challinor Centre, and later, Basil Stafford Centre. The idea was that people could move out of the institutions into houses in the community, with four to six people in each house. This arrangement was to be an alternative to the institutions.  The intention was that this was to be a transitional arrangement, and that people would move on to establish a home of their own. But this so-called transitional arrangement has itself become a system, and now comprises a network of approximately one hundred and fifty group homes across Queensland. 

According to the view that defines an institution by size – an institution being               a facility with more than six beds – the group homes of the ALS system do not constitute a network of mini-institutions, because there are six beds or less in each house. But if you apply the interpretation of the word ‘institution’ as defined by culture, the perspective is quite different. There was an assumption that the closure or downsizing of institutions would lead to a dismantling of the institutional cultures of Challinor and Basil Stafford Centre. However, the Carter Report found that, in the process of  downsizing the Basil Stafford Centre and the relocation of the people into the community-based ALS, the institutional culture within the Basil Stafford Centre had been transferred, to a significant degree, to sections of the ALS system. Accordingly, the so-called Alternative Living Service system can be viewed as a network if mini-institutions, with an imbedded institutional culture, and as such, does not constitute an alternative to the institutions which people had left.


There are many other examples of how language is used to obscure the reality of what happens to people with disabilities. Language is an expression of the way we think and how we see things. For those people who wish to see through obfuscating language, it is helpful to check the reality of what actually happens to people with disabilities and to be able to name, in unafraid ways, the reality of the conditions that limit their lives, their identity and their humanity.









