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From The President

Many people with a disability who rely on the support of workers to live their lives will almost always experience at some point that the worker will have much greater power – particularly social power – than the person with a disability.  

This power provides workers with access to resources, the ability to influence others and access to decision-makers to get what they want done, in a way that the people served, possibly will never have.  

This power is institutionalised in our culture, in our thinking and in our social structures.  It is institutionalised in our own individual and shared prejudices about disability; it is institutionalised in the built environment; it is institutionalised each time a person with a disability is unable to join with others and be welcomed wherever they might be; and it is institutionalised in our relationships and especially those where control over the daily life of others is assumed, or advantage of vulnerability is taken or when people are abused or exploited. 

This is what spiritual leaders, social activists and philosophers across time have named oppression – the systematic mistreatment of one group of people by another group of people or by society as a whole; with institutional power as a means of asserting that mistreatment.

For those who work in the service of people with a disability, if nothing else, the essential core of the service role is ultimately to better understand what it takes to deeply support the personhood and common humanity of our brothers and sisters, friends, neighbours and fellow employees who live with a disability.  Judith Snow, a Canadian disability activist and a person who has thought about these issues at length has said that:

‛.... until the concept of disability disappears and is replaced by a society that is structured to support everyone's life, relatedness and contribution – until that day my life and opportunities and the lives of every other person who carries the label ‛disabled' depends on the goodwill of people in the human service system.  Goodwill is no substitute for freedom.’ (1997).

For most people with a disability, prejudice is a far greater problem than any impairment; discrimination is a bigger obstacle to ‛overcome’ than any disability.  This prejudice starts from within each of us, and finds its collective expression in many forms. 

Instead of being marginalised, people with a disability must be embraced and welcomed into community.  Without access to community, they cannot participate in the ‛fullness of life’.

Helping people to participate in the ‛fullness of life’ and be who they are, to believe in themselves and to belong, starts with each of us.  To this end it is the responsibility of each and every one of us to work toward creating the conditions and awareness that drive out the active subjugation of people who have a disability in our society today.  

To do this, we must cultivate within ourselves and constantly encourage in others, the growth of an attitude that sees people who have a disability as having a capacity to contribute to the life of our community. Often the talents of people with a disability are ignored, despite the obvious fact that like anyone else, people with a disability enjoy a wide variety of amazing gifts and talents.  It must be acknowledged that people who have a disability, like most other people who have been marginalised by society, are often accused of having nothing to contribute, particularly by proponents of western consumerism. However, one of the main contributions of people with a disability is that of challenging and confronting societal norms, practices, and beliefs.  

We should promote the belief that as people who have a disability are competently assisted to step forward into community life, other community members can and will ultimately welcome people into roles as friends, co-workers, mates, neighbours, worshippers, team mates, or group members.

Finally, we should imagine ourselves as the vital agent of change we can be; become a role model for our workmates and other community members.  Take every opportunity, wherever we find ourselves sharing space and time with others to lead by example.  

We can only hope that each of us might feel sufficiently inspired to go forward more ready than ever to engage in some new forms of active resistance to the attitudes and influences that leave people with a disability ‛living the life apart’.

