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Beyond Oppression: Feeling the Movement and its Power!
By June Isaacson Kailes, Disability Policy Consultant


Acknowledging and discussing oppression experienced by people with disabilities is not given much attention. Oppression does, however, require attention as it locks out many from "feeling our movement." 


For many people with disabilities, particularly those not exposed to independent living values and philosophy, all there is to the disability experience is oppression. This article explores oppression, why acknowledging it is important and what people with disabilities can do about it.


As advocates, we must help people move from being held back and locked out by internalized oppression and move toward adopting a rights-bearing attitude. This attitude enables people to fight for disability rights.


Dealing with oppression means helping people move from destructive, depressing, internalized anger to focused, energy-enhancing, externalized anger. It means moving from passivity to activity. It means moving from identifying as a poor oppressed cripple to identifying as a person with a disability who has rights, pride, passion and power!


What is oppression? This article defines it as elements in our society that devalue, burden, obstruct, intimidate and just plain get in our way. When it comes to getting people involved in disability rights battles and in feeling our movement, first we have to understand what contributes to people's reluctance to get involved and take risks.


Most people with and without disabilities have been and are susceptible to some degree of oppression, often stemming from racism, sexism, ageism and other "isms." However, for many with disabilities, the overexposure and experience of ablism, handicapism and oppression are more significant, more pervasive and much less compartmentalized than that experienced by others.


Oppression is learned and ever-present whether in the background or foreground. We must continually acknowledge it, discuss it and work through it by way of friendships with other people with disabilities; at independent living centers through peer counseling and peer support groups; and by strengthening our independent living and advocacy skills. 


Learned oppression becomes apparent, for example, in a public hearing opportunity. People’s negative self-talk and internal scripts are manifested by lack of confidence and can control their ability to participate. Their self-talk goes something like this: “How will I get there? What if there are no curb cuts or no elevators? What if the aisles are too narrow? What if the podium’s too high? What if I don’t sound polished enough? What if they ask me questions I can’t answer? I’d be up there all alone! What if they don’t understand me? What if they patronize me?”


These projections and assumptions of exclusion and intimidation are based not on speculation but on repeated and real experiences. Society frequently tells us how devalued we are. Visible signs of this oppression and devaluation are alive and well in the forms of environmental barriers, stereotypes, society's values and public policies. Environmental barriers, including communication and physical barriers, are well known to us.


Myths and fears stem from stereotypes and attitudes about disability. Society views people with disabilities as biologically inferior; deviant; unnatural; unfortunate; burdens requiring charity and welfare; and having little or no value to society. They view people with disabilities as lacking in skills and talents; outcasts; menaces; asexual; subhuman; fragile; and sick individuals requiring either cure or care! Of course, telethons do wonders to reinforce society's pathological views of disability. These views destroy many people's lives.


Society reveals its values in many ways. One very visible example is advertising which creates images about beauty, health, and dress unattainable and oppressive for people with and without disabilities. These images create a norm few can achieve and burdens and degrades people who can't begin to meet this norm.


Public policies foster dependence, isolation, poverty, and lack of options and risk taking opportunities among people with disabilities. A 1983 headline in the Los Angeles Times summed it up well, “In case of nuclear attack, evacuate the young, fit and useful first." A current example is the assisted suicide debate, an ongoing discussion of who lives and who dies. Popular opinion reflects the "let's put them out of their misery-quickly" approach as opposed to offering support services and resources.


Tim Cook, in his article "A Little History Worth Knowing," highlights some of these public policies. During this century, democratically elected state legislatures referred to people with disabilities as:

· "anti-social beings" (Pennsylvania)

· a "blight on mankind" (Vermont)

· a "danger to the race" (Wisconsin)

· a "misfortune both to themselves and to the public" (Kansas)

· a "defect that wounds our citizenry a thousand times more than any plague” (Utah)

The list goes on and on!


Health care rationing, an ever increasing public policy reality, is like a time bomb for people with disabilities "As technology’s ability to keep people alive continues to grow (as does its expense), the question of which people will be of greatest value to society will be applied in making medical decisions! If your long-term prognosis is expensive, the new rationers, do not want you any more than insurance companies do." Must people with disabilities have a short and compelling statement of our social value, social function and current contribution to productivity prepared? Can we educate a medical gatekeeper quickly and decisively about our value, why we should receive medical care and why they should allow us to live? Simply saying, "I want to" will not suffice.


For many, these policies, values, stereotypes and environmental barriers have, and will continue to have, a destructive force and wreak havoc in terms of feelings of self-worth, self esteem, self-concept and self-pride. These devaluing feelings get internalized and fertilize the seeds of self-hatred.


Why dwell on oppression? Am I into pity parties? NO! I dwell on oppression because the disability community must understand what prevents people from joining our movement and feeling its power. If we seriously want to increase the troops and groom new leaders, we have to understand oppression and how to deal with it.


 Dealing with it means we are not part of the oppression. We need to stop oppressing others with our language and prevent others from oppressing us with language. The following paraphrases Elaine Popovich's article “You and I.” Do we play the "we/they” game? They are residents, we reside; they are admitted, we move in; they are aggressive, we are assertive; they have behavior problems, we are rude; they are noncompliant, we don’t like being told what to do; when we ask “them” out for dinner we call it an outing, when we ask one of “us” out we call it a date; and they learn household skills while we hate housework.


Do we allow independent living centers to oppress people through language like "the people we serve," and "our consumers?” Should they say client, consumer, case or person? What about quasi-professional language that communicates subjectivity and bias, promotes distance and sets up we/they and superior/inferior dynamics? Instead of open cases why not active? Why not serve coordination or helping people get what they want instead of case management? Do we need managing? Other changes to consider:

· getting to know the needs of the individual instead of intake or client needs      assessment 

· older person who has functional limitations instead of frail

· personal attendant or family helper instead of caregiver, care provider, care taker or personal care. 

We must ensure the language we choose does not reduce an individual’s sense of self-worth, self-direction and power.


Unfortunately, sometimes even inter-disability politics reflects oppression. We find it easier to pick on each other than to fight the oppressive system. It is easier to pick on powerless people than on powerful people, especially if we feel powerless. Remember, united we stand, divided we fall. 


When people don’t get involved, we have probably all thought or said at some point, “Well, they just aren't motivated!” This explanation is too simplistic as well as inaccurate. What we do about oppression is not so simple.


How do we help people identify and get in touch with various aspects of oppression and how it affected or continues to affect them? We need to help people get in touch with covert and overt negative messages they receive about their disabilities and assist in the exploration of the messages’ origination. We need to talk about what we do to counteract the negative messages. We need to share our stories. For example, I got a message very early in my life that, if I wanted to do what everyone else was doing, I would have to hide my disability. If I hid it and denied it, I could “pass.” To me passing meant being treated like everyone else and allowed to participate equally. I picked up early the negative, devaluing stereotypes, misconceptions and myths about disability that permeate society. However, I could not verbalize these frightening feelings. I know these messages affected the development and maintenance of my early sense of self-worth and self-esteem.


I remember only one role model and he certainly reinforced my decision to "pass." The role model was a man with cerebral palsy who walked around my neighborhood selling pencils. It did not appear to be a great future to look forward to. In addition, I received strong messages from television about who and how acceptable I was as an individual with a disability. 


If you had a disability in the 1950s, you certainly didn’t become a member of the Mickey Mouse Club or have friends like the Beaver; Dennis the Menace; Sky King; Donna Reed; The Flintstones; Tom Terrific and his dog Manfred; Ozzie, Harriet, David and Ricky; or Lucy and Ricky. These characters did not have friends with disabilities. People with disabilities obviously didn't use the phone, drink soda, brush their teeth, drive, shave, use deodorant or play with toys. In other words, you rarely, if ever, saw a person with a disability on TV.


When you did see someone with a disability on television, the messages were clear! These poor unfortunate folks were sick, childlike, helpless victims or burdens in need of care. They represented passive, unfulfilled, evil, lonely, isolated, angry, embittered and depressed people consumed by their disability. Telethons, with their "pity-me" approach to fundraising, reinforced these themes. These messages remain vivid in my memory. It took years of struggle to recognize these messages objectively as a compilation of many inaccurate stereotypes.


By sharing these difficult and painful experiences, we can foster group solidarity and common bonds. We recognize that people with and without disabilities share some of these experiences through being subjected to ablism, handicapism, racism, sexism and ageism. This exploration can help people move beyond oppression toward externalizing anger, action and liberation.


We need to talk with people about the negative by-products of disability stereotypes and what to do about them. We need to identify the strengths that result from living with disability, some of which include stronger, more resilient values — values that devalue treasured societal standards of physical perfection; view physical characteristics as shallow, superficial and easily changed by uncontrollable and common occurrences like accidents, illnesses, and aging; and view people's personalities and spirits as most important.


We need people to understand the all-too-common statement, "I never think of you as disabled," is NOT a compliment but another reflection of society's pathological view of disability. People who make this remark can unconsciously communicate a denial of your reality and a negation of who you are. It says, “Your disability is not a valuable part of who you are and, if I thought of you as having a disability, you would be less than a regular person in my eyes.” It is equivalent to saying, "I never think of you as a woman, mother, Puerto Rican, Native American, or Hispanic!" This form of oppression is more subtle. The message is, “Because you are successful, I will negate your disability.” People who make such statements buy into disability stereotypes and exempt you!


This became clear at Tim Cook’s memorial service when friends paid him tribute by saying, "He never seemed disabled to me," Joe Shapiro wrote, in his book No Pity, "‘He was the least disabled person I ever met.’ It was the highest praise these nondisabled friends could think to give a disabled attorney who had won landmark disability rights cases, including one to force public transit systems to equip buses with lifts. More than a few heads in the crowded chapel bowed with an uneasy embarrassment at the supposed compliment. Here in this memorial chapel was a clash between the reality of disabled people and the understanding of their lives by others. It was the type of collision that disabled people experience daily."


How do we help people gain insight into oppression so they understand it and can then put oppression in its proper place? We need to help people see barriers as problems with public policy rather than elements of personal restrictions and impairments. 


Have we helped people challenge these barriers? Hale Zukas, an advocate from Berkeley, CA, is fond of saying, "When you're fed garbage all your life, you develop a taste for it." Si Kahn, an organizer says, "All of us are partly what we think we are, and we think we are what we've been told we are." 


Have we helped people redefine themselves? Have we helped people adopt a rights-bearing attitude and take the "Activist Leap," the understanding that society has obligations to us and the issues are civil and human rights? Have we helped people further stretch to understand that all people with disabilities have much in common and that together, through powerful coalitions, we can move this rights revolution? Have we helped people get to "aha experiences" so they no longer accept the garbage?


These issues are often not intuitive. People need assistance to understand them and part of our role is to provide that assistance! It doesn't just happen! Insight and understanding don’t get passed along from one generation to another if the parents don’t have disabilities and don’t identify with the independent living philosophy.


Oppression is a continuing theme which is never fully resolved. We have to keep revisiting it, examining how it can bog people down and stop them from taking action. It takes work to recognize oppression and break the oppression cycle. It means adopting a way of viewing disability different than society’s view of disability. It takes peer support, role models and time. It is always easier to do for people than to bring people along! We need to bring people along, help them identify elements of oppression and get in touch with anger, which then leads to involvement, action and liberation! Sometimes we have to agitate people to not accept the unacceptable. People have to get angry. Converting oppression to anger means converting it to action and power.


What have you done to help people recognize their anger as legitimate and to direct that anger? What have you done to help people take the activist leap? What have you done to help people understand the extreme importance of identifying as people with disabilities; feel the passion, the pride and the power; and build coalitions to move this revolution?


Have you helped people get these insights, these "aha experiences," feel the movement and stop accepting the garbage? Remember, when focused, anger is the fuel that makes change! Anger generates the spark, which lights the fire, which fuels the passion, which taps those hidden reserves of strength and energy to act! It’s up to us, so let’s get to work!

Adapted from remarks made in keynote addresses:

1.
Power Through Knowledge: Feel the Movement! Pennsylvania Statewide Conference on Independent Living, Harrisburg, PA, October 13, 1995

2.
Systems Advocacy: Beyond Rhetoric: Attic, Vincennes, Indiana September 12, 1996 
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