CHAPTER 1

The odds are pretty good that many 'normal' people reading these
words will become disabled within twenty or thirty years, and many
readers with disabilities will become people with multiple disabilities.

INTRODUCTION:
T H E D I S A B L E D FACE
O F SOCIETY

Lennard J. Davis, 1995.'

If we are to believe the headlines, then the solution for Australians
with disabilities is just around the corner: the latest medical advance,
the miracle found in technology, the funding program which will
assuage our collective consciences, better prevention of disability.
Why, then, would we need a book about disability in Australia?
After all, in the last twenty years we have built in a lot of curb cuts,
installed accessible public toilets, and learnt to speak nicely to the
people formerly known as handicapped. What more could be
needed? Perhaps the best answer lies in the everyday lives of
Australians with disabilities, their families, friends and carers.

Scenes from everyday life
Why would I employ a one-legged man,
when I could employ a two-legged man?
Australian university professor, c. 1991.'

We have made some legitimate gains in terms of physical access but
the real problem is yet to be fully addressed. Negative attitudes
towards people with disabilities are rife in the community. If we are to
achieve any sense of true emancipation, we must fight attitudinal
barriers to equal participation in all aspects of community life.
Nothing is really going to change until we do ... Our lives are
governed by legislation. Carers refuse to handle our bodies without
the protection of latex ... our bodies remain the property of those who
lift, dress and wipe. Women with disabilities continue to be sterilised
and when we do reproduce, over one third of our children are
removed from our care. Quite often, our pregnancies are terminated
against our will. We are raped by institutional staff and yet forbidden
to engage i n consensual sex. Our finances are managed and our
lifestyles are regulated by duty of care.
Kathleen Ball, 2001'

-Joan
is twenty-nine, a graduate with an obvious
disability, a guest at a cocktail party. 'What's wrong with you?' says
someone to whom she has just been introduced.
*It had been one of those days. John had survived to the end of a day
of furtive glances and whispered asides as people strove to cope with
the droolling and their discomfort at his communication disability. He
sat in the rain - half an hour, an hour - waiting for the wheelchair taxi
that wouldn't come, while so many other so-called normal taxis were
hailed by his colleagues, whisking them off home - the end to a perfect
day.
-Henry was a man with an intellectual disability, who lived in a large
congregate facility. He and others Henry lived with have endured
abuse, exploitation of their vulnerability and denial of their human
rights over the past twenty to thirty years that they have lived in an
institution. Henry's greatest wish was to move into a house of his
own. His three goals were to be able to sit on his own verandah, to
have a hall table on which to keep his keys, and to be able to walk up
the street and watch the lawn bowls. Over the last five years, things
have changed, and the new management of the service listened to
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Henry's complaints, and agreed with him that he should indeed be
able to expect his own place in the community. However, this never
became a reality. One Friday in 2001, Henry took issue with the
manager of the service, asking her whether or not she was going to
'get me out ,of here before I conk out'. Five days later he died, angry
and frustrated with the service that could not provide him with the
support he so much wanted and needed.
*It had all seemed a grand adventure thirty years ago: setting off for
the sunny shores of the new Promised Land, migrating in search of a
better life. Now, after years of heavy labour working on building sites
and in factories, George cannot work because of back pain. He visits
Centrelink, fills out forms, and tries to get someone to understand a
deep, shameful and yet pressing reality. In the midst of all the jokes
about 'bad backs', he does not qualify for government assistance.
*It is the day when tennis star Mark Philippoussis is playing in the
final at Wimbledon. The headline of the front page of a Queensland
Sunday newspaper has the scoop: 'Scud's brave journey from wheelchair to Wimbled~n'.~
*'Superman flies again', reads the newspaper headline. Movie star
Christopher Reeve has arrived in Australia, flying first-class, free of
charge, in a specially modified Boeing 747, courtesy of an Australian
airline, with his entourage. Reeve has been invited to speak about the
promise stem cell research holds for 'curing' disability. The same
week, Christina also travels with that airline: her wheelchair is
damaged; her schedule and lifestyle are severely disrupted. No-one
in the media seems interested.
*Jason and Judy live with two friends in a suburban home. Recently
they have been spending a lot more time together; they have fallen in
love, and want to have a baby. They receive a great deal of well-meaning advice about the pitfalls of pregnancy, childbearing and bringing
another child with disability into the world. Being labelled as having
intellectual disability seems overwhelming, far more important than
their love for each other.
*Putja was three when she was sent to Adelaide for treatment and
rehabilitation as a result of poliomyelitis, in the late 1950s. What she
cannot understand to this day, is why, when her time in hospital was
finished, she was put in the care of a European family in Adelaide,

without any consultation with her family. The family discovered her
whereabouts when a friend who lived in Adelaide sent them a photograph cut from a newspaper. Putjafsperception was that the father of
a white boy in the bed next to her simply wanted to look after her and
there was no consultation with her natural, Anangu, family.5
*Kate met a nice girl in the caf6 the other day. She would like to get to
know her better and send her a text message on her mobile. The problem is that mobile phones have not been designed so that blind people
can use them unhindered, for texting and all the other essential functions of life.
*The government proudly launches its new deal for people with
disabilities. The Minister enters with her advisors. 'A proud new day in
this government's promotion of life options for people with disability,'
she exclaims. The selected citizens with disabilities are wheeled out; the
photo opportunity begins: 'Could we have one with you standing there,
please Minister?'. 'Now with that one over there?'. With meaningful
looks at their watches, the Minister's minders move her on.
*A Deaf woman remembers growing up in a small rural town in the
1970s. She attends the local school, where the teachers discourage her
from using Australian Sign Language (AUSLAN), and press her to
learn to lip-read and use the 'oral' method. Later on, when she uses sign
language in school, her teacher throws chalk at her and makes her sit on
her hands. Today her Deaf sister-in-law and Deaf brother are the proud
parents of a one-day-old baby. Unannounced, nurses and doctors cluster at the bedside, asking if they would like tests immediately to check
if the child has a hearing impairment. 'Why?', she responds.

Apartheid?

... Australia?

These and so many other experiences are the untold narratives, the
unsung, often shameful realities of the everyday lives of those
Australians we identify as having disability. Sadly, they reflect takenfor-granted attitudes to the extent that some may not even recognise
the devastating values inherent in such daily realities.
Did not we as members of Australian society 'deal' with disability
back in 1981, the International Year of Disabled Persons, the year
when we supposedly broke down the barriers? Yes, this was a waterI

