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Dr. Ahmed Alomran

Legal Researcher, Department of Welfare and Rehabilitation of
Persons with Disabilities, Ministry of Social Affairs, UAE

Why do definitions of

disability matter ?

Deﬁnitions of disability can influence
the way in which non-disabled peo-
ple respond to disabled people. In other
words, definitions may reveal social at-
titudes and may determine the type of
measures that organize the various as-
pects of disabled peoplers lives. Dis-
ability has always been medicalized and
connected to the emergence of the medi-
cal profession and the rise of the germ
theory of illness and disease. Disabled
people, however, strongly opposed this
medicalized view on the definition of
disability and social policy.

There are various ways of classifying
approaches to disability. For current pur-
poses, however, the focus in this article
will be on reviewing the most prominent
perspectives on defining disability main-
ly, the medicalized view of disability as
it has been the most recognized and most
criticized view and the social model of
disability as it is the most influential
view among the disability movement in
the majority world.

The medical model of disability

The medical model of disability locates
the problem of disability within the indi-
vidual and sees the causes of this prob-
lem as resulting from individualsy func-
tional limitations or psychological losses
which are assumed to arise from disabili-
ty. This view of disability is underpinned
by what Oliver called «the personal trag-
edy theory of disability», which suggests
that disability is some terrible chance

event which occurs at random to unfortu-
nate individuals. This model was estab-
lished by the medical control of disease
and was further illustrated by the World
Health Organizationys (WHO) early def-
inition of disability (adopted in 1980) as
given by doctors Brisenden describes
the negative labeling that resulted from
this understanding of disability by say-
ing «this labeling process leads to us be-
ing excluded from all spheres of social
life, and allows people to treat us either
as morons or as creatures from another
planet.»

Oliver also views the oppression of
disabled people as a social creation of
capitalism.

He states: «...the very idea of disability
as individual pathology only becomes
possible when we have an idea of in-
dividual able-bodieness, which is itself
related to the rise of capitalism and the
development of wage labor. Under capi-
talism that is precisely what happened
and disability became individual pathol-
ogy; disabled people could not meet the
demands of individual wage labor and so
became controlled through exclusion.»

The medicalized model of disability has
been criticized from a number of angles.
For instance, Oliver, Barnes and Ab-
berley argued that the medical model
of disability assumes the «normality»
which is based on the non-disabled cri-
teria. Consequently, it fails to recognize
the situational and cultural relativity of

normality. Thus, the medical model of
disability medicalizes and individualizes
the problem of disability and the solu-
tions that it produces. It also views the
environment as given and unchangeable.
Nevertheless, it presents disability as a
static state and violates its situational
and experiential components. Finally,
Pfeiffer contended that it reflects white,
male, Western, middle class values.

The social model of disability

The emergence of the social model has
its roots in the 1960s and 1970s with the
work of several British disabled people,
for example, Paul Hunt who challenged
the value system of a society that seg-
regated and excluded disabled people,
with associated social stigma, as less
than «normaly.

Hunt was also very influential in form-
ing the Union of the Physically Impaired
Against Segregation (UPIAS) in 1975,
which redefined physical disability as a
form of social oppression and disabled
people; therefore, as an oppressed social
group. This organization distinguishes
between the impairments that people
have and the oppression which they ex-
perience.

This social oppression view of disabil-
ity was developed from constant strug-
gles and independent action, whereas
the personal tragedy view of disability
presents disabled people as passive and
dependent. Oliver pointed out that most
writers in social policy have remained

locked within a personal tragedy theory
of disability, which attributes the failure
of disabled people to participate in soci-
ety fully to the physical or psychologi-
cal limitations of the disabled person.
On the other hand, the social model of
disability holds that all disabled people
experience disability as social restric-
tion, whether those restrictions occur
as a consequence of inaccessibly built
environments, questionable notions of
intelligence and social competence, the
inability of the general population to use
sign language, the lack of reading mate-
rial in Braille or hostile public attitudes
to people with non-visible disabilities.

Furthermore, Oliver stated, «Disabled
people defining disability as a social
creation not as merely an individual or
attitudinal problem, but as a problem
created by the institutions, organizations
and processes that constitute society in
its totality.»

The social model of disability has been
subjected to criticism on a number of
grounds, which have planted the seeds
of controversial and dynamic debates.
One of these critiques is that the social
model, supposedly, ignores personal ex-
periences of impairment, such as physi-
cal pain. For example, research with
people with high spinal cord injuries
found that the physical manifestations
of their impairments were the central
concern to the participants: «Because
sometimes you just camt get out of bed:
you may have a pressure sore or not be
feeling well ... it is not as easy as an able-
bodied person

The social model has also been criticized
for not addressing multiple identities. As
Shakespeare says, it ignored the multi-
ple identities and identity choices which
people make in practice. For example,
there is a danger of ignoring the fact that
disabled people are also men and wom-
en, straight and gay, and come from vari-
ous ethnic groups. Sometimes the values
of the disability movement, for example,
autonomy, independence, choices and
rights, may in fact be specifically white,
Western values.

Another critique of the social model
of disability is its failure to address the
social origin of impairments. In this re-
spect Crow contended that impairment
can also be caused or compounded by
disability. Discrimination in general can
also cause major emotional stress and
place mental health at risk. Our reluc-
tance to discuss impairment obscures
this aspect of disability. Like disability
other inequalities can also create impair-
ment.

Finally, the social model is inadequate

as a social theory of disablement. It can
be argued, however, that the develop-
ment of the social model of disability
has changed the way of viewing disa-
bling barriers. Combating discrimina-
tion and social oppression, which the so-
cial model of disability seeks to achieve,
are more important than addressing is-
sues such as multiple identities or the
social origin of impairments because
these are the main exclusionary barri-
ers that preclude disabled people from
gaining their rights. Therefore, Oliver
responded to these critiques by arguing:
first, the social model is not an attempt
to deal with the personal restrictions of
impairment but the social barriers of dis-
ability. Second, this denial of the pain of
impairment has not, in reality, been a de-
nial at all; rather, it has been a pragmatic
attempt to identify and address issues
that can be changed through collective
acts rather than medical or other profes-
sional treatment. Third, up to now and
for very important reasons, the social
model has insisted that there is no causal
relationship between impairment and
disability. Fourth, the social model is not
a full social theory, nor is it intended to
be; more a heuristic tool to use to obtain
an alternative understanding of disabil-
ity. The critical factor is that the social
model is an intentional move, or focus,
away from the personal to the political,
to achieve collective ends.

However, this reply did not satisfy some
researchers. Finkelstein, for instance,
questioned the relevancy of the social
model in guiding the struggle of the dis-
ability movement. He contended: «The
ideological problem facing the disability
movement in the United Kingdom from
the 1990s onwards was whether the so-
cial model of disability was still relevant
in guiding our struggle or whether social
changes had advanced so far that the
original model no longer reflected the
social context in which it had been cre-
ated.»

It was also argued that if the social
model could not include these issues of
disabled peoplers concerns, establishing
another model of disability could be an
alternative. Swain and French therefore
proposed the affirmation model of dis-
ability; they argue that a new model of
disability is emerging within the litera-
ture by disabled people and within dis-
ability culture, expressed most clearly
by the disability arts movement. As they
contend, the social model shifted the fo-
cus from seeing disability as an individu-
al problem to a social problem but failed
to emphasize disabled peoplers positive
identity of disability. They state: «The

social model sites the problem within
society: the affirmative model directly
challenges the notion that the problem
lies within the individual or impairment.
Affirming a positive identity of being
impaired, disabled people are actively
repudiating the dominant value of nor-
mality. The changes for individuals are
not just a transforming consciousness as
to the meaning of disability but an asser-
tion of the value and validity of life as
a person with impairment But again,
affirming a positive identity of being im-
paired may reinforce the accepting of the
disabled/non-disabled distinction which
does not help in tackling societal barriers
experienced by disabled people.

Therefore, it is really vital to place more
emphasis on the actual barriers which
face disabled people in all aspects of
their lives, these barriers are mostly
attributed to social attitudinal environ-
mental and cultural factors.

In conclusion, it is evident that the so-
cial model of disability has gained more
momentum among the disability move-
ment in the majority world, this might
be reflected in the UN CRPD»>s adop-
tion of the social model of disability
Rather than the medicalised one, this
means that most states parties in the
convention will change its methods in
responding and dealing with disabled
people, the focus will shift from query-
ing individuals’ functional limitations
to removing barriers created by society.
For all these reasons, definitions of dis-
ability matter.
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vOICe: the soundscape headsets that

allow blind people to ‘see’ the wor

d

Technology scans the environment and translates
Images into whistles and bleeps users can understand

The vOICe equipment is demonstrated by one user. Photograph: Nic Delves-Broughton/Uni-

versity of Bath

Using sound to help blind people
to create images in their heads can
prove more effective in enabling
them to perform everyday activi-
ties, such as picking up a cup or
even reading, than invasive sur-
gical operations, according to
groundbreaking new research.

A joint project involving a team
of psychologists and computer
scientists at the University of
Bath is assessing how the brain
can use sensory substitution to
help blind and partially sighted

people to “see”.

The team has been testing a tech-
nology called The vOICe — the
three middle letters standing for
“oh I see”. It was developed by
Dr Peter Meijer, a scientist at
Philips Research Laboratories
in the Netherlands. It works by
translating images from a cam-
era built into a visor into highly
complex ‘“soundscapes”, a series
of bleeps, whirrs and whistles
that are transmitted to the user via
headphones. The underlying tech-

nology has been around for more
than a decade. The vOICe app,
which drives the hardware, has
been downloaded for free more
than 100,000 times.

Research by the team at Bath
suggests that some users are ex-
ceeding the level of visual perfor-
mance often achieved by invasive
techniques to restore vision, such
as stem cell implants and retinal
prostheses. This is partly because,
even after surgery, many formerly
blind people have such impaired

vision that they are unable to
make out anything more than ab-
stract images. But it is also down
to the remarkable results pro-
duced by the soundscapes. Some
long-term users claim they have
images in their minds that are
somewhat akin to normal sight
as their brains become rewired to
“see” without using their eyes.

The results now being studied
by Michael J Proulx, associate
professor at the university’s de-
partment of psychology, and his
colleague, Dave Brown, have sur-
prised many who have conducted
trials of the technology.

Proulx gave the example of a man
in his 60s who had been born
blind. “He thought the whole idea
was a joke,” Proulx said. “After
one hour of training, he was walk-
ing down the hall, avoiding obsta-
cles, grabbing objects on a table.
He was floored by how much he
was able to do with it — something
he had dismissed as a silly sci-fi
idea.”

With the vOICe system, a camera
scans a scene. Software then con-
verts the images into the sound-
scapes, a series of noises trans-
mitted to the headphones at the
rate of roughly one per second.
Visual information from objects
to the wearer’s left and right are
fed into the left and right ears
respectively. Bright objects are
louder and the sound frequency
denotes whether an object is high
up or low down in the visual field.

Users become familiar with how
images sound, enabling them
to identify shapes. The system
works both for people who have
become blind and for those born
blind, who can use it to experi-
ence what vision is like for the
first time.

The technology could help mil-
lions of people worldwide. While
stem-cell technology might pro-

gl

According to the World Health Organisa-
tion, 40 million people in the world are
blind, while another 250 million have
some form of visual impairment. Age-re-
lated disorders, such as glaucoma and
diabetes, mean those numbers are rising.

vide the literal sensation of sight
some months after the operation,
it is expensive and not always
suitable.

According to the World Health
Organisation, 40 million people
in the world are blind, while an-
other 250 million have some form
of visual impairment. Age-related
disorders, such as glaucoma and
diabetes, mean those numbers are
rising.

The technology can also scan
words on a page. “Even people
who are relatively early on in the
learning process are already able
to pick up the differences they
need in order to distinguish be-
tween symbols or basic letters, in
the same way you do with vision,”
Proulx said. He added that, in the
first couple of months after some-
one had received a retinal im-
plant, they could expect to have a
level of vision that was “20/800”
— equivalent to being able to see
the outline of things that were di-
rectly in front of them.

To put this in perspective, a short-
sighted person who removed their
glasses would have a level of
vision that was around 20/400,
meaning that they could see clear-

ly up to a foot away. “We found
that after just a week’s basic train-
ing, people were able to get to
levels of 20/250,” Proulx said.

“There is a big problem with ex-
pectation,” he explained, pointing
out that many blind people “want
to have the vision they had be-
fore” after they receive stem-cell
technology or retinal implants,
with the result that they can ex-
perience severe depression when
their vision is not fully restored
and they are left disappointed by
the results.

But this is not a problem with the
vOICe system. “Their expecta-
tions going into it are incredibly
low,” Proulx said. “I haven’t seen
anyone experience frustration or
depression, largely because they
are so shocked that they are able
to do so much.”

In research funded by the Engi-
neering and Physical Sciences
Research Council, Proulx and his
team are examining how much
information a person needs to re-
ceive in order to “see”. This has
important consequences for neu-
roscience, but will also help to
shape future applications of the
technology.
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http://www.techgyd.com/best-way-translate-sign-language-
speech-google-gesture-app/11836/

Best Way To Translate Sign Language
to Speech: Google Gesture App

We all use gestures as a part of
our communication to show love,
anger, joy or sadness. They make
our communication complete,
more interesting and enhances it.
For some of the people among us
these gestures are not just a tool
for communication but a must.

They rely on sign language to
communicate. Most of the people
do not understand sign language
so there becomes a gap with which
many interesting conversations
cannot take place.

Google has tried to make a
way out to make information

reach everyone regardless of
any borders. A very interesting
Android app is underdevelopment
to bridge the gap between people
who understand sign language

ﬁ Google

=) Gesture

and those who do not.

Before getting to know more
about this App, please watch the
video first and see what Google is
trying to do.

9.14”9.4

http://disability-studies.leeds.ac.uk/library/

The Disability Archive UK

There is little doubt that
Disability Studies should be
rooted in the work of disabled
people and their organisations.
An understanding of history is
vital if we are to engage with the
present and influence the future.
But all too often we have little or
no knowledge of the concerns and

insights of those who went before.

The aim of the Disability Archive
UK is to provide disabled people,
students and scholars with an
interest in this and related fields,
access to the writings of those
disability  activists,  writers
and allies whose work may no

longer be easily accessible in the
public domain. It is hoped that
the documents available via the
Archive will help to inform current
and future debates on disability
and related issues. The Archive
will be periodically expanded
to include other material as and
when it becomes available.
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