
39

and the disability movement
art identity,

How do you identify yourself? Would you
say:

■ I’m an artist; my disability is secondary.

■ I’m a person with a disability who happens to
make art.

■ I’m an artist with a disability; both identities
are equally important.

■ I’m a person with a disability, but I don’t identify
with that community very much.

■ I’m an artist, but I’m not very in touch with the
arts community.

...or none of the above?

Discussions of identity come up a lot among
artists with disabilities. As people with disabilities,
we, like other marginalized groups, have faced the
challenge of defining our own identities in a world
that is constantly labelling us. Often people
without disabilities assume that we all identify
strongly as people with disabilities, and that this

Art is not a mirror held up to reality but a hammer with which to shape it.

 Bertolt Brecht
“ ”

as a person with a disability or as a member of
the disability community, or they may not. Most
of us have more than one thing that makes up our
identity – disability, sexual orientation, race,
religion, gender, and so on. Artists with disabilities
have a whole range of ideas about the connections
between having a disability and making art.
Artists who feel a strong connection between their
disability and their art tend to see themselves as
part of the disability movement.

In Canada, as in most of the world, people with
disabilities were until recently seen only as clients
of the medical/rehabilitation system – sick and
helpless, stupid, contagious or even dangerous.
These beliefs and attitudes led to
institutionalization and mistreatment, which
continue to this day. We face barriers every day
with inaccessible public spaces and
transportation. We have been excluded from full
and equal participation in Canadian society.

is the whole of who we are. They may assume that
our art will always be about disability, and as such
is not really art. But, in fact, there is great diversity
in how artists with disabilities define themselves.
An artist with a disability may identify strongly

there is great diversity in how artists with disabilities define themselves.

As self-help and human rights movements began
to flourish in the 1960s, groups in the U.S. and
Canada began to advocate for the rights of women,
people of colour, and gays and lesbians,
demanding that all people be treated equally.

chapter 4

The disability movement in Canada:
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In the early seventies, people with disabilities
began to form provincial organizations to lobby
for transportation and access needs.  In 1973, a
conference held by the Canadian Rehabilitation
Council for the Disabled (CRCD) in Toronto
provided a chance for disabled people from across
this country to meet for the first time.

In 1976, representatives from Manitoba, Alberta
and Saskatchewan held a series of meetings,
inviting others to form a national coalition, and
the Coalition of Provincial Organizations of the
Handicapped (COPOH) was born. COPOH’s motto
was “A Voice of Our Own”, and it was to be a voice
for people with disabilities in speaking to the
federal government, service providers and the
Canadian public.

In the late seventies, COPOH gained provincial
affiliates from across Canada, and together these
groups worked at both national and provincial
levels to shift the perception of people with
disabilities from objects of charity to citizens with
equal rights. Over the years, COPOH held national
forums to discuss such topics as employment,

income security, rehabilitation, transportation,
consumerism and independent living, and to
develop strategies for change.

COP OH and other  groups were
successful in ensuring the entrenchment
of disabled people’s rights in the
Canadian Charter  of Rights and
Freedoms. Section 15, which protects persons
with disabilities, among other equality-seeking
groups, from discrimination, came into effect on
April 17, 1985.

In January of 1994, COPOH’s council of
representatives decided to change the
organization’s name to the Council of Canadians
with Disabilities (CCD), so it would more
accurately reflect the organization’s structure.
Council members also wanted a name that is
consistent with current terminology; it was felt
that the word “handicapped” was outdated and
inappropriate.

People with disabilities continue to demand the
choice to live in our own homes, have adequate
incomes, get an education, have children, receive
therapies of our own choice, and go to theatres
and restaurants. We believe that we have the right
to live our lives as independently and with as
much dignity as possible. Thus we tend to
support the Canadian disability movement that
has worked very hard to improve conditions and
attitudes toward us. There are many more
organizations across the country that serve and
advocate for people with specific disabilities. The
preceding is just a mini-history of the national
cross-disability movement, and it is not meant
to represent the whole picture.

Yet despite hundreds of organizations across the
country, with governments changing regularly
and the trend toward conservative, bottom-line
financial priorities, it seems to many of us that

Dualities, oil painting by Bernadine Fox
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the work will never be done. So we are always
looking for new and creative ways to reach the
media (one of the most powerful ways to educate
the public), to rejuvenate and sustain our
common pride, to demonstrate our talents and
abilities, and to fulfill ourselves personally. What
better way than through art?

As Catherine Frazee comments about the growing
“disability culture” movement: “In Canada, the
United States and around the world, artists and

I don’t think people are really interested in that, to
tell you the truth. What they want to do is they
want to be entertained. And if I start grinding the
political axe up there, I might find a lot fewer gigs
than I actually get. That’s what I would be
concerned about.

It’s only been recently that I’ve kind of wanted to
separate myself from the blind jokes. When I’m
working on new material, I find myself almost
exclusively trying to say “OK, that’s a blind joke,
scratch it, let’s try to make this a ‘normal’ joke that
any comic would do.” I’ve reached a comfort zone,
and I want to go beyond that again and test myself
a little bit further. It’s a general dissatisfaction with
where I am at the moment, a desire to push on a
little bit further and see where the next level is,
and where I can take it.

In fact, there is currently a growing movement in
the art world, away from the conceptual to the
aesthetically “beautiful.”  However, it could be
argued that by the very act of exposing our
work to the public eye, we’re challenging
stereotypes about what people with
disabilities can and should do, and about
what can be beautiful – and that’s a
political statement.

gord

joe

to give permission to the artist within your disabled body is an outrageous
act of defiance.

performers with disabilities are contributing to
one of the most radical and effective aspects of
disability culture – challenging conventional
notions of beauty, form and motion.” And Bonnie
Klein has this to say: “To give permission to the
artist within your disabled body is an outrageous
act of defiance.”

When art is used as a tool for social or political
change, it can be called “agit-prop” (short for
agitation propaganda). There is a long tradition
of agit-prop art, from the written and the spoken
word to theatre and visual art. It has also been
grouped with “avant-garde” or “conceptual” art
because in all of these types of art, the ideas
expressed are more importatnt than the form.

Many people say that just being a person with a
disability is a very political position to be in. Art
that emphasizes concepts or ideas rather than the
appearance of the artwork itself might seem well
suited to an artist with a disability, if they want to
inform or influence their viewing audience. Of
course, not all ar tists with disabilities feel
compelled to express any social or political ideas
in their art.
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My art is political in this way: people are always
wondering about my wheelchair. When I go down
the street in my wheelchair, people see me and
think something like, “OK, I will try to help this
person – I will open the door,” or “How does this
woman get between her house and the university?
What transportation does she take? The Metro is
not accessible; the bus is not accessible.” You
know? It’s political in this way. And my dance is
political when they think, “This woman is
supposed to be paralyzed. OK, she is, and yet she
dances. She does something that she’s not
supposed to do.”

If you think about this issue of my wheelchair, you
can find many, many reasons to say that my work
is political. Political because I go down the street
in my wheelchair and I go on stage and everyone
asks themselves, “What is the place of the
wheelchair in society? What is the right place, the
good place?”

france

It’s almost impossible for a person with a
disability not to develop some degree of political
consciousness. So it may only be a question, for
artists w ith disabilities, of how much that
consciousness is separated from – or connected
to – their art.

We at S4DAC believe that the pursuit of
equality and inclusion is a cultural task
as much as a political one, and that artists
can have a powerful role to play. Whether there is
a message perceived in the content of the art or
not, and whether there is any conscious effort to
deliver that message, artists with disabilities are
taking up space and speaking out in a world that
has sought to hide and silence us.

Self Portrait, acrylic painting by Tanya Steinhausen, Victoria, BC
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I’ve discovered that I have a role as an advocate
for people with disabilities. There are all kinds of
situations that are negative for them, that they
have to fight against and don’t know how to fight,
have no voice for themselves. There are a lot of
things, prejudices and so on, in society. I’m
fortunate that I have a voice through the
newspapers and I do a lot of after-dinner
speaking. And what I find myself doing now, in
my speaking, is really concentrating on the
disability thing. People expect me to be humorous,
unless they have something specific they want me
to talk about. But if they say, “Just do what you

Sometimes we consciously use our art to
educate and advocate.

humour is a marvelous vehicle for getting any message across, and
strangely enough, I guess, a serious message as well.

want to do,” then that’s what I’ll do. I’ll talk about
the funny side of being quadriplegic and the sorts
of things that can happen to you. But I’ll also make
sure at the end of it that these people will know
what people who travel by wheelchairs have to do
to get places, what some of the prejudices are that
they have to overcome in the public, and all these
little things. I make sure they understand them
so that at least I’m doing my little bit to make the
public more aware of what persons with
disabilities have to cope with on a daily basis. I do
an awful lot of that, and I am becoming more of
an advocate, more and more, with writing and
speaking.

The other thing is I’m a humorist, at least I’m
supposed to be, so I like having fun with things.
As I say this, I remember I had a friend who was
in a wheelchair, and she said to me one day, “Ed,

why don’t you ever write columns about people
in wheelchairs?” And I said, “My God, Gail, I’m a
humorist, I can’t have fun with people in
wheelchairs.” She said, “Certainly you can, that’s
how we survive, is with the humour of it.” I never
thought I had the right to do that. But now that I
am a person with a disability, I do. I have all kinds
of fun with that. And hopefully lighten it up a little
bit for people who do respond rather negatively
to having a broken neck, you know?

Humour is a marvelous vehicle for getting any
message across, and strangely enough, I guess, a

serious message as well. You can use humour to
make it acceptable, to make it palatable – just a
little bit of sugar that makes the medicine go
down. I’ve been doing that for so long now that it
becomes second nature for me. And hopefully
there are people who hear me and read me and
who say, “My gosh you know, the man is right, and
maybe we should be a little more careful in how
we treat people with disabilities.”

ed
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There’s infighting within the disability movement, and I think one camp is saying,
“Embrace disability, talk about it, tell the stories, get it out there” and the other
camp is saying, “Ignore disability and just do your work.” I think both of them
have strong arguments. For me, I want to be able to take from both. I want to be
able to talk about it, but I don’t want it to be the driving force.

I wrote a piece and acted in it; that was the first time I approached disability in my
work. Because up to that point I was trying to keep disability under the rug, thinking
“Well it doesn’t matter that I have this injury, I’m still an actor, I’m still James
Sanders.” I tried to believe that I was an actor who happens to have a disability,
and I’ve discovered that there’s a conflict in that. Yes, I am an actor, but the stories
that I want to tell will have disability in them, there’s no choice. I have a disability,
so why not embrace that and identify myself as an artist with a
disability?

I think it’s better to acknowledge disability as a part of my existence, a part of my
life, a part of my personality, but not to let disability be the sole driving force of
every argument and every impulse or choice that I go on to present in my work.

Some of the roles I’ve gone out for were where casting directors called me
specifically because I am an actor who uses a wheelchair – they’d call me in to
play these disabled characters. I obviously don’t have any interest in playing them,
because I’ve never made a good reading for any of them, and I have yet to get any
of those jobs. That’s my own issue. I need to smarten up my act and go in there
and get the role and say, “OK, let’s do this a little differently. Let’s get your message
across, but let’s also get mine.” I think that’s a major area for me to work in as well
– being able to take this crap that’s out there and make it meaningful.

james

The best thing I love about performing in comedy clubs is that people have no idea
what they’re getting into until I walk up on stage. And they’re caught there. I suppose
they could get up and leave if they wanted to, but that would mean forfeiting the 10
or 15 bucks they had to shell out.

I work from my own experience as a person with a disability. I focus on the
challenges, the attitudes I come across, and I use comedy to share with people
what some of the issues are, how it affects my life. I also use theatre to show people
that I live in the same world. I see the artist’s role in the disability movement as
making that connection with the general public – that we’re human, too. What
artists can do is show who they are on stage rather than necessarily talking about
disability rights. I never mention disability rights in my comedy act; I’m just talking
about who I am and what I go through. But in a very subtle way, people get the
message that I go through things I shouldn’t have to go through. That’s a very
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alan

I find the Americans have difficulty with my
disability more than Canadians do. I don’t know
if it’s because I’ve had greater exposure across
Canada than in the United States or what. But I’ve
certainly found that when I step out onto the stage
in the US, perhaps fifty percent of the audience is
kind of reserved and hesitant to roll with it. I think
maybe some folks suspect that I have some sight.
I tend to act very much as a sighted individual,
and I’ve always said, “Well, I was a sighted person
for twenty-two years, I know how the sighted
world acts, I know how they behave.” I also studied
theatre at university, and I am aware of
performance and presentation skills and things
like that. So it’s almost, when I walk out there, I’m
out there to beat the sighted audience at their own
game. I’m gonna try and fake them out. They don’t
see my white cane and they don’t see me as a blind.
They go, “This guy acts like a sighted person.” So
maybe that disturbs them as much as anything.
But very often they are hesitant to roll with it. I
used to be kind of unnerved by that. But now I
go, “Well, if you don’t get it, you don’t get
it. If you get it, good.” I think some of them
are like, “Oh my goodness, I’m not sure if this is
appropriate or proper!”

powerful role that artists play: we get at people who are just coming out to be
entertained. I think that’s the best way to address some of these issues, instead of
hitting people over the head with them. The disability arts movement is really
trying to open up the business, to see disability as just another point from which
you’re expressing yourself. But still being real artists or real actors.

gord

Lisa Maxx of Saltspring Island, BC.

First and foremost, what I want to accomplish is
creating an awareness that people with disabilities
are not as dumb as people think they are. We are
not to be put in boxes. We are to be brought out,
and our talents are supposed to be shown. So that
we can be included in the community rather than
excluded.

rasika
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My art is political. But I’m not sure that
it’s political about being disabled; it’s
probably  more political about being
female. And being disabled is sometimes a part
of being female. So I don’t perceive myself as part
of a movement, no. Someone like me who has an
invisible disability – it doesn’t necessarily come
up. But being female does.

bernadine

I believe now it’s important to just get
the image of disability out there to the
mainstream. And it’s important that
people with disabilities have a model
to relate to. It doesn’t have to be the same sex
or age, it’s just gotta be out there. When I was
injured, the only reference I had was Rick Hansen,
who’s a super athlete, and it really wasn’t me. So
we need to get more images out there and to
encourage other people to do it – make it so it’s
not just token roles and stuff like that. That would
be great.

I realize that in TV land and movie land now, if I
just try and get in as an actor, it’s not gonna
happen. I’m gonna be an old man, everything’s
just gonna go by. So now it’s up to me to create
that work.

james

I think I’m a pioneer here. I just want to try to
establish some structure in integrated dance in
Montreal because it’s my mission. I want to open
up the mentality here, I want to open the door of
the rehearsal studio. And what inspires me? Well,
for example, after seven weeks I can see the
difference in my students. In the beginning of the
workshop they’re shy, they don’t know how to
move and they have no expression on their face
or anything. And after seven weeks I can see many
differences. This is my inspiration. And I don’t
know, sometime it’s so hard, but when I come back
into the dance studio it’s like my home. I feel great.
And that’s the reason I want to carry on. It’s like
my job. I can’t do other things. I’m an artist. That’s
it.

For me, this is not a reason: “I can’t dance because
I’m disabled.” Why? Why can’t I dance? You
can dance with your arms, you can dance
with your eyes, you can dance with your
head – you know? Everything moves – not
everything, but all of your movement is good for
dance.

france

Art can help us to communicate with each other, to create community.

Among people with disabilities, there’s so often this real glee about the way we get
through things. Those things feel so precious and lovely and juicy and they’re this
kind of thing that we share. It’s such a grim experience, but between people with
disabilities there’s a strength and pride in our ability to navigate the shit. And
there’s such a humour about the things that we know and we share. I do see myself
as part of the disability movement and I find that really, really fulfilling.

persimmon
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There’s a lot of doors, and you can open doors
without sacrificing a drive to make art that
satisfies you in its complexity and its difficulty
and its layeredness. People can get it – they just
have to not be faced with a slammed door that
says “This isn’t for you.”

If people are interested in what you’re doing they’ll
put some work in. They just have to know that
they are part of it. A lot of artwork that I really,
really love says things that people in the art
community can recognize and put in context and
are interested in. But for someone who’s not part
of the art community, instead of looking at it as
this interesting, challenging thing, they’ll often get
the message that this isn’t for you, and instead of
engaging in it they’ll just go, “Oh well, it’s not for
me.” And because I grew up not thinking I was an
artist and not thinking that I understood art, that
matters to me.

persimmon

There are a lot of people who have handicaps of
one kind or another, and not all of them are as
obvious as mine, sitting in a wheelchair. But they
have mobility challenges, people have
developmental challenges, and on and on. So one
of the reasons for writing my book now is
hopefully that people will see it, will read it, people
who do have handicaps, people who care for
people with disabilities, and say, “Well, my gosh,
you know, if Ed Smith can do that, then I can do
it. If he can cope with that kind of catastrophe in
his life, I can cope with it” – and so on. And
hopefully – I wish I could think of another word
besides inspiration – but hopefully it would be a
bit inspiring to people who need inspiration in
their lives.People who are in this situation,
including me, have periods when we can
use all the inspiration we can get.

ed

I am part of the disability movement, and my art has a part in the movement.
Everything a person does has a part to play. I’m part of my dance teacher’s
community – her academy – and it’s inclusive. I’m the only person there with a
disability, but still, the people do talk to me there. We’re all there to enjoy the same
art. And my dance teacher makes a point to include me. I perform in my community,
in the Marathi-speaking community. I am very much included there because these
are our friends. And they like including their friends. To them, I’m just a friend.

rasika
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Sometimes we find refuge among other
artists.

Art can be a path to self-acceptance and pride.

Only art has made me feel comfortable in groups.
When I was a financial analyst, I had to meet
people a couple of times before I could gain their
respect. But as an artist, people respond to me
differently. I feel more comfortable. I don’t mind
my back being seen.

I can tell you that I use my wheelchair to go to the
museum, to go to art shows, to go to the
kickstART! Celebration, but I’m still not ready to
use it to go get groceries. For art I’m ready to keep
going and accept my situation. My art does not
reflect my disability in any way, but more and
more I feel part of the disability community. I have
to use a wheelchair more and more, so disability
is more of a reality for me. Maybe I’ve become
wise, or maybe it’s just reality. Maybe art helps me
to accept my disability.

I don’t paint to present cute things for marketing,
but I wish to present nice things, beauty. I don’t
want to denounce injustice. We need to struggle
for our rights, but we don’t need to go around with
placards. It’s better to try to be respected and
heard by presenting something beautiful. We need
to be diplomatic. When people see my paintings,
maybe they understand that people with
disabilities have a role in society. If I can bring
pleasure, that is my role now.The role of an artist
is to show beauty and bring people pleasure, to
influence children to enjoy art.

roger

Creative people are sort of a breed unto their own.
I like tolerance, and there’s a lot of tolerance in
the arts community for other people – how other
people think and how other people perceive
things, how they want to express that, and I enjoy
that kind of liberal thinking.

bernadine

I think that having an invisible disability operates
in a particular way. And it’s kind of similar to
being queer. People on the street don’t pick me
out as disabled or as queer. And within the queer
community people assume that I’m not a person
with a disability – except at this point I’ve done
so much art in public a lot of people know. I can
be assumed as “normal.”

I think that I’m kind of a weirdo, but in
the art world it’s not entirely unacceptable
to be a weirdo. I feel like I’m a marginal
person in the art world, but the art world
will sort of accept and take up people on
the margins.

I think that we all have overlapping identities and
allegiances, and it’s not like they’re at all separate.
Sometimes we have to act like they’re separate in
the world, because that’s the way the world
processes you, but they’re not really separate
inside of you.

persimmon
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I do feel that I’m part of the disability movement. I’m involved with the
BC Aboriginal Network on Disability. I can network there, sell some of my art. They
have a newsletter and a library. I’m in one of their videos called A Gift to Offer. I
have a lot of friends with disabilities. There are a lot of people with disabilities on
the reserve where I live.

koskas

We at S4DAC are excited about encouraging people with disabilities
to explore their creativity and to share it with others. What inspires us is not
only the powerful, new ideas and imagery that can arise out of the experience of
disability, but the opportunities to educate and enlighten each other and the
community at large.

Janey in the Sideroom (from the Funny Book series)
by Persimmon Blackbridge


