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HiIty"movement

“ Art isnot amirror held up toreality but ahammer withwhichto shepeiit.”

How do you identify yourself? Would you
s
» I'manartist; my disablity is secondary.

= I'maperson with adisability who hgppensto
makeart.

= I'm an atigt with adisaality; both identities
areequallyimportart.

= I'mapersonwithadisaaility,but | dont icentify
withtha community very much.

= I'manartigt,but 'mnat veryin touchwith the
artscommunity.

...or nore of the abowe?

Discussons of identity come up alot among
atigswithdisaoilities Aspeoplewithdsahlities,
we, like ather marginalized groups haefaced the
challenge of definingour owvnidentitiesinaworld
that is congtantly labelling us. Often people
without disahilities assume tha we al identify
strongly as peaple with disahilities, and that this

isthewhadle of whowe are. They may assumethat
our at will waysbe about disahility,and assuch
isnat really art.But,infact, there isgreat diversity
inhow artistswith disahilitiesdefine themselves.
An artigt with adisahility may identify strongly

Betdt Brecht

asaperson with adisability or asamember of
the disahility community, or they may not. Most
of ushae morethan onethingtha makesup our
identity — disability, sexua orientation, rece,
religion, gender,andsoon. Artistswithdisalilities
hae awhole range of ideasabout the connections
between having a disability and making art.
Artisswhofeel astrongcannection between their
disablity andtheir art tend to see themselves as
partof thedisahil ity moverment.

The disability movement in Canada:

In Canada, asin most of the world, people with
disahilitieswere urtil recently seen onlyasclients
of the medical/rehahilitation system — sick and
helpless, stupid, contagious or even dangerous.
These beliefs and attitudes led to
indtitutionalization and mistreament, which
continue to this day. We face barriers every day
with inaccessble public spaces and
trangportation.We hae been excluded from fulll
and equal participation in Canadian sceiety

Asself-help and human rightsmovementsbegan
to flourish in the 1960s, groups in the U.S. and
Canadabegan toadMocaefor therightsaof women,
people of colour, and gays and leshians,
demanding thet all people be treated equally.

thereisgreat divergty in how artigswith disahilitiesdefine themsalves
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In the early seventies, people with disahilities
began to form provincia organizationsto lobby
for trangportation and access needs. 1n 1973 a
conference held by the Canadian Rehaailitation
Council for the Disabled (CRCD) in Toronto
proviced achancefor disabled peoplefromacross
thiscountry to meet for the firgt time.

In 1976, representatives from Manitoba, Alberta
and Saskatchewan held a series of meetings,
inviting atherstoform anational coalition, and
the Caalition of Provincia Organizations of the
Handicgoped (COPOH) washorn.COFOH'smatto
was'A Voice of Our Own’,and it wastobeavoice
for people with disahilities 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 & bath national and provincial
levels to shift the perception of people with
disdhlitiesfromolyectsof charity tocitizenswith
equal rights.Over the years, COPOH held national
forums to discuss such topics as employment,

Dualities, oil painting by Bernadine Fox

income security, rehallitation, trangoortation,
consumerism and independent living, and to
dewelop Sraegiesfor change.

COPOH and other groups were
uccessul i n ensuring theentrenchment
of disabled peopl€es rights in the
Canadian Charter of Rights and
Freedoms Section 15, which protects persons
with disabilities, among ather equality-seeking
groups, fromdiscriminaion,cameintoeffect on
April 17,1985,

In January of 1994, COPOH's council of
representatives decided to change the
organizationsnametothe Council of Canadians
with Disabilities (CCD), so it would more
accurately reflect the organization's structure.
Council members also wanted aname that is
congstent with current termindlogy; it wasfelt
tha the word“ handicgoped’ was outdated and

Ingopropriate.

Reople with disahilities cortinue to demand the
chaice tolive in our own homes, hae adequate
incomes, get an education, hae children, receive
thergpies of our own chaice, and gototheatres
andrestaurants.We believethat we have theright
to live our lives as independently and with as
much dignity as possible. Thuswe tend to
support the Canadian disaallity movement that
hasworked \very hard toimprove conditionsand
atitudes tovard us. There are many more
organizations across the country tha serve and
advocate for peoplewith specific disabilities. The
precedingisjust amini-history of the national
cross-disability moverment, and it is nat mearnt
torepresent the whde picture.

Yet despi te hundredsof organizetionsacrossthe
country, with governments changing regularly
andthe trend towvard conservetive, bottom-line
financia priorities, it seemsto many of ustha



the wark will never be done. So we are aways
looking for new and creative ways to reach the
media(one of themost powerful waystoeducae
the public), to rejuvenate and sustain our
common pride, to demondtrate our talents and
ablities, and tofulfill ourselvespersonally Wha
better way than through art?

AsCaherine Frazee commentsabout thegrowing
“disability culture” movement: “In Canada the
United States and around the world, artistsand

lance.

performers with disabilities are contributing to
one of the most radical and effective aspects of
disability culture — challenging conventiona
notionsaof beauty,formand mation!” AndBonnie
Klein hasthisto say.“ Togive permisson tothe
artig withinyour disabled body isan outrageous
act of defiance’

When art is used asatod for social or palitical
changg, it can be called “agit-prog’ (short for
agitation propaganda) . Thereisalongtradition
of agit-prop art,fromthe written and the spoken
word to theatre and visud art. It has also been
grouped with “avant-garde” or “conceptual” art
because in al of these types of art, the ideas
expresed are more importatnt thanthe form.

Mary people say tha just being aperson with a
disablity isavery pditical podition tobe in.Art
thet emphasizesconceptsor ideasrather thanthe
gopearance of theartwork itself might ssemwell
suitedtoan artist withadisahility, if they want to
inform or influence their viewing audience. Of
course, not al artists with disabilities feel
compelled to expressany social or palitical ideas
intheir art.

| don't think people arereally interested inthéd, to
tell you the truth. What they wart to do is they
want tobeentertained. Andif | sart grindingthe
pdlitical axe up there, | might find alot fewer gigs
than | actually get. That's what | would be

concerned ebout. .
joe

Its only been recently thet I've kind of wanted to
separae myself fromthe blind jokes. When I'm
working on new material, | find myself almost
exlusely tryingtosay“OK, thatsablind joke,
srachit, letstrytomekethisanormal’ joke thet
any comicwould do’' I'vereached acomfort zore,
and| want togobeyond that again and test myelf
alittlebit further.Itsagenerd disstisfection with
where | am & the moment, adesreto push ona
little bit further and see where the next level is,
andwhere | can takeit.

god

Infact,thereiscurrently agrovingmovement in
the art world, avay from the conceptua to the
aestheticaly “ beautiful! However, it could be
arguedtha by thevery act of exposng our
work tothe publiceye, were challenging
stereotypes about what people with
disahilities can and should do, and about
what can be beautiful — and that's a
political statemernnt.

:E;\cc):t gi\?e emissonto the artist within your disabled body isan outrageous
o)
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My art ispditical in thisway: people are always
wonderingabout mywheelchair.When| godown
the street in my wheelchair, people see me and
think something like, “OK, | will try to help this
person — | will openthe door; or “How doesthis
woman ggt between her house andthe university?
Whéa trangortation doesshe take? The Metrois
not accessible; the busis nat accessble’ You
know? Itspdlitical in thisway. And my dance is
political when they think, “Thiswoman is
supposed to ke parayzed. OK, sheis, and yet she
dances. She does something that she's not
Supposed to do?

If you think about thisissue of my wheelchair, you
can find many, many reasonstosay tha mywork
ispdlitical. Rdlitical because | godown the street
in mywheelchair andl goon stage and everyone
asks themselves, “What is the place of the
wheelchair in society? Wha isthe right place, the

good place?”

france

It's admos impossble for aperson with a
disahility not todevelop some degree of palitical
consciousness. So it may only be a question, for
artiss with disabilities, of how much that
consciousness is separaed from— or connected
to—their at.

We at SADAC believe that the pursuit of
equality and induson is a cultural task
asmuch as a pditical one,and that artists
can haeapowerful rdeto play. Whether there is
amessage perceived in the content of the art or
not, and whether there isany consciouseffort to
deliver that message, artisswith disabilitiesare
takingup space andspeakingout inaworld that
hassought tohide andsilenceus.
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Sometimeswe conscioudy use our art to
educate and advocate.

I've discovered thet | hae a rde asan advocate
for people with disabilities. There are al kinds of
gtuaions tha are negaive for them, tha they
haeto fight againg anddon't know how tofight,
hae no voice for themselves. There are alat of
things, prejudices and so on, in society. I'm
fortunate that | have a voice through the
newspapers and | do alot of after-dinner
speaking. And what | find myself daing now, in
my speaking, is realy concentrating on the
disability thing. Reople expect metole humorous,
unlessthey hae something ecific theywart me
to talk about. But if they say,“Just do wha you

want todo; then thatswhat I'll do. I'll talk about
thefunny side of beingquadriplegicand the sorts
of thingsthat canhgppen toyou.But I'll dsomake
sure & the end of it tha these peaple will know
what people whotrael bywheelchairshaetodo
toget places,w ha some of the prejudicesaretha
they hae toovercomeinthe public,and all these
little things. | make sure they understand them
sotha at least I'm doingmy little bit to makethe
public more aware of what persons with
disahilitieshavetocopewith on adaily basis.| do
an avful lat of that,and | am becoming maore of
an advacate, more and more, with writing and
Speaking.

The ather thingisI'm a humoridt, at least I'm
supposed to be, 0| like having funwith things.
As| saythis, | remember | had afriendwhowas
in awheelchair, and she said to me one day,“Ed,

why don't you ever write coumns about people
in wheelchairs?” And | said,“My God, Gal,I'ma
humorig, | cant have fun with people in
wheelchairs’ She said,“Certainly you can, that's
how we survive, iswith thehumour of it | never
thought | had the right to dotha. But now that |
amapersonwithadisahility,| do.l haveall kinds
of funwiththet. And hopefully lightenitup alittle
bit for peaple who do respond rather negatively
to havingalbroken neck, you know?

Humour is a mar\velous vehicle for getting any
message across, and strangely enough, | guess,a

serious message aswell. You can use humour to
make it acceptable, tomake it palaable—just a
little bit of sugar tha makes the medicine go
down.l've beendaingthat for solongnow tha 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 isright,and
maybe we should be alittle more careful in how
we treat people with disahlities” o

humour is a marvelous vehide for getting any message across and
strangely enough, | guess a serious message aswell.
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Theréesinfightingwithin the disability movement,and | think onecamp issaying,
“Embrace disahility, talk about it, tell the stories, get it out there” and the ather
camp issaying, “Ignore disahility and just do your work? | think bath of them
hae strong arguments. For me, | want to be able totake frombath. | want to be
able totdk about it, but | don't wart it to be the drivingforce.

| wrateapieceand acted init; that wasthefirst time | approached disability in my
work.Because up totha paint | wastryingtokeepdisability under therug,thinking
“Well it doesn't metter thet | hae thisinjury, I'm ill an actor, I'm ill James
Sanders! | tried tobelieve that | was an actor who hgopensto hae adisahility,
andl'we discowered tha theresaconflict intha. Yes,| aman actor, but the stories
thet | want totell will hae disability inthem, therésnochaice. | have adisahlity,
0 why not embrace that and identify nysalf asan artist with a
disability ?

| thinkitsbetter toacknowledge disahility asapart of my existence, apart of my
life, apart of my personality, but nat tolet disalility be the sole driving force of
every argument and every impulse or chaice that | go ontopresent in mywork.

Some of the raes I've gone out for were where casting directors called me
gpecifically because | aman actor who usesawheelchair —they'd call me into
play these disabled characters.| covioudy don't hae any interest in playingthem,
because I've never made agood readingfor any of them, and | hae yet to get any
of those jobs. Thatsmy own issue. | need to smarten up my act and goin there
andget the rde and say, OK , letsdothisalittle differently: Let sget your message
across, but letsalsoget mine!’ | thinkthat'samgor areafor me toworkinaswell
— beingable totake thiscrgp thet's out there and make it meaningful.

james

The best thingl love about performingin comedy clubsistha people haenoidea
what they're gettingintountil | walk upon stage.Andthey're caught there.| suppose
they could get up and leae i f they wanted to, but that would mean forfeitingthe 10
or 15bucksthey hadto shell out.

| work from my own experience as a person with a disahility. | focus on the
challenges, the atitudes | come across, and | use comedy to share with people
wha somedf theissuesare,how it affectsmy life.| alsousetheatretoshow people
tha | live in the sameworld. | seethe artistsrole in the disability movement as
making tha connection with the genera public — that we're human, too. Wha
artistscan doisshow who they are on stageraher than necessarily talkingabout
disablity rignts.| never mention disahility rightsin mycomedy act; I'mjusttalking
about who | am andwhat | gothrough. But in avery subtle way, people get the
message tha | go through things | shouldn't hae to go through. That's a \very



powerful rde tha artists play: we get a& pegple who are just coming out to be
entertained.| thinkthat's the best way toaddresssome of these issues,instead of
hitting peaple ower the head with them. The disahility arts moverment is really
trying toopen up the business, tosee disahility asjust anather paint fromwhich
youire expressing yourself. But still being real artists or real actars.

| find the Americans have difficulty with my
disahility more than Canadiansdo. | don't know
if it's because I've had greater exposure across
Canadathanin the United Statesor what.But I've
certanly foundthet when | stepout ontothe stege
inthe US, perhapsfifty percent of the audienceis
kind of reserved and hesitant tordl withit. I think
maybe somefakssugpect tha | hae somesight.
| tend to act very much asasighted individual,
andl"veawayssaid,” Well,| wasasighted person
for twenty-two years, | knowv how the sighted
warldacts, | know how they behave!’ | dsostudied
theatre at univerdgty, and | am aware of
performance and presentation skillsand things
like that. Soit'samost, when | wak out there, I'm
out there to beat the sighted audience & their ovn
cae. 'mgonnatry andfake themout. They dont
seemy white cane andthey dont sseme asablind.
They oo, Thisguy ectslike a sghted person”’ So
maybe tha disturbs them as much as anything
But very often they are hegtant to rall withit. |
used tobe kind of unnerved by that. But now |
go,“Well, if you don't get it,youdon’'t get
it. If you get it, good.” | think some of them
are like,“Oh my goodness, I'm nat sureif thisis
gopropriate or proper!”

gord

dan

First and foremost, what | want to accomplish is
creati ngan avarenesstha peoplewithdisahilities
are nat as dumb as people think they are.We are
not to ke put in boxes. We are to be brought out,
andour tdentsare supposed tobe shown. Sotha
we can beincluded in thecommunity rather than
excluded.

rasika

Lisa Maxx of Saltspring Island, BC.
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My art ispolitical. But 'm not sure that
it's political about being disabled; it's
probably more political about being
female. And beingdisabled issometimesapart
of beingfemale. Sol don't perceive myself aspart
of amoverment, no. Someone like me who hasan
invisi ble disability — it doesn't necessarily come
up. But being female does.

bernadine

| bdievenow it'simportant tojust get
theimageaof disahility out theretothe
mainstream. And it's important that
peoplewith disabilities have amodel
tordaeto.It doesit hae to be the same sx
or agg, it'sjust gatta be out there. When | was
injured,the only reference | had wasRick Hansen,
whosasuper ahlete,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 soits
not jug token rolesand stuff liketha. That would
begrea.

| realize tha in TV land and movie land now, if |
just try and get in as an actar, it's nat gonna
happen. I'm gonna be an dd man, everythings
just gonna go by: So now it's up to me tocreate

tha work. _
james

| think I'm a pioneer here. | just want to try to
estallish some structure in integrated dance in
Montreal because it's my mission. | want to open
up the mentality here, | want to openthe door of
therehearsal sudio. Andwha ingpiresme? Well,
for example, after seven weeks | can see the
difference in my students. Inthe beginningof the
workshop they're shy, they don't knowv how to
mowe and they have no expresson on their face
or aything.And &fter seven weeks| can see many
differences. Thisis my ingairation. And | don't
know,ometimeit'ssohard, but when | come beck
intothe dance studioitslike my home. | feel great.
And thet'sthe reason | want tocarry on. Itslike
myjob.| cant doather things.I'manatist. Tha's
it.

For me,thisisnat areason:” | can't dance because
I'mdisabled’ Why?Why can’'t | dance?You
candancewithyour arms you can dance
with your eyes you can dance with your
head — you know? Everything moves — nat
everything, but all of your movement is good for

dance.
france
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Art can help usto communicate with each other, tocreate community,

Among peaplewith disahilities, theressooften thisreal glee about the way we get
throughthings. Those thingsfeel sopreciousandlovely and juicy andthey're this
kind of thing thet we share. It's such agrim experience, but between peaple with
disabilities there's a strength and pride in our &bility to navigate the shit. And
there'ssuch ahumour about the thingstha we know and we share. | dosee myself
aspart of the disablity movement and | find tha really, really fulfilling.

persimmon



Therésalat of doors, and you can gpen doors
without sacrificing adrive to make art that
saidfies you in its complexity and its difficulty
anditslaeredness. Reople can get it — they just
hae to not be faced with a dammed door tha
sas* Thisignt for you!

If people areinterested inwhat youredaingthey |
put some work in. They just hae to know tha
they are part of it. A lot of artwork that | really,
realy love saysthingsthat people in the art
community can recognize and put in context and
are interested in. But for someone whos nat part
of the art community, instead of looking & it as
thisinteresting,challengingthing, they Il dtenget
the message that thisisnt for you, and ingtead of
engagingin it they Il just go,“Ohwell, itsnat for
me.’ Andbecause | grew up nat thinkingl wasan
artist and nat thinkingthet | understood art, tha

méttersto me. _
persimmon

There are alat of people who hae handicgps of
one kind or anather, and nat dl of them are as
obvious asmine, Stting in awheelchair.But they
have mobility chalenges, people have
develgpmental challenges,and onand on.So one
of the reasons for writing my book now is
hopefullytha peoplewill see it,will read it, people
who do have handicgos, people who care for
people with disahilities, and say,“Well, my gosh,
you know, if Ed Smith can dotha, then | can do
it. If he can cope with that kind of catastrophe in
hislife, | can cope with it” — and so on. And
hopefully — | wish | could think of anather word
besdesingpiraion — but hopefully it would be a
hit inspiring to pegple who need ingairation in
their lives.People who are in thisstuation,
induding me, have periodswhenwe can
use al theinspirationwe can get.

ed

| ampert of the disability moverment,andmy art hasapart in themovement.

Everythingaperson doeshasapart to play.I'mpart of mydanceteacher's
community — her academy — and itsinclusive. I'm the only person therewith a
disahility, but till,the pegpledotalk to methere.We'redl theretoenjoy the same
at. Andmy danceteacher makesapaoint toinclude me.| performin mycommunity;
in the Marahi-gpeakingcommunity: | amvery much included there becausethese
are our friends. Andthey like including their friends. To them, I'm just afriend.

raska
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Sometimes we find refuge among ather
artigs.

Creative people are sort of abreed untotheir ovn.
| like tdlerance, and thereés alat of talerance in
theartscommunity for other people —how other
people think and how ather people perceive
things, how they want toexpressthat,and | enjoy

that kind of liberal thinking.
bernadine

| think that havinganinvisble disahility operates
in a particular way. And it's kind of smilar to
being queer. Rrople on the street don't pick me
out asdisabled or asqueer.And withinthe queer
community people assume tha I'm not aperson
with adisability — except at thispaint I've done
somuchart inpublic alot of people know. | can
be assumed as*normal’’

| think that I'm kind of a wardo, but in
theart warldit'snot entirely unacceptable
to beawerdo. | fed like I'm a margina
personin theart warld, but the art world
will sort of accept and take up people on
the margins

| thinktha weall hae owerlappingidertitiesand
alegiances,anditsnat likethey're & all separ ate.
Sometimeswe hae toact like they're separaein
the world, because that's the way the world
processes you, but they're nat really ssparate
ingde of you. _
persimmon

Art can bea pathtoself-acceptance and pricke.

Only art hasmadke mefeel comfortalein groups.
When | was afinancial analyst, | had to meet
people acouple of timesbefore | could gaintheir
repect. But as an atist, pegple respond to me
differently. | feel more comfortable. | don't mind
my beck beingseen.

| cantell you that | use mywheelchair togotothe
museum, to go to art shows, to go to the
kickstART! Celebration, but I'm till not ready to
useittogoget graceries.For art I'mready tokeep
going and accept my Stuaion. My art does nat
reflect my disability in any way, but more and
more| feel pert of the di sability community. | hae
to use awheelchair more and more, so disalility
is more of a reality for me. Maybe I've become
wise,or maybeit'sjust reality Maybearthelpsme
to accept my disahility.

| don't paint topresent cute thingsfor marketing,
but | wish to present nice things, beauty: | donit
want to denounce injustice. We need to struggle
for our rights, but we donit need togoaround with
placards. It's better to try to be respected and
heard by presenting something beautiful.We need
to ke diplometic.\When people see my pantings,
maybe they understand that people with
disabilities hae arde in society. If | can bring
pleasure, tha ismyrde now.The roe of anartist
IS to show beauty and bring people pleasure, to
influence children toenjoy art.

roger




| do fedl that I'm part of the disability movement. I'minvolved with the
BCAboriginal Network on Disallity: | can network there, sell someof my art. They
hae anewdetter and alibrary. I'min one of their videos called A Gift toOffer. |
hae alat of friendswith disahilities. There are alat of people with disahilitieson
the reserve where |l live.

koskas

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

Weat SADACareexdted about encouragng peoplewith disabilities
to explore their creativity andtoshaeit with athers Wha ingaresusisnot
only the powerful, new ideas and imagery thet can arise out of the experience of
disability, but the gpportunities to educate and enlighten each other and the
community & large.
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