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Please do not dehumanize

i
by A. Ridley
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What we believe about
things (or people) as individ-
vals, as a nation, as a
culture, is strongly reflected
in our behaviour toward our
fellow man - and as a group
of ‘‘normal’’ people, our
treatment (or lack of it) if
people with special needs
leaves a great deal to be
desired.

Three out of every one
hundred people in Canada
are classed as mentally
retarded. Of this three per
cent, only two per cent so
severly handicapped that
they will live blank, in-
stitutional lives under close
custodial supervision. These
are the ‘‘basket cases’’, the
people with gross physical
deformities and very limited
cerebral function. For them,
the outlook is surely bleak.

The majority of retarded
individuals, however, have a
good deal more to look
forward to. The largest
percentage, who are class-
ified as ‘‘mildly retarded”
can complete a certain level
of education, live indepen-
dently in the community,
hold jobs, raise families and
lead, for want of a better
word, “normal’’ lives.
(Throughout this article, |
am enclosing the word
“normal’’ in
marks, for what are probably
obvious reasons. | guestion
strongly the ‘‘normality’’ of
a lot of people).

The smaller yet very
significant percentage who
are ‘‘moderately retarded"
are also capable of doing a
great deal. With special
education to suit their special
needs, with training in
social, personal and work
skills, many of these people
could live quite independent-
ly and could earn a living - if
the laws and the opportun-
ities to learn the necessary
skills were different, by
which | mean adequate.

Mental retardation is not a.

disease, it is a condition that
cannot be cured. Its causes
are myriad and often unde-
finable; some common ones,
however, are rubella suffer-
ed in pregnancy, inhalation
of toxic fumes, being hit by a
car, the RH factor, if not
caught soon enough. Down's
Syndrome or Mongolism
occurs when one chrom-
osome splits oddly and gives
the newborn a total of 47
chromosomes instead of the
usual forty-six. This occurs
commonly when the mother
is either very young or yery
old (by which means well
past the childbearing years).
There is, therefore, a sound
genetic argument for bearing
children when one is young.

The birth of one retarded
child in a family does not
necessarily signal the birth
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abnormalities are detected in
this way, and gives the

parents the option of discon-.

tinuing the pregnancy.

But what happens when
the retarded child
already been born? Where
can his/her parents turn?
What kind of future can

he/she expect to have? Until W

the Canadian Association for
the Mentally Retarded came
into being, the answers to
those questions were pretty
glum. For many, despite the
existence of the Association
this is still the

by most people as a tragic
dilemma for which there is

little hope.
All across Canada, in a
chain of command from

national to provincial
local, the CAMR -has been
trying valiantly to ‘‘see’’ a
philosophy called ‘‘normal-
ization''; it is an outlook, an
attitude, a functioning ide-
ology that
enhance the quality and kind

of life to which the handicap- ©

ped could look forward.
Normalization says, in very
basic terms, that if we deal
with retarded individuals in
the same way that we deal
with “‘normal’’ individuals,
using ‘‘culturally normative’’
means and accomodating to
the handicap only when and
where necessary - if we do all
of this, then retarded in-
dividuals will become as
much like everyone else as
they are capable of becom-
ing. The philosophical base
of this concept extends to
include some operativerules:
for example, that mentally
handicapped people should
be helped (taught, encour-
aged) to dress stylishly, to
speak and eat properly, to
function as independently as
possible, and to exhibit
courage, integrity and all the
other positive human quali-
ties that are common to all of
us. Adults should be treated
as adults and encouraged to
work and recreate in age
appropriate ways. (i.e. It
should not be assumed of the
retarded that they are
‘‘Eternal - Children''. The
place of residence and the
place of employment should
be separate, as they are for
most of us. And so on.
The marvellous thing
about Normalization is that it
works. By adopting this
attitude and by adjusting
favourably the way retarded
individuals are perceived
‘and assisted in developing
their potential, it has been
proven conclusively, joyfully,
lovingly, miraculously that
the mentally handicapped
are capable of achieving a
great deal more than ever
imagined. They are capable
of doing wonderful things.
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The problem with Normal-
ization, is that nobody wants
to practise it. It's a lot of
work to be sure, to train an
individual to be independent,
but its no more difficult or
time consuming than con-
stant costudial care.. The
hitch seems to be that
parents, teachers, etc who
make it possible for the
retarded to function with
greater autonomy, lose all
the glory of martyrdom
which ¢omes from stoically
lugging a cross. It has been
said that charity in any form
is the greatest obstacle in the
path of the mentally retarded
today because as long as the
needed services, equipment
and care are provided as an
act of charity, they will never
be acknowledged as rights.
And that is the essential
point that is difficult for
society to confront, be it from
the governmental or the
personal stance: does not
every individual have the
unalienable right to the best
kind and quality of life that
this country can offer? Does
not a retarded child have the
same right to the same
education as a ‘‘normal’’
child does? Does not a
retarded man have the same
right to work and support
himself with dignity as any
““normal man’’ has? In the
province of Nova Scotia for
example the mentally handi-
capped receive a disability
allowance of less that $140
per month. In the event that
an individual is able to earn
more than $50.00 per month,

this allowance is arbitrarily.

cut off. The government is

o :
adamant in its refusal to
subsidize the difference,
thereby making it viturally
impossible for a person to
take pride in his achievement
or to have the satisfaction of
being as self sufficient as
possible. He is forced by an
unreasonable law to limit his
wages to a minimum and to
accept charity. Activity Cen-
ters and Sheltered work-
shops which employ the
handicapped, because they
pay so little for what is often
tedious labour, and not
regarded any more seriously
as employment facilities than
are the individual who work
in them. The adult services
centre on Oxford St. is run by
the local branch of the
C.A.M.R. on a cost sharing
basis with the provincial
government. Because the
center cannot function unless
the association can provide
its fair 50%, they are forced
to bang on doors and ask for
money - some mare charity
for the poor retarded. Is it
not time that that govern-
ment recognized its respon-
sibility to provide the kind of
work facility (funded without
charity and seriously con-
sidered) to which the handi-
capped have the right?
Proper “Tacilities  cost
money, but so do institutions.
To maintain a retarded
individual in a large multi-
purpose complex in which
he/she would live, work,
worship and recreate, costs
between $18-325 per day, in
a modest estimate made last
year. (These costs do vary
but they are always higher).
To maintain the same in-
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degree as possible. Progress

4 is slow, it must be admitted,

and often the individual is
not capable of total autono-
but in an institution
meals are
served on trays and where

cost, is hel/she better off?
How can a price be levied on
the satisfaction of achieve-
ment or the dignity of risk?

Sending the same in-
dividual to an Activity Centre
which is a work facility in a
separate locafion from the

‘his/her place or residence,

offers more opportunities for

“autonomy and growth. A

knowledge of the city must
be aquired, the person must
learn to use the bus system;
he/she has the satisfaction of
‘‘getting out of the house.’’
Again, how can this be
measured in dollars and

.cents, this feeling of well-

being, at being able to go out
and earn a living in keeping
with the norms of our culture
(College drop-outs and gen-
eral fuck-offs aside).

As for recreation and
workship, isn't it time that
we acknowledged that all the
churches and recreation fa-
cilities in our community are
for all people, not just the
so-called ‘‘normal?"’

The Halifax area is full of
mentally retarded people
whose needs and rights are
being met very badly, if they
are met at all. There are,
however, some points of
light.

The Halifax branch of the
CAMR  currently operates
a Group Home on Vernan
Street in  which
retarded persons are enjoy-
ing a reasonably high quality
of life. When the house was
first purchased, the respect-
able residents of Vernon
Street, (many of whom were
professionals) were so con-
cerned with the devaluation
of their property and the
increase in sex crimes that
would obviously occur where
the retarded are present, did
all they could to stop the
transaction. Luckily they
were unsuccessful and many
have since become kind and
amiable neighbours. They
have learned from practical
experience that they have
nothing to fear and a great
deal to learn and to give.

Another good facility is
the previously mentioned

Adult Servies Centre on
Oxford Street. With good
staff and some excellent

leadership from the Halifax
CAMR the Centre now offers
a work programme that, if
not perfect, is coming along
nicely. Stress is placed on
quality of workmanship, and
considerable effort has been
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