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________________

Preface

Our Better Angels is a book about the challenges and possiblities we face in creating a more inclusive and welcoming society for children and adults with disabilities. It is about understanding and celebrating human diversity. It is also a book about the commonality of needs and aspirations throughout the human family.

The values expressed in this book are symbolized in the title by the image of “better angels.” I borrowed this symbol from Abraham Lincoln’s first inaugural address. He closed his address to the Union that was torn and filled with anger with an appeal to “the better angels of our nature.” He hoped that the better angels in America would lead to peace and solidarity.

I believe that the creation of more inclusive society for all people depends on calling upon the “better angels” of our character. It depends, as well, on our true commitment to the ideals of human equality and a democratic society.
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Introduction

Power and Epiphany: Reflections on the Personal and Cultural Value of Disabilities

The uses and abuses of power are fundamental concerns of the human condition. Most of us are aware that the challenge of encouraging good and preventing destructive uses of power has been a prevailing theme of history. It is also central to the most compelling issues we face today. Less obvious to many of us, however, is the question of how the actions and values associated with power may be influenced by people who are thought of as lacking power themselves. The stories in this introduction are offered as a way of establishing the context for the book that follows. They provide insights into the transforming influence of children and adults with disabilities on the lives of others. They are profiles of the “power of the powerless.”

The Aryan Nations, a Cleft Palate, and an Epiphany

In 1992, Floyd Cochran was the chief recruiter for the Aryan Nations. As the fifth-ranking leader of this self-proclaimed neo-Nazi, white supremacist organization, he was admired for his skill in dealing effectively with the public and a critical press. Cochran was very successful in using his media savvy and marketing skills to attract young people to the organization. He became the group’s national spokesperson and was described by the Aryan Nations’ chief, the Reverend Richard Butler, as being destined to be “the next Goebbels” (Hochschild, 1994, p. 29). In July of that year, however, Floyd Cochran was suddenly ordered off the Nations’ compound. The Reverend Butler gave him five minutes to leave.

The rift in Cochran’s relationship with the Aryan Nations had begun earlier that year. Shortly before he was to speak at the Hitler Youth Festival in Idaho, Cochran mentioned to the Nations’ security chief that he was running late because he had been talking with his wife on the telephone. He was very concerned about his four-year-old son, who was having surgery to correct a cleft palate. The chief’s response to Cochran was, “He’s a genetic defect. When we come to power, he’ll have to be euthanized” (Hochschild, 1994, p. 34).

Cochran reported later that he was stunned by this remark. He had studied Ku Klux Klan and Nazi literature for almost twenty-five years. He did not recognize, nor had he faced until that moment, a sobering fact: The intolerance for difference that he had preached for decades applied to those he loved. When he voiced his concern over this issue, he was given the order to leave the Aryan Nations’ property.

The Thawing of a Soul

Eldridge Cleaver, who died in May of 1998, was the author of the startling 1968 book on race and racism, Soul on Ice. During the sixties and seventies he was known as a fiery and eloquent voice for the Black Power movement. After the publication of his book, most of which he wrote in prison, he became known as one of the infamous organizers of the Black Panther Party in 1966, along with Huey Newton and Bobby Seale.

In 1968, while serving as Minister of Information for the Black Panthers, Cleaver was involved in a shootout with police in Oakland, California. Wounded in the gun battle, he was arrested. He later jumped bail and fled to Algeria, where he headed the party’s so-called international headquarters until there was a major split in the party in the early seventies, with Newton and Seale advocating nonviolence and Cleaver continuing to preach the use of violent methods. Cleaver returned to the United States in 1975. After a long legal battle, he was convicted of assault, placed on probation, and required to do public service.

In Soul on Ice, Cleaver spoke with rage of the experiences of African Americans, and with angry disbelief of the oblivious attitudes of most white people regarding their own racism. It is rare to find a line in the book that does not scream with bitterness. And yet, Cleaver closes one of his chapters with these words: “The price of hating other human beings is loving oneself less” (Cleaver, 1968, p. 29).

In the years following his return to the United States, Eldridge Cleaver was not visible as a public figure. He was no longer regarded as a symbol of race pride and race rage. Cleaver’s historic identity, however, continued to be that of a figure associated with a separatist philosophy and a militant strategy toward race relations. Given that persona, it is interesting to consider some of the public remarks he made in the early nineties about his youngest child, Riley, who was born with Down syndrome. Cleaver made these statements after he became an activist and advocate for children and adults with disabilities.

In a 1993 speech, Cleaver described his feelings when he learned that his expected son had proven positive for Down syndrome on an amniocentesis test. He spoke candidly of his lack of understanding of the implications of the test, and his insensitivity to the humanity and needs of the child who was to come into his life. He admitted, in fact, that the only thing he did was to follow the lead of his child’s mother in accepting and preparing for Riley.

With Riley’s birth came the barrage of terms and decisions that often engulf parents of children with disabilities. Cleaver found that the birth of his son coincided with a period when he was questioning himself about his own future. He was no longer a leader of the Black Panther Party, but he did see a role for himself in the civil rights movement in the 1990s. With the birth of a child with Down syndrome, however, Cleaver said,


I no longer had to wonder what I was going to do, I was doing it. I had my hands full…. It was a struggle to understand and comprehend the situation itself, and it was a shock and a struggle to begin to realize that I was involved in a very hostile environment. I began to meet other parents…. We began to realize that we were up against the school system, and the legal system, and the medical system. (1993, p. 5)



When Cleaver described his feelings of being “up against” the various social systems of his culture as his son’s advocate, his words were reminiscent of the anger he expressed concerning American racism in Soul on Ice. And yet, through his struggle to ensure that his son was not the victim of the same kind of prejudice and exclusion that he had raged against decades earlier, Cleaver encountered a new struggle within himself.

Cleaver described a situation with a child he encountered when he took his son Riley to a regional center each day after school. He saw that Riley, who typically had an embrace for everyone as he arrived at the center, always had a special kiss for this one little girl. Cleaver admitted that he was repulsed by the girl because she drooled saliva constantly. Soon the little girl showed that she was happy to see both Riley and his father each day. At first there were just handshakes for Cleaver, then one day she offered him a hug and a kiss.


She stood up and came at me, and she was salivating, and I felt myself recoil. I looked at her face … and I realized that she was reaching out in faith. And I realized that it would be devastating to her if I … rejected her … that confrontation with myself was really a godsend, and it changed me again, and I embraced the little girl, and I’m so glad that I did that, because at that moment of resolving that, it gave me an insight into the condition of humanity! (Cleaver, 1993, p. 7)



THE VALUE OF DISABILITY

People with disabilities have the capacity to enrich our personal and social lives. The deficiency and defect models of disability have, however, clouded our ability to see their value. More than a decade ago, Wolf Wolfensberger (1988) identified a number of strengths that people with mental retardation, for example, may bring to their relationships with others. Among these attributes are:

•   A natural and positive spontaneity

•   A tendency to respond to others generously and warmly

•   A tendency to respond honestly to others

•   The capacity to call forth gentleness, patience, and tolerance from others

•   A tendency to be trusting of others (pp. 63–70)

Many of the disability “stories” that I have told in my writing and in lectures, and many of those that have been told to me, include references to the positive characteristics of people with disabilities. When I reflect on the importance of these children and adults, and their qualities, I find I must say something that I have often lacked the courage to say directly and publicly: A disability can be a valuable human attribute. People with disabilities can be powerful in the humanizing influence they have on others. I am glad that I have had friends with disabilities for most of my life.

In his 1988 book The Power of the Powerless, Christopher de Vinck describes the experience of growing up with his brother, Oliver, who was born with multiple and severe disabilities. In his work as an English teacher, de Vinck often told his students about his brother: “One day, during my first year of teaching, I was trying to describe Oliver’s lack of response, how he had been spoon-fed every morsel he ever ate, how he never spoke. A boy in the last row raised his hand and said, ‘Oh, Mr. de Vinck. You mean he was a vegetable.’ … Well, I guess you could call him a vegetable. I called him Oliver, my brother. You would have loved him” (de Vinck, 1988, p. 9).

Christopher de Vinck describes Oliver as the weakest human being he ever met. The irony, however, is that he also describes his brother as one of the most powerful human beings he ever knew. When de Vinck assesses the effort and hope that go into teaching and writing and parenting, he thinks of the impact that Oliver had on his life: “Oliver could do absolutely nothing except breathe, sleep, eat and yet he was responsible for action, love, courage and insight…. [This] explains to a great degree why I am the type of husband, father, writer and teacher I have become” (de Vinck, 1988, p. 12).

There is most certainly a human ecology of power and compassion. People with disabilities have an important place in that ecological balance. The power of those who have traditionally been considered powerless may be important to our health as human beings and as cultural groups. A person with a disability may temper hateful and prejudicial attitudes. A person with mental retardation may soften a heart that has become hardened. A person with multiple and severe disabilities may have much to teach us about love.
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Part I

______________________________

My Own Journey

Professors are sometimes accused of leading lives of detachment from the very realities of the world they study and teach about. This accusation is necessarily true in some respects. The only means for truly seeing an intellectual, artistic, or social vista may be to stand at a distance and look at people, events, and objects. Having spent most of my adult life as a college and university professor, I have had the privilege of doing just this.

The work of standing back and observing the changing cultural horizon contrasts sharply, however, with my earlier experiences as a public school teacher, counselor, and Peace Corps volunteer. My present position is also far removed from my intense and challenging work with children and adults with disabilities while I was a high school and college student. In places such as Camp Easter Seal, the Virginia Treatment Center for Children, and the Virginia Home, I learned I could make a direct and positive difference in the lives of others. I also learned that I enjoyed making a difference.

While my wife, Joyce, and I served in the Peace Corps in Jamaica, I discovered that I was pulled to another level of work, assisting people who would in turn help others, thereby amplifying my efforts. My work with the Jamaican Ministry of Education fostered in me a sense of the importance of systemic change. I came to believe that my work in life should somehow involve working with other people to create ripples of positive change.

Living in Jamaica taught me other things as well. I learned much about how little we in the United States understand about the lives of most people in the world that surrounds us. Joyce and I came home having rarely glimpsed the resorts that dominate the American image of the country we had come to love for its sense of pride, purpose, and dignity. We also returned with a deeper sense of the complexity of the social world in which we all live and the challenge of defininf one’s place in it. Each of the stories in this part of Our Better Angels is a chapter in my personal journey. These are stories from my childhoods, adolescence, and adult life that have molded my views of life, my values, and my work. Each is precious to me and I share them with you, the reader, with the hope that you will find meaning in them well.


1

______________________________

Disability and Revelation

Lessons Learned and Flying Squirrels

Like many people in the field of special education, I often ponder what we really mean today when we use the term learning disabled. How valid are the concepts that underlie the term, and how well served are children when we describe them as having learning disabilities? In the midst of these ponderings I sometimes remember a boy from my childhood. Most people thought he was not very bright, but he helped me learn lessons that have been deeply meaningful in my life. These were lessons about fish and squirrels and about schools and values.

I first met the boy when I was in the seventh grade in a small rural school. My family had moved during the preceding summer from our home in the city. In my old school, I had been with the same children each year up through the sixth grade. My first few days at the new school were frightening for me. Most of the students in my class seemed older and larger. I was still at an awkward, in-between point in my development. Although puberty had not arrived for me, some of the boys in my seventh grade class were already shaving. Some of the girls also showed clear signs of adolescent development. Suddenly I felt like I was going to school with grown men and women, which was very intimidating. I longed to be back with the other children in my old school in the city.

The boy I remember during my musings on learning disabilities was one of the tallest of the boys in my class. He was big and his looks were imposing, but he was very quiet. In fact, he was shy and the brunt of many jokes. He was rarely able to answer questions from the teacher, and this inability was mocked. He was often unable to finish seatwork or chalkboard problems, and this became fodder for constant teasing. Even though he was larger than most of the other boys, he took their kidding and even their ridicule without retaliating. He was an easy target for harsh jokes about his appearance. He was large, but everyone called him Tiny. Even though this was a spoof on his size, his real name was so unusual that it was also used as a source of ridicule. And so he preferred to be called Tiny.

I thought Tiny was just as strange as the others thought he was. Although in this little rural school nobody had great wealth, Tiny’s clothing clearly showed signs of being handed down for several more recyclings than most. The lunches he brought to school were obviously made from whatever had been left from his family’s supper the night before. Sometimes he brought stale biscuits and cold cooked vegetables. This was quite different from the standard fare of peanut butter sandwiches and fruit that most of us brought from home. Tiny was always clean and neat, but it was obvious to all that his family was poor.

It was not only his poverty that made him appear strange to the other seventh graders, but also the fact that he was a loner. He usually rode on the school bus in a seat by himself. He rarely spoke to anyone, and he often gave only one-word responses when he was asked questions. Tiny had younger sisters. If he were seen talking with anyone at school, it would be with them. The only sign of assertiveness that I ever saw in him was in his protectiveness of his sisters. I do not recall anything specific about his care of them, but I know that people understood that although he would not respond to their attacks on him, he would not let his sisters be hurt.

After the first couple of months of school, however, I got to know Tiny in a different light. In fact, we became friends. It happened, at least partially, because I had become a loner at the new school myself. I was the only new student in the seventh grade and, as I have said, I had not yet hit that spurt of growth that would propel me into adolescence. I lacked confidence in myself and was still too childlike to fit in very well with most of my new classmates.

After school each day I spent time alone. One afternoon I explored a cornfield that was brown and dry with the remains of an earlier harvest. I had overheard some of the other kids say that somewhere beyond the field was a pond. I discovered the pond that sunny November day but, more important, I found a friend. As I climbed over the fence that surrounded the pond I saw Tiny. He was fishing. He watched me climb awkwardly over the barbed wire and nodded. We were both embarrassed at having stumbled onto each other, but there was no way to avoid a conversation. I’m not sure who spoke first, but I think it must have been me. Even though I had become a loner in my new environment, of the two of us, Tiny was definitely the more private person.

That afternoon I learned how to fish for what Tiny called sunfish. In telling me about them, he talked more than I had ever heard him talk. He told me with enthusiasm, for example, that some people called sunfish either panfish or crappies. Crappie, panfish, or sunfish—the pond was full of them! So full, apparently, that there was ferocious competition among them for food. We fished using balls of sandwich bread on hooks with four prongs, and we sometimes caught two fish on the same line. The fish seemed to leap for the bait as soon as it hit the water. When we ran out of bread, Tiny showed me how to pull the hook through the water and snag the hungry fish with bare metal. He had a bucket of water that we put the fish into to keep them alive. Periodically he would check the bucket and pick out the smaller fish that had not been injured too badly by the hooks and return them to the pond. After all of our fishing was done, Tiny strung the fish that he wanted to take home on a long piece of cord. He strung a share for me.

Tiny then led me on a shortcut through the cornfield, over the railroad tracks that bordered it, and up a path that led to the back of his house. His house was very modest and covered with asphalt-shingled siding. He invited me into the kitchen, which was off the back porch. His sisters were busy helping their mother with supper. They were surprised and embarrassed to have me suddenly appear in their home. Tiny’s mother, however, was delighted to see us and soon made everyone feel more comfortable. She had a bright smile and gentle manner. I liked her immediately. She was glad to have the fish and quickly had the girls cleaning them for cooking.

We talked for a little while about school, the pond, and the fish. And then I left, walking the short distance to my own home, feeling glad that I had come to know Tiny. I looked forward to seeing him again.

Although we barely spoke at school, I spent lots of afternoons fishing with Tiny. One day in January we went sliding on the frozen pond and played ice hockey with dead oak branches and a flat rock. Although most of the pond was frozen thick, I broke through near the bank. Both of my legs went into the icy water up to the knees. Tiny helped me get out, and he built a fire to warm my feet and to dry my shoes and jeans. He always seemed to know how to take care of things like that. Tiny, who was wise and mature beyond his years in many ways, liked helping people when given the chance.

The next fall we went to the eighth grade together at the high school. We had continued our friendship during the summer and worked together to earn spending money. I was accustomed to making money by mowing lawns, delivering newspapers, and working at a golf course. Tiny involved me in real work. We loaded pulpwood, which were long pine logs, onto a railroad flatcar. This was the most exhausting, dirtiest, and discouraging work that I had ever tried. It rivals any demanding physical work I have done since. The more wood we loaded on the flatcar, the bigger the stack of logs on the siding seemed to grow. Several times a day a truck would arrive from the cutting site on a nearby mountain with even more wood! The logs were thrown from the truck in a haphazard fashion that looked a lot easier than the lifting we were doing to get them up onto and in place on the flatcar. I came close to crying at times. I was tired, scratched, and bleeding from the pinebark, and I wished that I could somehow escape the commitment to finish the job. In reality, Tiny did more than his share of the work. I took frequent and long breaks. He never complained and kept working while I rested, yet he shared with me equally the money we were paid when the job was over. The whole experience was a great motivational lesson for me. It convinced me of the wisdom of staying in school and “getting an education.”

Things did not go well for Tiny during our first year at high school. We had no classes together, but I knew that he was not happy. Socially, he continued to be a loner, and at the high school he was teased by an even larger number of students. Again, he never retaliated. He suffered the insults about his size, his shyness, and his poor school performance in silence. I don’t remember ever coming to his defense. I’m sure I lacked the maturity and insight to do so.

Our friendship after school and on weekends continued. I enjoyed his company, and he always seemed happy to see me. We went fishing, took hikes, and once made a dam in the creek that ran at the foot of the hill below his house. We put some of the smaller fish that we caught in the pond into the pooled water. We shared good times, but we never talked about school.

After our first year in high school, I saw even less of Tiny. When we started classes the next September, he was still classified as an eighth grader and his schedule was completely different from mine. The next year he didn’t return to school. It turned out that Tiny had failed some grades in elementary school and was actually a couple of years older than me. He was old enough to drop out of high school.

The next time I talked with Tiny, he gave me a very short answer to my question about school. “I’m just a slow learner, that’s what they said. I can’t make it in school anymore and I have to find something else to do now.” He told me this as we were exploring in the woods just beyond the pond. A year earlier he had shown me how to harvest mistletoe there. His technique was based on his excellent aim with a 22-caliber rifle. He lay on his back and shot the mistletoe out of the oak branches where it grew in the large and damp tree joints. He explained to me that his mother sent him to the woods every year around that time to shoot mistletoe. She decorated the mistletoe with ribbons and sold them to neighbors for Christmas trimmings. Tiny was a good marksman. He showed me that it took good aim to knock out only part of the plant, which he told me was what he was trying to do because if the whole plant was blown out of the tree there would be no new growth for next year.
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