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INTRODUCTION  

 

Can Independent Living (IL) history be separated from IL philosophy?  

 

When I began to write this monograph I thought I would start with the students at the University of 

Illinois. But as I learned more about that program I realized it may not have existed without World War II 

veterans who needed an education. How, l wondered, does one distinguish the impact of World War II 

on disability history from Franklin Delano Roosevelt (FDR), a President who used a wheelchair and 

served as Commanderin-chief for most of that War? So I chose to begin the history with FDR.  

 

If someone thinks that the disability rights movement began in 1990 with the passage of the Americans 

with Disability Act or the 1970s with the first Centers for independent living, how would l explain Why I 

Chose to begin with someone who predates those events by several decades. The solution seemed to be 

using a general explanation of lL philosophy as a preface to a beginning discussion of the history.  

 

One of the difficulties, as well as one of the pleasures of writing this monograph, is that our history is so 

fragmented. I know of nowhere else where all the information in this monograph is tied together. As a 

historian assembling this monograph, I’m excited. But as an advocate with a disability, it is frustrating to 

realize how scattered our historical information remains.  

 

Much more work needs to be done before we have even the beginnings of a coherent, let alone 

Comprehensive, history of our movement. But as always, we must begin somewhere, and therefore I 

choose to begin with a description of IL philosophy I wrote several years ago that still seems 

appropriate.  
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INDEPENDENT LIVING PHILOSOPHY  



 

Several fundamental beliefs have been combined to establish the foundation on which to construct an 

independent living philosophy. These premises include the notion that each individual is different and 

unique; that people with disabilities are the most knowledgeable experts about our own needs and 

issues; and that programs serving disabled people should be designed to serve all disability groups.  

 

Just as every person is different from each other, so too are disabling conditions. This applies not only to 

the differences between differing disabilities, such as deafness and mental illness and paralysis, but also 

to individual differences within each disability Category.  

 

For example, each person with a disability who uses a wheelchair is unique. Some people using 

wheelchairs are paralyzed, others are not. Some use their feet, but not their arms; others their arms, but 

not feet. Some wheelchair users use their breath to move their chair, others their head.  

 

The point is that just as each wheelchair must be designed to fit the individual needs of the person using 

that mobility aid, so too must every other adaptation be adjusted to the individual. To make this 

equation just a little more complicated, disabling conditions, like people, are often dynamic, not static. 

So the results of the disabling condition itself are often changing and, to return to the example of 

wheelchairs, an individual who uses a certain kind of wheelchair one year may need a different kind the 

next so that there is a constant adjustment to the changing conditions of the disability or, even more 

salient, to the changing conditions of life.  

 

Every individual and every disability Condition is different, therefore every individual with a disabling 

condition is unique. People who are most familiar with disabilities, that is, those who have them, are 

best-suited to discuss the needs and issues of people with disabilities. This is not to say that a person 

without a disability is incapable of knowing, understanding, or empathizing with what it is like to have a 

disability. But it is to say that it’s much more likely for a person with a disability to possess these 

characteristics. 

 

The notion of one person with a disability having some understanding of another person with a disability 

forms a primary underpinning of independent living philosophy, which is the concept of peer support. In 

independent living terms, a peer is someone with a disability who is a role model and/or support person 

for another person with a disability. Translated to other movements, it is the same concept that drives 



Alcoholics Anonymous and all the other anonymous self-help programs. It drives the concept of groups 

as institutionalized as the YWs and MCAs and of groups as historically radical as the Black Panthers.  

 

The ideas of peer support and people with disabilities knowing what is best for ourselves leads directly 

into the concept of people with disabilities running our own programs. That is why many independent 

living programs require boards of directors to have at least a majority of their members be people with 

disabilities.  

 

But there is another very important reason for people with disabilities managing their own programs. 

This is the whole issue of empowerment. For someone who is not empowered, and as a group people 

with disabilities are not, it is of utmost importance that power positions, such as boards of directors, can 

be perceived as role models.  

 

A useful analogy is that of Women’s Resource Centers. Few people would argue that men should run 

programs for women. Men are not Women and ho matter how hard we may try there are just some 

things that men will never be able to have in common with women. So it makes sense for women to be 

the primary participants in running programs designed for women. Now just plug in the phrase “people 

with disabilities” for Women in the preceding three sentences.  

 

Substitute “nondisabled people” for men in the same sentences. See if it makes sense. If it does, then 

one has just agreed with one of the basic philosophies known in independent living jargon as “consumer 

control”, that is people with disabilities as the consumers of programs designed for them also ought to 

be the principal players involved in their direction and management. 

 

The final philosophical framework of independent living programs is that they should be designed to 

serve all disability groups. This may be the most Controversial of the independent living beliefs. Many 

population groups~~ including people with hearing impairments, visual impairments, brain injuries, 

mental retardation, psychiatric disabilities, and probably any other disability demographic: population 

identified~~have stated at one time or another that separate services are necessary for their specific 

conditions.  

 

Proponents of the independent living philosophy known as cross-disability counter that all people with 

disabilities are oppressed and that there is little difference in the big picture of the discrimination 



against people with disabilities. To paraphrase a Well-known quote:  oppression is oppression is 

oppression.  

 

Cross-disability advocates will agree that there may be different tools to use toward the overarching 

goal of independence. For example, a deaf person may need sign language for communication and a 

person with a head injury may need a tape recorded reminder to do a task and a person whose legs 

don’t work well may need a wheelchair. But beyond the necessity of different tools is the common goal 

of an opportunity for full participation in the cultural, social, economic and political aspects of our 

society.  

 

The driving beliefs of independent living philosophy are a recognition that each person with a disability, 

like each person, is unique; that because of this uniqueness people with disabilities are in the best 

position to guide, direct, and control their own programs; and that because all people with disabilities 

are oppressed, independent living programs need to be designed to ensure equal social, cultural, 

economic, and political opportunities for all disability groups. (Brown, Independent Living 2-5.) 
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