
Challenge
of the
Handicapped
The case for specific
legislation to meet the
needs of Africa's blind and
deaf: the first of a series

IT HAS BEEN WELL SAID that a nation is
known by the welfare of its handicapped.
citizens. As in a race individual contest
ants are given various handicaps, so in the
race of life there are social, mental and

L physical degrees of disability which con
stitute real handicaps - but, in most cases,
handicaps which can be reduced.

From the beginning of time the struggle
for existence has been so fierce that there
was little energy or time to remember
those who cannot keep pace; it has taken
many centuries of enlightenment to learn
that with adequate care handicapped people
often make outstanding citizens.

Of the many forms physical disability
takes the two which are most readily under
stood are Blindness and Deafness because
they involve the major senses which stimu
late development from infancy. Of the five
senses which link the individual personality
with the world around Sight and Hearing
are responsible for 35% each in develop
ment influences; Touch, Taste and Smell
only 10% each.

THE LOSS OF BOTH SIGHT and hearing
have challenged the highest that is in man
through the centuries. Each story is ob
viously distinct in itself but there are fac
tors in common. In each case the break
through from benevolent charity to real
education, by means which short-circuit the
disability, started a quarter of a millennium
ago. In each case the first impulse came
from a spiritual source, but was soon
followed by co-operation with such secular
authorities as functioned in those days.

The second half of last century and the
beginning of this era saw romantic ad
vances. Not long after the outbreak of
'¥orld war in 1914 physical disabilities
received a new emphasis in the social
order; war-handicapped men had clearly a
ri ht to maximum rehabilitation, a cl what
was good for the ex-service man was clearly
also a birthright of every handicapped
civi ian.

At t..l].is stage the ca se of the blind sprung
ahead in public imagination and understand-
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ing; the need for legislation became urgent
with the result in Britain that the Blind
Persons Act came on to the statute book
in 1919. This has been followed by various
forms of legislation having special reference
to particular situations: in some countries,
notably New Zealand, comprehensive legis
lation has been enacted.

In all those advances it was customary
to think in terms of "people apart." Edu
cation authorities used such terms as
Special Education: an adult training cen
tre was for " Sheltered Employment." Here
again post-war conditions stimulated pro
gress, resulting in various forms of legisla
tion to secure the absorption of physically
disabled workers into commerce and in
dustry. Although different forms of physical
disability need to be handled separately
one welfare officer for placement can serve
all groups.

Such briefly is the pattern to-day in
Europe, including the USSR, and the
United States of America. There are well
equipped schools which conquer disability
at source; there is suitable technical and
professional training available to integrate
the blind, the deaf, cripples, and other
handicapped people in the working world.
Over all is a complex of legislation.

What about Africa, Asia, Latin America,
and the islands of the sea - the so-called
under-developed areas which are the
natural homes of millions?

LITTLE IS KNOWN of traditional attitudes
and practices prior to 250 years ago, which
roughly marks the time when the story
begins in the West, being also the approx
imate date when the rape of the other
countries begun: slavery, colonisation,
and all that they entailed. Away down in
the extreme south of Africa was the largest
settlement of white people vvho maintained
fairly regular contact with Europe. Just
ov~r 100 years ago schools started, two for
deaf children and one for blind - ut
thev confined admission to their 0,"TJ1 white
children: no provision was made for handi
capped children of their" Cape Coloured"
servants, or the more numerous African
people. Strangely one of their missions
operating in Zambia (then Northern
Rhodesia) started a school for blind Afri
cans 20 years before anyone thought of
such a school in South Africa. The other
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services mentioned above really started in
South'Mrica in the middle 19208 gaining
impetus when two national councils were
founded in 1929, one for the Blind and
one for the Deaf, strengthened in 1936 by
the passing of a Blind Persons Act which
was soon followed by an Invalidity Act.
All these bodies acted nationally (i.e. non
racially) albeit at differing financial levels:
now - horror of horrors - the race
drunk Afrikaner Nationalist government
have insisted on breaking up the structure.'
even to the establishment of separate wel
fare services (the National Council tor the
Blind, being a statutory body was com
pelled to change its constitution this year).

Each African country has a story of its
own, largely linked to humanitarian ser
vices of the colonial days, strengthened and
assisted by larger bodies such as the Royal
Commonwealth Society for the Blind; a sim
ilar one for the Deaf; the World Council
for the Blind and the World Federation of
the Deaf. It would be interesting to know
to what extent world organisations for
cripples, epileptics, mental health, etc., have
extended their services to Africa.

A very important, and fascinatingly in
teresting, by-product of welfare services for
the handicapped is the rapid growth of
preventive measures. This is a story in
itself, all that can be said here is that
certain diseases which through the ages
have crippled millions are now well on the
way out - but, this very fact constitutes
a great challenge. An immediate situation
will be an increase in the number of par
t~ally handicapped people for whom some
degree of welfare guidance will be neces
sary. The long range result will be in
crease of the population explosion - but
that is one of the major challenges of this
generation!

Many voluntary agencies already exist in
Africa, both local and overseas based.
Many governments have contact officers
who can advise relative departments where
financial assistance is most urgently needed.
Few, if any, African governments have as
yet placed specific legislation on their
Statute book - and yet without it pro
gress will be slow.

Steps are being taken by voluntary
agents, local and international, to draw up
a complete picture of what is no\v being
done, priorities waiting to be tackled, and
cost both in money and personnel. As I
see it, after 40 years pioneering experience
in South .LL\.frica, a first need in every
liberated African nation is the appointment
of a Government liaison officer - for the
sake of a name call him a Rehabilitation
Officer - mobLe enough to keep in touch
with the educational, health and other re
lat"vp gove_nment departme ts, at the same
tima as isting the voluntary agencies, pre
venting over-lapping and co-ordinating
pioneer efforts. Being on the threshold of
mal ing a unique contribution to human
society African Socialism has a wonderful
opportunity to reveal its true nature in the
persons of its handicapped citizens.

[To be continued]


