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Abstract

Robert Perske is an ally of people with disabilities in the U.S.A. He and his wife,
Martha, collaborated on two major reports to U.S. presidents; one to President
Carter and one to President Nixon. In this article he writes from the basis that
we overprotect people who have disabilities and that to "deny any person their
fair share of risk experiences is to further cripple them for healthy living". He
cites new (the article was written in 1972 but is still timely) attitudes towards
risk and people with disabilities in Scandinavia and asks is it applicable to the
North American scene. Since we in Australia learn much from our American
neighbours, this article is of value. It looks at how we must allow for people's
individuality and growth potential. It concludes with the statement, "there can
be such a thing as human dignity in risk, and there can be a dehumanising
indignity in safety!” Keyword: Attitudes :
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Wolfensberger (1969}, in his historical study of American
attitudes toward the mentzlly retarded, has shown that there was
a period of history in which we saw the mentally retarded as
“objects of pity.” But this period did not last long; soon, pity
degenrated into loathing as the retarded began to be perceived as
a “menace to society.”

Wolfensberger’s history forces us to ask a rather piercing
question: Why has it seldom occurred to us that 2 mentally re-
tarded man or woman can be seen as a courageous person? There
are those who are; but what has kept us from seeing them all as
such?

In 1966, & ten-year-oid, severely retarded boy named Billy,
wondered away from the midwest institution where he lived and
became lost in the woods that skirted the institution grounds. The
temperature was below freezing. All off-duty personnel were calied
back to the institution to form emergency parties to search for the
boy. Two moderately retarded teenage boys, Ray and Eimer, asked
a staff member if they could search for Billy, too. The staff mem-
ber “moved through channels,” and, after some time, received
approvatl for the boys to join in the search, and they found the lost
boy! At a later program, the superintendent gave Ray and Elmer
special recognition and letters of commendation. By this time,
many of the staff were haunted by the fact that there were 35
adolescent boys and 40 girls in the institution who functioned
every bit as well as Elmer and Ray. Since this particular wooded
area is not terribly large, they might have been mobilized more
efficiently and quickiy than the staff.

All this helps one to see the many ways in which the mental-
ly retarded can be denied their fair and prudent share of risk-
taking. Many who have worked in the field of retardation for any
length of time can be aware of the clever ways in which all of us
have built the virtually total avoidance of risk into the lives of the
mentally retarded by limiting their spheres of behavior and inter-
actions in the community, jobs, recreaticon, relationships with the

opposite sex, etc. Even buildings constructed for the benefit of
the retarded are filled with things designed to help the residents
avoid risk. Fortunately, there is a growing awareness and many
beginning efforts in America to allow the retarded to assurhe a .J.:
and prudent share of the risk, commensurate with their function-

ing.

Some New Attitudes Toward Risk and the Mentally Retarded
in Scandinavia

With the backing of a Rosemary Dybwad international Award
from the National Association for Retarded Citizens, it was my
opportunity to travel to Scandinavia and study the ways in Ej_o.r
Swedish and Danish people have given human dignity to their
mentally retarded citizens, During this study, cne of the most
exciting things | observed was the many new, and different ways
these people are atternpting to put reasonable risk back in the life
of the retarded persons in their midst. Though these attempts
are stili rather new and somewhat isolated, sound principles under-
lying what is being done seem to be developing.

The beauty of it ali is that new attitudes toward risk seem 10
be one of the quite unforeseen by-products of Denmark’s and
Sweden'’s crash programs for the mentaily retarded. It is my hunch
that neither the Danes nor the Swedes completely planned or pre-
dicted this new and fresh attitude when Denamrk passed the ""Act
of 1058" (Bank-Mikkelsen, 19689}, and Sweden enacted the
“Normalization Law’ in 1988, [Nirje, 1969}.

In this paper, | will present first-hand observations of inci-
dents where workers in these two countries allowed their retarded
to experience a reascnable amount of risk. Since we, in America,
are beginning to struggle with this problem as well, it ic hoped :._m.H
these incidents will illuminate and clarify the directions and atti-
tudes we may choose to take in the future.
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Throughout these two countries, one can see retarded persons
operating heavy-duty punch presses, drills, and saws while they do
simple repetitive operations on a Volve automobile finder, on
brass fittings, or on Danish Modern furniture, to name only a few.
1t was noticed that the risks these persons took were normal for
industry in these countries.

In Orebro, the Frykstagarden workshop contains a work force
of 15 deaf, mentally retarded adolescents and young men who turn
out routine machined items on heavy duty lathes. Their foreman,
Karl Bargguist, felt the need to tell me: “That's not easy, you
know. A regular worker can hear when the machinery is going to
break and fly in his face. These people can’t hear. So, | teach them
to watch things with an alert eye.”

There was danger herel In fact, there was enough danger to
put great fear in the heart of any worker with the mentaily re-
tarded who tended to be over-protective. But, the remarkable thing
about these workshops was that their foreman expected their
workers to be safe. For the most part, these persons lived up to
the expectations of the ieaders. it could be conjectured that there
would have been tragic consequences if the foremen expected the
retarded warkers to get hurt.

Norma!l Risk in Heterosexual Relationships

In healthy hurnan beings attempts 10 build close, creative
human relationships, there is always a risk and a chance for failure
and pain. We have yet 10 completely evaluate what we do to the
human dignity of a mentally retarded person when such relation-
shipsare denied. Now, we are beginning to wonder about our “safe”
segregation of men and women — sometimes for life.

Bo works in an assembly line for TV terminal strips at the
Frykstagarden workshop in Orebro. Approximately 26 vyears of
age, he suffers from spastic paralysis, but has an ingenious way of

putting metal pieces into plastic parts using a vice {others can do
the same operation much mroe readily with a hammer). Marie, age
21, works elsewhere in the line; she is spastic alsc. Bo and Marie
look forward to being together in the lunch room. Sara Wendahl,
the social worker, pointed them out 10 me, saying, “‘they’re in
love.”” Slowly these two persons, with professional help, were
working out pians for the day when they could live together and
make z closer relationship. Because of the spasticity of both of
these persons, sex could hardiy be a very large issue, but there
seemed to be so many other creative possibilities between them.’
1t was obvious that everyone respected these two and their attempis
1o find one another.

Older men and women with many years of institutionalization
behind them are given the chance to attempta life together when
the chance for failure is not terribly great, though in any close
hurman reiationship there must be some risk. Many human begings
choose to live out their lives keeping distance between themselves
and others, a fact also true of many of the mentaily retarded. But
there are some who would not choose isolation. Throughout Den-
mark and Sweden, there seems to be a movement away from
dormitories of men and dormitories for women, with a "‘never-
never land” in between. Instead, the tender, patient, sensitive
building of closer human relationships under supervision was ob-
served in many areas of both countries. The healthy, carefully
evolved decisions of these retarded persons were honored and re-
garded by the melpful professionals as being within the limits of
normal human risk.

Normal Risk in Building Design

For years, in both Scandinaviz and the United States, when
architects were contracted to build a facility for the mentally re-
tarded, they automatically drew up plans for a “heavy-duty’ and a
“super-safe’’ facility. In both countries, the building codes have
reinforced this attitude. But now there seems 10 be a struggle to
change.
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If a2 sma!l “family” of mentally retarded persons are to be
housed in a two-story home, some focal governments will demand
an cutside fire escape, special exits, expensive fire detection sys-
tems, and special electrical wiring and plumbing, to name only a
few restrictions. If a professional attemgats to meve his own family
of the same size into the same two-story home, these “‘special”
standards do not apply. In both America and Scandinavia, we are
becoming aware of the fact that the most human faciiities for the
mentally retarded are those that have not been buili for the mental-
Iy retarded. Instead, they are properties built for other purposes
and later they are rented to agencies for the mentally retarded.

Sweden and Denamrk are now struggling to break this tradi-
tion, and have already made much progress in this direction. New
institutions for the mentaltly retarded are being constructed more
and more the way homes for normal, happy human beings are
constructed. They are being designed with plenty of glass, many
doors to the outside, and lots of brightly colored fixtures and
furniture. Beautiful hanging lamps can be seen ewerywhere, and
nobody seems to swing from them — because it is expected that
no one will. This new architecture is saying some powerfuilly hope-
ful things to and about human beings who happen to be mentally
retarded.

Sweden has a penchant for spiral staircases. They are rather
beautiful but dangerous. One can stand at the top of one of these
staircases and look down at the inner pole and see nothing but a
spiral of space eurling around and around. Walk down on the wrong
side of one of these staircases, and you can be maimed or killed!
Yet, such staircases can now be seen time and again where the
mentally retarded live.

We are now beginning to learn that there is such a thing as
the “language of a building” (Wolfensberger, 1963). We do "'say
something” to the mentally retarded person who lives in the build-
ing that we build for them. We can say: “We will protect you and
comfort you — and watch you like a hawk!" Or we can say: “You
zre a human being and so you have the right to live as other

humans live, even to the point where we will not take all dangers
of human life from you.”

The New Scandinavian Attitude Toward Risk and the Mentally
Retarded: Is it Applicable to the American Scene?

What is it that we in America who work with the mentaliy
retarded can learn from Sweden and Denmark’s attitude of allow-
ing the mentaliy retarded to experience normal risk? Before an
answer is attempted, it might be well to recall how much they have
learned from us. In an endless range of situations, they can guote
American experts — even to the point where a Swedish man was
able to inform me that Henry Ford called his first sutomobile the
Model “T7, because it was the first "tempo’ manufactured car.
These people seem to be the skilled implementers and appliers of
a wide range of knowledge from other lands. They seem to do it
i the same way that they gather raw materials from all over the
world and then design and manufacture some of the most excellent
products on the face of the earth. Most of these ideas about risk-
taking were not new with the Scandinavians. We have theorized
about such things for years and years, but in many cases, they im-
clemented what we often only felt or talked about.

It would be spurious tc try to make Swedes and Danes out
of Americans. We gave up such “missicnary” action years ago. But
it would be expedient to watch the hopeful struggle in which the
Scandinavians are involved, focus on their attitudes, and see which
would be compatible with healthy American life and which would
not. God knows, we cannot continue the type of over-protection
we usually give the mentally retarded in our country.

The world in which we live is not always safe, secure and pre-
distable. It does not always say ‘‘please’” or “excuse me’’. Everyday
we wake up and live in the hours of that day, there is & possibility
of being thrown up against & situation where we may have to risk
everything, even our lives. This is the way the real worid is. We
must work to develop every human resource within us in order to
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