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Choose a group in society and consider how they have had to engage with the ‘politics of recognition’ in order to seek greater equity in the last 50 years.

At a global level, there are one billion people who experience some form of disability (World Bank, 2020), the most current data available showed that there was 13.9 million disabled people in the United Kingdom in 2017 (Scope, No Date) and what is of growing concern is that this figure is set to augment considerably (Priestly, 2012), however Larkin (2009) asserts that any data that relates to disability will not be accurate , firstly due to the fact that statistics is influenced to draw public awareness, and secondly, disability is not a static condition, some impairments could be temporary. Disability is a concept that has been around for many centuries, there is evidence tracing back to the 11th century (Historic England, No Date), however the focus of this assignment will look at disability or disabled people as a group within the past 50 years, from the 1970s. 

This assignment will continue to focus on the group, disabled people, initially by ensuring that the group will dynamically conform to group formation, looking to identity, and how positive identity and sense of belonging to a group that allows individuals to challenge the political system for equality. There will be reference to a global and British definition of disability, with reference to areas of social exclusion that disabled people sustain. The focus will turn to explore the concepts of equality, equity, and liberation, which correlates to the social model of disability.  The assignment will then turn to discuss the politics of recognition with a comparison as to what constitutes as a vital human need, touching upon the theory of human motivation. There will be reference to how the politics of recognition allowed for activism, through the endeavour for social change, and the development of legislation to promote equality and eradicate discrimination, with a reference to a report on the progress of the Equality Act 2010. There will be brief reference to the difficulty in accessing education, and how education is important for one’s sense of self and employment. There will also be a reference to social status and how inclusion in education and employment can allow for social mobility, however it is argued that social inequality is required within societal structures. 

The assignment brief asked for a group in society to be chosen to explore the remainder of the assignment brief, therefore the chosen group that will be focused upon , as already noted above, is that of disabled people, to clarify there will be an exploration to group formation to concur that the chosen group will be appropriate.  According to Myers (2002) a group should constitute with two or more people, however Hogg (2006a, cited in Crawford and Novak, 2018) believes that it requires three individuals to form a group that must have shared characteristics., however Myers (2002) notes that any group formation must be based on the trait of interaction that allows for influence between group members, these groups form with the intentions to been seen and identify as a whole, as “us”, with the overall intent to supply information that in turn would accomplish goals. Cooley (1909, cited in Crawford and Novak, 2018) assert that this form of grouping is known as secondary groups, as they serve a specific purpose, this formed groups allows one to achieve positive feelings about themselves, heightening the self-esteem, as they feel they are belonging to a group (Barrett, 2017). 

However, to accept the above statement, an exploration of the definition of disability must be considered. When considering a definition, it is possible to look for a global definition from the United Nations (No Date, Online) that assert disabled people, or as they term persons with disabilities, to be any individual who have ‘ long-term physical, mental, intellectual or sensory impairments’, which through interaction endure various environmental and attitudinal barriers,  which in turn prevents disabled people from being able to partake in full participation, on an equal basis to others, in society (United Nations, No Date). Looking to the United Kingdom, disabled people are defined through legislation, the most current definition would be adopted from the Equality Act (2010, p.4) 

 person (P) has a disability if—
(a)P has a physical or mental impairment, and
(b)the impairment has a substantial and long-term adverse effect on P's ability to carry out normal day-to-day activities (Equality Act, 2010, p.4)

In this instance both definitions are in accord, however the United Nations (No Date) definitions include two additional impairments, and in their original statement, it is noted that a further list of categories where people who may claim to be defined as having a disability is not included within the definitions. Therefore, it is possible to concur that disabled people can form a group, as the individuals would have commonalities that would define them as being disabled.

The World Bank (2020) concur with the earlier statement from the United Nations, noting that disabled people are excluded from full participation, they state that the consequences of being disabled are regarded as having diminished socioeconomic  outcomes, such as having less opportunity of education attainment and gaining employment to enduring higher rates of poverty and poorer health outcomes, these would be more commonly describes as the dimensions of social exclusion (Taket et al., 2009). Social exclusion often arises in disability studies as the person is viewed as a problem, according to the medical model of disability (Degener, 2016).

Having ascertained that disabled people conform to group status and that they face social exclusion, it must be acknowledged that the group have had many struggles over the past 50 years to attain inclusion, social justice and inclusion (Barton, 2001), thus in turn has required an accomplishment of acquiring equality with equality being defined as ‘ensuring that every individual has an equal opportunity to make the most of their lives’ (Equality and Human Rights Commission, 2018, online). Although, having equality however does not always providing disabled people with an equal status in society(Taket et al., 2009), what it does is provides sameness, giving resources to all those who are in need, to provide equality of opportunity, however this can also be disadvantageous, as not everyone begins on an equal par (Spicker, 2008) and therefore the concept of equity must be considered. Equity is defined as having the distribution of justice and fairness, such as income and wealth, whether through social benefits or employment, based on individual need,  as one disabled individual may require additional assistance in comparison to another disabled person to allow them to be equal, in short having different but to make them the same, this is not only to have equality of opportunity but also to have equality of outcome (Blakemore and Griggs, 2007). 

This is best demonstrated in the image below 
[image: ]

Image 1: Lynch, Sutherland and Walton-Fisette (2020)

The image to the left-hand side, titled equality, demonstrates that giving each individual a box, the same, to stand on, so giving the equality of opportunity, however it is still causing a disadvantage. However, when observing the image in the middle, titled equity, the boxes, resources, are distributed by need resulting in fairness, giving an equality of opportunity and of outcome. However, if the views of the social model of disability, where this model continually challenges that barriers should be removed for equal inclusion (Oliver, 2013), were applied, the barrier, the fence, in the image to the right-hand side, titled liberation, would be removed, this in turn would remove the need for the additional support, in the instance the boxes, this is related to the concept of liberation, removal of barriers to include everyone, which combines the concept of equality and equity (Lynch, Sutherland and Walton-Fisette, 2020).  When considering these terms, it can cause much confusion as Lynch, Sutherland and Walton-Fisette (2020) highlight the terms are often used interchangeably. 

It is now appropriate to turn to explore the politics of recognition, as the work of Charles Taylor has become a common approach to understand the struggles that disabled individuals and groups have endeavoured to seek acceptance and recognition (Meer, Martineau and Thompson, 2012).  However, acknowledgment must also be given to Axel Honneth on the development of the concept politics of recognition, also the roots of this concept is in the work of philosopher Georg Hegel, who emphasised that recognition is constructed through mutual positive acknowledgments of identity between different individuals (McQueen, 2015). 

Taylor (1992, p.26) contends that recognition would be deemed as a ‘vital human need,’ as being recognised draws to a positive sense of self, whereas being misrecognised can lead to a diminished sense of self. In contrary, it could be argued that the essential human needs a person requires is that of the basic needs that Maslow (1987) would consider as the two lower levels of his hierarchical pyramid model of human motivation theory, these being physiological and safety needs, meeting the necessities of survival of possessing water, food, warmth with a safe and secure place to rest. Along with social relations, one’s self-esteem can enhance that allows one to reach self-actualization. Rogers (1959) would agree with the main hypotheses of Maslow’s theory, however to enable self-actualization an individual would have to acknowledges that they are in a place of content within themselves to allow for openness, self-disclosure and be of acceptance of who they are, being unable to express oneself as a whole will negatively effect one’s sense of self.

Nicholson (1996) would add that recognition allows for groups to gain acknowledgment and status, however Finklesein (1990) would argue that although disabled individuals and groups do want recognition, there are many people in society who do not want to be self-identified as being disabled, firstly, due complexity of the definition and concept of disability and secondly due to the negative implications that being disabled entails, concepts such as being labelled or discriminated against. 

Sabatello (2013) asserts that individual disabled people have channelled for changes since the nineteenth century, however it is since the groups have formed that  social movements have established in the 1960s and 1970s, this allowed for continuous activism that had influence on changing disability rights that challenged oppression and discrimination (Oliver and Barnes, 1998). It is also during the 1970s that the social model of disability developed (Haegele and Hodge, 2016), and Shakespeare (2006) asserts that it is this model that was considered as the critical catalyst for constructive changes. The social model of disability aims to shift the societal perspectives to demonstrate that it was the environment and negative attitudes that categorised people as being disabled, such as inaccessible buildings, communication barriers, prejudices, stereotyping and discrimination (Shakespeare, 2017). The opposed model of disability is the medical model (Retief and Letsosa, 2018), this model views the person and the disability as the dilemma, and that a medical response is the way to rectify the problem. 

Through the 1980s and early 1990s there was continued activism that engaged with the politics of recognition to seek equality and equity, this challenged for policy development to eradicate discrimination and to promote access to education, employment and welfare (Pearson and Trevisian, 2015), activism was demonstrated through verbal acts of demonstration, chanting and shouting, acts of immobilising themselves by chaining to public transport, this deviant 
behaviour commanded for their opinions to be heard (Rose, 2015). The results of these protests and continued activisms resulted in the legislation the Disability Discrimination Act 1995 (Woodhams and Corby, 2003).  Alcock et al. (201) assert the introduction of the Disability Discrimination Act was to remove discrimination within society against disabled people, there was also the aim to attain legal protection that would prohibit discrimination in employment and access to gaining employment and when needing to access services and goods, subsequently the Disability Rights Commission was formed. 

However continued discrimination and oppression, not only towards disabled people, allowed for the creation of the Equality Act 2010, its principles were provide equality and rights to all individuals that would meet the nine protected characteristics (Equality and Human Rights Commission, 2019, which would be based on age, disability, marriage and civil partnership, race, pregnancy and maternity, gender reassignment, sex, sexual orientation and religion or belief (Equality and Human Rights Commission, 2019a), its main areas of protection would be against harassment, discrimination and victimization and a focus upon employment (Hepple, 2010). 

The Parliament: House of Lords (2016), received a repot in 2015-2016, with it overall recommendations as to the impact the Equality Act 2010 has had toward the eradication of the negative attitudes of discrimination against disabled people, the report highlights ‘that  much more needs to be done’ (Parliament: House of Lords, 2016, p.5), noting that there was continued issues with social exclusion, access to leisure activities, education and employment. 

Although for disabled people there are many areas of social exclusion, there will be a brief focus on education, employment, and poverty. Of the earlier figure, 13.9 million, of disabled people in the United Kingdom, 8% of them would be children (Scope, No Date). Bines and Lei (2011) note of the difficulty for children to be offered and be able to enrol into primary education. The Office for National Statistics (2019) have carried out research in the past 6 years, the outcome shows that although there has been a small rise in educational attainment for disabled children, there continues to be a large gap between disabled children and non-disabled children. Education is seen to be an essential measure as a key to future success that in turn can open up many opportunities, however it is not only the curriculum a child will learn through education (Al-Shuaibi, 2014). Education also allows for interactions and social relations to form, these are fundamental aspects that will allow for one to develop a positive sense of self (Fitch, 2003) and for the improved prospects of gaining employability (Brown, 2003).

An area many disabled people endure exclusion is in employment (Spicker, 2012; Pilgrim, 2017). Between July and September 2019 there were 7.9 million disabled people of working age, with approximately 3.7  million of them being unemployed or economically inactive (House of Common, 2020), where economically inactive is represented as students or being too ill to gain employment (House of Commons, 2019). The Department for Education and Employment (1998, cited in Pilgrim, 2017) noted that three times as many people with mental health conditions would be unemployed compared to physically disabled people. Tough, Siegrist and Fekete (2017) assert the disabled people suffer from ill-being and lower self-esteem, with Pilgrim (2017) asserting that being in employment is a pathway to achieving positive mental health, it also alleviates the stress and worry of income. 

When being unemployed individuals can claim welfare benefits (Gov.uk, No Date; Royston, 2012 ), disabled people can have additional monetary support (Gov.uk, No Date a) however many disabled people struggle to survive off the welfare benefits, pushing them into poverty (Joseph Rowntree Foundation, No Date). Poverty is a complex and broad concept (Joseph Rowntree Foundation, No Date a), however it is noted as being in a situation where one cannot afford the basic necessities to survive, food, clothing, bills and rent are only a few to mention. It is also noted that unemployment can cause people to have unstructured daily life, allowing disabled people to be excluded from life-fulfilling activities (Pilgrim, 2017). If one was to return to the theory of motivation and basic needs (Maslow, 1987), earlier noted, the income from an employment would be able to pay towards the basic needs the individuals need for survival (Pilgrim, 2017).

When individuals, such as disabled people, are segregated in society due to income and wealth, they can be divided into status, being on benefits would denote a lower income and in turn be categorised as being lower-class status (Drake, 1999), gaining employment would in turn allow one earn an income and move in an upward direction and increase their social status, this would be known as the concept of social mobility (Culliney, 2020). However, Kent (2006) would argue, from a functionalists perspective, that society requires social inequality as it would be difficult to segregate the division of labour, thus meaning should everyone be at the same status it would be detrimental to society. 

To conclude, the group explored in this assignment were disabled people, having considered how groups form and that the definition of disability, it is evident that as long as two or three members with commonalities with a disability or an impairment that excludes them from daily routine in comparison to non-disabled people, then it is possible to unify and a group can form. Having also explored the disability definition, the areas of social exclusion is considered as the definition signifies that disabled people cannot partake in everyday activities.  Further exploring looked to the concept of equality, equity and liberation, and having associated to the social model of disability, it is evident that equity and liberation is in accord with the social model of disability, to either provide assistance in the area that it is required on a needs basis or to remove the barriers to allow for inclusion. When considering the politics of recognition, it is vital for individuals to have their needs recognised, yet it is also important that the needs Maslow considers are vital are met, it could be considered that Maslow’s view would be more appropriate, however some may need the support of a group to be able to attain their vital needs, it is possible that both these concepts should go hand in hand to promote equity and liberation. 

Even when legislation has been provided, the report Parliament: House of Lords (2016) asserts there continues to be injustice towards disabled people. There was evidence that showed that having education allowed for more than education, social relations and interactions, and a route to gain access to employment. It is also difficult to know and exact figure of how many disabled people are actually unemployed, as when people are unemployed they are also noted as being economically inactive, meaning that there are people who could not work even if they wanted to, and included students. Having noted that being employed would benefit in income and positive mental health and in turn allowing for social status to be improved through social mobility, there was an argument from a functionalist perspective noting how being equal in society could be detrimental, however should peoples physical and mental health be ignored and demoralised, there must be a way to construct a society where disabled people, and also other oppressed groups, can live in an accord without compromising the functionalists perspective that there would be too many individuals on the same level. 
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