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Topic: The Social Contexts of Disability Study: 
Dependence, Independence to 
Interdependence 

•  Title of my topic corresponds to a life course perspective on   
social policy.  

 

• Apply my personal narrative as an example to examine the 
interaction between female role, disability identity and social 
context of Taiwan in last 60 years.  



Different Path  

• Robert Frost  

• The Road Not Taken 

 

 

Two roads diverged in a yellow wood, 
And sorry I could not travel both 
And be one traveler, long I stood 
And looked down one as far as I could 
To where it bent in the undergrowth; 
 
Two roads diverged in a wood, and I— 
I took the one less traveled by, 
And that has made all the difference. 



Different Path 

• Article 19 of CRPD 

 

• Independent living as a human right of people with disabilities 

 

• As a non-traditional liberal individualistic society, should we  

   follow this imposing path through convention, or could we 

   try to find a different path and critically examine other path?   

 



Different Path 

Global convention 
based on individual 

rights 
East Asia region based 
on social connection 

of individuals  



Different Path 

• In this presentation, I use the book “Disability and Life Course: 
Global Perspectives” by Mark Priestley (2001) as my major 
framework to lay down three connected concepts: dependence, 
independence and interdependence.  

 

• I apply my own life-long disability experience to a narrative  
with a horizontal dimension, which is intertwined with my 
social contacts in Taiwan, to demonstrate the interactive 
dynamic of the changes in past decades on disability policy.  

 

 



Conceptual Framework: Life Course 
Perspective 
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Conceptual Framework : Interaction Between 
Life Course and Dependence 

Childhood 

•Dependence 

Adulthood 

• Independence 

Final life stage 

• Interdependence 



Life Course Perspective 

Self-identity Female role  

Care receiver and care provider 
Dependence, independence to 

interdependence 

 life-long  disability 
experience 



Life Course Perspective 

• Life-long experience 

 

• Continual changes in social context, which are intertwined with 
personal history 

 

• From a policy perspective, available resources in each stage of 
life affect the life opportunities of a person and continue in the 
next life stage.   



Life Course Perspective 

• Childhood:  
• Prepare the child to be an independent person with self-care skills; 

education, socialization, maturation.  
 

• Adulthood:  
• Become a socially, emotionally and economically  independent 

person.  
• Change one’s role from receiving care to providing care to family 

members. 
• Work  to earn sufficient income to economically support oneself; 

social participation.  
 

• Later life 
• Retire from work but reengage in a different social network, 

continue to contribute to society.   



Life Course  

 Life-long Disability Experiences 

Childhood : 

 

Receive care from family  

Road to independence 

Medical treatment and rehabilitation 

Self -care, walking, mobility and use of 
assistance devices 

Education 

 

 

 Self-identity and Social Context 

Adulthood : 

 

Awakening of disability identity 

Independent living on campus  

Self care 

Employment  and working life 

advocacy  

Participation in policy formation 

Interactions  

Later life: 

 

Interdependence and change in care 
relationships 

Retirement from the workplace 

Social participation  

 

 

 

  



1976: Departure from High School Life 

 



Story of the Picture 

• In 1976 high school yearbook, group photo with my classmates.  

 

• In this photo, the four of us with walking limitations are 

 in the second row; no one can see our walking devices. Back   
then, group uniformity was typically the first priority, and no 
individual characteristics were allowed to be shown in a group 
photo. 

 

• In 1976 I graduated from high school. That ended my schooling  
and no-fun youth years.   

 

 



Who Am I?  

• In 1976 I became a freshman at Tunghai University. In the same 
year I began to organize students with disabilities in Tunghai  

   to form a self-help/advocacy group.  

 

• One student told me she did not see herself as having 
disabilities and she has exerted great effort to maintain herself 
as a college  student. She does not want to be with us. She 
wants to prove she can enroll in a prestigious university in 
order to become a normal student.   

 

• For the first time in my life I realized that we can choose a 
disability identity. I began to ask myself who I am and what has 
my disability meant to me and why. 



The Road to Advocacy and Professional 
Development  
• 1976  

 

• For the first time in my life I was away from home and living 
independently on a university campus.  

 

• My disability began to act as a significant part of my college life.  

 

 



Advocacy and Self-identity 
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Self-identity: Intensified by Social Interaction  

• College life  

 

• Interacting with peers, both male and female students, helped 
me realize how my peers saw me, as a person with a disability.  

 

• Actively organizing students with disabilities opened my eyes 
about how disabled students see ourselves, as students with 
disabilities but “normal”.  

 

• Students with disabilities need different degrees of assistance 
from others, which enable them to live independently on 
campus.  



Key Turning Point 

• College life 

 

• Living Independently away from home, but relying on family to 
provide economic support.  

 

• Self-care (e.g.,  laundry, dormitory cleaning, cooking, dressing,  
time and money management, transportation) were major 
challenges of campus life.  

 

•  Independent living also meant learning how to interact with 
others, such as classmates, roommates and friends, and 
establishing a social network.   



1976: The First Disabled Students Self-support Group 
 at Tunghai University 

 



Our Group 【聚光】 

• The goal was to examine the most significant inner parts of 
ourselves, what our disabilities did to us in our college life.  

 

• We planned a youth camp for high school students with 
disabilities. By helping others we could help ourselves prove 
that disabled people can contribute to society.  

 

• Through our working camp, we developed a group identity and 
learned that we could make changes in other disabled students 
as well as in ourselves. 

 

• It took nearly four decades to make our university campus 
accessible to students with various limitations.  



Significant Experience 

• All of us left home to live on campus all by ourselves without 
family members to assist us. 

• We wanted to live independently from home, and with the 
help of our classmates, roommates and friends we were able to 
move around, even though the campus was not totally 
accessible.  

• Back then, there were no resources available on campus to  

   provide services to student with disabilities; we were on  

   our own.  



1977:  Celebration of Our Group 
Surviving the First Year 



1979:  Motor Scooter   



Assistance Device 

• 1970’s 

 

• No standard regulations, no payment scheme and no safety 
standards; everything was paid for by the family.  

 

• It was the family’s sole responsibility to buy all the equipment 
and devices for its members with disabilities.  

 

 



Career Development 

• Starting in 1976, I began to devote my career to advocating for 
disability policies and programs.  

 

• From 1982 to 1986, I worked in the Kao-hsiung city government 
to establish a complete program and services for citizens with 
disabilities.  

 

• From my years of work experience, I gained an inside view on 
how to implement the first “Welfare Law for People with 
Disabilities” in 1980.  



Adulthood Independent Living 

• Stable income 

 

• Meaningful work 

 

• Reliance on the public transportation system to commute  

 

• Living with a family in a community where people knew me all 
their lives  



Advanced Professional Development 

The pioneer couple initiating the  
deinstitutionalization movement in 
America were Professor Gunnar  and 
Rosemary Dybwad. Gunnar, on behalf of a 
parents’ association,  brought a case to 
court against a state institution. The case 
opened the door for the 
deinstitutionalization of America in  the 
1970’s.  
 
Rosemary Dybwad initiated the first global 
network of parents who had children with 
intellectual/developmental disabilities 
internationally.  



1987-1991: Wisdom from the 
Pioneer Generation 

  



Different Path 

What is 
our policy 
content ? 

Reality 

Direction Ideal  



Questions About Taiwan 

•  What is the historical background for institutional care of 
people with disabilities in Taiwan? 

 

• What is the trend and overall picture of away-from-home living 
arrangements for people with disabilities in Taiwan? 

 

• Who are the major stakeholders in the debate?  

 

• What is the underlying assumption behind all the policy 
choices we make? 

 

 

 



Questions About Taiwan 

• What does independent living really mean in daily life? 

 

• What are the policy implications of independent living? 

 

•  Policy debates on: 

• Who is responsible? 

• Who should bear the financial burden? 

• Who should deliver service? 

• How many stakeholders are involved in the debate? 

• What does independent living lead to? 



Questions About Taiwan 

• Does independent living mean leaving one’s original family and 
living alone, or living with friends or in a group home? 

 

• Does independent living imply self-responsibility? 

 

• Does independent living mean freedom, choice, self-support, 
and self-responsibility, or socialization of care responsibility?  

 

• Can people be fully independent throughout their lives?  



Independent Living 

Place to live 
Who bears major 
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living 
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Independent Living: Stakeholders  

Person- 
Centered 
service 

plan 

Family  

Society  

Professional 
workers 

People with 
disabilities 



Independent Living 

• Personalized service plan and 
reasonable accommodation 

• Freedom of choice and 
decisions 

Individual- 
based rights  

• Respect differences 

• Different impairment 
experiences  

Human rights 
approach to 

disability 



1998: First-Hand Learning About Aging After 
Myths of Deinstitutionalization in New York 

State 



1998 Onward: Shift of Attention to 
Ethics of Care 

• Care study is essential to disability study, since people with 
disabilities receive different degrees of care.  

 

• Bringing care study into disability study will enrich our 
discussion of dependence and movement from independence 
to interdependence.  

 

• Ethics of care is equally as important as a principle to 
understanding the disability experience.  



 Interdependence 

• The concept of interdependence focuses on mature 
relationships.  

 

• Care providers and receivers are equally important  in care 
relationships.  

 

• Interdependence is built on social and family relationships, not 
particular emphases on the degree or intensity of care; rather it  

   it is built on appreciation of emotional and social bonds. 

• Even people with severe limitations who are in a care 
relationship can engage actively in the relationship.  



Interdependence 

• Care provider 

• Bond with original 
social and family 
networks 

Public sphere 

• Care relationship 

• Interdependence 

• Mature help rather 
than one-way care or 
support 

Mature and equal 
status • Care receiver 

• Active engagement in 
care relationship 

Feedback loop 
with care provider 



Interdependence 

• Living arrangements 

 

• Daily life practice 

 

• Financial sharing 

 

• Sharing of responsibility among family members, the individual, 
social network and public sector 

 

 



Independence and Interdependence 

• Individual-based rights 
approach to service  

• All dimensions of support 
and care  

Independent 
living 

• Care relationship approach 
for provider and receiver 

• Individual in social contacts 
and social relations  

Interdependent  



Different Paths Again 

 Different 
living 

arrangements 
and care 

alternatives 

Dependent  

Independent  

Interdependent  



Concluding Remarks 

• No single solution can solve this complicated problem.  

 

• No one can play the role of God and have all the answers.  

 

• No matter what the future direction might be, all choices have 
to fit in with social reality and the resources available in Taiwan.  

 

• Ideas from different countries and societies are easy to post 
and borrow, but overemphasis of one direction without seeing 
possible alternatives is dangerous. 

 



Concluding Remarks 

• Globalization begins with local experiences, and the Asian 
region certainly can contribute to the current diversification of 
global reality.  

 

• Differences 

 

• Respect for differences 

 

• CRPD is not a single solution for all human conditions.  

 

• The Asian region provides an extraordinary sample of different 
paths to a global understanding of disability.  



Concluding Remarks 

• I spent nearly three decades convincing my colleagues from the 
Western world that Taiwan historically has not had the same 
institutional care arrangements as other countries , but we face 
the same challenges in our community-based programs.  

 

• To be an independent person means to learn how to be alone 
without feeling loneliness; independence is an essential step to 
interdependence.  


