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BUILDING DEMOCRACY FO R 30 

YEARS  

  
 

 

The State Government, through the State Secretariat of the Rights of Persons 

with Disabilities, is pleased to publish this book which tells the story of the social 

movements for the protection of the rights of persons with disabilities.  The story 

comprises recollections and thoughts  of the outstanding leaders of these movements. It 

is very important to celebrate the ñInternational Year of People with Disabilitiesò (AIPD), 

established by the United Nations Organization, which is so meaningful for us, and to 

celebrate the progress that has been made over the last few decades. 

Since the mid 1950s, persons with disabilities have organized themselves to 

demand public policies to secure their basic rights, as established by the UN in the 

Universal Declaration of Human rights, in 1946. 

In Brazil, these social movements began in São Paulo, in 1979, and spread 

throughout the other regions of the country.  The organization of the social movements 

received an additional thrust two years later, due to the AIPD.  

São Paulo was also the first state to establish a state council focused on 

disability.  The council was created by the then state governor Franco Montoro, in 1984. 

The council was aligned with the decisions of the 1st State Seminar of Disabled 

Persons, held in that same year. At the time, the participants also discussed the state´s 

policy for that segment of the population. 

Ever since then, civil society, the press, and government authorities have 

contributed towards the strengthening of new initiatives, such as the multiplication of 

specific councils throughout the country, the creation of secretariats at all levels of 

government, inclusion policies in the fields of health, education, culture, and sports, 

among other fields.  

The Government of the State of São Paulo has extended its activities in this 

respect.   .  An example is the Luci Montoro Rehabilitation Network (Rede de 

Reabilitação Lucy Montoro), School Paralympic Games (Paraolimpiada Escolar), 

Inclusion Memorial (Memorial da Inclusão), accessibility to train and subway stations, 

and the Technology and Innovation Meetings Persons with Disabilities. 

The comments in this book are related to the 30 years of the AIPD.  They have 

a clear pedagogical objective, which is  to celebrate battles and achievements that have 

helped secure the rights of persons with disabilities. This book is an outstanding 

acknowledgement of all that has already been achieved and an incentive for us to 

establish increasingly ambitious goals.  Enjoy the book. 

 

Geraldo Alckmin 

Governor of the State of São Paulo 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CELEBRATING 30 YEARS OF the 

AI PD:  

A HISTORY OF THE BATTLES AND OF THE 

RIGHTS ACHIEVED  
 

 

Since 1957, the General Assembly of the United Nations Organization, has 

urged member states to reflect on  issues that need innovative public policies 

implemented by governments and need to raise the awareness of global society. 

In 1976, the UN proclaimed 1981 to be the International Year of Persons with 

Disabilities (AIPD), establishing as the motto "Full Participation and Equality."  The 

objective was to put an action plan into practice on an international level, with emphasis 

on equal opportunities, rehabilitation, and prevention of disabilities. 

In one of the most inspiring cartoons1 alluding to the AIPD, we see a man in a 

wheelchair in the corner of a room, in the spotlight.  He is surrounded by many reporters 

shoving microphones in his direction, and flashing cameras at him.  A man sitting in the 

opposite corner of the room waves his hand as if sending someone away, telling a child 

who wants to sell him something: ñGo away! Your year has already been celebrated!ò 

Like any other cartoon, this one is funny because it exaggerates, to the point of 

ridicule,  a reality we are all familiar with. This is why it is not surprising when in 1982, 

the International Year of Mobilization for Sanctions against South Africa, disabled 

persons were also waved away by the media. However, if common sense tells us that 

media interest, and the interest of society in International Years only lasts - if at all - for 

12 months, then why are we celebrating the 30th anniversary of the AIPD? 

Historically, persons with disabilities were mostly ignored by societies and 

governments.  They were sidelined, treated in paternalistic manner, subject to being 

stigmatized, discriminated and guarded by families, institutions, and professionals.  

Persons with disabilities did not even have the right of speaking for themselves. 

Inspired by the AIPD, thousands of persons with disabilities from all around the 

world realized that they were citizens, and, as such, were entitled to citizens´ rights.  

They felt encouraged to mobilize their peers to change the unfair reality they lived in.  

                                                 
1. Published in Folhetim, a section of Folha de S. Paulo newspaper, on January 25, 1981, dedicated to the AIPD. 

 



In Brazil, several organizations of persons with disabilities had already been 

established to protect the interests of this population.  However, It was only two years 

before 1981 that, for the first time In history, persons with disabilities - encouraged by 

the mobilization of Brazilian society clamoring for a return to democracy and fully 

aware of the opportunities they would be offered by the AIPD ï,began to get 

organized on a national level.  The objective was to achieve the recognition of their 

status as a social segment and of their condition as citizens entitled to citizens´ rights. 

Thus, in 1980, organized movements of persons with disabilities dedicated their 

efforts to discuss strategies for the International Year of Persons with Disabilities.  

The importance of the AIPD to mobilize persons with disabilities and to raise 

the awareness of society and governments was already an item on the agenda of 

conversations and preparatory meetings for the 1st  National Meeting of the Entities of 

the Disabled (Encontro Nacional de Entidades de Pessoas Deficientes). This 

pioneering meeting was held in Brasília, from October 22 to October 25, 1980.  The 

meeting was attended by more than 500 people, most of them persons with 

disabilities. During this historical event, the movement established its national 

strategies, created the National Coalition Pro Federation of Entities of the Disabled 

(Coalizão Nacional Pró-Federação de Entidades de Pessoas Deficientes)2 (comprised 

of 25 entities from 10 states in Brazil) and forwarded a manifesto to the President  of 

the Republic3 complaining about the fact that there were no representatives of 

persons with disabilities on the National Committeee for the International Year of 

Persons with Disabilities. Other manifestations followed, after which the government 

appointed José Gomes Blanco, representative of the National Coalition, as consultant 

to the National Commission. 

In São Paulo, stimulated by the AIPD and its motto, older associations joined 

their efforts with those of new organizations being established all over Brazil.  Thus 

entities that had been active for years,  such as the Brazilian Association of the 

Physically Disabled  [Associação Brasileira de Deficientes Físicos (Abradef)], 

Association to Assist the Physically Disabled [Associação de Assistência ao Deficiente 

Físico (AADF)], Paraplegics Club of São Paulo [Clube dos Paraplégicos de São Paulo 

(CPSP)], Association of the Visually Disabled and Friends [Associação de Deficientes 

Visuais e Amigos (Adeva)], Christian Fraternity of the Sick and Disabled [Fraternidade 

Cristã de Doentes e Deficientes (FCD)], Society of the Brazilian Visually Disabled 

[Sociedade dos Deficientes Visuais do Brasil (Sodevibra)] and the Association for the 

Integration of the Disabled [Associação de Integração do Deficiente (Aide)] began to 

partner with recently established organizations, such as the  Center for the Integration of 

the Disabled [Núcleo de Integração de Deficientes (NID)], Movement for the Rights of 

the Disabled [Movimento pelos Direitos das Pessoas Deficientes (MDPD)], Association 

                                                 
2. Later on, the Coalizão  disbanded, and national organizations were created.  These organizations focused on the 

movement and on different kinds of disabilities.  However, this did not weaken the movement.  Quite the contrary - this led 

to a broader exposure of the heterogeneous nature of the movement and the progress of specific claims, which 

strengthened the ties between the organizations.  Thus, the organizations continued their common battle for the rights of 

the disabled. 

 
3. João Batista de Oliveira Figueiredo was the 30th president of Brazil.  His term in office ran from 1979 to 1985. 

 



of the Brazilian Paraplegics and Physically Disabled [Associação dos Paraplégicos e 

Deficientes Físicos do Brasil (APDFB)] and the Association of Paraplegics of Taubaté 

[Associação de Paraplégicos de Taubaté (Aparte)].  

On December 12, 1980, the disabled persons´ organizations from São Paulo 

held the first launching event of the International Year of Persons with Disabilities.  The 

event was held in the city of Ourinhos, in the State of São Paulo. 

The official opening ceremony of the AIPD was held at the City Council of São 

Paulo on March 14, 1981, at the initiative of the Movement for the Rights of the 

Disabled, with the support of several organizations from the State of São Paulo. 

In Brazil, the most significant event in 1981 was the 1st Brazilian Congress of 

the National Coalition. The main objective of the event, held in the city of Recife, was to 

clamor for changes in rehabilitation services and demand the removal of environmental 

and social barriers that prevented (and still do) the inclusion of persons with disabilities. 

But, like in most countries around the world, the International Year in Brazil comprised 

countless meetings, seminars, symposiums, round tables and lectures, news, interviews 

and articles in the media.. 



No opportunity was ignored to expand the mobilization of persons with 

disabilities and to clarify society on their demands. The unheard-of exposure provided by 

the AIPD helped lead society to become aware of the movementôs early demands and 

government to initiate conversations on public policies. Above all, this exposure helped 

raise the awareness of persons with disabilities and led to the multiplication of 

representative organizations. 

Discussions on the objectives of the AIPD were useful to help activists create a 

new discourse and provide the grounds for the recently-created Brazilian movementôs 

demands. It became very clear right from the start that the building of citizenship 

included the building of a new identity.  This required adopting new terms to substitute 

currently used ones, such as " defective," "invalids," and " retarded,"  which were 

demeaning and reduced individuals to their disabilities. At the inspiration of the 

International Year, Brazilian activists, in the early years of the movement, adopted the 

term " persons with disabilities" to affirm and demand that the person, the human being,  

comes first.  Thus, a new relationship was begun with society. 

The International Year also helped society understand that, unlike prevailing 

myths, persons with physical, intellectual, visual, hearing or multiple disabilities are 

challenged by different barriers, of a distinct nature and these barriers have to be 

overcome in different ways. 

 Based on discussions fueled by the AIPD, disabilities were no longer viewed as 

a personal tragedy and began to be viewed as a condition that exists in the relationship 

between the environment and disabled persons.  Society realized that it had the 

responsibility of eliminating all cultural, physical, or social barriers that prevent persons 

with disabilities from having access to all the systems available to citizens in general. 

Thanks to the encouragement provided by the International Year, by its motto 

"Full Participation and Equality, and by the recommendations of the Global Action 

Program for Persons with Disabilities approved by the United Nations in 1982, and 

based on the discussions stirred by the AIPD, the disabled persons´ movement was able 

to move the focus of the issues related to them, previously historically linked to religion 

or medicine, to focus on the field of Social Sciences and Human Rights. Thus, AIPD 

established the base for building an inclusive society which benefits all of its citizens 

when persons with disabilities have the opportunity of leading their own development 

process. 

Aware of this fact, the General Assembly of the United Nations adopted the 

following resolution in 2010 ñRealizing the Millennium Development Goals for Persons 

with Disabilities for 2015 and beyond.ò This resolution takes into consideration the 

importance and the scope of the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities to 

promote the inclusion of disabilities into the Millennium Goals and thus encourage 

disabled persons to take a pro-active role in development-related processes.  In 

addition, an appeal was made to organize High-Level Meeting on disabilities and 

development in 2012.  

The theme of the 2011 International Day of Persons with Disabilities is "  

Together for a better world for all: including persons with disabilities in development."  

This theme reinforces the certainty that the Millennium Goals will eradicate extreme 

poverty and hunger, promote gender equality, eradicate diseases that kill millions of 



people, reduce infant mortality, improve mother health, achieve basic education on  

universal level and foster new bases for the sustainable development of people will not 

be achieved unless persons with disabilities are fully and actually included and are able 

to participate in all the steps of the process. 

In addition, we who come from this continent have the commitment to foster 

respect for human rights and expand public policies for persons with disabilities until 

2016, the last year of the Decade of the Americas for the Rights and Dignity of Persons 

with Disabilities.  The motto of the Decade of the Americas is "Equality, Dignity, and 

Participation,"  declared by the General Assembly of the Organization of American 

States (AOS). 

Therefore, the purpose of celebrating the 30th anniversary of the International 

Year of Persons with Disabilities is not only to honor pioneering leaders and redeem 

pioneering histories, no matter how important this is. Celebrating the 30th anniversary of 

the AIPD is an opportunity to provide a historical perspective so that incoming activists 

can prepare themselves for the upcoming challenges.  The celebration points towards 

the future. 

This book, which celebrates the 30 years of the AIPD, contains a chapter on 

"Memories of the Battle:  Protagonists of the AIPD,ò based on interviews with leading 

activities.  The interviews were collected under the Oral History Project of the Memorial 

da Inclusão (Inclusion memorial) and Crismere Gadelha, Suzana Ribeiro and Lia Crespo 

report on the history of the disabled persons´ movement in Brazil. 

In the chapter ñFrom exclusion to full participation in society: an international 

overview of the 30 years of the AIPD,ò Romeu Sassaki gives us an overview of the most 

important facts and moments that highlighted the history of persons with disabilities 

before, during and after the International Year and around the world. 

In the chapter ñThe origin of the movement of persons with disabilities in Brazil:  

the heroic phase, pioneering organizations and outstanding leaders," Lia Crespo 

describes the initial phase of the movement and pays homage to some of the 

movementôs leaders. 

The chapter ñMaking history: the social movement from the perspective of its 

leaders" contains 10 reports, permeated with emotions and humor. The chapter 

comprises six interviews conducted under the Oral History project organized by the 

Memorial da Inclusão, and four reports originally prepared for Lia Crespo´s doctorate 

thesis, "From invisibility to the construction of one's own citizenship: the hurdles, 

strategies and conquests of the social movement of persons with disabilities in Brazil 

through the life histories of their leaders" (ñDa invisibilidade à construção da própria 

cidadania: Os obstáculos, as estratégias e as conquistas do movimento social das 

pessoas com disabiliddes no Brasil, através das histórias de vida de seus líderesò). 

 The chapter ñSports in the inclusion of persons with disabilities in Brazil", 

written by Vanilton Senatore, describes the history of parasports in Brazil and its 

importance for the inclusion of persons with disabilities. 

In the chapter ñMemorial da Inclusão: The paths of persons with disabilities," 

Elza Ambrósio, Crismere Gadelha and Lia Crespo describe how the exhibition organized 

by this organization was created, as well as the major documents that comprise this 

exhibition. 



We hope that - through the information and comments provided by the authors 

of the chapters -, of reports by activists, of documents and photographs contained in this 

book ï our readers will be able to glimpse what these pioneering leaders did in the social 

and political movement of persons with disabilities and how significant they made this 

journey which began 30 years ago. 

 

 

Linamara Rizzo Battistella 
State Secretary of the Rights of Persons with Disabilities 
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Rehabilitation International. Letter for the Eighties.  

ñCHARTER FOR THE EIGHTIES was approved by the General Assembly of Rehabilitation International, at the 14th World Congress held in Winnipeg, Canada in June 1980.  

The letter is presented to the world as a major contribution to the INTERNATIONAL YEAR OF PERSONS WITH DISABILITIES.  

 

CHARTER FOR THE 80S 
DECLARATION 

More than  Five hundred million people are disabled in the world today.  In every country at least one person in ten is disabled by 

physical, mental or sensory impairment.  They share the rights of all humanity to grow and learn, to work and create, to love and be 

loved, but they live in societies that have not yet learned to fully protect those rights for their citizens with disabilities.  They are too 

often denied the opportunities and responsibilities which would be theirs.  More than three hundred and fifty million people with 

disabilities live without the help they need to enjoy a full life.  They live in every nation, in every p 
Art of the world, but by far the greatest number live in areas at early stages of economic and social development.  Here poverty joins 

with impairment to poison the hopes and diminish the lives of children, of adults and of families. 

An estimated twenty-five percent of the members of any community are prevented by the existence of disability from the full 
expression of their capacities.  This includes not only people who are disabled but also their families and others who assist and support 

them.  Any society which fails to respond effectively to these problems accepts not only a huge loss of human resources but also a 

cruel waste of human potential. 
Throughout history, humanity has erected barriers both physical and social which exclude from full participation in its communities 

those judged to be different because of physical or mental variation.  Buildings and transportation are mostly inaccessible to many 

people with disabilities.  Information and beauty do not reach those whose sights or hearing or comprehension is impaired.  The 
warmth of human association is withheld from children and adults whose physical or mental capacities are different from those of the 

majority.  Education, productive employment, public service, recreation and other human activities are denied to many or permitted 

only in segregation.  For people with the most severe   disabilities, who are unlikely ever to be capable of independent activity, there is 
often total neglect or insufficient effort to assist their personal development and improve the quality of their lives. 

The knowledge and skills now exist to enable each country to remove the barriers which exclude people with disabilities from the life 
of its communities.  It is possible for every nation to open all of its institutions and systems to all of its people.  What is too often 

lacking is the political will to proclaim and translate into action the policies necessary to bring this about.  A nation failing to respond 

to this challenge fails to realize its true worth. 
Poverty and war not only cause disability but also affect the availability of resources for its prevention and rehabilitation.  The aims of 

this Charter require for their fulfillment, therefore, a more equitable distribution of the world´s resources and relations between nations 

that are based on reason and cooperation. 
In this decade it must be the goal of all nations to reduce the incidence of disability and to evolve societies which will respect the 

rights of persons with disabilities and welcome their full participation.  For those purposes this Charter for the 1980s is promulgated.  

Its aims, each of equal importance and priority, can be achieved only where there is a basic modification of each society`s attitude 
towards disability and of its response to the problems of handicapped people.  The aims are: To launch in each nation a program to 

prevent as many impairments as possible,  and to ensure that the necessary preventive services reach every family and every person.  

To make certain that every person with a disability, and every family, which includes a member with disability receives whatever 
rehabilitation services and other support and assistance may be needed, to reduce the handicapping effects of disability and to make 

possible for each person a full life and a constructive role in society. 

To take all necessary steps to ensure the fullest possible integration and equal participation by people with disabilities in all aspects of 
the life of their communities. 

To disseminate information about people with disabilities and their potential, and about disability, its prevention and treatment, so as 

to increase public knowledge and awareness of those problems and of their importance to society. 



Each country is urged to prepare a comprehensive national plan for the achievement of these aims in the light of the principles 
enunciated in this Charter and of its own circumstances.  The plan should involve all major sectors of national life and be a component 

of high priority in any programs for national development; it  should provide for the full participation of people with disabilities in 

such programs. 
It is essential that each country should have within its government an office or an individual of senior rank,  directly responsible to the 

Head of State or Government, as  is appropriate, to direct the preparation of the national plan and to coordinate its implementation. 

This office or person should be assisted by a national advisory board including representatives of all relevant government departments, 
organizations of people with disabilities, and voluntary and professional groups. 

The  Charter for the 80s is a statement of consensus about measures to enable humanity to protect and nourish the rights and 

responsibilities of every person, those who are disabled and those who are not. 

The Charter has been approved by the Assembly of Rehabilitation International following its consideration by the 14th World Congress 

in Winnipeg, Manitoba, Canada, June 26, 1980, and is presented to the world as a major contribution to the International Year of 

Disabled Persons.    
 

Collaboration: Official Press of the State of São Paulo - Imprensa Oficial do Estado S/S ï IMESP.  
Subtitles: Digital files  of the  Memorial da Inclusão. Donation: Cedipod.  
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Memories of the Battle:  

Protagonists of the AIPD  
Crismere Gadelha, Lia Crespo and Suzana Ribeiro  

 

 

 

In mid 2009 inspired by the motto " Nothing about us without us," we decided to 

look for the more than 700 documents that nowadays comprise the Memorial da 

Inclusão: Os caminhos das pessoas com deficiências4 (Inclusion Memorial: the journey 

of the disabled) exhibition.  We collected the documents from the protagonists of the 

movement of persons with disabilities. 

While the material was being collected, copied and returned to the guardians, 

we were so concentrated on our tasks of making the exhibition materialize that we did 

not immediately notice that we were sowing seeds on fertile land.  Little by little, we 

became involved in narrations of tough battles to be granted rights, of fights between 

friends followed by relationships being resumed, events filled with picturesque stories, 

memorable camp-outs and unforgettable trips. Many activists, family members and 

representatives of institutions voiced their desire to donate the documents that had been 

so carefully guarded during more than 30 years.  Their objective was to create a 

collection of historical documents that would be made available for consultations to 

researchers and other people interested in the social movement of persons with 

disabilities. 

The Exhibition at the Memorial da Inclusão was officially opened on December 

3, 2009, during the Seminar ñMemories, Conquests and the Future of the Social 

Movement of the Disabled in Brazil"(Memórias, Conquistas e o Futuro do 

Movimento Social das Pessoas com Deficiências no Brasilò).  On that day, many of 

the people who were being honored that day shared precious memories with the 

seminar participants.  Upon concluding this first phase (because this work is open, and 

constantly evolving) we realized that the exhibition Memorial da  

 

  

                                                 
4.  www.memorialdainclusao.sp.gov.br. 

 



 
 

Image. Color photographs of the 23 persons who were interviewed and are referred to in this chapter.  The 

photographs, approximately 2 by 2, are displayed inside an oval-shaped frame in orange; the watermark is 

the logo of the AIPD. Below the image is the subtitle with the names  of the persons in the photographs: 

Adelino Ozores Neto Segundo; Ana Maria Morales Crespo (Lia Crespo); Antonio Carlos Munhoz (Tuca 

Munhoz); Aparecida Akiko Fukai; Célia Camargo Leão; Celso Zoppi; Cíntia de Souza Clausell; Cláudia 

Marques Maximino; Francisco Núncio Serignoni (Chico Pirata); Gonçalo Aparecido Pinto Borges; Ilda 

Mitico Saito; Iracema Alves Lazari; João Batista Cintra Ribas; Leila Bernaba Jorge Klas; Linamara Rizzo 

Battistella; Márcia Cruz; Maria Amélia Vampre Xavier; Maria de Lourdes Ribeiro; Marisa do Nascimento 

Paro; Marta de Almeida Machado; Nilza Lourdes da Silva; Suely Harumi Satow and Wanderley Ferreira 

dos Santos.  

 

  



Inclusão is a multi-faced history, in the manner of a patchwork quilt, where letters, 

reports, posters, photographs, magazines, and videos are entwined with memories and 

feelings that the referred documents brought to the surface.  At that time, it became very 

clear that there was an urgent need to create the Oral History Project and the Memórias 

da Inclusão data base. 

These projects began to materialize in early 20105. During the first phase of the 

Oral History Project, we interviewed the people who had taken active part in the 

movement since its beginning, and especially those who had taken an active part in 

1981, during the International Year of Persons with Disabilities (AIPD). The interviews 

focused strongly on dialogues with collaborators, considering their remembrances and 

subjectivities of each individual. The construction of narratives related to personal 

experiences and group experiences took place within a process of intervention and 

mediation.  This construction of narratives and experiences sought to describe a 

common identity, essentially highlighted by invisibility and the quest for inclusion. 
To produce these records, we prepared a script with questions on childhood, 

educational background, activism in the movement, no activism and activities during the 
AIPD, experiences in relation to the issue of disability and perception in relation to the 
achievements and the pathways taken.  In spite of the existence of this initial script, the 
prevailing attitude during the interview was the respect for the way the respondents dealt 
with the suggested topics and the importance they attributed to them. Thus, the proposal 
was to unveil relevant themes in the different life stories, without the need of touching 
upon pre-established historical facts (MEIHY, 2005 and RIBEIRO, 2007). In this chapter, 
we have included a tiny part of the treasures captured by the Memorial da Inclusão. 

 

Stories of this history  
Most of the respondents and their families were strongly affected by the fact 

that the professionals who looked after them were barely knowledgeable  and almost 

totally unprepared to lead with their disabilities and specific needs. In addition to these 

difficulties, families had to deal with contradictory feelings.  On one hand, they had the 

intuitive discretion to deal with a disabled child, the desire to stimulate the childôs 

development to secure its future.  On the other hand, the families were full of doubts, 

guilty feelings, shame, and fear arising from their lack of knowledge and information on 

the causes and meanings of disabilities: 

My son was born with Down ôs syndrome, the existence of an extra 21 chromosome. At 

that moment, I refused to accept this... I had always been very independent.  I could 

deal with sidewalks very well, even though I had to wear an orthopedic appliance. I 

donôt deny the fact that I partied a lot and dated a lot. ñWhatôs the babyôs problem?ò At 

that time, the term used was ´mongoloid´, so I said, " The baby is mongoloid."  The 

hospital staff member answered: ñYouôre in the wrong place, because here at this 

hospital we only take care of the mentally disabled. I donôt know what mongoloid 

                                                 
5. The Memorial da Inclusão staff conducted 32 interviews in 2010, which are now part of the Icnlusion Memories 

Database (Banco de Memórias da Inclusão). The interviews were conducted by Suzana Lopes Salgado Ribeiro. The 

Banco de Memórias data base also stored 6 other interviews conducted by Ana Maria Morales Crespo, also known as  Lia 

Crespo.  These interviews were conducted when  Lia was doing research for her doctorate degree in Social History at the 

University of São Paulo. Lia Crespo donated her interviews to the Memorial da Inclusão project. 

 



means.ò I asked her: ñSo, if you donôt know what this means, isnôt there a doctor who 

can tell  me where to go?ò (...) That was when my battle started, because I never 

forgave the fact that the public hospital was not staffed by trained people who could talk 

to me and give me an answer.  The woman insisted: ñIs he crazy?ò I answered: ñNo, as 

far as I know, no.  Heôs not crazy.  He has mongolism and needs to receive treatment,  I 

was told: " But we donôt know how to treat him 

!ò And Heitor was laughing, playing with his pacifier, with his teddy bear and with a toy giraffe. 

(Iracema Alves Lazzari) 

A doctor put Ricardo down to take an X-ray, and this is what he told me: ñNothing works in this 

boyôs head.  Nothing! He has the head of an old man.ò (...) I wanted to run away with Ricardo to a 

place where nobody knew us. That was  the first time I had felt such anguish.  I spent the night 

tossing and turning. (...) When we founded the Apae de São Paulo, in 1960, the so-called medical 

model was in vogue;  so mothers and fathers were totally ignored. For example, the physicians in 

those times  (the ones who were not connected to Apae or to the Catholic University/ PUC, 

because those physicians were different) would say: ñHow many children do you have?ò If the 

father answered, " I have three,"  the physician would say: Well, forget this one here, because he 

will never amount to anything. He will be like a plant.  Put him away  - He will be like a plant.  

Institutionalize him, in a nursing home and forget that he exists." As if something like that were 

possible for a mother or father to do. The parents panicked. The rich families, the plantation 

owners, would hide the child born with a disability. They would send the child away to the distant 

town of São Carlos, and  find someone to take care of the disabled child. The other siblings very 

often had no idea that a disabled child had been born. All of this used to happen! I mean, people 

were ashamed. It was horrible to have a disabled child.  Because the belief was that some kind of 

evil had been committed, it was a sign that something was wrong (...)That was when the Apae 

created the Moment of News Giving Project (Projeto Momento da Notícia). (Maria Amélia 

Vampré) 

Up to the when I was 17 or 18 years old, I sensed a lot of prejudice regarding my disability. I 

understand why. Until I was forty some years old I had to wear an orthopedic appliance (orthesis).  

It was a heavy appliance that had not been really updated. In this sense, ortheses were not as 

developed as prostheses.) The appliance hurt and injured me. Because I had to use the 

orthopedic appliance I spent my childhood and adolescence listening to my family say " My son 

got rid of the wheelchair," as if the wheelchair were some horrible object.  This prejudiced image 

of wheelchair is something that still persists today.  People see a wheelchair as if it were a prison!  

Itôs actually the opposite!  Wheelchair means freedom! I only got a wheelchair after I was forty 

years old. (João Baptista Cintra Ribas) 

 I remember my childhood.  We used to live on the tenth floor of a building located on  São João 

Avenue. My birth was a shock;  It was astonishing, because my sister was perfectly normal.  I am 

the second daughter and I was born without arms and legs.  MY mother used to say that she 

wanted to throw me out the window and then throw herself out. (...) I was sent to the AACD 

(Associação de Assistência à Criança Defeituosa). My mother started my rehabilitation when I 

was 8 months old, because when I was born my feet were stuck one to the other.  She had the 

bright idea of asking the doctor to separate my feet so that I could use prostheses.  The doctors 

would tell her: No way! Youôre crazy.  Your daughter will never be able to walk." At that time, 

nobody knew the survival expectancy of victims of thalidomide. When I was born, the doctor 

asked " What happened?ò So they started asking my mother some questions.  My mother told 

them that she had severe morning sickness.  "The doctor prescribed thalidomide and I took ten 



pills.ò My mother never felt morning sickness when she was expecting my older sibling;  she only 

felt sick when she was expecting me. (Cláudia Marques Maximino) 

I remember that I didnôt want to study because I didnôt have enough coordination in my hand to be 

able to write.  One day, my mother had a nervous fit and threw all my books upwards.  " If you 

donôt want to make anything out of your life then donôt go to school anymore, just stay in a 

corner..ò I cried a lot, picked up my books and notebooks and said " No. I want to studyò(...) I 

graduated  from high school and enrolled in the Pontifical Catholic University/PUC in 1972.  

Those were tough times! (...) I read all the texts on Philosophy and I read a lot of literature.  

Everybody was astonished.  "Wow this girl reads and does a lot of other things!ò Six months later 

I started getting severe headaches that just wouldnôt go away,if I made any extra effort, it felt 

as if the skull would shatter my brain. (...) My mother and I went to see a doctor.  The 

doctor asked her "Does your daughter do dangerous things, like climbing up on the 

roof? Does she leave her clothes lying around the house?ò And the doctor kept on 

asking me these questions.  So then my mother said, "Wait a minute.  You have the 

wrong impression.  A `mentally retarded` person doesnôt enter the  sophomore year of 

Philosophy at PUC, in S«o Paulo.ò (Suely Harumi Satow) 

 

Many of the respondents have maintained a permanent relationship with 

rehabilitation centers where they spent their childhood and adolescent years. 

Established in the 1920s-1930s, and having reached their peak in the 1960s and 1970s, 

rehabilitation centers are still active.  These institutions are based on rigid discipline and 

are based on services according to the type of disability (most of the time these services 

disregard individual needs and desires).  They are firmly grounded on " the medical 

model of disability and on a scientific discourse which is viewed as the absolute truth, 

which disqualifies all other possibilities of understanding and all other knowledge viewed 

as being unscientificò (NALLIN, 1994, p.39)6. The respondents realized that physical 

rehabilitation and the architectural comfort of organizations providing assistance to 

persons with disabilities did not guarantee inclusion. When stepping outside the 

rehabilitation centers, equipped with accessible premises, persons with disabilities were 

faced with a totally inaccessible and prejudiced social context. Even though some 

people were aware of the issue of disability was being addressed in other countries, 

under a paradigm of integration, nobody questioned the fact that the responsibility to 

change this reality was entirely up to the individual: 

 Everything was accessible at the AACD: the ramp, the adapted bed, wheelchair, 

spacious bathroom, bath chair.  You are fairly independent in this kind of environment. 

And then you go home and have to deal with stairs, you canôt go up to your bedroom 

you have to sleep in the living room, the wheelchair doesn´t fit in the bathroom, there 

are steps all over the premises, thereôs no ramp, people donôt know how to carry you, 

nobody trained the family before you came home. ñHey, wait a minute, we have to do 

something about this! Weôre going to have to change this reality. People will have to 

learn how to deal with me and I will have to learn how to deal with the environments!ò 

But in 1976, the disabled persons´ movement did not exist in Brazil. Our actions were 

                                                 
6. CRESPO, Ana Maria Morales. Da invisibilidade à construção da própria cidadania. Os obstáculos, as estratégias e as 

conquistas do movimento social das pessoas com deficiências no Brasil, através das histórias de vida de seus líderes. 

Doctorate thesis,  FFLCH/USP, 2009. 

 



still very individual. The only associations existing at that time were the AACD and the 

Apae. But they didnôt fight for the rights of the disabled, all they focused on was the 

treatment so that the patient could go back home. But they never bothered to find out 

whether the person would be productive.  When I left the AACD, in 1976, persons with 

disability were totally excluded. But we knew about the reality of persons with disabilities 

who came from other parts of the world, because of the personal contact we had with 

people who came to the AACD on exchange programs. People came from Chile, 

Colombia, Peru, Portugal, and Spain. We heard of movements in the United States, 

because of the Vietnam War and other wars that were taking place. In the United 

States, persons with disabilities began to clamor for their rights in 1975.  This generated 

an impact in Brazil. Our movement began in 1980. I had been out of the hospital for four 

years. (Adelino Ozores) 

At the AACD, we had contact with other paraplegics. They always said: ñThis place is 

wonderful - no stairs, and the bathroom is adapted to our needs. The centers are very good 

to us here, but in the outside world, they have no representativeness.  The rehabilitation 

centers donôt change the world outside.ò I increased my contacts.  I remember Akemi, a 

Japanese woman who lived at the AACD. She introduced me to the MDPD. She said: 

ñThese people started a movement that is clamoring for our rights, theyôre battling to get 

things done. You will see what the real world is like when you leave  this place.  No adapted 

buses, probably no adapted bathroom at the school you will be enrolled in. No adaptations. 

You will see that everything is different. If these things donôt change,  nothing else will 

change.ò This was in 1980. (Wanderley Ferreira dos Santos) 

I went through surgery at the HC teaching hospital (Clinics Hospital of the University of São 

Paulo). But rehabilitation and preparation of orthopedic braces - this was all  done at the 

AACD, where I learned how to swim. But my relationship with other disabled children was a 

distant one,  as if though the disability kept us apart rather than closer. It was not a pleasant 

relationship.  I donôt think I viewed my own disability as something good.  I didnôt look at it 

positively. (Tuca Munhoz) 

Redemocratization, movement and preparation 

for the AIPD  

The ñheroic phaseò of the movement of persons with disabilities coincides with 

the presidential term in office of General João Batista Figueiredo (1979-1985). During his 

government, the political repression implemented during the government of General 

Ernesto Geisel (1974-1979) was lifted, and the Amnesty Law7 was enacted. On April 30, 

1981, the so-called Riocentro bombing occurred, a frustrated attempt that took place 

during a show to celebrate Labor Day. Persons with disabilities began to clamor for their 

rights in this context, as did other minorities, such as the Negroes, women, 

homosexuals, and landless peasants (GOHN, 1997 e 2003). 

The social invisibility of these persons was one of the characteristics of the 

                                                 
7. The common name given to Law n° 6.683, promulgated on August 28, 1979, thanks to the Amnesty Campaign 

organized by Brazilian society. 

 



period during which the military dictatorship ruled the country. The media avoided 

publishing images of  persons with disabilities and the institutions that provided 

assistance to the disabled persons represented them at all levels. 

Thus, even though society was opening up to democracy, the military regime kept a 

close watch on all the citizens that stood out because of their non-conformism with the status 

quo. Evidence of this attitude is the fact that the Memorial da Inclusão, when researching the files 

stored in the State Public Archives, discovered that Cândido Pinto de Melo (1947-2002)
8
 an 

activist and member of the Movement for the Rights of the Disabled (MDPD) had been under 

surveillance of the Dops
9
, the federal governmentôs police authorities. The archive also contains 

records of the activities carried out by Isaura Helena Pozzatti and Maria de Lourdes Guarda 

(1928-1996), both of whom were coordinators of the Christian Fraternity of the Disabled 

organization at that time. According to the referred documents, and, incredible but true, police 

authorities covertly took part in the first public protest march organized by the movement in 1981, 

in front of the Teatro Municipal concert hall in downtown São Paulo.  During the protest march, 

the policemen, in disguise, collected the pamphlets distributed by the activists and attached them 

to their reports on the event. Therefore, the fears of activists fighting for the rights of 

persons with disabilities should not be judged as paranoia or fantasy: 

I recall that in 1979 or maybe it was in 1980, the coordinators of the FCD held a meeting at 

the Igreja do Carmo church, on Rua Monsenhor Passalacqua street. At that time, we had to 

ask the DOPS for permission to hold such meetings. Thatôs right, we had to ask the DOPS 

for permission, we had to send a list of the participants who would be at the meeting, and tell 

the authorities the reason for the meeting! One day, we were in Parelheiros, I think it was a 

training program or something of this kind, and we started to learn the words to the song 

"Caminhando (Pra não dizer que não falei das flores)" written by Geraldo Vandré. One of the 

participants was really scared and said: ñNo! We shouldnôt sing this song because what if the 

DOPS shows up here? All the disabled persons will be arrested!ò There was a lot of 

repression, yes! Good Lord! (Ilda Mitico Saito) 

The MDPD was known  for preparing laws. Cândido Pinto de Melo, who had been a student 

activist, was one of the members. He was a person with political ideas. At that student 

meeting at a small farm in Ibiúna10, the army surrounded the participants and Cândido was 

arrested. Cândido would tell me about this episode. This story is reported in the book written 

by Zuenir Ventura, called ñ1968: o ano que n«o acabouò. C©ndido would sometimes tell 

these stories. I realized that he was a strong leader with a lot of knowledge - his personality 

                                                 
8.  Cândido became a paraplegic on April 28, 1969, at the age of 22, when an attempt was made on his life by the military 

regime.  At that time, he was the president of the União dos Estudantes de Pernambuco (UEP) students´ union, which 

had been closed down by the military dictatorship. 

 
9.  Departamento de Ordem Política e Social (Dops - Department of Social and Political Order), created in 1924, was the 

federal government´s police department.  It was especially active during the Estado Novo dictatorship regime, and, later 

on, during the Military Regime of 1964.  The DOPS´ objective was to control and repress political and social movements 

that were against the regime in power in those times. 

 
10.  Approximately 10 thousand students participating in the 30th Congress of the UNE, the national university student´s 

union were arrested by police authorities of the Força  Pública and by policemen of the Dops. The students were 

participating in a clandestine meeting organized by the UNE, and held at a farm near the town of Ibiúna, in the south of 

the State of São Paulo. Published in Folha de S. Paulo newspaper, on Sunday, October  13, 1968, 

(http://almanaque.folha.uol.com.br/brasil_13out1968.htm).  

 



showed these characteristics.  Cândido was the top leader of all those events. He knew how 

to talk to politicians on an equal basis. People recognized him as a leader. (Wanderley 

Ferreira dos Santos) 

Brazil was at the peak of a revolutionary period in 1975, when the Declaration of Rights and 

the worldwide movement began. No matter how close our ties were to other countries, the 

internal repercussions on many actions on a global level were very insignificant. The 

government feared organized community movements. The government did not view 

neighborhood associations or student councils favorably. When a country is under political 

repression, such issues become diluted. I think at one point we unlearned how to participate, 

we unlearned how to look at each other. The feeling of alterity weakens when there are no 

individual freedoms. This was not ostensible or explicit.  Nobody was being arrested 

anymore in 1975.  The student movement was going back to normal in a certain sense, but 

there was still a lot of fear, thatôs a fact. 1981 was the beginning of something bigger than 

the movement for the rights of persons with disabilities. It was a movement that brought 

society together. I think all of this was important for families and associations working with 

intellectual disabilities and I think it was an  important moment for this group of people. 

Although issues related to physical disabilities and even visual ones were reasonably 

acceptable to society, but intellectual disabilities were still restricted to aid organizations. 

(Linamara Rizzo Battistella) 

Many groups joined efforts and began to conduct joint activities to prepare for the 

International Year of Persons with Disabilities and for the decade which had been globally 

proclaimed as being dedicated to persons with disabilities, under the Letter for the 

Eighties, prepared by Rehabilitation International. 

  

Years went by, and  assistance associations were established here and there. There was 

the NID, the Association for the Integration of the Disabled (Associação de Integração do 

Deficiente - Aide), FCD, and others. We were small, so why shouldnôt we join our efforts to 

aim at something  bigger, to fight for our rights? So we merged, we united all these 

associations, we grew into a movement. Thatôs how the MDPD was founded! I gave the Aide 

to the MDPD. We began to demand that subway stations be equipped with elevators and 

ramps, that sidewalks be modified, that the teaching of Braille be made mandatory at 

schools by law, demanding Braille rooms, books in  Braille prepared for free and also 

travelling teachers. We had a lot of demands. (...) There were eight coordinators when the 

movement started. There was Cândido, and Rui, and Gilberto and other people. I think 

Lourdes was a member too and so was I. We would meet once a month. When the 

movement began to take shape, we went to Brasilia to participate in some events. Things 

began to  move in various states and we joined  the national committee. (Leila Bernaba 

Jorge Klas) 

The group got together in 1979 and 1980. It was a wonderful group, there was no fighting, 

and we only talked about our problems, about the laws. Laws were made from top to bottom, 

to boss us around. We wanted to put a stop to this. We set up work groups in the movement 

to work on: architectural barriers, health, transportation, culture.  I was the head of 

transportation and architectural barriers groups.  We joined our forces to fight together. 

(Nilza Lourdes da Silva) 



Romeu had already heard about the organizations that had been created and invited the 

people from NID to participate in the meetings. The movement was very active. We would 

meet once a month in a classroom at the Faculdades Metropolitanas Unidas (FMU) college, 

or elsewhere. There were more  than 80 people at these meetings, the majority with 

disabilities.  They would sit in concentric circles.  People came in from other parts of the 

state to participate in these meetings. These meetings took place on a regular basis for one 

or two years, until  the State Council was created, in 1984. Romeu told us about the 

International Year. In 1980, we held various meetings in São Paulo, as well as nationwide 

meetings to prepare for the International Year.  These meetings involved many people and 

the meetings were very interesting. (Lia Crespo) 

 

 

The social movement expanded and recreated the public space.  The 

movement also changed the image of persons with disabilities by disregarding its former 

spokespersons (physicians, priests, politicians) and becoming their own spokespersons. 

The most important thing is that they made themselves heard.  This group, or collective, 

action became possible because the group members realized that they would have to 

become "citizens."  

 I really began to see myself as a citizen.  I no longer saw myself only as an individual 

trying to solve things on my own.  I began to see myself as a citizen with rights and I 

realized I had to demand that my rights be respected. (Lia Crespo) 

With the exception of the few activists that had already been involved in political 

actions prior to the birth of the movement, all the other persons learned the skills to 

negotiate and harmonize different interests when attending meetings. This was 

something unheard of in the lives of these people prior to joining the social movement. 

Thus , the activists reviewed the concept of  State and Society in contemporary terms.. 

They went beyond the scope of their own private concerns and made an active effort to 

change the reality of all the people facing similar difficulties. They know that their 

destinies are linked to the destinies of the other citizens. Therefore, it is natural for 

activists of the disabled persons´ movement be actively interested in what happens in 

society in general.  Thus, it is natural for " these same men and women" to become " 

active subjects of explicit policy" (Castoriadis, 1992, p.113). Hence, by extrapolating the 

limits of disabled persons´ needs and, at the same time, by raising the interests of these 

persons to higher levels, many activists, trained to lead the movement, entered into 

politics.  The respondents that entered politics include state representative Célia Leão 

and city councilman Celso Zoppi. 

 

Battle strategies  

 
In the manner of a multifaceted movement, the different groups of persons with 

disabilities had different yet complementary strategies. The NID was dedicated to 

spreading its action-related philosophy by means of an amusing newsletter and to 



preparing public policies.  In addition, It was outstanding for its efforts to " force" access 

for persons with disabilities and to provide them with services to allow them to get 

together in theaters and cinemas and to attend different cultural events. The FCD 

became renowned for picking up persons with disabilities whenever they were in special 

situations (such as in jail, hospitals and even at home) to "retrieve" their self-esteem and 

mobilize them to participate in the movement. The MDPD was very active in terms of 

preparing laws to guarantee the rights of the disabled.  The association would address 

the main issues thoroughly and fought a fierce  battle against the medical model of 

disabilities. Everybody got organized and participated in various protest marches to 

protest against lack of access.  Some of these protests are now being considered as 

symbolical, such as the protest march held in the subway, because an activist  had hurt 

herself on the escalator.  Another symbolic protest march was held in front of the Teatro 

Municipal concert hall in downtown São Paulo. 

, Romeu, Ana Rita and I would sometimes stay up all night writing documents such as a 

proposal for the creation of an entity to coordinate policies for persons with disabilities in the 

State of São Paulo. (...) The first democratic elections for governor, senator, state congress, 

and federal congress were held in 1982, after the countryôs return to democracy.  Those 

were exciting times.  The NID organized round table discussions with the leading political 

parties to discuss issues related to people with disabilities. We voiced many complaints 

about lack of access to voting sites.  I went to Brasilia many times to talk to the politicians. 

(Lia Crespo) 

We would go out together, to the Utilidades Domésticas (UD) trade fair, to the movies, or to the 

theater.  We went to bigger places ,to attract attention! We were there to see and be seen.  We 

would walk around and people would look at us in admiration.  Other people were shocked. 

(...) They would say: ñGoodness! What is this bunch doing here? Are they begging for money?ò 

This  kind of biased comment was common, because people with disabilities out in the streets 

would often beg for money. We wanted to change this perception; we wanted people to see 

that even though we are disabled we are human beings with the same interests as normal 

people.  We like to go to the movies, to the theater, and shows. (...) Our events and activities 

were held frequently. In 1981, the International Year, the NID took part in an arts and crafts fair 

held on Praça Roosevelt square. Any person could participate.  We displayed something on 

architectural barriers. (Marisa do Nascimento Parro) 

The thalidomide law was enacted in 1982 and granted me the right to be paid four minimum 

salaries. But the government was no longer applying monetary adjustment in spite of 

rampant inflation, so the amount was devaluated. In the past there was only one association 

that represented the victims of thalidomide, the ABTV (Brazilian Association of Thalidomide 

Victims - Associação Brasileira das Vítimas de Talidomida), which had been founded in the 

State of Rio Grande do Sul, and regional offices in the States of Minas Gerais and São 

Paulo. The association was powerful. I would call them and ask: ñWhat are you doing? What 

is going on with our pension?ò They would answer " Weôre filing a complaint, but...ò (...) So I 

said to myself ñIôm going to do something about this, because nobody else is!ò So I placed 

an ad in the newspaper for free, with the title ñVictim of thalidomide join our groupò and 

included my telephone number. (...) Half a dozen people called me.   .  Everybody was 

getting paid a lower pension than mine, because the amount depends on the personôs 

disability. I started chasing politicians. I would go to their offices to tell them  that " I wonôt go 

away until I can tell you my sad story.ò I would tell them: ñLook, I went to college, but I canôt 

find a job because of transportation difficulties and other difficulties. What am I going to do?ò 



I talked to a senator who promised me he would schedule a meeting with the Minister of 

Social Security.  But who was Cláudia? What is this association in São Paulo? (Cláudia 

Marques Maximino) 

In 1980 and 1981, during the International Year, we held round table discussions.  We would 

discuss all sorts of problems. I was a member of the transportation group - we would meet 

every Friday at the ABNT (Brazilian Technical Standards Association - Associação Brasileira 

de Normas Técnicas). Many people participated in these discussions - people from the 

University of São Paulo, sociologists, physicians, and people specialized in architectural 

barriers. The discussions were always very lively.  This association led the way. We held a 

protest march to demand accessibility in the subway system. A friend of mine, Helena Melo 

de Oliva, fell down the escalator because the security guard did not how to carry her down. It 

was terrible! She had been through chemotherapy. She was wearing a wig at that time and 

she lost it. The whole situation was very sad and embarrassing. We were showing people 

that we needed accessibility. We needed the barriers to be removed! (Nilza Lourdes da 

Silva) 

The International Year of Persons with Disabilities was in 1981.  We had faced a huge battle.  

NID published a newsletter called ñO Saciò. I worked on the illustrations and on the layout 

and Lia wrote the texts.  She is a top journalist with a marvelous brain. Ana Rita allowed us 

to publish " O Sacizinho" in her house, located in the neighborhood of Pinheiros, near the 

University of São Paulo. We would stay up all night mimeographing copies of the original 

newsletter so that we could hand It out. We viewed our lives as a satire, it was very funny. 

We would make jokes about our adventures, our crazy attitudes, our meetings. (Gonçalo 

Aparecido Pinto Borges) 

The subway finally came to São Paulo but the authorities forgot to provide access for 

disabled people. So I said, " Itôs useless to keep asking, we have to go to court and file a 

lawsuit.ò I think that was the first time anyone had filed a lawsuit for our rights - we filed it 

against the Companhia do Metrô subway company. (Márcia Cruz). 

Fraternity held a nine-day meeting during the International Year of Persons with Disabilities. 

We stayed at a house called "Retiro de São José,"  which had been lent to us. I stayed there 

with everybody else, doing some stuff. It was the feast of São João.  It was so beautiful! 

Persons with visual impairment came, people from the South, everybody was there, even the 

people with hanseniasis.  Among these was a young man whose nickname was Bacurau. He 

composed many songs - he also sang very well. That International Year was really great! (...) 

We took the disabled to the subway. They asked: ñWhy doesnËt the subway stations have 

ramps?ò The subway was three hours late that day  A young woman who had cancer rolled 

down the escalator, because the security guard did not know how to hold her.  So the other 

people didnôt want to go down.  A disabled young man called Edson, who came from the city of 

Campinas, and who had very fragile bones said to me: ñLourdes, ask them to stop the 

escalator because I want to get off.ò I told the security guard: ñStop the escalator so that they 

can get off because theyôre scared of using it.ò Because it was impossible to go through. There 

was no special bathroom or elevator for the disabled. Nothing. From then on, they put in a 

special elevator, they built ramps, to speed things up. So things improved. This is the kind of 

work that the members of the FCD, like me, did willingly. (...) This happened soon after we had 

founded the Fraternity. I really loved that work! (Maria de Lourdes de Ribeiro) 

There were many protest marches in 1981. We would stop the traffic on Avenida Paulista 

avenue. We wanted people to see us, because people never really saw us!  "Where are 

they? There are no disabled people!" So we all took to the streets so that society would see 



us. We wanted the government to realize that we existed. (Aparecida Akiko Fukai) 

We started leading the way. Laws were enacted to oblige companies to offer job positions.  

Schools were obliged to become inclusive; banks and churches were obliged to provide 

accessibility. Sometimes we had to make a lot of noise. I remember one time when I was trying 

to walk into a bank branch.  I was told that the key had been lost. So the bank employees asked 

me if they could wait on me outside.  They could have done that.  But what if I had really needed 

to go insider? What if the same thing happened to a person who was not aware of his rights? All 

of these thoughts crossed my mind so I said to myself: "Itôs time to make a scandal.  So letôs do 

it!ò  I gave the guys five minutes to find the key. The woman didnôt find it so I called the police.  

The funny thing is that the police came in three minutes, and the woman found the key at the 

same time. I didnôt file a lawsuit at that time, but I know of people who did. (...) This is why I 

always say that when I demand my rights, I know that I demand that the rights of all the disabled 

persons be respected. I canôt remain silent - I donôt always need to make a scandal.  I am 

demanding that my rights be respected on account of those who do not know their rights. We 

are battling for our rights to be respected. We are activists 24 hours a day. There are other 

interesting cases and situations. When I go to a restaurant, I ask the owner and a waiter to carry 

me up the stairs. I do this once, twice, three times. ~when the restaurant owner finally builds a 

ramp, then I go to another restaurant and do the same  thing.  Because I got tired of being 

carried, like those romantic heroes, going up and down stairs in my wheelchair, waving at 

everybody, in the spotlight. I want to enter a restaurant or to a movie theater like an ordinary 

citizen, through the front door, like everybody else, and not through the kitchen door. (Adelino 

Ozores) 

The International Year was very important to make people aware of persons with disabilities. 

It emphasized that we should no longer live in reclusion, always at home, surrounded by four 

walls. In the past, persons with disabilities were only seen when they were begging for 

money in the streets or on their way to the hospital. Persons with disabilities were not seen 

around the city, taking part In the life of the city. So raising this awareness led persons with 

disabilities to sow their faces, to start participating and motivate other persons with 

disabilities to come out of their houses. The objective of the FCD was to visit a person with a 

disability.  Because we felt that personal contact was extremely important. Personal contact 

brings hope and experience. It is one thing for a person to visit a disabled person and the 

disabled person thinks " She says this because sheôs not in my shoes!ò But when a disabled 

person visits another disabled person, this argument becomes pointless. (Celso Zoppi) 

The battle of this social movement " was the violent confrontation not only of 

interests, but of contradictory worlds.ò (Ranci¯re, 1996, 375) It is important to reflect on 

the meaning of the simple fact that persons with disabilities are out on the streets and 

their demands are object of public discussions and what this represented to Brazilôs 

social and cultural structure. 

The people who in those times were considered as being " deficient" were fully 

aware of this debate and, as a result, broadened the public space of their actions, which 

were both " disturbing" and political. They created subjects who were able to mediate the 

conflicting world in which they live and guide their choices by means of their 

experiences.  



Integrated Existence  

Our respondents lived their childhood, adolescence, and early adulthood under a 

paradigm of integration. According to this model, a disability was a personal tragedy 

that could be mitigated if the person submitted him or herself to a rehabilitation 

process, prescribed by specialists.  Only after the disabled person had been properly " 

fixed" - to become as "normal"  as possible - and only after getting an education and 

professional training compatible with his limitations and potential, was the person with 

disability ready to live in society.  But society was never encouraged to change 

anything. Of course this "permission"  implied that the person had to be equipped and 

ready to overcome all the barriers along the way. Of course the persons who were 

better prepared to deal with such circumstances counted on the effort, support and 

encouragement of the family. Of course only the persons who were better prepared, 

psychologically and physically, and the rehabilitated persons were able to enjoy the 

benefits of living openly in society and in different cultural and social environments and 

thus have the opportunity to develop their independence and autonomy: 

Ever since I was a little girl, I guess I learned this from my parents, who always told me:  

"Youôre going to be like other people, youôre going to study, and youôre going to be 

somebody!" and if I refused to study, I was punished, I wasnôt treated differently.  I was very 

mischievous, and when I was naughty I was punished.  "Ok, so you donôt want to study? So 

no vacation for you."  I feared that I wouldnôt be able to go to the country for vacation.  I 

recall this today and I feel happy.  I think the family is the most important thing. (...) I didnôt 

see myself as a disabled person - of course I knew I was different, I needed extra help, but a 

person has to live, work, have fun, study, a person has to have obligations and duties.  So 

my family was very important.  The family doesnôt have to be overprotective nor treat 

disabled persons differently. (Cláudia Marques Maximino) 

My mother was a very intelligent woman and she always guided me. She did everything she 

could to make sure I had access to everything. (...) I had a totally normal life. My mother 

would encourage me to go up on the swing by myself, even though I wore braces on both 

legs.  I never felt excluded from anything.  My mother always tried to create an environment, 

to talk to people.  I went to the same school for my entire elementary and secondary 

education - it was the Caetano de Campos school. Afterwards, I went to Mackenzie to 

secretarial school.  I took the special exam to become a government employee and started 

working early on.   (Marcia Cruz) 

Several people helped me, but the merit lies with my father and my mother. My parents 

pushed me forward, encouraged me and helped me tremendously. When I was born, 

psychologists counseled them not to be overprotective of me.  Nowadays, I am courageous, 

extroverted person. (Gonçalo Aparecido Pinto Borges) 

When I was around 14 years old, my father came home with some bookbinding equipment I 

donôt know why he brought that, but I suspect that he wasnôt quite sure of what I could do in 

terms of work. He bought the bookbinding equipment because it is the kind of work that you 

can sit down to do. I started to do some bookbinding, but I set the equipment aside very 

quickly. Soon thereafter, my father brought me a typewriter - also used for seated work - and 

a bunch of bank forms - my father was a bank employee - and asked me to type information 

in them.  I was paid for every form I typed out. That was the first time I had ever earned 



some money.  This is an interesting story because my father didnôt quite know what kind of 

work I would be able to do, but he took the risk anyway. (João Baptista Cintra Ribas) 

I was warmly welcomed by the nuns of the São José order, in the Pavilhão Fernandinho 

wing of the Santa Casa de Misericórdia de São Paulo hospital. The nuns raised me and 

counseled me on how to deal with life.  At that point, I was already physically disabled, I 

donôt know why. I was never Informed about what had caused my disability. (...) The nuns 

explained to me that with time, my physical disability could become worse and therefore I 

had to prepare myself to be independent. (...) This was many years ago and the nuns were 

already concerned about accessibility! (...) They advised me " to choose a profession that, 

would make people come to me, since I couldnôt go to the people, so that you can work from 

home."  And thatôs what happened.  I became a journalist. (Iracema Alves Lazzari) 

When I was young, I used to go to the Monteiro Lobato library, where the people from 

the Instituto Padre Chico Institute also went.  I had blind classmates in my class at the 

Colégio Caetano de Campos school where I studied. (...)Clélia Ferraz, the sister of a 

neighbor who was in the same class in school, had polio.  We would play together. (...) I 

think this relationship resulted in something.  I didnôt feel so traumatized when I found 

out that my condition would not improve. (Adelino Ozores) 

 The family support reported by most of the respondents did not prevent them 

from being aware that the majority of the persons with disabilities lived (and still live) on 

the border of society. In view of this painful reality, the organized movement launched 

strategies to mobilize persons with disabilities living in institutions or isolated in their own 

homes.  To9 this end, the first step was to acknowledge and proclaim their dignity as 

human beings, regardless of the disability and of the level of the cognitive, sensorial 

and/or physical impairment: 

 "Minusvalido" in Spanish means disabled. But in our case, this word has another meaning 

(less valid).  How would you feel if someone told you that you were not worth anything? If  

you hear such a comment repeatedly, you will end up believing that you really are worthless. 

(...) So how can you tell the disabled person and the family that the disabled person has to 

go out? The family will say " What for? Why would you want to go out? You are worthless, 

youôre just a lot of work! So why do you want to go out?ò I think the family is one of the most 

difficult issues. (...) And this is very cruel, because, without the support of the family, who is 

the disabled person going to rely on?! (...) So, one of the objectives of the FCD was to 

encourage persons to go out.  How could this be done? Nobody expected the disabled 

person to go to the Association or to look for the Movement. The Movement would reach out 

to this person. This provided the opportunity to see the disabled person in his family 

environment and to work on the family at the same time. This was really difficult and still is.  

This is how we prospected for the new members of our association. (...) Once the disabled 

person left the house, he could see the world from a different perspective. The first step is to 

make the disabled person feel that he is a worthy human being, to make him realize that he 

can have a life, that he can achieve something. And by raising the disabled personôs self-

esteem, you can show him the possibilities that life can offer or offers him. This is the main 

objective of the FCD. (Ilda Mitico Saito) 

The narratives suggest that the respondents´ engagement in the battle for their 

rights was motivated by the solidarity towards the disabled persons who did not have 



positive familial or social contexts. 

I never had any barrier-related problems! My parents raised me in such a way that I never 

heard the words "Don Ët do this because you are disabled.ò To me, my disability was 

something natural; I mean, it was never a reason to be dependent.  In 1976, I read a news 

article in Folia de Spatula newspaper.  The article mentioned a group of persons with 

disabilities who were creating a group. The article had a telephone number. so I called them.  

I felt I had to help other people. (Ilda Mitico Saito) 

I remember that in the 1980s, people were battling for jobs, when those movements began. I 

would joke around saying that I had to battle for my retirement, because I was close to retirement 

age. (...) At that time, I only walked with an orthopedic brace; I didnôt need a walking cane or 

anything else. I used to say: ñI donôt have any complaint, my life is ready, all I need to do is live, 

enjoy life, and deal with problems.ò But after listening to NeuzaËs words so many times, I said to 

myself: "Iôm going to go to the meeting and see what happens.ò I really liked C©ndido. He had a 

good head on his shoulders.  

So I said: ñI think I can help.ò We would write official letters to entities that had no 

accessibility, to hotels that had no ramps, these basic accessibility issues. I joined the 

Movement for the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (Movimento pelos Direitos das Pessoas 

com Deficiência). (Márcia Cruz)  

  Activism in the movement was also motivated by personal experiences related 

to discrimination and prejudice. Liberating oneself from disagreeable experiences was 

not part of the " adhesion contract" to an integrated society. 

 When I was rejected by the medical department of the São Paulo City Government, I 

contacted the directors of the AACD. I was a student teacher at the AACD, at that time. 

I also contacted the Movement for the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (MDPD). The 

coordinator, Cândido Pinto de Melo, advised me to file a lawsuit as a sign of protest 

against the prejudice towards persons with disabilities. The MDPD prepared a report for 

the Medical Department and for the Office of the Secretary of Health and Hygiene - the 

report was signed by Gilberto Frachetta. In spite of the letter from the MDPD Movement 

and from the clinical director of the AACD, I was rejected the second time I applied.  So 

I had to file an appeal. Then, a medical committee from the AACD prepared a report 

stating that my cerebellum ataxia condition was stationary. The physician from the City 

Government would say: ñBut what if you have to stay in a wheelchair? How will you 

manage?ò (...) I was only considered as being qualified for a teaching position in the 

public school system after the then Mayor of São Paulo, Mario Covas, intervened in my 

favor. Thatôs the kind of prejudice that existed then. In those times, persons with 

disabilities had to stay home.  They were not allowed to enter the job market. (Marta de 

Almeida Machado)     

Activists included the disabled who joined the battle by organizing small groups 

of friends or "rehabilitation groups," as well as people who were invited by their 

acquaintances to attend meetings, and people who heard about the movement in the 

media, especially from 1981 onwards. Up to that time, many disabled persons only had 

contact with other disabled persons at rehabilitation centers: 



In 1979, I went on a tourist trip to the United States with my 11-year old niece.  We went 

to all the amusement parks there. All of them had access facilities for disabled persons. 

Everywhere, we saw many people with disabilities. So I wondered: ñWhy canôt we have 

the same facilities in Brazil?ò I kept this in the back of my head.  At the end of that year, 

I was taking the entrance exam to enter the Catholic University/PUC; I met a guy who 

had cerebral palsy and he had been forbidden to take the writing exam because he was 

unable to write. Ana Rita de Paula (who was also taking the exam) and I felt that this 

was totally unfair. We tried to solve the problem unsuccessfully. I told her about my trip 

to the States.  This motivated us to change the reality in Brazil. In early 1980, she 

invited me to a meeting at her house.  I went with my brother and my cousin. Ana Rita 

invited a girl she had met when she was taking her entrance exam for USP,  the girlôs 

name was Nia (Maria Cristina Correia). Nia knew Marisa Paro who, in turn, was a friend 

of Araci Nallin, who had already contacted Romeu Sassaki and so on. Romeu brought 

us news about other groups that had been created at the same time.  These groups 

also held meetings regularly. The other groups had similar histories. They were created 

by people who had not met other persons with disabilities.  Suddenly, thanks to the 

movement, these persons got acquainted, exchanged experiences and joined forces. 

(Lia Crespo) 

There were about 50 persons with disabilities at the place where we went for 

rehabilitation.  There were blind and deaf persons, amputees, persons with hanseniasis, 

in short, persons with all kinds of disabilities. They all went to rehabilitation with the 

same therapists. We all became very close friends. I had a feeling that we could join 

forces and organize some kind of powerful organization, to fight for the rights of persons 

with disabilities.  I had passed the government employee exam and was rejected 

because of my disability. (...) So I was motivated to do something for everybody, not 

only for the blind, but for all the disabled.  At our rehabilitation center, the paraplegic 

would help the blind person.  The blind person would help take the paraplegic to the 

wheelchair.  It was that kind of helpful exchange.  People are never totally disabled.  

Thereôs only a part of our body that is not working well, and someone else comes along 

and gives us a helping hand. We met Lourdes Guarda, who was a marvelous person 

with disability.  She spent her life lying on a stretcher and lived in a hospital. (...) I was 

on one side, she was on the other side, and we held a meeting and a number of 

persons with disabilities showed up. (...) And this is how we started to participate in the 

movement. (Leila Bernaba, Jorge Klas) 

I started to participate in the movement in 1980. Rui had organized an association 

called Aide. (...) I specialized in laws related to persons with disabilities and I wrote an 

article that was published in the Folha de S.Paulo newspaper. Rui read the article and 

called me: ñListen, I organized an association.  Are you a member of any group??ò I 

said that I wasnôt. ñSo, come to our meeting!ò (Cintia de Souza Clausell) 

In 1981, I had not become involved in any movement yet.  I read some newspaper 

articles about the "Movement for the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (MDPD)." So I 

checked to see what this was all about.  There were various persons with disabilities, 

but only one other girl and I had cerebral palsy (CP). So thatôs how I joined and became 

an activist. (Suely Harumi Satow) 

One fine day, Lia wrote a letter that was published in a newspaper. She was very angry 

because nobody cared about us! I told my mother: ñI have to meet this girl.ò Time went 



by, and I didnôt try to contact her... The International Year for Persons with Disabilities 

came up soon thereafter. Ilda Mitico announced in the newspaper that a huge meeting 

was being organized by the Fraternity. I told my parents: ñIôm going to the meeting!ò 

They helped me and dropped me off at the meeting in the morning. They went to the 

club and came back to pick me up around 5 or 6 in the evening. That meeting was all 

about the International Year - around one thousand people were there. (...) It was the 

first time that I had gotten up the courage to leave the house and go somewhere alone. 

It was great - I had been such a hillbilly! People would tell me: ñCida, join the Fraternity, 

theyôre having a meeting, go!ò I joined the Fraternity, stayed there for a few years, even 

though I did not relate to some of the issues. But I stayed. I wanted to leave home and I 

told myself: ñI have to make the effortò. (Aparecida Akiko Fukai) 

I remember so clearly - it was Sunday, March 26, 1981, when my friend Isaura invited 

me to participate in a meeting that was going to be held at the Colégio Anchietano 

school, in São Paulo. Many persons with disabilities were going to attend, so I went.  At 

that time, I would get on buses with the help of Canadian crutches. I met many persons 

with disabilities at the Anchietano. Lourdes Guarda was there, and so were Neuza, Ilda, 

Célia Leão, Chico Pirata. José Carlos Barbosa, a leading activist, was there too. 

Everyone was committed to the cause. It was really great!  It was not scary to see so 

many persons with disabilities because I had already been prepared to deal with this 

issue. (Celso Zoppi) 

I had met very few people before I actually started having a busy social life.  In school, a 

couple of students had disabilities. When I joined the movement, I met many other 

persons with disabilities. This was in 1981. That was the International Year of Persons 

with Disabilities. I had heard a lot about an organized movement. But things were not as 

clear to me then as they are now. So I asked myself: Why not? Why do I have to be 

excluded, if Iôm also disabled?ò Nobody in my house referred to me as being disabled.  

On the contrary - I think my family was really surprised when I decided to join the 

movement, as if though I didnôt belong "in that group." And I obviously am disabled. My 

first experience in the movement was very interesting. I had read an announcement in 

the newspaper about a lecture on sexuality by sex expert Maria Helena Matarazzo. I 

think the lecture was to be held at the college where Romeu Sassaki taught the Social 

Service course for persons with disabilities. So there I went.  To tell the truth, my first 

impression was strange - I arrived and I saw a roomful of 50 people, all of them with 

disabilities. But I didnôt give up.  

I was somewhat apprehensive when I saw that, because to me it seemed as if I were 

entering into a world full of people whose identity was similar to mine. I remember very 

clearly the first three members of the movement: Lia; her brother, Kico, and Romeu 

Sassaki. Then I joined the NID and slowly started building relationships with other 

people. (João Baptista Cintra Ribas) 

I did some work at home and, together with other people, we created a movement 

called "Movement for the Citizenship of the Disabled - Movimento de Cidadania do 

Deficiente". At the time, we were not referred to as "a person with disability." We wrote a 

number of letters to politicians in Brasilia, to consulates, asking for information what the 

situation was like in other countries.  We received some responses from Holland. I 

wasnôt a very active group member at the time, because it was hard for me to move 

around because I was a tetraplegic and could only move around in a wheelchair. And I 



didnôt have anybody who could drive me around either. So I worked from home, trying to 

develop other things; my activism was to inform and be informed. (Adelino Ozores) 

In the case of the narrators of this project, the political battle had a well-defined 

platform, which was the search for peers and for a more participatory life.  This motivated 

the creation of the groups and the actions the groups were involved in. This attitude can be 

felt in the words of the narrators, who talk about their early activism as something that 

shaped their lives. Such activism made them feel included and made their lives 

meaningful. In other words, activism increased their confidence and was their way of 

telling  their story and to lead meaningful lives. 

In this sense, thinking about the possibility of having a choice, one can say that 

men and women fighting this political battle led the way to achieve full citizenship and to 

gain public space (Chauí, 1996). 

Personal tragedy x social phenomenon  

Life as a person with a disability is a process that is transversal to the social 

class. Thus the exchange of experience by people with different educational 

backgrounds and from different income groups, yet at the same time, with similar life 

histories, led to a new way of viewing the personôs own disability  and society: 

I read a lot; Iôve been an avid reader ever since I was a child. (...) I would read the 

Jornal da Tarde and the Estado de S. Paulo newspapers every day.  At the age of 19, 

while I was reading the Estado de S. Paulo, I saw a short note about a meeting with 

persons with disabilities.  This aroused my curiosity and I decided to attend the meeting.  

I asked my aunt, who had a car, to drive me to the meeting. Thatôs where I met Lia and 

Ana Rita. At that meeting, I started to view disabilities from a different perspective.  It 

was my rite of passage. I had a job at the Banco Real bank. I used to commute by bus 

every day, from the city of São Caetano to Paulista Avenue. I always needed the help of 

the bus driver or from a passenger, to climb on the bus.  I thought that was awful and 

this really bothered me a lot.  And I felt guilty about this.  I used to think:  "Iôm a bad 

person; I carry a problem.ò Until one day, after having built a relationship with other 

persons with disabilities, I began to realize that the bus - and not I - was wrong. That 

was when the coin dropped for the first time! This is what nowadays is referred to as 

acknowledging that disability is a social phenomenon and not a personal tragedy.  That 

first meeting I went to, resulted in the former "NID (Center for the Integration fo the 

Disabled - Núcleo de Integração de Deficientes)". (Tuca Munhoz) 

I viewed my polio-related disability as a fatality, one of those things that just happen.  

My twin brother Kiko´s disability had also been a fatality, but of a different nature.  We 

always felt that nobody was to blame, or be held responsible for our disabilities.  We did 

not feel that we had been victims.  On the contrary - we were super heroes.  For the first 

time, at the NID and in the movement, we were discussing our issues with other people 

with similar experiences. Suddenly, we began to realize that things were not like they 

seemed to be.  We were not victims, but there were people to be held responsible.  

Polio was still rampant and the government was not controlling the disease. That is, we 



no longer viewed disability as something individual or personal; we began to view 

disability as a much broader collective phenomenon.  This changed our mindset.  We 

made the leap: we stopped thinking of disability as a situation which we had to deal with 

on our own.  We began to realize that disability was more closely related to society than 

to us. This is an attitude that prevails today, but had always been an underlying attitude 

in the "Jurassic Era," but perhaps the wording was different then. We can really split our 

lives into before and after the movement, because there is a huge difference in how we 

lived, viewed the world, and other persons with disabilities before the onset of the 

movement. (Lia Crespo) 

I learned to live with my disability. I use the words "learn to live," because Lourdes Guarda 

said something one day at a meeting of the movement: ñThe disabled person should not 

accept the disability; the person has to learn to live with the disability.ò These words really 

impressed me. (...) In late 1980 and 1981, I became acquainted with the FCD. At the time, 

this acronym stood for " Christian Fraternity for the Sick and Disabled  - Fraternidade 

Cristã de Doentes e Deficientes."  Now, this organization is called " Christian Fraternity of 

the Disabled - Fraternidade Cristã das Pessoas com Deficiência." The year 1981 was 

outstanding in my life because I began to live, to become acquainted with a different 

reality; this thing of taking on a commitment, of becoming involved in a very important 

cause.  I met Maria de Lourdes Guarda, a fabulous person! She and many other people 

helped me realize that I had to learn to live with my disability. (Celso Zoppi) 

A paradigmatic shock  

The respondents agree that the International Year of Persons with Disabilities 

was enormously significant for persons with disabilities and for their claims, which were 

visible to society.  The social movement, due to the level of maturity of its work and its 

skill to mobilize society, was able to benefit from the visibility of the International Year to 

put pressure at a social and political level to meet the movementôs needs. During the 

International Year, the issues related to the paradigm of integration - ideologically 

sustained by the medical model of disability, in effect since the creation of rehabilitation 

centers in the 1920s and 1930s -  were more clearly revealed. 

Under the medical model, disability is a "problem" of the individual.  The 

objective of the rehabilitation services provided by rehabilitation professionals is to 

achieve the patientôs cure or to adapt the patient to his environment in the most " normal"  

way possible. In other words, under the medical model, the person with a disability is 

responsible for being able to participate in society as it currently exists. 

The social model of disability began in the United Kingdom and in the United 

States in the 1960s, as a counterpart to biomedical approaches. The social model 

ideologically sustains the inclusion paradigm which began to spread from 1990 onwards.  

This model views disability primarily as a social issue and transfers to society the 

responsibility for the challenges faced by individuals with disabilities. 

Under the social model of disability, the " defect" in a structure of the body (or 

the partial or total absence of a limb or an organ) is the " injury" - a characteristic like 

gender or skin color. Disability, in turn, is considered as being a social category, such as 

gender, class, and ethnic group, subject to the mechanisms of exclusion.  Disability is 



the disadvantage resulting from prejudice, discrimination, and lack of accessibility to 

society. According to this concept, the disadvantage faced by the individual depends 

much more on the conditions of the social environment than on the " defects"  of the 

personôs body. 

Encouraging a person with a recently acquired disability to retire before the 

standard retirement age, for example, may have good intentions; however, it reflects a 

set of social values that goes against the motto of the AIPD, ñfull participation and 

equality, "  that is, full participation in society and equal rights and opportunities. 

This paradigmatic shock is identified in the interviews as being intrinsic to 

medical and educational assistance provided by service providers and the government, 

as well as to cultural values and to challenges related to achieving social rights. Thus, 

one can see the difference between assistance/paternalism and social participation, and 

between entities "for" the disabled and entities "of" the disabled: 

At that time, the integration of a disabled person obliged such person to enter the 

existing structure without any adaptation to find a place or a job. Everything was very 

difficult.  But I would never find a job unless I accepted this condition. (...) Under the 

concept of inclusion, the environment is obliged to provide the necessary conditions to 

enable me to do my job. This is different from the integration concept.  I had to adapt to 

the existing condition.  For example, there were no bathroom facilities available for the 

disabled - this is an issue of respect for the human being. (Ilda Mitico Saito) 

At that time, the medical model prevailed. In other words, the physicians didnôt talk to 

me.  They would say something like this "Your son has diffuse paroxysmal 

dysrhythmia."  I didnôt understand what they were talking about. The years went by, 

associations of parents of the disabled and persons with disabilities got together to 

organize associations. Many such associations exist nowadays. (...)    The Convention 

on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, drawn up in 2008, was one of the most 

important things.  It was the turning point between the so-called medical model, which 

had existed for a long time, and the so-called social model, which is the current model.  

The latter model does not ignore a personôs disability; the disability depends a lot on the 

personôs surroundings. (Maria Amélia Vampré) 

I had an accident on June 8, 1980. I was 25 years old and in my last year in college.  I 

had been working as a court official for six years. (...) The judge presiding over the court 

where I was working as a court official counseled me to "retire - this would be the best 

thing for you.  Thereôs no way you can work here in this court.  The structure here is not 

fit for a person in a wheelchair,  there is no bathroom facility.ò I said: ñBut canôt this 

change?ò He answered: ñNo, you know weôve never had anybody in a wheelchair here!ò 

So the court obliged me to retire. The judge argued further: ñHow would you commute to 

work? You would have to have a car.ò I realized that my performance would be much 

worse. I had to retire. But I also realized that retirement was very bad for me, because I 

was excluded. (Wanderley Ferreira dos Santos) 

We had to overcome the prejudice-related barrier.  We had focused on this issue very 

strongly, since 1981. At first, society was upset by the fact that persons with disabilities 

were going out on the street, to clubs, churches, and parties, in short, involved in daily 

activities, society was not used to that.  It took a number of years to destroy that barrier.  

Why? What was so outstanding in the peopleôs mentality? Assistance and paternalism. It 

was much more convenient for society to say: "You donôt have to go to school.  Weôll go 



there and pick up your book," instead of providing access to school. This issue of 

assistance and paternalism was a very powerful one. And it was not because society was 

bad.  It was the culture that had been embedded for so many years and centuries. So 

how could this barrier be destroyed? (Celso Zoppi) 

The word "inclusion" was not used, nor were the concepts of "medical model of  

disability"  or " social model of disability." But we realized that the "medical model" was 

very unfair, and another paradigm was necessary to balance these problems. It was 

extremely important! (Lia Crespo) 

The International Yea r of Persons with 
Disabilities  

The AIPD and its slogan "Full Participation and Equality" are considered a 

landmark of the disabled persons´ movement. It led organizations of disabled persons to 

obtain media coverage and make society aware of their demands. Simultaneously, by 

means of events involving hundreds of participants, the activists launched their action 

strategies and their objectives for the future. The social movement of persons with 

disabilities was able to take advantage of the attention that all levels of government, the 

business community, and the media granted to the theme proposed by the United 

Nations for the year 1981. These levels of government and society itself, which up to 

then had been accustomed to view disabled persons´ institutions and organizations as 

representing the disabled persons´ needs, were surprised by a new and, at that time,   

an unfamiliar discourse, pioneered by the disabled persons themselves, who were 

clamoring for their rights and not for assistance. The AIPD changed the way in which 

rehabilitation professionals and society viewed this segment of the population. 

When I was working, someone - I donôt know who - suggested that I send an image to 

Globo TV network. So I was filmed while working in a drugstore. This image, and 

images of other disabled persons at work, was published in the media during the entire 

International Year, to prove that a disabled person was able to work and be 

independent. (...) The repercussion was so enormous that the issue was referred to 

during a performance by singer Roberto Carlos, when the international Year was 

launched on New Yearôs Eve. On New Yearôs Day, I was on duty at the drugstore when 

my cousin - who lives in the town of Foz do Iguaçu, in the state of Paraná ï called me: ñI 

saw you, cousin.ò I mean, the repercussion was very positive.  It opened up many job 

opportunities for the disabled. But the problem was that the disabled were not prepared. 

(Ilda Mitico Saito) 

During the International Year, Globo TV would call Lourdes, for example, saying: ñWe 

need persons with disabilities because a special bus line will be inaugurated to travel  

across Paulista avenue.ò These calls were at dawn! We would arrive and it wasnôt really 

the bus - it was actually the bus driver who had been trained to carry disabled persons 

and put them on the bus. Unbelievable! And we were okay with that, we had to grab the 

opportunity. Who could say no to Globo TV when it called? (Lia Crespo) 



In 1980, when I was still the Secretary of Social Welfare of the city of Piracicaba, in the 

State of São Paulo, I was contacted by a group of persons with disabilities.  They asked 

me to provide support to organize the International Year in 1981. The group was 

comprised of members of the "Christian Fraternity of Persons with Disabilities - 

Fraternidade Cristã de Pessoas com Defici°ncia (FCD)" from Piracicaba. I said: ñI will 

support you.  Letôs get to work.ò At that time, I was not fully aware of issues related to 

persons with disabilities.  I was a disabled person but I had never really worked on this 

issue.  I had felt prejudice and discrimination, but nothing that I felt was very significant. 

My family was not prejudiced and did not discriminate me, and neither did my friends. I 

left the Secretariat soon afterwards, but I continued with the group and joined the 

Fraternity. We organized the International Year and held a big event at the City Council, 

which did not have any adapted elevators. There was a long flight of stairs going up to 

the Main Hall, where the event was to be held. Even so, we filled the room with disabled 

persons and with normal persons. (Chico Pirata) 

The year of 1981 was a landmark year in my life, because I got a life.  I became 

acquainted with a different focus on life. I was committed to helping others, to become 

involved in a very important cause. Everything was very active because it was the 

International Year. Many organizations and movements started, persons with disabilities 

would make spot appearances on television, with the objective of raising societyôs 

awareness. I usually say that the International Year was not useful for governments to 

implement programs for persons with disabilities.  In this respect, I think that the three 

levels of government were restricted to this campaign which showed that a disabled 

person was part of society, and society had to revert the situation of exclusion.  I value 

the International Year a lot.  It was a way of motivating the person with a disability to join 

the battle. (...) That year was very important; many FCD chapters were organized.  In 

Brazil, there were a total of 280 chapters.  This was a period of activism, it was a basic 

movement.  The proposal of the International Year was along the same lines as the 

proposal of the FCD: to view the persons with disabilities as agents that would 

transform society, as protagonists! (Celso Zoppi) 

I was a member of a subcommittee during International Year.  We were given 12 airline 

tickets to attend meetings in Brasília. The subcommittee dealt with legal issues.  As a 

lawyer and disabled person, I had thought of some bills of law.  I had worked on a major 

project which included many items, such as rehabilitation, health care, technical issues, 

architectural barriers, everything.  I was also a member of a subcommittee that worked on 

drawing up laws at the Ministry of Justice.  Meetings were held once a month - it was all 

very nice, but nothing very productive or real resulted from those meetings. (Leila 

Bernaba Jorge Klas) 

The president did not see or talk to us. There were more than 200 disabled persons. At 

that time, he went on television on a national broadcast: ñToday we are celebrating 

International Year of Persons with Disabilitiesò. In other words, the sensory system was 

not an issue. In fact, we were fully aware that persons with disabilities were a group 

apart in Brazil. Equality was only contemplated in the law from 1988 onwards. (Gonçalo 

Aparecido Pinto Borges) 

As I watched TV spots focused on persons with disabilities from all over the world, I 

began to have a better understanding of the meaning of the International Year. The 

point is that when the United Nations takes this kind of action, it is far from solving the 



problem.  The objective is to raise the awareness of the population and of the 

government. I think we had a very successful year because discussions were the 

underlying theme, and, even though we did not get answers to all the problems, at least 

we discovered what the problems were. It is important to keep in mind that the decade 

of persons with disabilities resulted from the International Year.  This was very helpful, 

because one year is too little time. (Linamara Rizzo Battistella) 

Meetings, Congresses, National Coalition, and 
Entities  

Two nationwide events are particularly remembered by the protagonists of the 

AIPD. The first event was the " 1st National Meeting of the Entities of Persons with 

Disabilities - 1º Encontro Nacional de Entidades de Pessoas Deficientes", held from 

October 22 to October 25, 1980, in Brasília. This meeting became a historical event 

because it congregated more  than 500 participants who got together to discuss the 

national policy related to persons with disabilities. The second meaningful event was the  

"2nd National Meeting of the Entities of persons with Disabilities - 2° Encontro Nacional 

de Entidades de Pessoas Deficientes", held from October 25 to October 30, 1981, 

concurrently with the "1st Brazilian Congress of Persons with Disabilities - 1° Congresso 

Brasileiro de Pessoas Deficientes", held in the city of Recife, State of Pernambuco. At 

the time, Messias Tavares de Souza, who was one of the organizers, told the O Estado 

de S.Paulo newspaper that the objective of the event, which brought together more than 

600 disabled persons, was to ñdemand changes in the system that provides assistance 

to disabled persons, in rehabilitation programs, and to continue the battle against social 

and environmental barriersò. Both national events were preceded by preparatory 

meetings held in several states and in Brasília. 

The "1st Meeting of the Delegates of Persons with Disabilities - 1° Encontro de 

Delegados de Pessoas Deficientes" meeting, held in the city of Vitória, State of Espirito 

Santo, (from July 16 to July 18, 1982), decided that the "3rd National Meeting of the 

Entities of Persons with Disabilities - 3° Encontro Nacional de Entidades de Pessoas 

Deficientes" would be held in the city of São Bernardo do Campo (from July 13 to July 

17, 1983). As of the "3rd National Meeting," the "Coalition Pro National Federation of the 

Entities of Persons with Disabilities" (which had gained official status in 1980 from the 

Federal Government) was practically extinguished. This coalition was replaced by 

national organizations classified under types of disabilities: "National Federation of 

Education and Integration of the Deaf - Federação Nacional de Educação e Integração 

dos Surdos" (Feneis, 1987); "National Organization of the Entities of the Physically 

Disabled - Organização Nacional das Entidades de Deficientes Físicos" (Onedef, 1984); 

the " Brazilian Federation of the Entities of and for the Blind - Federação Brasileira de 

Entidades de e para Cegos" (Febec, 1984). These national organizations joined the 

"Movement for the Reintegration of Persons with Hanseniasis - Movimento de 

Reintegração das Pessoas Atingidas pela Hanseníase (Morhan), which had been 

established in 1981. 



The " National Meeting", held in Brasília, was an epic event.  It took us 18 hours by bus 

to get to Brasilia.  Lourdes asked several companies to make buses and drivers 

available to take us. The buses were filled with persons with disabilities.  The trip was 

really tough. People from all over Brazil went to the same meeting, having faced the 

same difficulties as we had.  This was a memorable event. We had already attended 

various meetings of persons with disabilities. But you get a major cultural shock when 

you walk into a room and see 500 disabled persons! Various matters were discussed. 

We had political debates, discussions, and different opinions.  Logistics was taken care 

of by the people from Brasília. They had a hard time. People were housed in army 

barracks, convents, clubs, homes, and many people stayed with friends. When our bus 

arrived, there were no housing arrangements for us. But the organizers found a way 

and started housing people all over Brasília. But there were very few buses available 

and no bus was accessible. The bus would drive around and stop: "Hey, itôs your turn to 

get off."  Romeu and the bus driver would get off, then they would bring down the 

wheelchair and  then the disabled person. They would sit the person on the wheelchair. 

Romeu and the driver would get back on the bus to start everything all over again. The 

bus would drive around and around and stop again.  " Itôs your turn now." Some 15 

people were on the bus. The bus dropped people off at night, but all the buildings in 

Brasília look alike at night, so the impression was that the bus just kept going round and 

round and would always stop in front of the same building. I felt as if I were a character 

in an episode of that old TV series, " Twilight Zoneò
11

. We were the last people to get off 

the bus. By then it was already dawn. I remember Romeu lying down in the bus aisle, 

exhausted, after having worked all day. (Lia Crespo) 

The "National Coalition " was created during the national meeting in Brasília.  The 

coalition congregated organizations of all kinds of disabilities. During the "Brazilian 

Congress" in Recife, the four disability categories competed for recognition. But it was a 

healthy competition.  Nobody was inflating any egos or benefitting any institution. And 

each organization wanted to see its demands being met. The blind were there along 

with the deaf, the physically disabled, and the persons with hanseniasis. The mentally 

impaired - as they were referred to at that time - did not attend the congress. The 

competition for space already focused on the existence of four disability areas, created 

after the "National Coalition" had been extinguished. This was when the Onedef 

("National Organization of the Entitites of the Physically Disabled - Organização 

Nacional de Entidades de Deficientes Físicos").  Rui and I were part of the coordinating 

team. (Celso Zoppi) 

I went to Brasília in October 1980 to participate in the National Congress. (...) I was 

rehabilitated! I was 25 years old and I went in my wheelchair. (...) Thatôs when I realized 

how nice it was to sit in a wheelchair! My wheelchair was something beautiful; the 

walking canes were beautiful, I saw how the deaf used sign language to express their 

joy.  I witnessed blind persons bumping into a wall and laughing at themselves! The 

mentally disabled were very helpful. Everybody was equal - we all had the same joy, 

sadness, objectives, dreams, and desires.  I felt the will to live. Isaura Pozzatti, a friend 

of mine, said ñC®lia, a friend of mine from Rio wants to have an interview about the job 

market for disabled persons.  

 

                                                 
11. The Twilight  Zone was a popular TV series  in the United States. Created in 1959 by Rod Sterling and directed by 

Stuart Rosenberg, the series consisted of science fiction, mystery, and horror stories. 

 



 

 

 

 

He wanted to interview persons who had become disabled to find out whether they were 

working or not. (...) He said that he had read a survey which showed that in fact there 

was no job market for disabled persons. Businessmen and employers did not hire 

persons with disabilities.  In addition, many persons with disabilities had little or no 

education. So I said: ñI think that attending this congress means Iôm going in the right 

direction!ò(Célia Leão)  

Meetings, seminars, state council, and the 

Constitutional Assembly  

After the AIPD, the movement of persons with disabilities went into action to 

create state and local organizations, comprised of organizations representing civil 

society, the objective of which was to coordinate public policies for this segment of the 

population.  

 

Various existing documents and news articles describe how the NID began to discuss 

the creation of a state entity in 1982. The movement held monthly meetings in 1983 and 1984, to 

organize a seminar with the objective of discussing the state policy for disabled persons and of 

describing the structure of such state entity. The seminar was held in 1984 in São Paulo, and was 

attended by 300 to 400 people - all of them engaged in the movement, representing entities of 

and for persons with disabilities. If I recall correctly, the seminar was held at the AACD. At the 

seminar, we elected our representatives to the Council. In 1984, state governor Franco Montoro 

enacted a decree which established the "State Council for the Issues of Persons with Disabilities - 

Conselho Estadual para Assuntos da Pessoa Deficiente,".  After a few years, the  entity name 

was changed to "State Council for the Issues of Persons who Have Disabilities - Conselho 

Estadual para Assuntos da Pessoa Portadora de Deficiência" and now the entity is known as the 

"State Council for the Issues of Persons with Disabilities - Conselho Estadual para Assuntos da 

Pessoa com Deficiência." (Lia Crespo). 

 

We motivated, announced, and implemented the Forum of organizations of persons 

with disabilities from São Paulo. The Forum included such people as Romeu Sassaki 

and the deceased physician Robinson de Carvalho (from the city of Ourinhos), as well 

as representatives from Taubaté; me, from Piracicaba, and the members of the 

organizations from São Paulo, such as: Fraternity, MDPD, NID and other movements. 

Soon after the International Year, we continued this Forum, which resulted in the "1st 

Stat Seminar of persons with Disabilities - 1º Seminário Estadual das Pessoas com 

Deficiência", held after Franco Montoro was elected as state governor of São Paulo, in 

1983. (Chico Pirata) 

In the period from 1987 to 1988, the country was getting ready to draw up the 

new Federal Constitution.  In the early 1980s, the social movement worked on and 



prepared the proposals that would be submitted to the members of the constitutional 

assembly. The Brazilian social context was prepared in this respect. After the end of the 

military regime and re-democratization, many groups were getting organized to be 

represented and contemplated in the countryôs new Constitution. The laws that 

contemplate the treatment of persons with disabilities and that guarantee their rights are 

set forth in the Constitution, promulgated in 1988, are the result of the social movements 

of previous years. These laws are the legacy of the organization and mobilization 

inspired by the AIPD. 

The movement to draw up a new Federal Constitution became more active.  We did 

something very interesting with the support of the Montoro state government:  we held 

sector meetings to discuss how disabled persons would be contemplated in this new 

Constitution. We held 19 meetings.  At that time, approximately 500 municipal regions 

were involved.  We held 19 meetings in different parts of the state.  The first and last 

meetings were held in the city of São Paulo, the objective of which was to discuss what 

should be contemplated in the Constitution. (Linamara Rizzo Battistella) 

I didnôt give any lectures during the International Year. I was focused on the laws 

contemplating persons with disabilities. (...) In 1988, we asked disabled persons and 

others to sign a petition, requesting that our proposals be included in the Constitution. 

At that time, I traveled to Recife, Fortaleza, Manaus, Brasília, Paraná, Minas Gerais and 

Rio de Janeiro to talk about the laws. Some people had never heard of this. (...) I 

compiled all the issues related to these laws.  I had an assistant, and I coordinated the 

effort. The "Social Solidarity Fund - Fundo Social de Solidariedade" asked me for 

permission to publish my work.  I agreed. (...) A booklet as prepared and published with 

the rights of persons with disabilities, containing parts of the São Paulo State 

Constitution, of the Law of the City of São Paulo, and of the Laws governing Children 

and  Adolescents. The title of the booklet was ñDireito das Pessoas Deficientesò. I still 

have a copy. (...) More than 30 thousand booklets were printed. We took them along on 

our trips. The booklet was very successful. (Cintia de Souza Clausell) 

Each national entity organized a forum. Meetings were held in the state of Minas Gerais 

and in the capital city of Belo Horizonte. A big meeting was also held in the city of 

Manaus, during which we prepared the final proposals that would be submitted by two 

persons from each disability category. These persons included two physically disabled 

persons representing Onedef, two blind persons representing the "Blind People 

Federation - Federação dos Cegos", two persons representing the deaf, and two 

persons representing Morhan, which is an association of persons with hanseniasis.  

That was an outstanding moment.  Most of those proposals were contemplated and are 

now part of the Federal Constitution. Society had one kind of attitude before the 

International Year.  From. 1981 onwards, society had another attitude, and the country 

had a new Constitution. (Celso Zoppi) 

Everything became consolidated from the International Year onwards. Councils were 

created.  The first council was created In the State of São Paulo. Other state and local 

councils followed soon thereafter, in the states of Pernambuco, Rio Grande do Sul,  

Minas Gerais and other states. We discussed and approved 14 proposals to be 

submitted to the lawmakers. All our proposals were approved. Of course there were 

other individual proposals submitted by congressmen and other groups. The organized 

movement submitted 14 proposals, which were included in the Constitution, 



promulgated on October 4, 1988. (Chico Pirata) 

Global Mobilization  

The global mobilization around the International Year was very powerful. The 

exchange of experiences among persons with disabilities from all over the world 

established new parameters for mobilization and made  it universal.  The international 

makeup of the mobilization continued after the AIPD. 

I heard about the 1st World Congress of Persons with Disabilities organized by the 

United Nations and by the DPI (Disabled People International), scheduled to be held in 

Canada. I wrote the organizers expressing my desire to attend the congress  but I explained that I 

did not have the necessary funds to do so.  When I came back from the 1st Congress, held in 

Recife, I was informed by telegram that the organizers would send me an air ticket. I had get up 

my courage to go alone.  It was a challenging experience, but a very rewarding one. I had never 

been out of the country before. But I had the power that I had acquired from the FCD. We created 

the Global Council of Disabled People and Continental Councils. I was the only representative 

from Brazil, and, as such, I became a member of the Latin American Council and  of the Global 

Council.  I was shocked when I realized how many responsibilities I had taken on. I didnôt know 

whether I would have the strength and conditions to develop anything. But fortunately we had a 

lot of help. We communicated continuously with Canada and with Singapore. We held annual 

meetings. And this is how we outlined what persons with disabilities wanted from society and from 

governments. The basic issue was accessibility. Later on, we realized that accessibility was too 

restricted, as it only pertained to persons with physical disabilities. It had been concurrently 

established at the World Congress that the communication issue was something fundamental:  

Braille and sign language had to be considered, and sign language interpreters had to be 

included in our events.  At that time, we were not concerned about detailing other Issues 

(education, health care, transportation, etc.), what nowadays is referred to as public policies.  The 

main issue was accessibility, and, based on accessibility, to have a voice in society. I would relay 

information on the discussions taking place at the World Congress and at the Latin American 

Council to activists from various States in Brazil.  I recall that at that time Rosangela Berman was 

very active in Rio de Janeiro. Our good friend, the deceased Rui Bianchi, and other people from 

the FCD were also very active. (Celso Zoppi) 

In 1990, I attended a seminar at the Vatican. The seminar was on persons with disabilities.  This 

seminar was one of the results of the International Year, and it focused on improving awareness 

on an international level. The Catholic Church also began to take part. (Chico Pirata) 

The movement, the AIPD  and its legacy of 
changes  

The actions of the movement, inspired by the AIPD, left a legacy of changes, as 

pointed out by the respondents. 

Society has changed enormously since the early years of the movement and now.  Laws were 



approved that changed not only the architectural landscape, but also the culture itself. Society 

transformed itself as it came into closer contact with persons with disabilities.  This transformed 

persons with disabilities themselves, even those disabled persons that were not active in the 

movement. They enjoy this new condition. This was our major achievement - this new way of 

dealing with persons with disabilities. (Lia Crespo) 

Most of the States that had organizations of disabled persons lobbied state assemblies to 

contemplate there issues in the State Constitutions. We are from the city of Americana, and we 

also did the same In 1990, when the General Municipal Law was drawn up.  We from the FCD, 

had a very active role in this respect at that time, and the result was that most of the proposals 

that we had submitted to the state congressmen were contemplated In the General Municipal 

Law. It doesn´t matter whether Americana has 10, 100, or one thousand disabled persons.  The 

point is that everybody has the right to have access  and this right had to become a constitutional 

right. These three legal instruments:  the Federal Constitution, the State Constitution, and the 

General Municipal Law are very important for the community of disabled persons. They provide a 

solid basis which allows us to talk about accessible transportation or adapted transportation, In 

the case of the existing fleet. It allows us to fight for the inclusion of disabled students in the 

school network, in accessible sports activities and health activities. (...) We knocked on many 

doors.  But Iôm sure that everything that we have achieved since 1981 has been major and 

achieved in a short period of time. Is current society the ideal society?  No, itôs not. Is all this 

inclusion really happening?  No, not as it should be happening.  But if we compare 1981 and 

2011, we can attest to the fact that enormous progress has been made in a short period of time. 

(Celso Zoppi) 

The relationship between the situation before and the situation  after the contact 

with political activism, between the personal discourse and the activist discourse, 

between the past and the present, is something that crops up all  the time in  the 

conversations with the respondents. The narrative makes sense when these 

relationships are shown.  It seems correct to state that one can only bear to remember 

everything that happened in the past because things are different in the present. It is 

very important to explain what is different. What seems to be most relevant is the 

transformation from accepting oneself to being oneself.  The difference is defined in the 

being. It Is defined in a new human being, with a group identify,  a being who Is more 

confident and who, by narrating his story, reinforces his ability to act to change his 

reality.  Looking from this angle, one begins to understand group action and the 

Importance of everything that has been achieved, which goes beyond achieving rights 

and approving laws 

. 

Persons with disabilities and mobilization today  

Based on all these stories. one can conclude that inclusion is a battle to be 

fought by everyone and that society becomes better when it accepts people who teach 

us how to exercise our citizenship and how to be citizens with rights. We can certainly 

attest to the social change made by this group of persons with disabilities, but it is 

equally important to emphasize that the way must continue to be followed. 



The article was written by Brazil.  There were 40 of us in Brasília, (...) everybody 

working together, discussing, and preparing an article, for the Convention on Persons 

with Disabilities, that defines a person with disability. (...) The article states that all 

disabilities are magnified by the physical environment. If the environment is adjusted, I 

am less disabled or I am not disabled. I am no longer disabled, depending on the 

situation, because the physical environment is totally accessible. So you see how the 

concept of disability changes.  That is, I am a person with a disability and I become 

totally integrated according to the physical environment. This issue has to be 

addressed, read, and assimilated. This is a new issue, approved and sanctioned now, in 

2009, 2008. (...) People have to have this awareness they have to understand the 

importance of the articles set forth in the Convention. We have (...) to start addressing 

the issue of citizenship and include this in the school and college curriculum. (Adelino 

Ozores) 

As the years went by, and the country went back to democracy, the movements slowed 

down to some extent. (...) Due to judicial achievements, the movements disbanded and 

moved on to another level, which entailed working with the Legislative and the Judiciary 

Powers and with the Public Prosecution Office. Thus the organization of persons with 

disabilities changed.  Brazil has the best laws in the world in this respect. I think that the 

battle being fought by persons with disabilities nowadays is to see to the compliance of 

these laws. This is not a question of privilege.  We donôt want any privileges. We want 

rights. We are different and the law has to treat those who are different in a different 

way. This holds true for all groups. (...) When we get ready to try and help those who 

are more fragile, we have to be ready to help everybody. I think these two issues are 

outstanding in the current progress of the movement of persons with disabilities:  see to 

the compliance of existing laws and look after accessibility to make sure that all people 

are welcomed into society. (Chico Pirata) 

These achievements are very important.  But the fact is that not all persons with 

disabilities enjoy them. Most of the disabled persons are still totally isolated, just like in 

the past.  They are Institutionalized, or hidden at home. I mean, we changed many 

things.  Most of all, we changed the discourse.  But there is still a lot of prejudice; there 

is still a lot that needs to be done, there are still barriers that have to be eliminated. 

Many disabled persons donôt have rehabilitation many disabled persons donôt have a 

wheelchair to come out of the house. Many disabled persons donôt go to school 

because they donôt have the means to get  there. (Lia Crespo) 

Even though the possibility of access to social and cultural assets is not enjoyed 

by all persons with disabilities, it is important to keep in mind the relevance of the 

records of memories that recall daily, private lives, in a book that celebrates the 30th 

anniversary of the International Year of Persons with Disabilities. 

In this case, the book also reveals - from a different perspective - another story.  Thus, it 

multiplies the possibility of building up knowledge on a group of people, based on their 

own reflections. 

Knowledge is built through dialogue, taking into account identities and 

convictions. The interviews that generated the reflections expressed in this chapter, due 

to their subjective nature, make the whole  story more human and helps us understand a 

battle that in itself also humanized the stories´ subjects. Therefore, this exercise 



becomes valid as It preserves and diiscloses narratives and  memories of a major 

moment of our contemporary history. In addition, the life stories of the protagonists of the 

AIPD recall the legacy and identity of this group, by focusing on the feeling of belonging 

to a movement that was shaped around and became rooted to the fight for the "right to 

be." This right was achieved thanks to the battle of the people introduced in this text. To 

conclude, we must guarantee that the rights be respected by everybody. 
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From exclusion to full participation in 

society: The international overview of the 

30 years of the I YPD 
Romeu Kazumi Sassaki  

 

There is no doubt that the activities during the International Year of 

Disabled Persons, held in 1981, contributed significantly to raise the awareness of 

society as a whole to the rights of disabled persons. 

How was this contribution decisive? This question will be answered in the text 

below, divided into three parts:   IïBefore the IYDP. 2ïDuring the IYDP. 3ïAfter the 

IYDP. 

Before the I YDP  

 It is fair and timely to emphasize the very important role played by thousands of 

professionals and organizations in their work with disabled persons, especially in the 

fields of education and employment  

 The years from the 1940s to the 1960s: Technical 

cooperation of the United Nations  

 In 1976, the General Assembly of the United Nations Organizations established that the 

year 1981 would be the International Year for Disabled Persons.  The UN began to work 

on promoting the well-being and the rights  of the disabled in the 1940s and continued 

this work for the next 30 years, until the 1980s. It expanded activities in this respect even 

more from 1981 onwards, as the period from 1983 to 1992 was established as being the 

United Nations Decade of Disabled Persons.  This has continued throughout the rest of 

the 20th century until today, when the world celebrates the 30th anniversary of the AIPD. 



The actions of the UN in Brazil, by means of technical aid provided by 

international experts specialized in preventing disabilities, by education, and by physical 

and professional rehabilitation, were developed in the 1950s and 1960s.  During that 

period, the United Nations held  seminars and organized study groups, distributed 

technical publications and trained teams.  The United Nations also implemented 

rehabilitation centers and granted scholarships (In my case, I was given a grant to  take 

part in professional rehabilitation programs in the United States in 1966 and in the 

United Kingdom in 1967). 

1970/1980: The Decade  of Rehabilitation  

 

Image. Logo of the Decade of Rehabilitation 

 

Proclaimed by Rehabilitation International, the United Nations Decade for 

Disabled Persons was celebrated all over the world.  The focus was on the importance 

of physical, psychological,  social,  and professional rehabilitation programs. This decade 

was outstanding because it witnessed the advent of the  "reintegration of rehabilitated 

persons"  concept in society.  However, this new concept was still linked to the "medical 

model of disability" concept formulated by specialists. To be emphasized is the fact that 

the " social model of disability" concept, conceived by disabled activists, gained 

exposure only in the early 1990s. (SASSAKI, 2010, p. 44-48) 

The General Assembly of the U.N. adopted two documents during the Decade for 

Disabled Persons:  in 1971, the U.N. adopted the Declaration of the Rights of the 

Mentally Impaired (yes, these were the exact words) and in 1975 It adopted the 

Declaration of the Rights of Impaired Persons (also the same terms).  Both declarations 

were  considered as being revolutionary in those times. These declarations made it clear 

that intellectually impaired persons or persons with other impairments were entitled to 

the same human rights as any other people.  In addition, the impaired persons had the 

right to benefit from specific measures corresponding to special needs resulting from the 

person-specific impairment. 

These specific measures included measures referring to protection from 

exploitation, to legal procedures, access to overall services, the right to develop their 

skills, and to the speeding up their integration into society. This process had some 

educational level and , some professional skill) could be integrated into society, that is, 

they could fit into spaces restricted by architectural barriers and attitudes in schools or 



companies. To be highlighted is that the " inclusion"  paradigm only appeared 20 years 

later. 

1974: First public protests  

 

Image. Black and White photograph. Subtitle: Disabled persons protest in the downtown streets of New York. Photo: United Cerebral Palsy of New York City 

 

Disabled persons in New York City blocked traffic to protest against the gas 

rationing program that had been implemented by the New York State Government in 

1974. The protest march was successful, because they were exempt from the program, 

and this exemption allowed them to buy gasoline without any restrictions and, 

consequently, enabled them to drive and/or be driven - in adapted automobiles. 

The core issue for these disabled persons was that their mobility be 

guaranteed by means of gasoline-fueled transportation.  In other words, they were 

fighting for their  right to come and go with no restrictions. The historical importance of 

this protest march, that could have focused on other core issues and could have been 

held in other cities becomes clearer if we take into consideration that there were no 

coordinated efforts by disabled persons nor by governments in those times, efforts In 

the sense of respecting the fundamental freedom and human rights of this segment of 

the population.  Nonetheless, these persons were able to exert positive pressure on 

the government. (REHABILITATION INTERNATIONAL, 1975, p.9)  

  



 
 

Image. Cover of the publication ñNews from the IYPD Secretaryò, with the UN logo for the IYDP.: ñThe Secretary-General talking to Mrs. Adamson (in wheel chair). Right:  Mr. 

Ripert (Under Secretary-General, Department of International Economic and Social Affairs). Centre: Mrs. Z. L. Nô Kanza (Executive Secretary of Iypd).ò  

NEWS FROM THE IYDP SECRETARIAT. International Year for Disabled Persons 1981 Full Participation and Equality, n. 2, p. 45, Aug. 1980. Subtitle: Cover of the book of 

the UN  on the IYDP, August /1980 

 

  



 
 

 
Image. UN  Logo: ñInternational Year for Disabled Persons 1981ò 



1976: Proclamation of the IYDP  

The 102nd plenary session of the General Assembly of the United Nations 

proclaimed 1981 as the ñInternational Year for Disabled Personsò (IYDP), through 

Resolution 31/123, of 12/16/1976. The official name adopted in the resolution and in all the 

other documents prepared and distributed by the United Nations on the IYDP in the period 

from 1976 to 1979 was ñInternational Year for Disabled Personsò. However, the preposition 

ñforò has two translations into Portuguese: ñparaò and ñporò. ñParaò indicates direction of 

something  (international year) for someone (disabled persons)). ñPorò indicates motivation: 

doing something for someone. So, in addition to being translated as the ñAno Internacional 

para Pessoas Deficientesò, the Portuguese translation could also be ñAno Internacional por 

Pessoas Deficientesò. 

However, both translations and the expression in English raised protests, 

because they reflected a condescending attitude, a complacent, benevolent attitude - 

which the disabled persons no longer accepted. Suggestions that were heard during that 

period led the United Nations to change the name.   

In 1980, the name was changed to ñInternational Year for Disabled Personsò. The 

preposition ñofò indicates origin, starting point (where did it come from? from the disabled? 

and possession (whose is it? Of the disabled persons.). Some examples of how the new 

name is used include newsletters on the IYDP,  the booklets ñNews from the IYDP 

Secretariatò  and the symbol of the IYDP. 

1977: The Rights of the Deaf - Blind  

The Helen Keller World Conference on Services for Deaf-Blind Youngsters and 

Adults, held in New York, USA, adopted the Declaration of Deaf-Blind Persons on 

9/16//1977. This document was signed by several non-governmental organizations 

linked to deaf-blind persons. At its first session in 1979, the UN´s Social and Economic 

Council decided to submit this declaration to the 34th plenary session of the General 

Assembly as part of the documentation of the IYDP. (UNITED NATIONS, 1979) 

1979: Divulging of the IYDP symbol  

 



Image. Logo of the UN for IYDP.   

 

 

In 1979,  the UN launched the official book to announce the activities to be held 

during the IYDP. The symbol of the IYDP represents two people, one of them disabled 

and the other one not.  They are holding hands, in an attitude of mutual solidarity and 

support on an equal level.  Two laurel branches like the ones that surround the UN 

symbol, surround the two figures.  The fact that the disabled person and the normal 

person are positioned at the same level  attracted much attention, because up to that 

time society had always viewed disabled persons as being inferior to other person. 

1979: Slogan of the IYDP  

When the UN proclaimed the IYDP, the slogan was just Full Participation. 

(UNITED NATIONS, 1977) 

As a result of various manifestations, the UN,  through Resolution 34/154, of  

12/17/1979, decided to change the original slogan to Full Participation and Equality.  

The same Resolution led to the adoption of the AIPD Action Plan. To explain why the 

slogan of the IYDP hád been expanded, the General Assembly emphasized that Full 

Participation  meant ñparticipation of disabled persons in all aspects of life in society 

and in the development of the societies in which they liveò; and that Equality referred to 

"life conditions equal to those of other citizens from the same society and equal sharing 

of better life conditions resulting from social and economic developmentò. In addition, 

ñthese concepts should be applied in equal manner and with  equal urgency in all 

countries, regardless of the level of development of each countryò. (UNITED NATIONS, 

1980). 

1979: The advent  of the movement and the IYDP  

Up to 1979, associations representing disabled persons acted in isolated 

manner and separately from each other.  Their objectives were more strongly focused on 

the personal survival of the members or the disabled persons the associations provided 

assistance to. In contrast to this situation, the first organization meeting of the movement 

for the rights of persons with disabilities was held in São Paulo in 1979. 

Highly motivated people attended the first meeting.  Their objective was to 

organize the movement to clamor for the rights of persons with disabilities. In a few 

months, the monthly meetings aroused the interest of more than 50 people. 

This protest movement hád already been active for some weeks when we 

included the United Nations Action Plan for the AIPD. I hád been given a grant from 

the United Nations in 1966 and 1967;  ever since then, I hád received publications 

from the UN. Otto Marques da Silva hád been a UN employee in New York and also 

received a lot of information. We passed all this information to the other activists.  In 



1979, when we started holding the meetings, we would take all the material sent by 

the UN to discuss it: ñLook, 1981 will be the International Year for Disabled Persons.ò 

We hád already decided to start the movement when, in 1979, we heard that 1981 

would be the International Year. I think that we were the pioneers in Brazil in terms of 

spreading the word about the International Year, first in São Paulo and then in the rest 

of the country. (SASSAKI, in LANNA JR, 2010, p. 409) 

 

 

 

Image.. Several people at a meeting, sitting in a circle. Maria de Lourdes Guarda  is lying on the stretcher. Subtitle: David Bastos, Sergio Del Grande, José Bistafa, Evaldo Doin, 

Heloísa Chagas, Tom Frist, Lourdes Guarda and Vinicius Andrade.Photo: R.Sassaki. 

 
 
 
 

 
 
Image.Two men sitting on classroom chairs. Subtitle: Tom Frist and Robinson de Carvalho. Photo: R.Sassaki. 

  



1980: First debate on the IYDP  

On 5/10/1980, the "Coalizão Pró-Federação Nacional de Entidades de Pessoas 

Deficientes" (the Coalition for the National Federation of Disabled Persons) held the first 

specific event to discuss the UN Action Plan for the AIPD. 

 

 

Image.. Three people, a man and  two women sitting on wheelchairs and holding pen and paper. Subtitle: Isaura Pozzatti, Candido Melo and Heloísa Chagas.Photo: R.Sassaki. 

 

 

 

 
 
Image. Photo of meeting. Various disabled persons sitting in a circle. Subtitle: Maria de Lourdes Guarda, Isaura Helena Pozzatti, Rui Bianchi do Nascimento, Otto Marques da 

Silva, José Evaldo de Melo Doin, Candido Pinto de Melo, Sergio Del Grande, Araci Nallin, Lia Crespo, Kico Crespo, Luiz Alfabeti (standing, (unidentified woman), Thomas 

Ferran Frist, João Bistafa, (maybe) Heloísa Chagas, Claudio Vereza. Photo: R.Sassaki. 

  



1980: National Commission of the IYDP  

The Brazilian Government enacted Decree 84.919, of 7/15/1980, which created 

the National Commission of the International Year for Disabled Persons and appointed 

members to this commission. Paradoxically, no disabled person hád been appointed to 

the commission and no disabled person represented all the disabled persons, estimated 

at totaling 12 million people. In view of this absurdity, the "Coalizão Pró-Federação 

Nacional de Entidades de Pessoas Deficientes" (the Coalition for the National 

Federation of Disabled Persons) held a meeting in Brasilia from October 22 to October 

25, 1980, and decided to personally deliver a protest letter to the then President of the 

Republic, João Batista Oliveira Figueiredo. 

 

 

 
 
Photo of basketball  court at the University of Brasília.  Hundreds of people are sitting next to each other;  several of them are sitting in wheelchairs. A long wooden ramp takes up 

most of the back wall. Subtitle: Opening Session of the National Meeting in Brasilia. Photo: R.Sassaki 

 

 

The letter was worded as follows: ñ... resolves to request that Your Excellency 

take the legal measures to ensure the inclusion of representatives of this "Comissão 

Nacional do Ano Internacional das Pessoas Deficientesò (National Committeee of the 

International Year of Persons with Disabilities). The photos show the signatures of the 

leaders and of Cândido Pinto de Melo: 



 

 
Images.Black and wWhite photo of Cândido Pinto de Melo; and Page with the signatures to the Letter of Protest forwarded to the President of the Republic, , João Batista Oliveira 

Figueiredo.  

Brazilian Association of the Physically Disabled (SP) 

Association of the Persons with Motor Disabilities (PE) 

Rio Grande do Sul Association of the Paralytics and the Amputees (RS) 

Center for the Integration of the Disabled (SP) 

Society of the Visually Impaired in Brazil (SP) 

Association of the Physically Disabled of Brasilia (DF) 

Association of the Visually Impaired and Friends (SP) 

Association of the Integration of the Disabled (SP) 

Association of the Physically Disabled of the State of Paraná (PR) 

Association of the Physically Disabled of the State of Mato Grosso do Sul (MS) 

Christian Fraternity of the Ill and Physically Disabled (PE) 

Friends of the Brazilian Association of Rehabilitation (RJ) 

Christian Fraternity of the Ill and Physically Disabled (RS) 

Christian Fraternity of the Ill and Physically Disabled (SP) 

Association for the Assistance of the Physically Disabled (SP) 

Society of the Friends of the Physically Disabled (RJ) 

National Organization of Reabilitation of and Assistance to the Mentally Disabled (RS) 

Christian Fraternity of the Ill and Physically Disabled (SC) 

Brazilian Association of the Physically and Sensorially Disabled (SC) 

Association of the Physically Disabled of the State of (RJ) 

To His Excellency 

General João Batista Oliveira Figueiredo 

The Honorable President of the Federative Republic of Brazil 
Subtitle:  All the leading newspapers published this letter.  The ñMovimento pelos Direitos das Pessoas Deficientesò  (MDPD)  movement  also piublicized this event. 



 

 

 

 
Image: O Globo newspaper, August 11, 1980; next to the newspaper article, detail of the Boletim MDPD, bulletin  1981 Year 1ï nº 1.  

O GLOBO - YEAR LVI ï Rio de Janeiro, Monday, August 11, 1980 ï Nº 17.094 

Persons with disabilities ask Figueiredo to change Decree 

SÃO PAULO (O GLOBO) ï One of the results of the meeting held by the Coalizão Pró-Federação 

Nacional das Pessoas Deficientes coalition, which ended yesterday, was to prepare a document to be 

submitted to President João Figueiredo.  The document includes a request for changes in Decree 84.919, 

which establishes the National Commission for the International Year of Persons with Disabilities.  

According to Heloisa Chagas, of the ñMovimento da Pessoa Deficiente do Estado de São Pauloò 

(Movement of the Disabled Persons of the State of São Paulo), the United Nations, when establishing  that 

1981 was to be the International Year of Persons with Disabilities, recommended that governments create 

committees for the event and include a person with disability as a member of the committee. 

ð The decree does not mention the inclusion of a representative of disabled persons ï and this is wrong, in 

our opinion. Our request is not to include any disabled person, but rather to include a member of the 

coalition, Heloisa explained. 

She justified the request by stating that the Coalition is the only nationwide entity that congregates 

representatives of disabled persons and included 23 organizations from 9 states and from the Federal 

District.  . 

Paulo Roberto Guimarães Moreira, of  the ñAssociação dos Deficientes Físicos do Estado do Rio de 

Janeiroò (the Association of the Physically Disabled of the State of Rio de Janeiro), said that the main 

objective of the Coalition is for the recognition of the rights of the disabled: 

ð Our rights must be respected.  We don´t  want any favors and we don´t want any pity.  We only want to 

have the same rights as those of ordinary citizens. Even  though we pay taxes and social charges just like 

everybody else, most of us find it difficult to move around, as for example, to get on  a bus. 

, Messias Tavares de Souza, of the ñFraternidade Cristão do  Doente e Deficientes Físicosò (Christian 

Fraternity of the Sick and of the Physically Disabled)  organization, also participated in  the meeting.  He 

explained that the Coalition is open to any interested entity.  He made an appeal  to interested parties, 

asking them to write to Post Office Box 11.180, in Brasília, to get information on the organization. 

Boletim MDPD bulletin, 1981 Year 1 ï nº 1.  

Our protest 

At our last general meeting., held on 2/8, the plenary session protested strongly against the behavior of the 

president of the national committee of the IYDP, who barely acknowledged the Persons with Disability and 

refused to meet with the Coordinators of the MDPD who attended the opening session of the IYDP in the 

city of Bauru, State of São Paulo. In view of these events, and of past events, which reflect the way in 

which this Committee was created, without the participation of representatives of Disabled Persons, the  

plenary session, by majority vote, resolved to reject the referred Committee. However, with the objective of 

extending the debate, the Coordinators decided to include this issue in the agenda for the next meeting 

03/21 FMU - Av. StÜ Amaro), to define the form in which this decision will be dealt with.ò  


