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Abstract 

This study aims to explore accessibility for disabled people through the concept of social 
construction of disability. Impaired bodies are mainly disabled by disabling social and 
physical impediments. The built environment reflects how society understands disability 

and accessibility. How can disabled people individually and collectively resist, transcend, 
and change those disabling barriers? This research is qualitative in approach and based on 

mixed methods. The discussions are divided into two main themes: 1) meaning, and its 
product of understanding disability, and 2) the process of negotiating inaccessibility. Firstly, 

understanding of 'pi-gam' or disability is examined through culture representations such as 

language, literature, and media. Information from secondary data is used together with 

primary data in the form of in-depth interviews complimented by a postal survey. Through 
a focus on public facilities the thesis investigates how understandings of disability produce 
the built environments and what are spatial constraints and needs of disabled people. 

Secondly, the research investigates processes through which disabled people individually 
and collectively overcome access barriers. A process of disabled people as a collective in 

overturning existing socio-political structure to press for their access requirements through 
a case of footpath renovation project is explored in depth as is a lived experience of a 

disabled individual in Bangkok. 

The analyses indicate that disabled people resist an idea of disability linked with individual 
tragedy and illness by changing language use and reproducing the self through daily life. 
Performing daily activities in public places can be a way to demonstrate to society as a 
whole that the common notion of disability equalling dependency is mistaken. By actively 
participating in the movement, disabled people are overturning this dominant ideology. 
Fusing access issues with mainstream agendas such as quality of life and contributing to the 

prestige of an icon in Thai society provides opportunities for disabled people as a collective 
voice to achieve their access requirements. 

In sum, by individually and collectively acting as agents for change in challenging popular 
perceptions, disabled people are drawing attention to the social construction of their 

disability. It is disabling physical environments that must be excluded not their impaired 

bodies. This research proposes ways in which the environmental experiences of impaired 

bodies as well as the role of disabled people as partners in creating accessible facilities can 

be included in consideration of access policies and their implementation in Thailand. 
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1 I Constructing and negotiating 
disabling environments 

Introduction 

It was a learning experience from my previous research (Sawadsri, 2007) that inspired 

this study. That work considered the Western-developed design concept of 'Universal 

Design' guidelines, and asked how relevant this is to other countries with distinctly 

different cultures. It considered the importance of socio-cultural differences in 

adopting the accessible design concept from the Western to the Thai context. Focusing 

on domestic space, the research found that social and cultural norms, especially the 

kinds of extended-family living arrangements which are more common in Thailand 

than in the West, significantly affect the extent of home modifications to improve 

accessibility. 

However, accessibility for disabled people does not merely refer to domestic spaces. In 

many cases, disabled people, especially those with mobility impairments, find 

themselves trapped within their homes. Frequently, this is because the spaces external 

to their houses do not cater for their mobility requirements. The causes of their 

struggles range from cracked pavements, obstacle-ridden thoroughfares, the absence of 

ramps for wheelchair users, to inaccessible transport. These barriers exclude people 

with impairments from mainstream social life. Furthermore, these physical barriers in 

public places effectively reinforce the social view that disabled people are a minority 

and a burden on their families. To a certain extent, this attitude binds disabled people 

in 'their place' and circumscribes their opportunities of fighting for accessible public 

spaces. As Eard highlighted: 
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"People always clai111 a Ilcgati"lle attitllde I1S the biggest barrier. How could it 
be changed if they'vc [the public] never seen us? Walltillg to go out for a 
protest, they get stllck as soon as they readl a kerb in front of their homes. If 
they ask people for help, they get stared at: they'll be better staying home." 

{Disability activist and wheelchair user, female (28)] 

The availability of accessible facilities in the public built environment is extremely 

important. This has a double benefit: it facilitates physical access to use those public 

spaces, and also supports a public presence that leads society to a greater 

understanding of 'disability', 'disabled people' and their 'needs'. This is an area that 

requires further progress, particularly in the acknowledgment that a disabled 

individual is an equal member of society. This study, therefore, focuses on the 

interrelationship between the public built environment, understanding disability and 

accessibility, the spatial experiences of disabled people in the public realm, and ways 

that disabled people seek to negotiate and change their spatial barriers. 

1.1 The problem statement: accessibility for disabled people in 
Thailand 

The Thai Government ratified the Convention on the Rights of Persons with 

Disabilities: CRPD in July 2008 (OHCHR, 2008). This can be taken as implying an 

acceptance that basic rights such as access to the public built environment by disabled 

people are still impeded by inaccessible facilities in many places. In the last four 

decades, successive versions of the National Economic and Social Development Plan 

(Office of NESDP, 2007) have transformed the mode of economic production from self

sufficient agriculture to industrialised agricultural production for export, and recently, 

to the tourism and the services industries. This change has created social exclusion. 

Previously, impaired people were significant members of the family and part of a 

production system based at home or in the fields. By contrast, the disabled population 

in contemporary Thai society has been segregated into institutions such as 

rehabilitation centres, special schools, or otherwise, their own homes. 

2 1 
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Thailand has had a Disability Act since 1991 and access laws since 1999. Kulachon and 

Dankitikul (2005) reveal that inadequate implementation of these laws has led to a 

failure until recently to enable disabled people to use public spaces as equals. In 

addition, they suggest we should consider socio-cultural and political factors rather 

than simply regulation and technical management. The UK Disability Discrimination 

Act (DDA) 1995 has its linkage with the earlier Disabled Persons (Employment) Act 

1944; the United States' civil rights legislation in 1968 was the inspiration for the 

establishment of the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) 1990 (Woodhams and 

Corby, 2003:160). The content of the access laws (Thailand Government Gazette, 2005; 

2001; 1999) tends to follow that approach.1 One of the access laws which has the 

greatest influence, resulting in similar and 'nearly verbatim legislation' in more than 40 

countries, is the ADA (Stein, 2007:90). In other words, the disability policy and law of 

Thailand has little connection with its own historical disability development, tending 

to be based on regulatory influences from other countries rather than local knowledge 

and practices (Cheausuwantavee, 2005). A question arising here is whether or not this 

focus on the implementation of the law is the only way to explore the access struggles 

of disabled people. 

A significant starting pOint for the creation of accessible facilities can be tied to a 

specific date: Thailand's economic crisis in 1997. The consequent drive to draw in 

greater transnational investment saw the government encouraging urban and rural 

development to improve services for visitors. Gradually, particularly in Bangkok, the 

urban environment has been adapted in response to international expectations.2 

Furthermore, the granting of an international monetary loan was made dependent on 

1 The majority of accessible facilities and design guidance are in accordance with Western countries' 
standards, stich as those of the United States, the UK and Japan. The design guidelines in the Ministerial 
Regulation: Access to Building for People with Disabilities and the Elderly 1999 is adopted from th(' US 
Disabilities Acts of 1990 (ADA). In addition, the footpath design recommendations state that the dt·sign 
standards mainly foHow the UN Promotion (1f Non-handicapping Physical Environments for Disabled 
Persons: Guidt>lines (BMA, 1(98). 

"This claim can be seen in part of the manifesto of the Bangkok Metropolitan Administration (BMA). They 
aim to develop the city to serve tourism and investment. The BMA's website states in English that. 'Over 
time, Bangkok has become not only the gateway to Thailand, but also a regional centre for tourists and 
business visitors.' 'The new city plan, in use from 2006 to 201 L is a road map to turn the capital of Thailand 
into a more liveable city.' 'The SMA is using the "Healthy City" development framework, set by the 
World Health Organization (WHO), as a guideline for upgrading Bangkok into one of the world's most 
liveable cities.' 

Source: available online at: http://www.bangkok.go.th/en/main-bangkok-today.php 
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accompanying human rights conditions. Consequently, there has been an initiative to 

greatly improve 'accessible facilities' in public places. But those features are usually 

provided primarily in places which are important to the tourism economy: examples 

include ramps in front of high street shopping malls, warning blocks for blind people 

around the business district, the audio system in the lifts of five-star hotels, and so on. 

However, Thai disabled people who face economic disadvantage would not be able to 

afford to visit these places with their' accessible' modifications. 

Current socio-economic developments driven by both internal and external forces can 

be seen as the key motivation for the creation of accessible facilities. However, disabled 

people still struggle with socio-spatial barriers in most of the public built environment 

in their day-to-day living. Therefore, it is important to study specific access problems 

within the wider local socio-cultural, socio-economic, and sOcio-political dimensions. 

1.1.1 Disability and disabling built environments as social constructs 

The important point is that disability and the experience of embodiment are, 
at least to some degree, socio-spatially constructed. (Freund, 2001:701). 

In Thailand, public policy which affects the lives of disabled people is derived from a 

statistical base. That is, the distribution of resources is proportionate to the size of the 

disabled population. Furthermore, disability has been perceived as a medical and 

individual problem. This is evident in a survey of the disabled population that defines 

disabled persons as 'Kon Pi-garn' which is a category decided by medical 

professionals3• In addition, disabled people have been seen as a minority group within 

the population. For instance, a survey in 2007 by the National Statistical Office revealed 

that 2.9 percent of the 65 million Thai population have a disability (NSO, 2007). This 

way of viewing disability as an individual problem facing members of a minority 

group is problematic. This can be seen in the influence this approach to disability 

policy has on transport provision. For example, in 2008, the Bangkok Metropolitan 

Administration (BMA) established five percent of its 4,000 buses with low-floor entry. 

This new bus service was introduced to run via the main hospitals. 

3'Kon Pi-gam' or disabll'd person is defined in the Rehabilitation Act 1991 as 'an individual who is 
physically (If mentally abnor1l1<11 or imp<lifed'. There <lfe five categories: 1) Visual disability 2) Hearing or 
communicatioll disability 3) Mobility disability 4) Mental disability and 5) Intellectual or learning 
disilbility. Thesl' categories are diagnosed and certified by medical professionals. 
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As well as external pressure to create accessible facilities, there has been the internal 

one to similar effect from local disabled people. During the recent modernisation, there 

has been a clash of understanding about disability between traditional religious 

interpretations (where disability is seen as resulting from a punishment for individual 

wrongdoing in the past) and the new ideas introduced by disabled people and their 

organisations. In the last decade, disability organisations have absorbed this new way 

of explaining disability: that it is a social construct. Disability problems are a 

consequence of society's negative attitudes as well as the failure of the state to provide 

goods and services for disabled people. By contrast, the religious interpretation of 

disability problems tends to produce solutions based on rehabilitation for an 

individual with impairment. Hence, this conflict of approaches has led to several 

different disability and access movements organised by and for disabled people in 

recent years. 

Studies of the built environment for disabled people have looked at regulatory access 

laws (Kabinlikkawanit, 1998) and technical issues (Kutintara et al., 2010; Kulachon and 

Dankittikul, 2005). There has not been a study investigating the physical barriers 

beyond technical and legislation aspects, based on the social constructionist approach. 

For instance, in Western literature, the social model which views disability as a social 

construct has been increasingly evident in research into the built environment. 

Although development of this concept has not taken place in Thailand, research into 

the built environment drawing on a social model of disability can be envisaged, taking 

into account wider attributes such as culture, politics, and economic factors. As Imrie 

and Edwards (2007:623) note, the pivotal rejection of medical and rehabilitative 

concepts sheds light on a new way of understanding disability that 'was conditioned by 

structural, not personal, factors'. In this sense, the built environment is a product of socio

cultural processes and inaccessible buildings and facilities which perpetually disable 

impaired people. 

1.1.2 Disabled people's spatial experience and the role of change 

Lim (2004:104) notes that in Thailand, as in other Asian countries, most architectural 

approaches have operated within a Western modernist agenda. In Western countries, 

the design and construction of most public places is based on the 'ableist' concept 



(Imrie, 1996a). For Chouinard (1997:380), a society which is underpinned by the ableist 

ideology tends to place value on people who have 'able-bodiedness': a greater ability to 

access physical spaces and integrate with society. Research into the built environment 

often explores the difficulties encountered by access policy and design techniques. In 

that type of research, the role of policy, policy makers, authorities, academics, 

architects, designers and builders has usually been central, while the spatial 

experiences and the needs of disabled people are marginalised. In many cases, the role 

of disabled people in the research process is only as another source of information. 

The Westernisation of Bangkok's urban development was underpinned by the 'ableist' 

outlook and this led to the construction of spatial exclusion. This took place in the early 

1960s as part of the national development plan. Similarly, research into accessibility 

based on ableist ideology tended to interpret accessibility as a consequence of an 

individ ual' s functional limitation. According to Imrie (1996a:398), built environmental 

studies based on ableist notions tend to be 'devoid of structural socia-political content or of 

little understanding of how societal values, attitudes and structures may be conditioning the 

experiences of people with disabilities'. Hence, it is essential to look at the experience of 

disabled people in the built environment. Taking such first-hand knowledge of spatial 

experience into physical environmental research can be a significant way to lessen the 

predominant ableist attitude towards disability. 

In line with the argument of Shakespeare and Watson (2002), people with impairments 

are diverse and their requirements are distinctive. Thus, focusing on the spatial 

experiences and requirements of impaired bodies can extend understanding of 

disability beyond the twofold medical-social concept (Imrie and Edwards, 2007:624). 

Following a social model perspective, study of the spatial struggles of disabled people 

requires recognition of a relationship between the disabling structural and the real life 

experiences of disabled people. 

In addition, it is important to note that some disabled individuals and some of their 

collective groups do not necessarily passively accept disabling processes and products. 

As Imrie (1999b:465) contends, 'disabled people are not passive agents nor are their lives 

solely determined by wider structural relationships beyond their abilities to influence'. This 
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study echoes the resistance approach that perceives the everyday spatial practice of 

disabled people as a means to change disabling factors. 

1.2 Research questions and objectives 

In Thailand, studies about accessibility have left unanswered questions about the way 

disabled people experience the public built environment. What are the results of 

inaccessible facilities affect their lives? What are the meanings that people with 

impairment assign when confronting socio-spatial barriers? The research focuses 

mainly on people with mobility impairment and also includes spatial experiences from 

people with visual and hearing impairments. It draws on a holistic approach to 

disability which regards both the built environment and the experience of impaired 

bodies as being at the core of explanations of disabled people's struggles. The 

conceptual framework for research on accessibility in the built environment in 

Thailand is defined as follows: a) the (in)accessible built environment is a social process 

and product which reflects the way society perceives and responds to the way the 

society understand about disability; b) in Thai context, the research in the built 

environment discipline has inadequate personal testimony of spatial experience by 

impaired people; and c) it is vital that the analysis of disabled people sees them as 

active agents of change in built environment disciplines. 

This study will explore two key issues: disability and accessibility as a social construct 

and experience of disabled people in negotiating the disabling spaces that both play a,n 

important role in investigating socio-spatial barriers of disabled people I have outlined 

(in 1.1.1 and 1.1.2). Therefore, by focusing in the Thai context, the questions regarding 

the creation of social and physical impediments and the way disabled people negotiate 

their socio-spatial barriers are: How does the understanding and meaning of 'pi-garn' 

(or disability) influence the creation of disabling built environments? And how do 

disabled people experience and negotiate their socia-spatial barriers? These two 

main questions are explored through the sub-questions and objectives set out in the 

following table. 



Chapter 11' " 

Table 1.1 Research issues and objectives 

Sub-questions Objectives 

1) What is the understanding of disability in Thailand? 

Issues Understanding and meaning of 
disability 

To explore socio-cultural and socio-political 
elements in the understanding of disability 

J--------------l that influence the built environment and 
Disabling built environment therefore accessibility for Thai disabled people 

2) What are disabled people's constraints and needs in the public built environment? 

Issue Socio-spatial experience To explore the spatial experiences and impact 
of disabling environment on disabled people's 
daily life 

3) How do disabled people negotiate and overcome disabling barriers in the built 
environment? 

Issue The process of (individual and 
collective) resistance and change 
in the inaccessible built 
environment 

To investigate the socio-cultural and political 
elements which facilitate and hinder the 
achievement of an accessible built 
environment in Thai context 

1.3 Methodological approach 

This research is mainly based on qualitative methods. Its approach has evolved 

through study of the relevant literature, in particular within disability studies, 

including the work of Oliver, Butler and Shakespeare, and scholars undertaking 

geographic research on access issues for disabled people such as Gleeson, Imrie, and 

Kitchin. The empirical element of the research has entailed in-depth interviews, 

observation, postal and online surveys. This approach to research about access for 

disabled people and the ways impaired bodies negotiate with hostile environments is 

seen as a method that is resistant against the dominant stereotype of disabled persons 

as passive and burdensome. In turn, the barriers at all levels (macro and micro) of the 

built environment should be understood as problems resulting from disabling social 

processes, rather than arising from the faults of individuals with limited bodily 

function. 

For research previously undertaken, I had been trained in positivist research 

methodology for empirical research projects. The strength of this approach is that it 
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provides statistical probabilistic generalisations and correlation analysis of distinctive 

variables situated in one phenomenon. However, it has the limitation that it is based on 

analysis of evidence which has to be measurable. In addition, it is a kind of static 

explanation of something that is contingent and changeable, which is particularly true 

of disability. In order to answer the research questions, therefore, the analytical 

framework of the present study is based on four main approaches. These are the social 

constructionist perspective; an exploration of the lived experience of disabled people; a 

study of the ways disabled people achieve accessible facilities through the resistance 

approach; and the role of the rese!'lrcher as a facilitator in engaging with the 

participants in a participatory approach. From the social constructionist perspective, 

the study looks at how the meaning and understanding of disability affects the creation 

of (disabling) built environments. Using the lived experience approach, I followed the 

disabled participants carrying out their daily activities to investigate how an individual 

experiences the public realm. With the participatory approach, the researcher and the 

researched have the opportunity to engage together and exchange knowledge through 

participation in the social campaign which aims to remove disabling barriers in the 

built environment. 

Stone and Priestley (1996) contend that much disability research, including some in 

developing countries, continues to perceive disability as tragedy. Disabled people are 

still oppressed by research that takes place in the context of a society led 

predominantly by able-bodied values. It is important to adopt various strategies 

during the research process. As Gleeson (1999b) notes, research which prioritises the 

views and requirements of disabled people must engage with the political arena and 

with disabled people's various movements. Likewise, as Kitchin (2001:66) proposes, 

researchers and participants should work together to formulate the research project at 

all stages. It is also important to note that I have no personal experience of disability. In 

this sense, the role of researcher is to become a facilitator acting in a supportive 

position. As Kitchin (ibid.:63) suggests, the facilitator should seek to 'inform and impart 

knowledge and skills to the research subjects who co-direct the project'. 

Further, the study aims to provide a platform for both researchers and participants to 

exchange their experiences about disability and built environment issues. An 'observer 
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as participant' (Barnes, 1992b), sharing the activities of disabled people and/or their 

groups, brings closer involvement with research participants. In this way disabled 

people are able to articulate their opinions, concerns, and requirements throughout the 

research process. As Barnes (2003b:3) observes, researchers should playa facilitator's 

role to produce meaningful knowledge about the various social elements that create 

deprivation in the lives of disabled people. 

Finally, this research has been influenced by post-modernist disability and 

geographical research which places greater emphasis not only on the environment as a 

key element of disablism ideology, but also on the way disabled people act as agents of 

resistance and change towards those disabling barriers. Adding to this account, the 

study investigates access movements of disabled people through the role of the various 

agents (non-disabled and disabled actors, media e.g. internet communication, and so 

on) which provide opportunities to remove physical barriers. 

1.4 A note on terminology 

Throughout this study I refer to 'disabled people', and 'people with impairment' rather 

than 'people with disabilities'. The latter form has been widely used among disability 

activists when 'Kon Pi-garn' is translated into English as well as by official international 

organisations (e.g. the United Nations). I do support proper recognition of the 

language used by participants in putting 'people' at the front of the phrase emphasises 

the human rights of disabled people. However, the key intention of this study is to 

present the condition of disability as a result of disabling social and physical 

environments. Furthermore, I seek to emphasise the impact of these physical barriers 

beyond the bodily level of people with different spatial abilities. Thus, I agree with 

Gleeson (1999c:9) who refers to 'disabled people' for the purpose of foregrounding the 

oppression - in other words, the socially imposed disability that bears down upon impaired 

people'. Likewise, I refer to 'people with impairment' rather than 'people with 

disabilities'. This issue will be revisited in Chapter 3.2. 
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1.5 Thesis structure 

This thesis is organised into three parts and nine chapters, which are structured as 

shown in Figure 1.1. 

__________________________________ PALt I 

Chapter 1: Introduction: constructing and negotiating disabling environments 

Chapter 2; Literature Review: disability and 
disabling environments 

Chapter 3: Methodology 

r------------------------------------------ E.a rt 1/ 

Chapter 4: Thailand: 'Pi-gclrn' and accessibility 

t~---------------~--------------------------------~--- ----, 
: Theme I: Social Construction of Disability : , , 

r-------~ :~-------~ , , 
: Understandings, meanings and impacts : l _____________________________________________________ ---.1 

; I Chapter 5; 'Pi-garn': meanings, Chapter 6; Disabling Built Environments _ 
l understandings clod impacts and Spatial Requirements 

L::-__ ----_~_" ___ .-.----"--------J 

, eme II: Resistmg Dlsa mg nVlronmen s , , , , I 
I I 

1 ______ ---------------------------------------------------, 

Chapter 7; Overcoming Disabling Chapter 8: Embodiment in Disabling 

Environments: a collective movement Spaces: an individual lived experience 

Chapter 9: Conclusion: towards an enabling environment 

L 
Figure 1.1 Structure of the thesis 
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Part I consists of Chapters I, 2 and 3. It outlines the background problems leading to 

this study, reviewing key concepts for, respectively, disability issues, access issues and 

the study's methodological approach. An interdisciplinary literature review (Chapter 

2), based on disability studies and built environment research, helps to develop a 

critical discussion on research about disabling built environments, disabled people's 

spatial experiences and their organisations. Bringing the perspective of the social 

model of disability into the discipline of the built environment helps to show how the 

material environment plays a significant role in the process of creating disabling 

environments. 'Ableist' ideology is a key element. In many cases, the experiences and 

requirements of disabled people have been neglected or are absent. Through the 

review of relevant disability studies literature, I argue that the prerequisite elements in 

the social model requires the resistance approach that bridges the gap between the idea 

that disability problems embedded in social structure and the personal experience and 

meaning of impairment. 

Chapter 3 deals with methodology. Research approach derived from the holistic 

perspective of disability, which is based on the extended social constructionist 

perspective. It regards wider socio-cultural structures, the disabling built environment 

and personal experience of impairments as the key elements in exploring built 

environment for disabled people. In addition, in line with the concept of resistance 

(against the disabling environment), the research has employed the embodiment 

concept in a lived experience approach. Using this approach, a participatory method

where the researcher accompanies the research participants, taking field notes, voice 

recordings and photos-enabled me to prioritise the first-hand spatial experience of 

research participants and reduce ableist-based interpretation. Additional to this, I 

conducted a postal and online survey exploring understandings about disability. All of 

these methods and tool were combined to generate answers to the research questions: 

How does the understanding and meaning of 'pi-gam' (or disability) influence the 

creation of disabling built environments? And how do disabled people experience and 

negotiate their socio-spatial barriers? 

Part II provides the context of research. Chapter 4 is specifically about disability and 

accessibility in modern-day Thailand. This chapter established a critical context for the 
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subsequent reading and deployment of analysis chapters (Chapter 5, 6 7, and 8) The 

chapter contextualises the structural elements which affect the way society perceives 

and treats disabled members through religion interpretation, political change and 

economic development, including the current situation of those members of the 

population with impairment. I argue that while there has been a great development of 

disability and access law in Thailand, socio-cultural elements which influence and 

shape the understanding of 'pi-gam' or disability still largely associated with religious 

interpretation that disability connected with wrong doing in the past. It can be a risk 

ignoring specific socio-cultural elements in the process of creation built environment 

for disabled people. 

The discussions of Chapters 5 and 6 are based on the first theme: impact of socio

cultural elements impact on understanding of disability and their effects on the ways 

SOCiety treats disabled people and creates an (in)accessible built environment. Chapter 

5 explores the understanding of disability through cultural representations. The 

analysis of perceptions of disability is explored through representations of disability 

drawing on the work of Wajanasara (2005), Siebers (2003), Shakespeare (1994) and 

Morris (1992). By looking at cultural elements such as language use about disability, 

literature and film, we see how so~iety perceives disability and the factors that 

constitute negative attitudes about disabled people. I argue that the extent of religious 

belief and daily experience of cultural representation are crucial. Those elements 

effectively act as sources of impressions about disablement and ableist built 

environments. 

Chapter 6 explores the wider socio-cultural, socio-economic, and socio-political 

elements which affect processes of construction of public places and facilities. The 

discussions are based on the analysis of specific structures and agency with regard to 

access for disabled people that were carried out by Imrie and Kumar (1998). This 

chapter is divided into three sections. The first section analyses societal understandings 

about accessibility. The second discusses factors inhibiting the creation of accessible 

facilities. In the third, access constraints and the spatial needs of disabled people are 

discussed in terms of their own expressed views. 
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Part III analyses the way disabled people resist, and come together to overcome, 

disabling barriers (Chapters 7 and 8), and ends with the study's conclusion (Chapter 9). 

Chapters 7 and 8 generate explanations about the research's second theme by focusing 

on the ways disabled people negotiate and change their socio-spatial oppressions. 

The discussion in Chapter 7 explores the processes that further the achievement of 

accessible facilities by focusing on the collective movements of disabled people. The 

researcher was involved with a footpath renovation project as a design facilitator. The 

discussion provides an explanation of the key elements that non-disabled and disabled 

people seek to achieve their goals. Chapter 8 looks at how spatial experiences are 

characterised by the socio-cultural oppression of disabled people. By concentrating on 

spaces for disabled people at micro level (interrelationship between a body and specific 

spaces and facilities), it is argued that a disabled person is not necessarily a passive, 

oppressed person. The analytical frame draws on the works of Edwards and Imrie 

(2003) and Butler and Bowlby (1997) in order to support the idea of the (impaired) 

body as a 'bearer of value' or a person who carries a message about how sOciety 

perceives disability; as well as the way the disabled-self conveys self knowledge to the 

public. In addition, the analysis within this chapter links to the ways that disabled 

people act as agents of change in the wider socio-spatial context. 

Finally, Chapter 9 concludes with thoughts and reflections on the learning experience 

that has taken place throughout the investigation. This chapter proposes three modest 

contributions made by the study in terms of, respectively, theoretical, methodological, 

and policy implications. The final part of this chapter points the way forward to the 

relevant issues which should be the focus of future research. 
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J U rban places are 110t llclltrnl ill their ill/pacts all people's lives. Some 

environments Ilre oppressive and in certain cases lhis oppression is contested 

as people sfl'llggle to improve their day-to-day lives.' 

Glmda Laws (1994:7) 



Chapter 2: Disability and Disabling Environments ...................................................................... 15 

Introduction .................................................................................................................................................. 15 

Conceptual framework ................................................................................................................................. 16 

2.1 Construction of disability: meaning and understanding ....................................................................... 18 

2.1.1 Disability as an individual problem ......................................................................................... 19 

2.1.2 Disability as a socio-cultural construct .................................................................................. 23 

2.1.3 Holistic approach: the social model in the post-structuralist perspective .......................... 27 

2.1.4 Study of disability in non-Western culture ............................................................................ 31 

2.2 Production of disabling built environments .......................................................................................... 35 

2.2.1 Dominant design concept: disabling architecture ................................................................ 36 

2.2.2 Universal and Inclusive Design: concept and process .......................................................... 43 

2.2·3 Disabling environments ......................................................................................................... 46 

2.2,4 Spatial oppression ................................................................................................................. 48 

2.3 Resistance theory of disability: embodiment in the built environment ............................................... 51 

2.3.1 Impaired bodies in the lived experience approach .............................................................. 54 

2.3.2 Re-constructing spatial experiences ..................................................................................... 54 

2.3.3 Politicising access issues ........................................................................................................ 56 

2.3.4 Access movement ........................................................................................................ ·· ........ 58 

2.4 Conclusion: from conceptual to operational definition ....................................................................... 60 



2 I Disability and disabling 
. 

enVIronments 

Introduction 

This chapter outlines understanding of two main issues; disability and accessibility in 

the built environment. It aims to demonstrate how each body of literature and each 

concept is relevant to the focus of this study as well as indicating areas of overlap. The 

disability issue is explored through a social constructionist approach. Disability is 

produced and reproduced through the socio-cultural, political and economical 

processes that surround it. The built environment is a key result of this process. 

Exploration of physical barriers through the social constructionist approach leads us to 

see disabled people's struggles beyond the material and technical dimension. The 

chapter is divided into four sections which are: the construction of disability, the 

production of disabling built environments, the resistance theory of disability and a 

final section, the conclusion which conceptual definitions are operationalised. 

The first section discusses understanding of disability in three approaches: the 

individual model, the social model and disability within a holistic approach. The latter 

idea extends the social model by including individuals' experiences of disability. 

Impairment and disability are not only personal but also political. The holistic 

approach emphasises the role of socia-cultural elements in shaping perception of 

disability, impairment as individual experience that disabled people playa role in 

assigning the meaning of impairment and disability as well as the disabled individuals 

and groups have agent for change their social and physical barriers. The core focus is 

on meanings and experiences rather than that of the role of state authorities or policy. 

This idea connects with that of the inclusive built environment which argues the 
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modernist architectural concept that the built environment should serve the diversity 

of individuals' requirements. An inaccessible built environment creates an oppressive 

reality for impaired bodies. The strategies to resist, overcome, and change those social 

and physical barriers can be seen through actions against oppressive elements in 

resistance theory. In this regard, it is important to politicise the access issue. The key 

elements are both macro and micro socio-political levels: disabled people collectively 

take part in access movements and the individual daily practices of the ways space is 

used in their society. 

conceptual framework 

This research is based on two main approaches: disability studies and the disabling 

built environment concept. Figure 2.1 describes conceptual definitions in accordance 

with the research questions. 
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, 

_ _ Research sub-questions: 

1) What is the understanding of disability in Thailand? 

2) What arc the disabled people's constraints and needs in the built environment? 

·'i 

Social construction of disability 

--~ - ( ultural representation: language, 
literature. media, films, every day 
I)ractices 
- Social system 

Disabling built environments 

of, - Ableist architec tu,.." and design 

- Role of architects <mel builders 

I L ____ _ 
Theme I: social construction of disabilitv and impacts ---------, 

, - Research sub-question: 

3) 

r -
I 
j 

How do disabled people negotiate and overcome disabling bJrriers in the built 
environment? 

Resistance theory 

.::; - Politicise access issue: disabled people as agents of change 

- Lived experience: embodiment of impaired-body in built environment 

'------ Theme II: process of resisting disabling environments - - __ - - - - __ I 

Figure 2.1 Research conceptual framework 

The framework is divided into two themes: J) social construction of disability and its 

product, and II) the process of resistance against the disabling built environment. 

Conceptual definitions which are explored in this chapter lead to insights into 

accessibility in the built environment for disabled people in Thailand. 
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2.1 Construction of disability: meaning and understanding 

This section provides key ideas about how disability is and has been perceived in 

different approaches which mainly draw on disability studies. These discussions will 

be used in exploring how understanding of disability influences the creation of 

(in)accessible built environment. The way society perceives disability is reflected in 

(in)accessible environments. There have been attempts to understand disability from 

different angles. Shakespeare (1994:289), for example, argues that '[dlisability is a 

complex process, which involves a number of causal components', and suggests a mono-linear 

explanation of disability by merely focusing on socio-economic structures is 

misguided. Abberley (1987) agrees with this sentiment through an example about the 

way people perceive what is 'abnormal'. One study in the Journal of Maxillo-facial 

Surgery concluded that 'children don't start reacting badly to abnormal looks until they are 

at least eleven years old' and as a consequence, it can be understood that 'discrimination 

against funny-looking people is not some innate result of evolutionary forces, it is socially 

leamed' (ibid.:6). 

Furthermore, understanding of disability partly depends on the circumstances that 

surround it. Perceptions of disability, which have been created by society, convey how 

society understands and handles it. As Vehmas (2004:34) highlights, disability is 

fundamentally 'a normative concept that reflects the idea ofwhat kind of beings human ought 

to be, or, how society ought to be constructed to treat its members equally'. It is crucial to note 

that 'disability' is a social and cultural construct. This also reflects ways that society 

determines and implements disability policy. Hence, it is inevitable that we must 

consider the context specifically relevant to disability research. There are varieties of 

policies and practices which are created by non-disabled people and these vary 

amongst different countries. Furthermore, the definition and meaning of disability not 

only differs across countries but also varies within a certain socio-cultural context 

which is associated with legal, political and social discourses (Singal, 2010:418). 

As we have seen an understanding of disability, as well as disability itself, is a 

construct within a set of social and cultural processes. How are these created? What are 

the variables within the production of the concept of disability? To what extent does 
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the resulting concept of disability impact on disabled people's access to the built 

environment? Western literature has systematically charted disability through two 

main approaches and there is currently a debate on taking a holistic approach to 

disability. The following sub-sections discuss perspectives of disability, and disability 

itself in non-Western culture. 

2.1.1 Disability as an individual problem 

This approach places the problems and therefore the solutions at the individual level. 

Hence, it pays less attention to society at large. Influenced by the existential questions 

of the Enlightenment era where people attempted to understand nature and answer 

who they are and not the nature of existence, people with impairments are 

marginalised by being seen as less human than others (Vehmas, 2004:34). The 

individual or medical model began to develop at the same time as the role of 

physicians advanced in society. Corker and Shakespeare (2002:2) extend the 

assumption that the unity of humanity assumes the individual with impairment is a 

deviance from the modernist idea of 'normalcy'. That is, a person with a perfect bodily 

and mental function is viewed as a 'norm' of human being. 

An explanation of disability as a problem located within individuals also underlies 

explanations of the cause of problems arising from the individual's functional 

limitation, or as Oliver (1996:32) calls it, 'the personal tragedy theory of disability'. This 

perspective regards disability as a problem for the person who carries the disability 

and it is based on the assumption that persons with impairment have something 

inherently wrong with them. In this perspective, disabled people have their place in 

the society, but this is a misconception created by non-disabled members at large. For 

instance, in ancient Roman, at times, a person with disability was connected to special 

ability. A person who was blind was thought to have talent in music and prophecy 

(Puig and Tetzchner, 1998). According to Reid-Cunningham and Fleming (2009:11), 

this approach links with the moral model which draws upon religious interpretation to 

connect disability with punishment or wrongdoing. According to traditional religions, 

persons with impairments-either from birth or later in life-have been viewed as 

bearing their own retribution from moral flaws in the past (Vehmas, 2004:35). 
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Oliver (1986:6) further points out the false assumption in policies for care is that the 

population can be divided up into 1) dependent citizens or disabled people and 2) 

independent citizens or non-disabled people. Whereas in reality, there is often 

reciprocal care such as sons or daughters caring for their parent who previously has 

taken care of them. By dividing the care system and providing care in institutions, it 

fails to provide the emotions and feelings needed between the giver and the recipient. 

Oliver asserts that this failure to see disability itself as a problematic category leads to 

the problem that the oppression of one group is decreased by increasing the oppression 

of another. Disability seen as the responsibility of the individual, both in traditional 

and modern eras, engenders remedies for disability problems which also revolve 

around individuals' responSibility. 

The medical model views an individual with disability as an impaired person who 

needs to be cured. In this model, the problems are often embedded in the sickness of 

individuals. In this sense, it is nothing to do with society: for instance, none of the 

responsibility to create places for impaired people falls to society. In addition, people 

with disabilities have to wait for to be cured outside the mainstream social realm. In 

this model, people with sickness are excused from the normal obligations of society. 

For instance, people with impairments do not need to go to school, or take a job or take 

on family duties and so on. Therefore, a key role falls to the authorities to issue policy 

regarding the 'special' needs of disabled people. As Vehmas (2004:35) denotes, a 

common element of the moral and medical model of disability is to see disability as the 

inevitable product of an individual's moral failure or biological deficits, or a 

misfortune that requires compensation from society. An example of implying that 

individual impairment is the major cause of problems which can be solved by 

individuals is seen in a research report by the non-profitable Wheelchair Foundation: 

Heinz School of Public Policy on 'Risk Factors for Global Mobility Disability' 

(Wheelchair Foundation.org, 2005). This report points out that risk factors which lead 

to motor disability are often caused by nature such as ageing, genetic disease, disasters, 

or accident and war. Risk factors originate with and are to be solved by the individual 

with impairment, according to this report: 
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[sJome mobility disabilities are caused by conditions present at birth while 
otTlers are the result of illness or physical injury. [ ... J We have chosen this 
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particular area of disability to focus on because it is those that are mobility 
disabled that will most likely require a wheelchair(2005:13). 

Consequently, an understanding of disability based on this approach has a tendency to 

lead to charitable solutions. The recommendation section in the same report mentioned 

the further focus of advocacy work 'should be on gathering better data and on identifying 

those that require the service of the WCF' (Wheelchair Foundation.org, 2005:67). This 

information leads them to 'identify possible donors based on regional interests'. Wheelchairs 

are given away but physical and social barriers have hardly been raised as problems 

facing people with mobility impairment. Furthermore, the medical strategy aims to fix 

those impaired people in order to pursue their lives in accordance with the 'norm' of 

their society. Consequently, solutions in this approach are often associated with 

medical and healthcare intervention. 

The key actors to solve problems within this approach tend to be medical professionals 

e.g. physicians, physiotherapists, rehabilitation consultants, and so on. The social role 

of an individual with an impairment is automatically 'the patient' or 'the client'. The 

rehabilitation approach was in place in the period of industrial development. It 

amends the traditional paradigm in the quest to transform the circumstances of the 

disabled person. According to this perspective, which lies in a positivist ideology, 

disabled people are often viewed as objects of study. Additionally, in industrialised 

society, the notion affects the agenda of disability policy. People are evaluated within 

the binary opposition of useful! un-useful or able! unable. Furthermore, the process of 

implementation in this approach is based on cost-benefit analysis (Puig and Tetzchner, 

1998). The result of all these factors in this kind of society is the rise of hospital-based 

medical care. The disabled members have been separated from their class of origin in 

society. 

In addition medical and rehabilitation models have been disapproved of people with 

impairments. A key reason is that an individual with disability requires medical care at 

times, but for many cases with chronic impairment, medication alone cannot cure nor 

(re)include them into society. Therefore, the institutionalisation that labelled the people 

with impairments as sick fails to meet the needs of disabled people. Shakespeare 

(2006:15) draws on Oliver's conceptualisation of the medical model and says that' there 
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is no such thing as the medical model of disability, there is instead, an individual model of 

disability of which medicalisation is one significant component'. Instead, the individual 

model exacerbates the struggles in life faced by individuals with impairments so they 

become dependent on the decisive role of medical professionals or policy decision 

makers. In other words, people with illness or having impairment become entrenched 

within diagnosis and solutions within medical knowledge. Hence, for the individual 

categorised by their bodily function deficiency, their ability is regarded as incapacity 

and it 'forms the basis for a 'personal tragedy' approach, where the individual is regarded as a 

victim, and as someone who is in need of 'care and attention', and dependent on others" 

(Barnes et a!., 1999:21). For the last two decades, Abberley (1987) notes that there is 

another significant problem arising from seeing disability as the result of individual 

natural tragedy. That is the failure of welfare distribution which presents 

disadmntage as thc consequcnce of a naturaliscd 'impainncnt' it legitimiscs 
the failure of welfare facilities and the distribution system in general to 
provide for social need, that is, it interprets thc effects of social 
rnaldistribution as the consequence of individual deficiency.(ibid.:17) 

A person who has amputated legs, for instance, requires assistive equipment help for 

moving, such as crutches or a wheelchair. However, physical barriers inherent in built 

environments range from little cracks in the pavement to steps when accessing 

buildings. Those barriers limit the mobility of such individuals with impairment. A 

solution through this model tends to end up based on the individual such as special 

medical interventions (artificial legs or surgery which helps the person to cross those 

barriers), or providing the state monthly allowance if the person cannot go back to 

workplace. Increasingly, defining medicalisation as the dominant medical approach, 

with disability seen as an individual tragedy or problem, is denied by many writers 

(Abberley, 1987; Oliver, 1986). Shakespeare (2006), for instance, unfolds disability in 

this individual approach that tends to disregard the environment as a disabled 

people's struggle. Shakespeare gives an example of the work of disabled writers whose 

study is based on compassion for the disadvantage faced by disabled individuals. Such 

work views problems embedded in an individual's functional limitation and 

disconnected from social and physical environments: 
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when wheelchair users encountered problems getting around, they did not 
interpret these environmental barriers as the problem: [quoted] lclentral to 
the life experiences of these civilian pioneers was the belief that individuals 
needed to adapt to existing environments and that wheelchairs were obstacles 
to participation, not steps and curbs. (ibid.:17) 

In sum, within this approach, a person with impairment is viewed as an individual 

who carries the disability. Additionally, the individual model also interconnects with 

the moral model, the deficit model, the survival-of-the-fittest model, and the eugenics 

model (Reid-Cunningham and Fleming, 2009:11). The moral model has a connection 

with religious interpretation that entwines disability with sin or the result of faulty acts 

in the individual's past. Furthermore, Reid-Cunningham and Fleming (2009:12) also 

point out a common element within the moral and medical models: the former 

suggests spiritual vitality to care for the impaired person, and the latter focuses on 

intervention with the aim of normalising persons with deficits (body or mind) to 

correct them to become 'normal'. Hence, the individual model of disability clearly 

contains the assumption that removing physical barriers in the built environment is 

irrelevant to finding solutions for disability problems. 

2.1.2 Disability as a socio-cultural construct 

Disability is something imposed 011 top of our impaimlcnts. (UPIAS 
Commentary cited in Samaha, 2007:1278) 

The key turning point of attitudes toward disability was when the disabled activists 

and scholars redefined writing about 'disability' (Oliver, 1983; Finkelstein, 1980). The 

individual model tends to focus on a strategy for remedy which aims to develop the 

individual with impairment regardless of the social and physical environment, so that 

people with impairment are marginalised and unable to participate within the 

mainstream society where they live (Sihngsuriya and Ungsumalin, 2006:7-17). In the 

late 1990s, a new way of evaluation, which shifted towards quality-of-life, was 

introduced (Puig and Tetzchner, 1998:11). As the medical or individual model was 

criticised for the way it is practiced, the new idea was brought into a more diverse 

society. The focus of this perspective is not only on individuals that have different 

needs, but also on the problems that creates limits for people within the environments. 

The social model of disability is the name for this perspective. Vehmas (2004:34) notes 
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this way of seeing disability is a judgment or 'corollary of the prevailing cultural values, 

ideas, attitudes, and language [that] produce and shape human reality'. 

Thomas (2002:46) points out that in many places economic change influences the way 

impaired people began to be 'systematically excluded from direct involvement in economic 

activities'. Earlier, Oliver (1986), notes that this shift of thought was influenced by key 

factors of socio-economic and knowledge development, particularly in the UK, when 

the state reduced economic liberalism and the freedom of the market and also when 

the feminist movement developed. One of the key drivers making up the social model 

of disability was the academics' ignorance of disability issues because they have been 

viewed as a personal tragedy, which means disability falls into none of any category of 

problems which need to be addressed. In this regard, Oliver (1986:6) contends that 

major obstacles are not only caused by impairment, but also by the social restrictions 

imposed upon disabled people by society, leading to the view that '[ ... J disability is 

therefore a particular form of social oppression'. This approach suggests that disability is no 

longer perceived as a mere natural misfortunate which randomly happens to 

individuals. The social model of disability not only recognises the social exclusion of 

disabled people, stemming from existing social conditions, but also their economic 

exclusion and inequalities (Oliver, 1986:7). This idea also engages with the notion of 

equal access to public resources. Therefore, the social model of disability regards that 

although the problem of individual limitation is not denied, the surrounding things in 

society impose restrictions on impaired bodies. Nevertheless, Kitchin (1998) contends 

that a Marxist or political economy approach is not the only way to try to explain the 

bases of social exclusion. Disability and spatial areas are socially constructed concepts. 

The relationship between disability and society cannot be framed within strict 

economic and political terms or mere socio-cultural processes, but he suggests 

encompassing a mixture of the two. 

Furthermore, the social model seeks to challenge society's understanding of disabled 

people as being different from what society thinks they should be. Oliver (1996) 

suggests the process of change that empowers disabled people is 
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not through social policies and programmes delivered by establishment 
politicians and policy makers nor through individual treatments and 



Chapter 2 I Literature Review 

interoentions provided by the medical and pam-medical professions. 
(1996:37) 

Therefore, by adopting Oliver's distinction of these two models, variables which will 

be explored in this study are as follows 

Table 2.1 Individual and Social Model of disability 

The individual model 

Persona] problem 

Individual trea tment 

Professional dominance 

Expertise 

Care 

Policy 

Individual adaptation 

The social model and issues focused on within this study 

Social problem 

Social action 

Individual and collective responsibility 

Experience 

Rights 

Politics 

Social change 

Source: Adapted from Oliver(1996:34), distinctions between the individual And social model as issues focused all within 
this study 

The social model highlights two key elements which cause 'disability'. They are both 

visible and invisible: the physical and attitudinal barriers. Miles (1995) adds that the 

term 'attitude' is highly problematical which can mean a sort of changeable muddle of 

hopes, feelings, dispositions, and beliefs. The social model clearly teases out the 

problems of disability that, in fact, are embedded in the way social and physical 

barriers are systematically organised in society, outside the body and mind of impaired 

people. There have been attempts to promote the idea that physical barriers are the key 

problems in the lives of impaired bodies. However, Butler and Bowlby (1997:411) 

suggest that, in fact, barriers in the built environment cover only a small proportion of 

disabled people's concerns, it is the social environment, social attitudes and behaviour 

towards disabled people, which requires change. 

Hughes and Paterson (1997:328) contend that disability is, in fact, not a result of 

impairment. Despite that (negative) attitudes play an important role in the struggles 

faced by disabled people, this model also regards the context of the social and built 

environment as having a key role in both facilitating and hindering disabled people's 

lives. As Verbrugge and Jette (1994:9) highlight, 'disnbility is not inherent ill a person [ ... J 



Chapter 2 I Literature Review 

it denotes a relationship between a person and her/his environment'. The lives of disabled 

people encounter difficulties often embed in the social and physical environment. As 

Imrie (1999a:25) notes, the significant element is 'the perpetuation and reproduction of 

social inequalities is the built environment'. For example, a young individual has a spinal 

cord injury and paralysis from the waist. That person then cannot use her/his legs to 

walk. Then that person uses a wheelchair for movement, and in this sense, she/he is 

not disabled until their wheelchair is stopped by a step or crack on the pavement. 

Thus, she/he cannot enter the building without a ramp or lift. Consequently, this 

individual with impairment is disabled by those barriers. 

The physical impediments in this approach, then, are key problem for people with 

impairments. Such disabling barriers are understood as the product of a social process 

which produces 'disability' impose upon impaired bodies. Zarb (1995b:4) adds that 

lives of disabled people have been prevented not only by physical barriers to prevent 

access to places, but also the social and economic barriers resulting from unequal 

access to education and employment as well as a limited understanding of the nature 

of disablement. The process of creating the built environment, clearly, is a key variable 

in enabling or disabling impaired people with regard to access to public space. To 

some extent, the places which are impossible to be accessed by some people render 

those people dependent and have a connection with issues of power which: 'it is the 

imagination and negotiation of future worlds' (Hastings and Thomas, 2005:531). 

However, there are increasingly critiques that suggest this approach lacks some 

dimensions of impairment with an over-emphasis on physical and mobility 

impairments. One considerable disadvantage of this approach is that it results in 

'ignoring tlte real pain, illness, exhaustion, and physical limitations which many disabled people 

face' (Butler and Bowlby, 1997:418). Assuming that the cause of disadvantage mainly 

focuses on the circumstances surrounding impaired bodies is challenged. Furthermore, 

this approach can be understood as over-simplifying impairment conditions as Samaha 

(ibid.:1262) explains: '[mJost of us simply cannot pretend with any conviction that our 

impairments are irrelevant'. 

There have been comments on the social model that over-emphasises built 

environments as the major barrier to disabled people (Dews bury et aI., 2004; Miles, 
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2002). Hitherto, the social model has been criticised for lacking a focus on bodies with 

different impairments' needs and suggesting concentration on embodiment in space 

(Thibodaux, 2005; Shakespeare and Watson, 2002). Freund (2001:690), for instance, 

argues that although disability has been understood as a social construct, I at least partly, 

reside in an "objective" impairment and not just the context in which a person is situated'. In 

addition, scholars in this approach seek to distinguish explanations of impairment and 

disability. Impairment is simply a bodily state, which defies the physicality of certain 

bodies with different capacities. For Gleeson (1996), for instance, impairment is a form 

of certainly embodies a given set of abilities which then affect real social capacities. In 

this sense, bodies with impairment interacting with the built and social environment 

will be explored in the next section, which looks at a holistic approach to disability. 

This issue will be revisited in more details in section 2.2 'Production of disabling built 

environments'. 

2.1·3 Holistic approach: the social model in the post-structuralist 
perspective 

the difference that the difference makes (Chouinard, 1997:386) 

The quotation above, perhaps, can provide an explanation of the era where people 

were increasingly aware that we are actually living in a society with diversities and 

differences as in post-modernity. Previously, social model scholars have contributed a 

major step forwards for disability studies and disabled people's lives. The problems for 

impaired people have been explained as being in society itself. However, Butler and 

Bowlby (1997) argue that this approach lacks personal experiences which no longer 

matches with such explanation and ignores 

differences of both impairments and of social, economic, and political factors 
[research approach) should be central to the new and expanded social model in 
which individual differences are understood within their social 
context. (ibid.:413) 

The social model also has vigorously argued that the struggle of disability is connected 

to a lack of access to resources which respond to the requirements of people with 

impairments. However, Thomas (2002:47) contends that disability rooted in materialist 

understanding is a phenomenon of social relationships between different groups of 
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people in socio-structural circumstances. Nevertheless, Barnes (2003:8), contends that 

the social model of disability, in fact, focuses on the totality of disabling environments 

and cultures. Furthermore, Barnes argues that this approach is also about removing all 

kinds of barriers that prevent access to economic and social activity so as to focus on 

how people are empowered to cope with problems (ibid.:18). Furthermore, disability 

has a social context. It is bounded up with social relationships at specific historical 

junctures. This analysis regards disablement as being beyond ideas about it: there has 

always occurred 'restricted activity'(Barnes et al., 2002:47), but disability is rather 

located spatially, temporally and economically. 

Disability is shaped by culture 

To study spatial exclusion of disabled people, it requires understanding of economic 

and political terms and socio-cultural processes. Treatment of disability has been 

understood to have been influenced by political economic contexts (Oliver, 1996). 

However, disabled people are excluded not only because of difficulties in obtaining 

capital in the mode of production, but also SOcially constructed modes of thought and 

expression enshrined in cultural representations (Kitchin, 1998:345). In the social 

constructionist perspective, reality is not merely represented by words, but is also a 

creation of it (Vehmas, 2004:37). To understand how a certain society perceives and 

how they response to disability, drawing on a postmodernist perspective, Vehmas 

(ibid.) notes that there is no such thing as objective truth according to the hegemony of 

scientific knowledge. Language is the significant element which constructs the reality. 

In this regard, references to disability as well as open dialogue for 'those voices that do 

not speak tl1e language of science' should be taken into account. Likewise, the appearance 

of the body and its value has a socially-constructed relationship. Particularly in 

Western culture, Butler and Bowlby (1997:415) point out that society sets a great value 

on body beautification, and those who fail to met these standards are often seen evil or 

having moral failing. Society reacts to such failure in different ways, such as through 

the concept of 'other' with fear, or 'objectification' by gazing or staring or showing 

sympathy (ibid.). 
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Disabled people imagery 

The representation of the body has had enormous influence on critical theory in gender 

studies and the women's movement (Siebers, 2001:738). In this regard, the social model 

makes a conceptual distinction between impairment and disability, similar to the 

distinction between gender and sex in the feminist approach (Corker and Shakespeare, 

2002:3). However, disability culture cannot necessarily adopt the feminist approach 

totally. Butler and Bowlby (1997:431) argue that while biological femininity has always 

been a fact of woman's existence, jar most disabled people, impairment is not something 

that they are born with'. Morris (1991) reflects the ways Western culture represents life 

and an image of disabled people through mainstream media. By doing so, such media 

as television and film portray the notion of non-disabled society where experiences of 

disabled people are missing from general culture. There is a lack of reference to the 

reality of life and understanding of disabled people as a consequence. As disabled 

people hardly have an opportunity to input their valid experiences to society, this 

increases the impact on the actual lives of people with impairments. This results in 

several kinds of oppression. Morris (1991) raises an example of the failure of the 

slightly-visuaUy-impaired girl's real experience. When the adult world failed to 

recognise her ability to see in a different way, then it leads to two misconceptions 

about this girl. On the one hand, the parents wish for their child to be 'alright'. It would 

be better, on the other, if their child was recognised as totally blind as a legitimate 

experience, she explains 

[ ... J that is an actual physical experience, because there is a cultural 
stereotype of blind person and this stereotype gives meaning to an othenvise 
incomprehensible experience (albeit a distorted meaning). (ibid.:90) 

Apart from these distorting assumptions about disabled people, ideas about disability 

are also absent in the mainstream social realm. Shakespeare (1994) sheds light on key 

elements which can be a source of cultural representation in exploring how society 

produces and reproduces 'disability'. In popular media, for instance, disabled people 

are often absent from 'TV audiences' or represented in a limited number of roles. 

Furthermore, there are different sources which portray little of the lives of disabled 

people such as 'newspapers, television, film and other areas of popular culture'(1994:286). 



Chapter 2 I Literature Review 

Additionally, Thomas (2002:49) contends that a materialist perspective pays little 

attention to or even undermines cultural factors. Despite the fact that accessing 

resources is a challenge for less advantaged people, cultural ideas about disability 

effectively constitute a negative position imposed upon disabled people. For instance, 

biased notions, based on dualistic explanations, distinguish people with impairments 

for being powerless and dependent. This way of thinking tends to be the result of a 

failure to connect the actual problems disabled people faced in the built environments. 

Thomas (ibid.) gives this example of the problems of dualistic segregation: 

[distinction by seeing] tile body is separated from the mind, the biological from 
the social, and the cultural from the economic [ ... J all social phenomena, 
including disability and impairment, should be understood to be woven 
through and out of, cultural ideas and discursive practices: there is no 
'reality' independent of ideas concerning it.(ibid.:49) 

That is, the society which is based on an 'ableist' ideology potentially segregates 

disabled members to another end as 'unable' rather than rethinking the physical 

environment as a problem. 

Shakespeare (1994) points out that impaired bodies have been objectified by cultural 

representations. In contemporary societies, disabled people have been represented 

through charities. The missing parts of disabled bodies have been represented as an 

'icon of pity' in the charity campaign. Hence, society tends to feel pity, and Shakespeare 

(ibid.:287) views this feeling as 'an expression of superiority'. As a consequence, disabled 

people are potentially regarded 'as passive and incapable people, objects of pity and of aid' 

(ibid.:288). This perception drives the society with a non-disabled ideology to view 

disabled people as having dependency status. In addition, this notion of disabled 

people as passive recipients influences the way society reacts and treats disabled 

people. Disability welfare, for instance, tends to give away some money, but still, an 

accessible environment is inadequately provided for people with impairments. In this 

sense, disabled people as a collective group can be one source of pressure in changing 

and challenging 'prevailing stereotypes of powerlessness and objectification' (Shakespeare, 

1993:263). 
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2.1·4 Study of disability in non-Western culture 

While people in the rich world are talking about Independent Living and 
improved services, we are talking about survival 

John Malinga, 1999, disabled activist (quoted in McEwan and Butler, 2007:448) 

Shakespeare (1994:290) asserts that in 'many cultures, disabled people are not always 

negatively viewed 'regardless of the particular socia-economic relationship'. McEwan and 

Butler (2007:453) note that in development of the social model, it is necessary to 

consider the local history and cultural practices in developing countries, otherwise it 

tends to be 'more like imperialism than empowerment'. The quotation above aims to 

highlight the importance of considering the socio-cultural and political economic 

context in understanding disability issues. Research concerning the built environment 

and disability has struggled with limited knowledge and theory development 

especially in the non-Western socio-cultural context. As Imrie and Edwards (2007:624) 

point out, despite the fact that disability issues have been marginal in the subject area, 

there is an ethnocentric bias which is characterised by the absence of accounts of 

disability beyond Anglo-American, Australasian and European contexts. In this regard, 

research on disability in non-Western contexts can be seen as having a lack of 

continuity in conceptual development. Taking a closer look at societal attributes in 

specific areas can be a significant strategy in exploring disability issues in different 

socio-cultural contexts. 

In a Widely-held world belief system, disability is often associated with punishment for 

wrongdoing. However, the concept of disability as personal tragedy is not a universal 

explanation. In some cultures, it is rather associated with a sign of being chosen by the 

gods (Oliver, 1996:131). For instance, Adams (2006) notes the case of African culture, 

where 

people talk about God's will with a more positive emphasis than Europeans. 
Parents would consider it an honour to give birth to a disabled child and that 
God had entrusted them to take care of a special person. (ibid.:26) 

Hence, understanding of disability is dynamic and it depends on a distinct specific 

culture. The history of disability in the local context is a key factor to be taken into 
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account. There is an interesting example in South Africa (ibid.:451), where disabled 

people in the pre-colonial period had an acceptable social position and were included 

within their community. The person with disability was pragmatically accommodated 

by taking into account what they were able to contribute to the life and welfare of the 

community. People with impairment were able to share household chores to the extent 

that they could manage. Family and kinship ties, competence in doing things 

considered useful for daily tasks and the ability to behave in a socially acceptable 

manner determined the status and inclusion as somebody within the community. 

Nevertheless, understanding about disability in developing countries have 

undoubtedly played a part in this lack of visibility because there is still the notion in 

some places that disability issues are a private or at least a family matter. Therefore, 

there is a requirement for a participatory approach in achieving understanding of 

disability in some socio-cultural contexts (McEwan and Butler, 2007). 

Poverty and the social model in the major world countries 

There have been writings, in particular within developing countries, which suggest 

poverty has a significant connection with disability, such as in this message from the 

World Health Organisation: 

Disabled often among the poorest of poor (Andrei Shukshin, Moscow in 

World Health Organisation (WHO), 2005) 

This notion leads to an understanding that disability has a significant interrelationship 

with poverty. According to McEwan and Butler (2007:451), impairment can be both the 

cause and the consequence of poverty, and they echo 'disabled people in developing 

countries are often among the poorest of the poor'. In addition, Nyathi (2002) urges the 

participatory approach as a way to overcome poverty and disability over years moving 

on from killing, to hiding, to ignoring, to pitying, and recently, progress to supporting, 

but hardly yet to involving disabled people. 

Lwanga-Ntale reveals that the individual with impairment faces a kind of poverty for 

long periods 'regardless of different macro and micro interventions, affected households or 

individuals are unable to sustain themselves or to improve on their livelihoods'. Impairment, 
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in this sense, can be used to explain a causation of poverty faced by the individual who 

carries it. However, the elimination of poverty or curing people with impairment is not 

an only way to remove the physical barriers to disabled people. Poverty tends to be an 

explanation of the causes of impairment such as difficulty to access common resources, 

leading to malnutrition and eventually confrontation with disability rather than a 

signifier for disability solutions. As Beresford (1996:553) argues, poverty is not a mere 

cause of disablement, 'an analysis of disability based solely on poverty is both inaccurate and 

misleading'. Beresford (1996) further comments that for both rich and poor societies: 

[ ... jdisnb/ing policies and prnctice genernting poverh) nmong disnbled people, 
notably through disnbled people's marginalis(l/ ion by nud exclusion from the 
labour market, poverll) generntes ill health and impairment. (ibid.:564) 

It is clear that disability and poverty have a connection, but this is not necessarily the 

only way to explain inaccessibility problems. There is a greater benefit in taking the 

wider condition of disability in both social and cultural aspects into account. As 

Chouinard et al. (2010:7) note, experiences of disability can be seen as the social 

condition of a life in which poverty, malnutrition, and war cause and exacerbate 

physical and mental impairment. This study, therefore, regards the poverty issue as 

one but not all of the significant variables in explaining problems and solutions 

interconnecting impairment and accessibility in the built environment. 

The literature review on disability approach are summarised in the following table. 

Table 2.2 Summan of disability approaches 

Approach 

Issue 
Individual/Medical model Social model I Holistic approach 

J 
I 

Meaning of Naturally inherent in an Caused by socially Individual's functional 
disability individual arranged environment limHation and caused by 

and societal attitudes disabling social and 

Defined disability as by-
physical environment 

product of socia l 
construction 

Disabled people are incapable of performing are disabled by the have equal humanity 
social functions because of disabling social and 

Having impairment is a 
bodily and mentally physical environment 

natural condition of 
functional limitations 

everyone's life J 
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Approach 

Issue 
IndividuaJIMedical model Social model Holistic approach 

Resolution Segregated social service and Remove social (negative Various requirement 
approach institutions attitude) and physical amongst the same 

Individual rehabilitation: 
barriers in order to access disablements (account 

medical and vocational 
to available resources on individual variation) 

Providing special 
Disability is not the 

equipments or specific 
personal but the political 

welfare benefits Seek change in society 

Charitable support: disabled 
people often are seen as the 
icon of pity 

Role of the built As neutral, such as the users The key barriers As a reci proci ty 
environment with deviation from the preventing people with relationship with the 

standard require impairment participating impaired bodies 
rehabilitation or adaptation in social activities 

Serve for all human 
to use the (standardised) 
buildings or facilities 

The resolution based on requirements to the 
access to the material greatest extent as 

Or need to be provided in a distribution and possible 
special design such as removing existing 
separated school for children barriers 
with impairment 

Limitations Limit to see more complex A strong social model Requires the application 
disability problems beyond which over-emphasises of its framework into 
an individual tragedy the structural elements real life and outside 

Disabled people are 
tends to disregard academia 
diversity of impaired 

excluded from their society bodily experiences 

In addition to the research methodology, the position adopted in this study draws on 

the Position 4 of Priestley's (1998) standpoint on research about disability studies. This 

research adopts such a position because it views disability struggles as having a 

relationship with the built environment which is beyond the individuals' functional 

limitation. It also suggests that the social reality exists in human perception and ideas 

rather than resources provided for disabled people. Furthermore, this position focuses 

on disability problems as an interrelationship between cultural factors in a specific 

context and the unit of analysis is cultural values and representations (Figure 2.2) 
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Materialist -
Individual Position I 

Individual materialist models 
Disability is the physical product of 
biology acting upon the functioning of 
material individuals (bodies) 

The units of' analysis arc impaired 
bodies 

Social Position .3 

Social creationist models 
Disability is the material product of 
socio-eeonomic rela lions developing 

within a specific historical context 

The units of analysis arc disabling 
barriers and material relations of 
power 

Figure 2.2 Four theoretical positions of disability research 

Source: Priestley's (1998:78) 
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Idealist 

Position 2 
Individual idealist models 
Disability is the product of voluntaristic 
individuals (disabled and non-disabled) 
engaged in the creation of identities and 
the negotiation of roles 

The units of analysis arc hclict:~ and 
identities 

Position ·1 
Social constructionist models 
Disability is the idealist product or 
societal development within a specific 
cultural context 

The units of analysis arc cultural values 
and representations 

2.2 Production of disabling built environments 

Building forms reflect how a society feels about itself and the world it 
inhabits (Lijchez, 1987:1). 

Space and the movement of people have a reciprocal relationship. The built 

environment is arranged not only for social activities and organisation to take place, it 

also structures such interaction (Freund, 2001). In many places, spaces are designed for 

non-disabled people. Freund (ibid.:694) correlates the movement of people and socio

spatial arrangements where that 'movement influences spatial configurations (or what we 

call the social organisation of space) and such an organisation influences movement'. The 

inaccessible built environment for disabled people can be seen as a product of thinking 

systems and attitudes of concerned designers and practitioners. That is, the socio

cultural circumstance surrounding disability. As Hall and Imrie (1999:409) highlight, 

disabled people have encountered their space as sets of obstacles constructed by social 

and physical obstructions. In particular, the built environments are also standardised 

so that some people with different ability of movement find them impossible to use. 

Kitchin (1998:346) points out that the space which excludes disabled people cannot be 



Chapter 2 I Literature Review 

seen as neutral, instead they are created through individual social interactions 

integrated with state policy, building regulations and architectural and planning 

practices. Kitchin (ibid.) gives examples of buildings with steps with no ramp, cash 

machines placed too high, inaccessible public transport: all are examples of the implicit 

and thoughtless manners of exclusionary design process. 

For Gleeson (1999), space is a social artefact. It is shaped by and within society as well 

as a constitutive element in social and political processes (Imrie, 2000). The inaccessible 

built environment, therefore, can be understood as a key element which constitutes 

social exclusion to the population with disabilities. There are forms of exclusion 

created by inaccessible facilities to impaired people, as Hodgson and Turner (2003) 

note that an individual is socially excluded when: 

(a) he or she is geographically resident in a society and (b) he or she does not 
participate in the normal activities of citizens in that society. (ibid.:267) 

The critical disabling features are embedded in various forms in the urban 

environment (Gleeson, 1998:92). Those range from a small scale such as a barrier to 

movement e.g. cracks in the pavement, barriers to access to a building e.g. steps in 

front of the buildings, to the mode of public transport which disregards the different 

abilities of users to commute. In one respect, a process to form the built environmental 

has a characteristic which implicitly communicates exclusion for some users. Hodgson 

and Turner (ibid.:268) depict that a lack of acknowledgement of the socio-cultural 

requirement of users such as the safety at night-time of women waiting at a dark bus 

station effectively excludes them from mainstream society. 

2.2. f Dominant design concept: disabling architecture 

This section aims to understand one of the key elements in the process of creating 

disabling architecture: the design professionals' perceptions of the human body and 

accessibility. Life in society for a large number of people is an interrelationship 

between the abilities of users and the degree of accessibility in built environments. 

Architectural design and build, particularly in modernism western culture, have been 

based on the design guidelines of 'average man' of Leonardo de Vinci (The Building 

Commission, 2007) as well as Le Corbusier's influential 'Modular Man' in their works 
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(Hastings and Thomas, 2005; Siebers, 2003; Imrie, 1998). Likewise, the Modernist 

architectural concept has long influenced Thailand's architectural design and building 

professionals. For instance, the 'Sarakadee' (the Documentary), a monthly magazine 

publishing in the Thai language, embraces Le Corbusier as 'the most influential architect 

in the twentieth century' (trml~, vol.171, 2008). 

Lifchez (1987) argues that it has never been a feature of the culture, social ethics or 

practices of design professionals to see themselves as part of wider political processes. 

In considering the relationship between aesthetic values and the production of the built 

environment, 

how many architects still see their practices as about the designer providing 
buildings with critical capacities, so that tIle architects can engage with 
contemporary problems through formal manipulation. [ ... J architecture is n 
fonn of artistic expression nnd endenvour, [and] art has a high moral purpose 
in tTle fommtion and transmission of culture (Hall and Imrie, 1999:411). 

The mainstreaming idea of architecture as 'high art'(ibid.) have perpetually 

emphasised on the aesthetics and· tends to exclude the human dimension. 

Consequently such a conception pays little attention on people's spatial requirements. 

Disembodied architecture: the key agent 

In the process of production of the built environment, a key component that 

discriminates between its inhabitants is associated with the role of architects and 

design professionals. For Imrie (1996a:74), architects tend to be misled by holding the 

assumption that they are 'passive, as an instrument of the client, or elevated to a position of 

supreme control'. Hall and Imrie (1999), in a study on the role and attitude of design 

professionals toward disability and disabled people's spatial requirements, point out: 

[alrchitects are key actors or agents in the production of the built 
environment and tlleir conceptions of different user groups arc important [ ... / 
in contributing to the content of design processes (ibid.:423). 

Imrie (1996a) further notes that as architects can be seen as part of the wider socio

cultural and political processes so their ideas in design practices toward the built 

environment have been characterised by 
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the (ideology) assertion of the aesthetic or prioritising the idea of building 
form over use, the professionalisation of architectural and other design 
practices, thus creating a new technical, 'expert', elite, and the rise of the 
corporate economy as the dominant clientele. (ibid.:76) 

In this sense, architecture which is perceived as an aesthetic form of art and neutral, is 

the source of the technological and functional approach which diminishes awareness 

of the different demands of the variety of users (ibid.). In addition, the propagation of 

the architect as the 'expert' whose ideas are supported by scientific explanation 

crucially is a component in discounting the users' experiences or as Imrie (ibid.:77) 

notes 'denying the subjectivities of the very users of the built environment'. Furthermore, the 

ideology underpinning the viewpoint of architects is that buildings are constructed 

based on standardised and fixed values of users, as well as the ableist bodily concepts 

underpinning architectural discourses and practices. 

Those architectural works have been thought of as products which mainly involve 

aesthetics and form, which tend be the inspirations of the person who designs rather 

than the end users (Hall and Imrie, 1999:411). Hall and Imrie (ibid.) also highlight that 

the dominant concepts are drawn from the person who is able to provide knowledge of 

design and aesthetics, who has abilities and skills which distinguish them from others. 

This then characterises an architect as 'a purveyor ofbeauty and truth'. This is despite the 

fact that architects are part of the socio-cultural processes, and their works can also be 

understood as part of the socio-political influence or as key sources and sites of 

disabled people's marginalisation and oppression (Imrie, 1999a:26). In addition, Siebers 

(2003) argues that architectural theories have a relationship with the political 

unconscious such as in the Le Corbusier diagram of Modular Man in creating human 

habitats. 

The diagram of the Modular system (Figure 2.3) presents a two dimensional masculine 

figure standing upright, without a sign of any physical impairment. In this regard, this 

human standardised body has simplified the diversity of human sizes and shapes and 

become the 'average'. As Imrie and Hall (2001b:l0) note: '[tlhese norms tend to reduce the 

body to a universal type or a standard, characterised by fixed body parts'. For Imrie (2003:57), 

by using this standard, the human body, tend to be perceived as 'non-corporeal or as an 

object that serves to highlight the qualities of architectural space'. Furthermore, this idea of 
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seeking to standardise the human body can be seen as problem-solving for perfect 

architectural forms (Imrie, 1999a:31). 

Figure 2.3 Le Corbusier, the 'Modular Man', 1925 
Source: Siebers (2003:203) 

In one respect, the idea of reducing the human body into a 'standard' form has 

contributed much to the foundation of industrialised production. However, the 

architectural concept which places heavily emphasis on the decontextualised and 

standardised human body tends to reduce humanity's other dimensions-such as 

differences of mind and experiences-beyond size and shape. In this sense, Imrie 

(1999a:28) argues that the influential modernist architect (such as Le Corbusier's the 

Modular Man) effectively 'precludes the richness and quality of life [ .. .] This, then, is a world 

which seeks to normalise'. The standardised human body in architectura.l concepts has 

influenced the teaching and training of architects so as not to perceive the limitation 

and decontextualisation of the human body (Imrie, 1999a:30). Because of the resulting 

negative effects on disabled people, such a concept constitutes hostile and oppressive 
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built environments which 'are underpinned by the embodied ideal of a body which fails to 

conform with the complexities of bodily interaction in spaces'(ibid.:40). 

By standardising the human body, this approach tends to over-privilege the design 

professionals, directing their power of decision-making towards the aesthetic rather 

than their clients. Furthermore, the concept that architects are the agents who serve as 

expert aesthetic providers has a tendency to reduce the role of the clientele. Hall and 

Imrie (1999:411) give as an example of such an outlook of Le Corbusier that 'people 

would have to be re-educated to appreciate his vision '. Likewise, with concepts which 

provide little acknowledgement of client capacities, Hall and Imrie (ibid.) give another 

example in a comment of Mies Van der Rohe toward the position of the client: 'He 

doesn't have to choose. How can he choose? He hasn't the capacity to choose'. 

In sum, to examine the process of creating the built environment for disabled people, it 

is important to consider 

the socioeconomic, political and ideological relations of architectural theories 
and practices [as well as] the attitudes and values of architects [which] are an 
important site and source of building's users' estrangement from the built 
environment (Hall and Imrie, 1999:410). 

The buildings and built environment are conceived as more than a relationship of the 

body and materials, but as Imrie (1999a:40) draws from Davies and Lifchez, they are 

'the quality of socia-psychological experiences'. In this sense, it is important for architects 

and architectural theories to reconnect with broader socio-cultural and socioeconomic 

accounts so as to challenge the over-emphasis on the aesthetic and make a wider effort 

to 'understand the interrelationships between design theory, practice, and people's experiences 

of buildings and the built environment'(ibid.). 

Of 'Other' space 

People with impairment have different abilities of mobility, cognition, and may have 

different body sizes. Thus, the built environments which are designed based on the 

ideas underpinning ableist ideology tend to fail to respond to spatial requirements. For 

example, in identifying the human body as a statistical proportion which adopts the 

'average' in the middle of the value, this may mean somebody falls too far outside this 
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average and is not able to access this environment as a result. Gleeson (2001:256) points 

out that the hazards in the modem industrialised city involve the notion that 

built environment is basically designed for the average human being, plus or 
minus lwlf a standard deviation. From the perspective of 'a bell-shaped 

curve', persons with many types of disabilities that place them ill the tail of 
the distribution are effectively isolated by their environments (ibid.) [emphasis 

added]. 

.3$ .IS x IS 25 3S 

Figure 2.4 Bell-shaped curve of average human body 

The ergonomics of the humAn body are represented ill a bell curve ShApe diagram, which refcrs the middle range to the 
average" 

Source: Centre for Inclusive Design and Environmental Access, School of Architecture dnd Planning, University at 
Buffalo, the State University of New York. http://www.ap.bllffalo.edu/idca/udny/Sccl images/1-12.jpg 

Since such a notion has widely been adopted in architectural theory and practice, in 

many cases, spaces for disabled people become the 'special', 'differellt', or the 'other 

space'. Such a concept can be found in the architectural design guidelines, in particular 

within the human dimensions for impaired people (Figure 2.5). 

4 TIle original description of this diagram refers to ergonomic dcsign which all rdnges of humAn abi lities can be 
included in a Universal Design concept: 'The bell curve illustrates the fallacy of the average p 'rson. People come in a 
range of ages, sizes and abilities. Universally designed buildings accommodate those ranges rather than some 
theoretical average: 
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Vertical reachIng zones of a wheelchaIr user 
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HorIzontal forward reach of a wheelchaIr user (fig. 6) 
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Figure 2.5 Dimensional data of wheelchair user 
Source: United Nations Enable [online ava tlablc) http://www.un.org/esa/socdev/cnable/dcsignm/ADS-02.htm 

However, people who even legally fall in the same kind of impairment can have 

dilferences in both bodily and mentally dimensions. Recently, there have been 

increasing shilts in redefining the human body which can be measured by biometric 

means. For instance, Maddern and Stewart (2010:244) contend that using a more 

advanced technology to provide information of the body can be misleading. As Imrie 

(2003:64) has argued, rather than seeing the human body as apart from the buildings or 

objects that conform to 'the law of physical science', the body is a form of lived experience 

which is heterogeneous, ever-changing, and has 'the condition and context through which 

people are able to relate to objects (such as buiLdings)'. 

When the built environment, particularly in public places, fails to respond to the 

spatial requirements of impaired body, this can lead to feelings of otherness. Society 

may unconsciously react to the way disabled people negotiate with the spaces. To a 

certain extent, it can be part of the exclusion process. For Kitchin (1998:346) the sense of 

'Other' is a kin.d of cultural practice rather than a quality that one possesses. This 

concept is explained: '[t]he dominant group's cultural practices are promoted as the norm and 

the cultural practices of Others are portrayed as devian t' , That is, it is a way society defines 

those members which they perceive as deviant from the predominant notion. From 
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Kitchin's comment, it is understood that disability is more associated with mixing the 

impairment and cultural aspects rather than a mere disadvantage in accessing 

materials or fair resource distribution. According to socio-spatial processes of 

exclusion, Kitchin (ibid.:34S) summarises that there are two main ways 

spaces are currently organised to keep disabled people 'in their place'; spaces 
are social texts that convey to disabled people that they are 'out of place'. 

Hence, it is important in design and practice processes to take into account the wider 

socio-cultural, socioeconomic, and socio-political context surrounding the built 

environment. 

2.2.2 Universal and Inclusive Design: concept and process 

This section seeks to provide some important ideas to rethinking the design concept 

related with creation accessible facilities for disabled people in the built environment 

discipline. For Kitchin (1998), the built environments which are designed and built 

including people with differences in mind can effectively send a positive message. In 

turn, if it fails, it will bring the opposite result. Accessible places for disabled people 

potentially deliver messages 

[ ... J which tell them: 'you are important'; 'we want you here'; and 
'welcome'[ ... J if the way that disabled people are expected to get into a 
building is round the back, past the bins and through the kitchens, what does 
that message communicate? How will it make a disabled person fecI? 
(ibid.:349) 

Architectural design principles can be an essential component to combine accessibility 

of impaired bodies with aesthetics. There has been a concept of design development 

which takes a spectrum of abilities of people, such as the Universal Design. Freund 

(2001) gives an example of the 'Universal Design' or 'trans-generational' as 

a technical solution to designing the built environment in such a way that it 
can be comfortably used by the widest range of bodies possible [ ... J it involves 
designing environments that are safe, aesthetic, comfortable and usable by the 
very young and by those wllO are old. (ibid.:704) 
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The inclusive approach has been hinted at in Western history for hundreds of years. 

The early ideological beginnings were seen in Thomas Paine's 'The Right of Man' 

which had influence on the French Revolution, highlighted by Sandhu (2001:3.4) 'with 

its short-lived secular emphasis on equality for all'. However, in the same period was the 

Industrial Revolution in the United Kingdom building more products for a greater 

proportion of consumers, as well as the 'Fordism' standardised production process in 

the twentieth century, which in turn created a bigger gap between the industrialised 

production process and end-users. Nevertheless, in the 1960s, a new conceptual 

framework toward normalisation in Sweden and the Civil Rights movement in the 

USA demonstrated that disability is a condition which is constructed by society's 

attitudes. Furthermore, the inadequacies of the accessible built-environment are 

significant barriers. 

In the USA, by the end of World War II, the importance of developing barrier-free built 

environments was first attempted to be promulgated on behalf of the injured veterans. 

The advocacy started to raise awareness of removing physical barriers in homes, 

workplaces, and mass transit. The advancement is recognition that these barrier 

removals were seen as rights of those society members. This led to the first federal 

legislation demanding accessibility in architectural environments in federally financed 

facilities (Moore, 2001:2.4). By the time of this movement, concurrently, industrialised 

design and production shifted their focus onto the diversity of targeted users. During 

this period, the architect Ron Mace, a wheelchair user because of polio, firstly 

highlighted the need for Universal Design. A new movement in built environment 

understanding emerged. 

From this new movement, new legislation linking directly the physical environment 

and disability issues developed. In the USA, before the Americans with Disabilities Act 

(ADA) in 1990, there had been a focus on accessible architecture in several Acts, as well 

as in the UK, which was well advanced, developing several measures concerned with 

accessibility for disabled people from 1944 (Sandhu, 2001:3.5). Although there had been 

good progress in advancing acceSSibility in the built environment among developed 

countries and encouraging equal access at the national level (Standard Rule by UN), 

the more careful consideration of using such concept arose at the local one. The great 
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breakthrough of the Universal Design concept and enactment of legislation similar to 

the ADA took place in the UK, Canada, Australia, Spain, Holland, and even within less 

developed countries such as Thailand. There were questions of how to provide 

accessible features without creating symbols of separateness at the same time. Sandhu 

(2001) gives a clear example of using the sign of a disabled person in public spaces, 

which can be seen as a way to emphasise and create an apartheid of disabled people. 

He depicts the 

[ ... J accessible toilet that we clearly marked 'disabled toilets', very often 
reinforced by the outdated international symbol with its wheelchair user
just in case you forget who you are. [ ... J perversely, the good intention has 
turned into a handicapping environment,(ibid.:3.5) 

It is also clear that the more demanding efforts to put into practice good principles, the 

more there is a need to develop the concepts of how to achieve the accessible 

environment. Sandhu (2001:3.6) provides crucial elements in the development of 

technology which lead to reconsideration of how to integrate the multidisciplinary 

perspective. It is a requirement of a context-specific process that is crucial in 

understanding usage which is perfectly consistent in the users! environments 

interrelationship. For further development of inclusive approach, it is necessity to 

involve multidiSciplinary contributors who bring knowledge and experiences from 

broader ranges of areas of expertises. 

Inclusive approach: struggling with its implementation 

Crises and disasters around the world have left million of people with impairment, 

homeless, and victims of discrimination. In these situations, to what extents can the 

inclusive approach playa role in the political domain? Governments around the world 

have been challenged on how to set their priorities for creating sustainability in 

developing their citizen and the environmental quality of life. The developed countries, 

for instance, have reviewed their financial commitment towards social security. The 

governments are unable to maintain their support for the welfare state in the difficult 

financial situation. Not surprisingly, this is worse in the case of developing countries. 

However, the problems in such countries are not merely caused by financial 

restrictions. This can also be seen as the result of attitudes of decision makers towards 
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the priority of disability issues. Cheausuwantavee's (2005:51) comparative study of 

disability policies in the UK, the USA and Thailand, reveals the complexities of factors 

which impede development of disability policies in Thailand because attitudes are still 

based on merit, philanthropic and patronage tradition. In a society with a paternalistic 

atmosphere, the person who uses the law as a solution, for instance, will be detested in 

their community. 

Imrie (2000) suggests key variables that effectively influence the process of building 

and design: social and political culture and attitudes which are conditioned by social 

relationships, resource availability and the practices of the local authorised actors. In 

addition, Imrie (ibid.:6) notes the concept of 'local political environment' is also crucial as 

a basis to understand the nature of local access policies and ways they are practiced. 

That is, distinctive socio-political culture leads local access policies to have diverse 

effects on the life experiences of disabled people in different cultural contexts. As Pinch 

is quoted in Imrie (1996b:18), the differences of human experiences show that 'what 

seems inevitable in one nation doesn't necessarily have to be so elsewhere'. 

2.2.3 Disabling environments 

Disability has been vigorously discussed as a socio-spatial experience (such as Freund, 

2001; Kitchin and Law, 2001; Kitchin, 1998). Therefore, to understand what it means to 

claim that there is a 'disabling' space, it is crucial to explore how 'ableist' built 

environments have been part of the social process. Chouinard (1997:380) briefly refers 

to the elements of construction ableist geographies as having 

ideas, practices, institutions, and social relations that presume able
bodiedness, and by so doing, construct persons with disabilities as 
marginalised, oppressed, and largely invisible 'other'. 

For instance, the ableist ideology can be represented in forms such as 'the lack of 

automatic doors and ramps in public building, the absence of hearing people with sign 

language skills at community events such as political candidate debates' (ibid.) and so on. 

Likewise, Butler and Bowlby (1997:412) point out the spaces for people with 

impairments are organised 'economically, politically, and socially and ignore their interests 

in the creation of the built environment'. 
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The production of the built environment, in particular in recent modern markets where 

capitalist urban fabrics are arranged to serve the need to stimulate the market and 

greater consumption, is often associated with key disabling elements such as a 

misperception which is based on ableist ideology. Freund (2001:695-696) reveals this 

through the 'walkism' notion in which cities are designed for healthy pedestrians, as 

well as through the biased attitude that creating special modifications for impaired 

people is expensive, in other words, not worth the investment. Built environments 

which are produced underpinned by such notions, to a certain extent, effectively 

disable impaired people. For instance, the cities that are organised for car domination 

tend to be designed for people who are healthier and able to move faster. As a 

consequence, people with mobility impairments including older people and children 

might find it is a challenge to flourish within their society. In a sense, the person who 

cannot speed up in the same rhythm as this kind of city can be seen as disabled. In this 

regard, Kitchin (1998:349) highlights that 

[a] city is not just a set of buildings, roads, and parks and other 
infrastructures, a city is also a (cultural) text to which we read and react. 
Spatial structures and places within the landscape provide a set of cultural 
signifiers that teUus ifwe are 'out ofplace'. 

For Chouinard (1997), disablist spaces' not only exclude people with impairment from 

economic prospects, such as by keeping them from workplaces, the physical barriers 

also exclude disabled people from academic domains. For instance, disabled attendants 

in the conference are often excluded because 

[clonjerence rooms lack reserved seating for the disabled, conference forms 
typically lack spaces for indicating special needs, and few if any steps are 
taken to ensure foil participation of persons with disabilities. (ibid.:382) 

The production of city spaces often involves socio-cultural elements (e.g. perceptions of 

disabled people) which effectively exclude individuals who have been given the 

message that they do not belong to the place. For Hall and Imrie (1999:409), the key 

elements involved in the creation of exclusion from the built environment consist of 

'the policies, practices, and values of professionals involved in the design and construction 

processes '. 
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Hence, it can be said that creation of the disabling spaces is associated with various 

forms, which in part influence the political power of disabled people. The important 

source of oppression is connected to the state institutional policies and practices, which 

Imrie (1996b:18) notes 

tend to reinforce the dependent, powerless, positions of people with 
disabilities [including the built environmental planning policies which] are never 
neutral in their socia-distributional effects but have clear, iniquitous impacts 
which tend to reflect the distribution of power in society. 

2.2.4 Spatial oppression 

This section explores the ideas that the barriers which are created in the built 

environment not only physically segregate disabled people. They also constitute the 

oppressive condition of life for impaired people. Disability is a socio-spatial construct 

(Kitchin, 1998) and a social experience (Freund, 2001), hence, a mere focus on the 

political economy (which has been heavily discussed in a strong social model 

approach) cannot be the only way to explain the spatial exclusion of disabled people. 

As space is arranged to maintain a non-disabled society, inaccessible space plays a key 

role as a form of disablist oppression. The space can be understood as a tool to 

configure impaired people to recognise 'their place' in society. It is necessary to 

understand how disabled people face barriers in the built environment and how the 

socio-cultural process produces it. In this regard, Kitchin (ibid.:354) suggests we 

understand space for disabled people through the approach which integrates 

a spatialised political economy with social constructivism. This approach 
recognises the centrality of power; the multifaceted ways and reasons for the 
socia-spatial exclusion of disabled people; and the complexity of strategies of 
domination and resistance. 

In addition, Freund (2001:698) further argues that even though a space can be 

physically accessed by mobility impaired people, they can be oppressed by the 

segregated organisation underpinned by discriminatory attitudes when they are forced 

to live in different spheres even when in public places (e.g. using paratransit or sitting in the 

back of the theatre),. 
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Absence of disabled people in the spatial process and product 

In most part, disabled people are absent as consultants or participants in the design 

process with the architects or design team (Hall and Imrie, 1999:423). The major 

elements which hinder the participation of disabled people in the design and practice 

process can be seen as the result of the little attention paid by design professionals such 

as architects, designers and planners. Architectural and design practice require 

awareness that the society has plurality. As Lyndon (in Lifchez, 1987:xii) notes that 

although architects have become in favour of creating buildings for particular places 

for particular function, and to some extent for 'specific people', they are facing a change 

of trend. Hence, there is need to reconsider their roles in building architecture in 

society because 

[aJrchitecture can be enabling only if architects develop empathy -for the 
way forces settle to the ground or for how the idealised body stands upright 
and intact like a column, but for the ways that architecture enters into the 
iiT)es of people, people we know and love and others for whom we have not yet 
leamed to care. (ibid.) 

When disability is distinguished from a mere restriction in impaired bodies, and it is in 

fact a reciprocal relation between a body and organisation of space, the research 

methodological approach will be challenged. As Zarb (1995a:27) suggests: 

rather than asking questions like how far an individual with a mobility 
impainnent can walk unaided, we are carrying out a national survey 
designed to measure how much of the existing rail and bus network is 
accessible to people with different types ofimpairments. 

Users~ spatial experiences 

People experience their daily lives by the way in which they interact with the social 

and physical environment around them. The relation of an individual to space is often 

influenced by the way spaces are socially organised and the way one feels in it 

(Freund, 2001:698). Moore (2001) depicts how a person can have experiences through 

daily life by interacting with the spaces and people around them. We may start our day 

with the sound from an alarm clock, going down the stairs in front of the house to 

catch a bus to work, study, shop or do other activities. During our journey, we have 
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joined other members of our families, neighbours, colleagues, or communities. We 

have already encountered challenging tasks, which we are trying to accomplish, 

manage, or avoid. For our lifetime, our capacities to cope with the activities of each day 

determine the quality of our individual life. There is an interplay between human 

factors and their living environments. As Moore (2001:2.2) notes, our successes or 

failures are direct results of such interactions between the environment and our 

abilities, whether physical, psychological, social or financial. All people in the world 

regardless of differences of ethnicity, religion, culture and geography, share the 

common need to cope with daily life experience in order to be accepted, have their 

worth recognised and feel of value to others. People also are very much alike in their 

basic need of shelter and nourishment. Moore (ibid.) summarises the notion of people 

who have distinctiveness whilst sharing life experience, as being that 'our distinctions 

define our uniqueness, our uniqueness defines our commonality'. In this regard, it is 

important to recognise the knowledge of daily spatial experiences for different people 

in the process of creating the built environment. 

For Imrie (1996a), day-to-day artefacts, which have taken mere able-bodied people for 

granted often disregard the distinctiveness and diversity of their society's members. 

Persons who use wheelchairs, for example, regularly struggle with out-of-reach 

features, steps, uneven pavements, absence of slope or ramp, and so on. Hastings and 

Thomas (200S:p.531) echo the point that the creation of an environment that is 

problematic and inaccessible to any individual depicts those individuals are unable 

and dependent. For instance, the design of specific standardised items such as toilet 

features, doors, at one point, can be usable for many people. However, Hall and Imrie 

(1999:425) find that those elements have made people with a range of different 

physiological and mental impairment dependent on others to enable them to move 

around, otherwise, accessing part of a building can be impossible for them. 

It is clear that socio-spatial arrangements not only limit the impaired body's spatial 

experiences, but also influence how an individual experiences the body as well as the 

level of embodiment. Butler and Bowlby (1997:419) note how experiences in public 

places hostile for impaired bodies can challenge their sense of security. Although 

people want their lives to flourish and to enjoy public places, disabled people feel their 
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bodily presentation open to the gaze of others. In several cases, impaired people 

encountered the reaction of stares and hostile remarks which Butler and Bowlby (ibid.) 

called 'unacceptable reactions' as a result of negotiating with inaccessible facilities in 

public realms. Hence, such spatial experiences not only alienate individuals with 

impairment when they have these uncomfortable confrontations, they also consciously 

intemalise the body, they becomes linked to their appearance and feel experienced as 

an object (Freund, 2001:699). In previous sections, we have seen disability as part of the 

socio-spatial experience of impaired bodies interacting with spaces which are creations 

of sodo-cultural and political economic process. Thus, when disabled individuals 

acquire experience in spaces, some can realise their abilities and tum it to resistance 

against oppressive barriers. 

Once people shift focus from their bodies and their capacities, and see such 
capacities linked to the organisation of the spaces they utilise, their attendant 
mode of being in space and how they relate to it changes. Resistance then 
becomes possible (ibid.:701). 

It is clear that socio-spatial creation, in most part, has a tendency to reflect the nature of 

oppression and some forms of power imposed on impaired bodies. In this regard, the 

key elements for built environmental researchers and professionals, as Gleeson 

(1996:395) suggests, are participating with the marginalised group 'in the political 

struggle against socio-spatial structures and formations which oppress [so as to] pursue a 

geography with disabled people'. 

2.3 Resistance theory of disability: embodiment in the built 
environment 

This section focuses on a concept sitting in between disability models particularly at 

the intersection of material phenomena (which is a focus in the social model) and 

interpretations of the body and oppression experiences. Such an explanation mainly 

draws on works of Gabel and Peters's (2004) and Peters et al.'s (2009) the resistance 

theories of disability. This concept, to an extent, seeks to bridge the gap of that the 

sodal model has been criticised through the poststructuralist perspective that it over 

prioritises the problem of disability embedded in social structure. To a certain extent 
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the social model pays less attention on a variety of disability experiences through 

subjectivity persona. Hence this leads to an argument adding into research approach as 

Gabel and Peters (2004:589) draw on Shakespeare and Watson that there is required a 

more holistic account of the social model that acknowledges 'the way in which agency 

and structure are intrinsically knit together'. 

The section aims to provide key ideas in investigating the process by which disabled 

people play roles as key agents of change. There are three aspects to adopt the 

resistance concept in this study. Firstly, it applies to the ways disabled people resist 

and challenge the meaning assigned to them. This can happen at both micro and macro 

level. As Sullivan and Munford (1998:191) point out, the individual level lies in 

challenging dominant practices regarding impaired bodies and the macro level is in 

respect to opposing and changing the disabling structure. By doing this, they 

deconstruct the dominant meaning and negative connotation imposed upon them. 

Secondly, this explains when impaired bodies seek to challenge the dominant notions 

of capacities and access abilities in negotiating with the public built environments. It 

occurs within the relationships of daily spatial practice. Finally, the resistance concept 

argues against the existing assumption that disabled people are a recipient or passive 

group of the population in social movements. 

In the late twentieth century, there has increasingly been research on the impaired 

body and attempts to make a distinction between impairment and disability. Abberley 

(1987:14) highlights '[tJor disabled people the body is the site of oppression, both in form, and 

in what is done with it'. He sums up the concept of oppression and resistance as 

recognising that the social context surrounded disability is a product of history, not as 

a natural consequence, and asserts the value of disabled modes of living. He adds that 

this account has a political perspective in the way 

it involves the defence and transformation, both material and ideological, of 
. state health and welfare provision as an essential condition of transforming 

the lives of the vast majority of disabled people. (ibid.:17) 

The shift of thought about being disabled, which no longer is only individual 

impairment or misfortunate, leads to ways the oppressed group can counter those 

dominant oppressors. The exploration of resistance concepts aims to investigate the 
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ways disabled people individually and collectively confront, transcend, and change the 

very oppressive things imposed on them. Peters et al. (2009:544) draw on Finkelstein's 

argument against the social model to say that this approach is too abstract and fails to 

provide a tool for social change 'it is insufficient for combating oppression through action'. 

A disabling social system makes the world alien to impaired bodies, hence, as Paterson 

and Hughes (1999:609) argue, it 'simultaneously produces impairment as an experience'. 

Furthermore, they note that the body can be seen in two levels; first, in the biological 

perspective and second, through the meaning assigned by society. In the first instance, 

the impaired body experiences real pain and it affects the feeling of self. For example, 

an individual in a wheelchair may experience backache from spending too much time 

in a wheelchair, and this pain, to a certain extent, impedes performance. As Freund 

(2001:699) further explains: 

[VV]hen tensions occur between body, material artefacts and social material 
space [e.g. buildings. transport], or when pain, fatigue and difficulties with the 
body occur, the body becomes present in consciousness and experienced as an 
object. 

In the later social model perspective, the body of the impaired person becomes 

'disabled' when an individual is confronted with inaccessible buildings or transport. In 

this sense, the circumstance of an impaired person interacting with the built 

environment can be viewed as a phenomenon rather than the explanation of problems 

only created by the built environment. Thibodaux (2005:507) notes that disabled people 

produce their knowledge about the self and their society 'in a social and physical world'. 

For Paterson and Hughes (1999:603), embodiment in the built environment is an 

important approach to explore how people with impairments have socia-spatial 

experiences and how their world is perceived, 'the 'world' becomes embodied because it is 

our 'projects' that make it what it is'. This concept is leading to further resistance against 

oppression at different levels, either at the individual or broader social realm. Paterson 

and Hughes (ibid.) suggest that integrating disabled people into the community can be 

'the best 'cure' for disabled people' and recognising disabled people's everyday 

intercorporeal encounters become wider empowerment for disabled people to 'express 

themselves' regarding the norms of society. 
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2·3.1 Impaired bodies in the lived experience approach 

Paterson and Hughes (1999:601) note that we perceive the world through the body 

which can be the root of all knowledge, 'Our perception of everyday reality depends upon a 

"lived body", that is a body which Simultaneously experiences and creates the world'. Study on 

individual lived experience includes understanding of the broader structural 

components which produce disadvantages for impaired bodies. Daily life activities can 

be a source of knowledge about how disabled people interact and negotiate with built 

environments and convey their spatial needs. In this approach, Paterson and Hughes 

(ibid.) suggest that it is important to highlight the ways society disables people with 

impairment through the everyday reality of lived experiences rather than structural 

analysis of its effect on individuals. Drawing on Imrie's perspective about the 

relationship between impaired bodies and built environment, Paterson and Hughes 

(ibid.) point out that disabled people 'are 'not merely passive recipients of the built 

environment, but actively seek to challenge and change it'. If the social model based on 

structuralism contends that dependency is not merely a problem stemming from 

impairment, but is produced by disabling environment, Paterson and Hughes 

(ibid.:607) argue that 'paternalistic policies and disablist institutions colonise disabled people's 

life world'. 

In sum, bodies can be seen as a product of the dominant discourse of ideology. 

Simultaneously, the same body can be a site producing opposition to those oppressive 

social and physical constructs. For instance, experiences in public places can be 

perceived by the individual with impairment while negotiating within the built 

environment. Simultaneously, such impaired body also influence perception of others 

towards the built environment. In this way of understanding the body as agent 

resisting and changing physical barriers, impaired people effectively realise their 

bodies as being the object of those oppressive process and products as well as being a 

subject to resist it. 

2.3.2 Re-constructing spatial experiences 

The 'body' in the poststructuralist perspective exists importantly in a process of 'self

productive activity', and the body also acts as 'an agent that produces discourses as well as 
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receiving them' (Paterson and Hughes, 1999:598). Paterson and Hughes (ibid.:599) 

further contend that there is a gap in the dualistic position in discussion of disability. 

While structuralist scholars view disability as a relationship between impairment and 

social structure, the poststructuralist position argues that disability must recognise the 

social origin of impairment. Therefore, problems of disability - which previously 

concentrated mainly on disabling barriers on the 'outside' of impaired bodies-require 

'the social model to embrace a disembodied view of disability and an asocial view of 

impairment'. 

Disabled people have their spatial experiences in public which have a relationship with 

power and oppression. Thereby, the process of change can be complex in that it takes 

place at different levels, locations, and forms (Sullivan and Munford, 1998:191). For 

Butler and Bowlby (1997:423), self-consciousness about self image plays an important 

part at the micro level when an individual finds their appearance in public differs from 

so-called 'normal'. Furthermore, the extent to which the individual copes within the 

built environment varies depending on 'the nature of their impairment and a host of 

differing social, economic, and political circumstances' (ibid.:429). The major struggles 

which impaired bodies experience often relate to fear of bodily impairment and 

ignorance of their capabilities, and to a certain extent, they internalise the social 

experiences of disabled people in public space (ibid.:430). 

Imrie (2001:233) highlights the fact that disabled persons experience their impaired 

bodies through interaction with spatial configurations where one's body is sensitised 

by the space, or not, 'the (disabled) body can be conceived of as a site and source of 

(re)production '. Furthermore, the 'impaired body' can also be perceived as an agent 

against social and physical barriers or the 'text' as 'the site at which power/knowledge is 

realised (Edwards and Imrie, 2003:240). Drawing on Bourdieu's concept of the body as a 

bearer of value, Edwards and Imrie (ibid.) suggest that we explore the ways by which 

impaired bodies acquire their capital as a means to resist and change oppressive 

attitudes and built environmental impediments. Thus, key in investigating impaired 

bodies in the built environment is understood that 

[tJhe body and its social location are interrelated, while the management of 
the body is core to the acquisitioll can be understood ill and through the 
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habitus [which] seeks to focus on the corporeal, embodied, experiences of 
everyday life and to understand systems in the (re) production of social 
inequalities (ibid.:241). 

Likewise, according to Thibodaux (2005:507), disabled people experience their 'ways of 

being in the world' through a habitus which is characterised by ranges of 'personal, 

physical, social, and environmental factors [which a/so] create and shape a type of social space' 

they perceive and live in. 

2.3.3 Politicising access issues 

Cities make people: urban planning and urban po/icy, like law and the study 
of human genetics, are forms of applied social design. Architecture is politics 
with bricks and mortar, even though architects may envision only aesthetic 
goals (Beck, 1998:115). 

It can be understood that access to public spaces and facilities for people with 

impairments have become a crucial part of political agendas (Imrie, 1996a). 

Furthermore, constructions of the physical environment, in many cases, constitute 

socio-political segregation in the sense that 

accessibility is inherently political, cities are literally crippled when members 
of their population are restricted from reaching their full potential due to 
inadequate planning and design (Vujakovic and MattiJeros, 1994:359). 

In addition to exclusion by inaccessible spaces for disabled people, they also struggle 

with the limitations of the distribution of political power: Hastings and Thomas 

(2005:531) emphasise that access in the built environment motivates people to want to 

gain opportunities to participate in their economic, social and political activities, to 

become full members of a polity. 

The shift of understanding about disability significantly affects the way (disabled) 

people rethink their (in) accessibility in the built environment. For instance, Zola (1993) 

and Morris (1992) point out that disability is not about the personal, but the political. 

Disabled people have been marginalised through several facets of the social process 

such as design and construction in the built environment. A building which has only 

one entrance using steps, for instance, can be seen as a power interplay between the 

less advantaged (i.e. impaired-bodied people) and their more advantaged counterparts 
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(i.e. able-bodied people). In this regard, Imrie (1998) has noted that whilst architecture 

tends to perceive the appearances of t~e built forms as neutral, it is in fact underpinned 

by a powerful predominantly ableist notion. Hence, study of the built environment for 

disabled people needs to politicise access issues in mainstream policy design and 

practice. Politicisation of physical accessibility for disabled people draws attention to 

the possibility of socio-spatial arrangement that 'accommodate the widest range of mind

bodies possible' (Freund, 2001:698). 

Furthermore, disability campaigns about access issues require a conceptual 

development where disabled people individually and collectively act as part of a 

political movement for social change. In the last three decades, although there has 

increasingly been research on access for disabled people, Gleeson (2001) points out that 

there is a limitation in terms of theoretical significance because works have focused 

mainly on existing policies and regulatory evaluations. Conventional access studies 

about improving existing access policy are sceptical in terms of their real outcomes that 

he claims 'may be a deepened sense of cynicism and political exclusion amongst the people they 

were intended to help' (ibid.:252). 

Gleeson (2001) also highlights the understanding of accessibility in the 're

modernisation' era, in particular, in the new industrialised SOciety. There have been 

new social movements, led by people with impairments, which demand the creation of 

accessible institutions and spaces. This force seeks democratic renewal of institutions 

and awareness of exclusionary spaces. He also suggests 'subversive politics or sub-politic' 

(ibid.:259) in politicising access issues into the mainstream political domains. This kind 

of politics looks at arrangements from the grass roots, and is meant to mobilise access 

issues by and for disabled people. There is a requirement to consider social movements 

which are initiated by disabled people. The key elements to be focused on are 

questions about practical barriers, problems and opportunities connected to disabled 

people's activities in seeking to influence local authority access policies and practices 

(Imrie, 1999b). 

Despite the fact that human rights legislation has been introduced as reassurance about 

the emergence of inclusive environments for a broader range of people in recent years, 

achieving the goals of human rights is still hampered by inaccessible design regardless 
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of political concern. However, there is increase in self-confidence about individual 

rights. The approach based on human rights not only consolidates democratic and 

rights protection for the disability movement, but also constitutes an expansion of 

politics into the areas of civil and institutional society. This used to be controlled by the 

notion of impartiality or certitude. As Gleeson (2001:259) emphasises, Ulrich Beck's 

'Sub-politics' that concentrate on the enclosed city has become contested by urban 

disability activism. 

For Gleeson (2001), accessibility study in a city which contains differences requires 

deeper understanding of socio-political, socio-economic as well as cultural elements. 

This section also explores an alternative perspective on the implementation of 

accessibility. Reflecting on the 'subversive politics' that opposes power controlled by the 

formal institutions, Gleeson (2001:256) notes that access regulation and policy 

implementation by government through bureaucratic structure struggled with the 

unwillingness of 'responsible authorities'. Furthermore, the enforcement of legislation 

procedure failed to meet what the law promised. For Imrie and Hall (2001a:335), the 

legal framework underpinning accessible buildings is potentially a source of disabled 

people's estrangement or exclusion from the development process. For one reason, it is 

broad, vague and provides substantial regulation merely for new buildings, while 

paying little attention to refurbished ones. In a contemporary city, therefore, it is 

crucial that the different demands of its inhabitants are considered in the decision

making and building process. As Gleeson (ibid.:255) suggests, the urban social 

movement can create its own political opposition to political constraints which operate 

by variety of critical forces. 

2.3.4 Access movement 

Since the existing socio-structural system hardly provides a socio-political platform for 

people with disadvantage, disabled people and their organisations require social 

movements against those social and physical barriers. This section also points out one 

disadvantage of the social model of disability that, at a certain point, it overemphasises 

the lack of access to material resources. However, there is increasingly a requirement to 

take the daily life experience of impaired people into account. There are distinctive and 

diverse requirements of people, even those that fall within the same disability category. 
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This approach leads to a focus on the roles of disabled individuals and their groups. 

Social movements, by and for disabled people, can constitute a new way to overturn 

particular social obstacles to their access requirements. 

Samaha (2007:1280) points out that the social movement is the root of the social model 

of disability. Although the social model has little direct links to shaping policy, within 

this model disabled people individually and collectively are able to weaken 

assumptions about disadvantage being a product of nature. Samaha (2007:1308) also 

suggests that it is important to consider the disability rights movement which 'might 

choose to confront more effectively the problems of limited resources and competing claims of 

justice'. 

Increasingly in the social model perspective, struggles about disability have been 

understood as being rooted in socio-structural restrictions that impede accessibility to 

those people with impairments. However, this strong social model can be challenged 

for its implications about contemporary society. This is based on the postmodernist 

perspective, about which Mullard and Spicker are quoted by Lee (2002:145): 

[ijn the postmodern period [ ... J society has become more fragmented, more 
diverse, more full of differences E ... J Postmodernity can be described as the 
process which seeks to replace the values of homogeneity and universalism 
with those of [ ... J pluralism, variety and ambivalence. 

Thus, development of disability issue needs to engage postmodernist theory in 

building knowledge in disability research. Lee (2002:144) goes on to say that social 

movements involved with disability issues, both individual and collective, resist the 

encroachment of bureaucratic systems into everyday life. In addition, it is inevitable 

that we consider that medical intervention still is an important way for people with 

impairment to deal with disability conditions, in the lives of impaired people. 

According to Lee (2002:149): 

[nlon-disabled people can relatively easily accept the idea conceptually that 
'disabled' people are hugely constrained by an environment that is 
'disabling'. Its attractiveness is L'nhallced also by the fact that the model has 
been so clearly constructed alit of the 'experiences' of disabled people and 
disseminated by them. 
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Nevertheless, social movements, initiated by and involving disabled individual or 

groups are not necessarily a single form of social force. Exploring the production of 

disadvantage and ways to change it requires the extension of social construction in 

disability. Samaha (2007:1284) suggests we consider: 

the social factors contributing to disadvantage will deepen our understanding 
of causation and it might illuminate possibilities for action. 

Furthermore, the process of removing disabled barriers need not unnecessarily be 

undertaken a single type of force, where the 'body' effectively acts as the agency. As 

Paterson and Hughes (1999:601) point out, the new social movement should consider 

the body as playing the formative role of the locus of action as well as a focus of power. 

2.4 Conclusion: from conceptual to operational definition 

We have seen that different approaches to disability are reflected in the way the built 

environment serves, or not, disabled people. For instance, the built environment which 

was created based on a notion that disability is the personal problem of deviant 

individuals tends to prioritise able-bodied people's requirements. However, through 

the resistance approach which emphasises the spatial experiences of disabled 

individuals views their spatial struggles as not personal but political. Therefore, the 

daily use of spaces in public realm of disabled individuals has been seen as a form of 

resistance to the predominant values imposed upon disabled people. This is about a 

power relationship, which is political. Through the spatial experiences of disabled 

people, the production of space is not only associated with technology, but also social, 

political, economic and cultural factors. The social movement by disabled people as a 

group can be part of resistance and change. 

Conceptual frameworks, therefore, are divided into two main themes. Firstly, disability 

and the built environment are perceived as socia-cultural and political processes and 

product. The built environment can be perceived as the reflection of the society where 

it is produced. Thus, understanding disability and accessibility for disabled people in 

the built environment requires exploration of wider social systems surrounded 

disability and where the spaces are produced. Secondly, to explain how disabled 
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people (individual and collective) negotiate with dominant social and physical 

impediments, the resistance approach is helpful to understanding. Seeing reproduction 

of the built environment through the resistance concept constitutes understanding that 

although disabled people are able to reconstruct their understanding of disability (e.g. 

through language use), it help to understand the means of changing those very 

disabling things imposed upon their daily reality. The daily experiences of disabled 

bodies interacting with the built environment can lead to change and the removal of 

disabling barriers. In addition, exploring social movements by and for disabled people 

is also an important angle to understand disabled people as key agents of change. 

Those conceptual definitions are outlined and used as in the following table. 

Table 2.3 Conceptual definition and operational definition of research themes 

Conceptual definition 
Issue Operational definition 

First theme: understanding of disability influences the creation of (in)accessible built environments 

Social construction of Understanding of disability 
disability 

Individual model - Disability is inherently in the individuals 

- Disabled people are passive, and dependent 

Social model - Social system and structure are key problems 
to disabled people's lives 

- The role of the built environment as a key 
problem 

Holistic approach - Acknowledges a variety of conditions of 
impairment 

- Cultural representation e.g. film, literature, 
language uses 

- Definition of disabled persons 

Disabling built environment Perception of space of - Characteristic of the built environments: 
disabled people barriers to movement, architecture and 

transport 

- Meaning of places 

Second theme: disabled people have agency in changing their social and physical disabling barriers 

Resistance concept Lived experience - Experience of impaired bodies 

- Daily activities, negotiating with physical 
and social struggles in public places: 
communicate and educate the public 

- Self definition of identity 
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Conceptual definition 
Issue Operational definition 

Social movement - Politicising access issue 

- Role of disabled people in access movement 

- Strategies in movement 

This chapter has charted the key concepts which are necessary in contextualising this 

study. The methodological approach of this research is in line with engagement with 

disabled participants which seeks to learn from their experiences in daily life and how 

they negotiate with social and physical impediments. The operational definitions 

above will be explored through discussions about method uses in the following 

chapter. 

62 I P age 



I I I is C0ll111101! sense to take l11J1eli1oril1nri fry it. Il il jails, admit it frankly 

nl1d try I11lOlher. But above nil, try something.' 

Fmllklin D. Rooscl'elt (1882 - .1945) 



Chapter 3: Methodology .......................................................................................................................... 63 

Introduction .................................................................................................................................................. 63 

3·1 Analytical framework ...•..........................•....•.•........................................................................................ 64 

3·1.1 Disability and accessibility as a social construct ....•............................................................... 65 

3.1.2 The resistance approach: disabled people are agents of change ......•.•..............................• 67 

3.2 Definition of terms ................................................................................................................................. 68 

3.2.1 'Disabled People' not 'People with Disabilities' ...........•...•.•.........•.•..........•.......................... 69 

3.2.2 'Accessibility in the built environment' and 'the public realm' ............................................. 71 

3.3 Research planning and design ................................................................................................................ 71 

3.3.1 Pilot study .................•..................•.....•.•..............•...........•.••........••.........................................• 72 

3·3·2 Snowball sampling ................................................................................................................• 73 

3.3.3 Using multiple methods ........................................................................................................ 75 

3.4 Research strategies and tools .................•..........•................................................................................... 78 

3.4.1 Explore understanding of disability and accessibility ......................................................... 80 

3.4.2 Investigation of spatial constraints and needs of disabled people ..................................... 85 

3.4.3 Exploring the process of resisting disabling environments ................................................ 91 

3.5 Making sense of the data .•..................................................................................................................... 92 

3.5.1 Analysis of the data ................................................................................................................ 92 

3.5.2 Validation of the data ...................................................... ······································ .. •·········· ... 94 

3.6 Ethical issues concerning research about disability ............................................................................. 96 

3.6.1 Equalising power relationships during interviews .............................................................. 96 

3.6.2 Enabling empowerment or reinforcing the disabling process? ......................................... 98 

3.7 Reflection on methods used ..................................................•........•......................•............................. 100 

3.7.1 Researchers without experience of disability ...................................................................... 101 

3.7.2 Access to research participants and technology ............................................................... 102 

3.7.3 Working with disabled people and context specific literature ......................................... 105 

3.7.4 Learning from the lived experience approach ................................................................... 106 

3.8 Conclusion ............................................................................................................................................. 108 



3 I Methodology 

Introduction 

111ere is a need for new spatial research on disability that not only unsettles 
ableist explanations of social processes and outcomes. But also considers how 
such knowledge can be used to further political struggles against 
environments that exclude and mnrginnlise disabled people. (Chouinard 
quoted in Gleeson, 1999b:66). 

This research focuses on how the understanding of disability in Thai society affects the 

creation of a disabling built environment and how disabled people experience and 

overcome their socio-spatial barriers. The methodology in this study has been 

generated from two analytical frameworks, which 1) regard disability and accessibility 

as constructed social processes and 2) see disabled people as having agency to 

overcome their disabling barriers. This study used multiple methods, whereby the 

participatory approach, qualitative interviews and surveys complement one other in 

providing research data. The participatory approach was adopted in order to pave the 

way to disability research which empowers its subjects. French and Swain (1997) 

distinguish participatory and emancipatory research which they note have both 

distinctive qualities and overlaps. The participatory approach has its roots in the 

qualitative approach which views research subjects as research participants. The 

emancipatory approach, which this study seeks to employ in its research strategy, has 

roots in the Disability Movement. Disabled people take part in agenda setting and in 

research strategies of which the findings will effectively shape their lives. In so doing, 

disabled participants must play a role at all stages of the research process (Kitchin, 

2000:38; Oliver, 1992:102). Furthermore, the role of the researchers themselves should 

include engagement in the process of emancipation, rather than merely exploring 

disabled people's lives from 'sympathetic sidelines' (Stone and Priestley, 1996:703). 
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Additionally, researchers, with their knowledge and skills should act as facilitators, as 

Oliver (1997:17) notes: 

{ ... J researchers have to learn how to put their know/edge and skills at the 
disposal of their research subjects, for them to use in whatever ways they 
choose. 

This chapter is divided into seven sections. It starts by providing an analytical 

framework according to the two main research themes. The second section discusses 

planning and designing research procedures. Thirdly, I provide research strategies 

according to the three research objectives which follow by discussing how data were 

analysed and validated. The fifth section discusses the ethical issues in carrying out 

research about disability. Reflection on research methods and tools is provided in the 

sixth section and the chapter ends with a conclusion. 

3.1 Analytical framework 

Oliver (1996) points out that the majority of research concerning the lives of disabled 

people is carried out using the interpretative approach, which does not include the 

personal experiences of disabled people. To some extent, there has been an absence of 

articulation about the views of disabled people. Many disabled participants appear as 

'passive objects for interviews and observations designed by researchers with no experience or 

sensitivity to the day-to-day reality of disability' (ibid.:139). In order to understand the 

relationship between socio-cultural elements and perceptions of disability, Anderson 

(2005:255) suggests locating 'the site at which ideas of normalcy and deviance are taken for 

granted and where representations of truth change'. Furthermore, accessibility in the built 

environment must inevitably include the human rights issues of disabled people. To 

understand rights in accessing the built environment, it is crucial to consider what 

viewpoint we adopt about people with impairments. Neo-Marxist thinkers (such as 

Mike Oliver) view disability as a social construct determined by economic capacity: 

disabled individuals face a disadvantage in terms of capital, because they are labelled 

as under- or non-productive (Kitchin, 1998:348). In this sense, it is important to include 

the notions of power underpinning access for the disabled individual and collective 

groups. Furthermore, employing the concept of human rights, which views people as 
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having rights to movement and mobility can be a way to eliminate social segregation. 

This is useful in approaching the knowledge and explanations of inclusive spaces for 

disabled people. 

Additionally, research about the spatial requirements of disabled people needs a 

deeper qualitative base in socio-cultural and political economic understanding. For 

Freund (2001), it is misleading to determine the requirements of the population with 

impairment by 'head counting', in other words, using a quantitative-based perspective. 

In part impairment and differences can be said to be the 'nonnal' conditions of 

humanity. In this regard, he adds, 'the kind of benefits and uses that might accrue to non

impaired bodies in such a space are also incalculable'(ibid.:693). 

For Chouinard (1997), in contesting the privileged knowledge of disabling 

environments, research should go beyond giving 'voice' to the experience of disabled 

people. She suggests actively sharing research processes which can empower disabled 

participants because it is 'one of the challenges in building less ableist geographic knowledge' 

(ibid.:384). Hence, exploration of the spatial experience of impaired bodies helps to 

understand ableist power relations. By engaging with disabled people, it provides 

illustrations of the disabled body as a site of both oppression and resistance. 
intenJiewees reported feeling uneasy with their OWII bodies ill puNic spaces, 
[ ... J However, they also actively negotiated ableist public spaces; for instance, 
accepting offers to help even though help was not needed in an effort to 
ensure that others with disabling differences would be offered assistance in 
the future (ibid.:386). 

The following two sections discuss the frame for the data analysis according to the two 

themes of the research: disability and accessibility as a social construct; and the process 

of negotiating and achieving accessible environments that is effected by disabled 

people through the resistance approach. 

3.1.1 Disability and accessibility as a social construct 

The first analytical frame is in line with the idea that both disability and accessibility 

are part of the social process. This conception is associated with the way people 

critically rethink 'reality'. 
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If there are really no such things as fact' about the way people are treated, 
then there is no such thing as discrimination or oppression. [The post

modernist perspective] drives the enforced injustices of social inequality into 
the personal cupboard of privately experienced suffering. (Oakley quoted in 
Oliver, 2002:16). 

In part, the struggles in the lives of disabled people about access to public spaces have 

been explored based on the assumption that their causes are 'out there' as an objective 

reality. However, it is unavoidable that such a fact' assumes the presence of a person, 

the researcher, who 'constructs a reading of the meaning, making process of the people he or 

she studies' (Wang and Groat, 2002:186). The first theme of the methodological 

approach is taken from the social constructionist perspective. Writings in disability 

studies drawing on this approach (Chapter 2.1.2) regard disability and (in)accessibility 

for disabled people as parts of a social process. In addition, disability is the result of a 

disabling environment. This approach contributes to investigations of significant 

elements such as attitudes toward disability, and other socia-cultural, socio-politico

cultural and socia-economic factors. It also suggests exploring cultural representation 

and the wider social system in which disability and (in)accessibility are located. Within 

this approach, an investigation of the understanding of disability draws on Lutz and 

Bowers (2005) through three aspects: a) the effects of disabling conditions, b) others' 

perceptions of disability, and c) the needs of and uses of resources. 

Recently Reid-Cunningham and Fleming (2009:10) note that research approaches have 

paid little attention to any need for comprehensiveness when looking at how disability 

issues relate to other areas, such as social environments. In this regard, Taub et al. 

(2009:213) also suggest that the topics relevant to disabling barriers of unequal access 

and built environment issues should be combined with social attitudes towards people 

with impairments. This information can be gained from mass media such as 

newspaper articles, television, radio, and so on. 

Furthermore, as discussed in Chapter 2.3.3, disability is about the power relationship 

between the advantaged and the disadvantaged. The research project can actively seek 

to empower disabled people, by taking seriously the concept that 'knowledge is power' 

(Kitchin, 2000:44), thus opening a platform for knowledge of disabled people in the 

academic realm. This can be done through engagement with disabled participants, and 
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also through 'the formation of strong links between academic theorists, disabled people and 

'on-the-ground' activists '(ibid.). 

This can be summed up in the notion that to deepen understanding of the accessibility 

problems of disabled people, it is important that an investigation should bring socio

cultural and socio-political elements into the analysis. Additionally, the knowledge of 

disabled people as having experienced such socially-created barriers should be central 

to the research process. 

3·1.2 The resistance approach: disabled people are agents of change 

In the problem statement (Chapter 1.1), it was noted that there have been a number of 

access studies in Thailand that are heavily focused on law implementation and design 

guidelines (such as Kutintara et al., 2010; Kulachon and Dankittikul, 2005; Kutintara, 

2002; Kabinlikkawanit, 1998; Kutintara, 1997). The solutions to achieving an accessible 

built environment in such research orientations tend to be as seen through the eyes of 

policy makers and authorised actors. While there has been debate as to whether the 

social model is the best way to include disabled people in research about disability, the 

bio-medical and functional approach continues to be the main basis of disability 

studies (Dewsbury et al., 2004; Shakespeare and Watson, 2002). Perhaps the lived 

experience approach may be considered as a research approach that brings together the 

individual and social models of disability. In the lived experience approach, where 

self-perception about disability is conveyed through a subjective perspective, this can 

reflect how external conditions have shaped individuals' perceptions of disability. The 

'subjective experience', as it was called in the interpretivist perspective - whereby it is 

held that reality is socially constructed and fluid - is the key component in 

understanding what are elements that facilitate or hinder disabled people to cope with 

the disadvantages that affect their wellbeing. As Crow (1992) contends, although 

disabled people have been oppressed by external barriers, their experiences from a 

subjective viewpoint are an integral part of their everyday reality. Having 

acknowledged and integrated the experience of impairment, the researcher should 

subsequently acknowledge the capacity of both individuals, and disabled people 

collectively, to work against disability. 
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In Thailand, the actors who have been charged with addressing inaccessibility 

problems such as policy makers, authorities, designers and builders, are often without 

any personal experience of disability. This is problematical because it may lead to 

removing disabled people's lived experience from research agendas (Imrie, 1996). 

Disabled people's spatial requirements are frequently set aside or perceived as a mere 

source of information in solution strategies or research projects. The role of the 

disabled person is often cast as that of the passive recipient, such as in the process of 

policy implementation or in designs to overcome physical barriers. Consequently, 

'more and more disabled people are refusing to participate in research over which they have no 

control and which they regard as likely to further their oppression' (Oliver, 1990b:9). 

Therefore, it is a requirement that the research method should include participants' 

spatial experience. For instance, by including in-depth interviews, researchers and 

participants are able to articulate and listen to one another's points of view about 

disability. By participating with research informants, Singal (2010:422) adds that this 

method provides the opportunity to focus on 'listening to research participants, who are 

the real experts in knowing their situations'. The lived experience approach is helpful in 

deepening understanding of the key social attributes, such as opinions about 

inaccessible spaces, about the practices of state authorities, and about disabled people. 

Such variables require knowledge from people with direct experience. This empirical 

approach is, however, a considerable challenge in a context where the data sources are 

inadequate or absent, or difficult to access, and/ or deliberately distorted for the 

purposes of competitive advantage (Healey and Barrett, 1990:99). 

3.2 Definition of terms 

This section provides the definition of two key phrases used in this study. This is 

crucial to note language use because the way we use the word 'disability' shows the 

way we understand disabled people and the, built environment. The first phrase 

defines participants with impairment in the study as 'disabled people'. The second one 

refers to the (physical) scope of the research as being 'accessibility in the built 

environment and the public realm'. McEwan and Butler (2007) note that disability is a 

socio-cultural construction. Furthermore, disability does not necessary mean the same 
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thing across different cultures (e.g. in Africa the word implies some animals, in 

Chinese it denotes rubbish). Also it is dynamic over time. Understanding, meaning, 

even the social position of disabled people, particularly in the industrialised context, 

has changed according to transformations in the social, cultural, economic and political 

environments. 

3·2.1 IDisabled People' not IPeople with Disabilities' 

It is very difficult to achi~'ve a core definition of'disabled people', because it is 
not clear who counts as disabled or not. [ ... J different societies treat particular 
groups of people with impainnents ill different ways. For example, in the 
medieval period, being unable to read was not a problem, because social 
processes did not demand literacy: learning difficulties ollly became salient 
and visible once a complex social order required literate workers and citizens 
(Shakespeare and Watson, 2002:28). 

In contemporary social sciences, concepts of 'disability' and definitions of 'disabled 

people' have complex consequences for disability research. Gronvik (2008) affirms that 

the differences in defining the disability concept in research affects its different 

procedures and outcomes. The self-perception of disability also defines how a person 

perceives his/her disability in daily life. Lutz and Bowers (2005:1037) add that 

'disability' has a multifaceted, complex experience of how disabled people to perceive 

themselves. The perception is integrated by three factors: a) the effects from the 

disabling condition, b) others' perceptions of disability, and c) the needs for and use of 

resources. Defining' disability' from the perspective of either society or persons with 

disabilities leads to complexities of inquiries and explanation. This issue is emerging at 

the same time as the status of disabled people has shifted in society, where it has been 

dramatically changing. While the research protocol was being shaped, Thailand 

enacted the term of 'Kon-pigam' or 'disabled person' as it was defined in the 

Rehabilitation Act: Access to Public Spaces for Disabled Persons and the Elderly People 

Regulation 2001 (Thailand Government Gazette, 2001), which was defined according to 

medical terms5. 

5 It classified 'Kon Pi-gam' into five categories according to the tYPl'S of irnp,lirment 
Source: DREDF-Disability Right Education and Defense Fund (2006) lntcrnationallaw [Online), Available at: 
http://www.drcdf.org/intemational/thailand.html(Accessed: January 2007), 
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This study uses I disabled people' regardless of the different impairments of 

individuals. Additionally, this research's conceptual framework is based on the social 

construction concept. It investigates the socio-spatial elements which affect the ability 

of individuals to access physical spaces. Hence, this work avoids categorising a person 

by their impairments. Likewise, the main aim of this study is to explain socio-cultural 

and socio-political variables in achieving spatial accessibility rather than evaluate the 

existing access laws for disabled people. Thus, this research locates the way to define 

disability in how the research participants describe themselves, in particular, based on 

their abilities in interacting with physical environment. 

In addition, this research entirely supports the concept of 'People First Language' (Snow, 

2008) of 'Person with Disabilities' in the sense of much more humanity and equal rights. 

However, the analysis of this study is based on the notion that spatial and disablement 

terms are constructed in some forms of social processes and product. Such barriers are 

imposed upon impaired people. As discussed in Chapter 1: A note on terminology, I 

adopt Gleeson's (1999:9) position in using I disabled people' with its connotation of 

political power because it places emphasis on how society oppresses people with a 

whole range of impairments, although 'people with disabilities' is now in common 

terminological use. 

This study, therefore, uses the term 'disabled people' in referring to people whose 

abilities are limited or disabled by socio-spatial product. Disabled people in this study 

include no reference to types of physical or mental impairment, age, or gender

specificity. On account of the main discipline of this research, it is based on built 

environmental studies. It is primarily about 'physical disabilities'. The conceptual 

framework is also underpinned by the spatial theoretical domain. Hence, the scenario 

and participants of this study paid attention to people with mobility limitation and 

visual impairm.ent, rather than with intellectual or learning difficulties. The majority of 

research participants were people who struggle in accessing and/or using physical 

features in their daily live. In accordance with the existing social movement, it has paid 

little attention to the experience of the elderly groups in mobilising this issue. 

Therefore, this study places the primary focus only on disabled people groups. 

70 I P d g e 



Chapter 3 i Methodology 

3·2.2 'Accessibility in the built environment' and 'the public realm' 

Often, when presenting the research proposal in a seminar, some audiences questioned 

whether the research specifies a certain kind of space for disabled people; whether or 

not those spaces are arranged in particular kinds of buildings, or transportation; 

whether these are public or private. This work is based on the notion of seeing 

accessibility as a basic human right and needs. Therefore, the scope of this study focus 

is deliberately defined as non-specific. The spaces referred to are of all kinds of the 

built environment including places, buildings, facilities, services, and transport, where 

disabled people wish to visit or to utilise. 

Nevertheless, by participating with disabled participants at the early stage of the 

research, it was crucial to centre on the public realm rather than a residential space. 

There have been works focused on specific places for disabled people such as the 

home, and specific places like the school, health centre or hospital. In fact, the spatial 

requirements of disabled people are no different from those of others. They have the 

same demand to visit all kind of spaces where those are part of their daily lives, such as 

the shopping mall or other recreation places. In this regard, the definition of terms of 

spaces in this study refers to accessibility in the public built environment or public 

realms which cover and respond to disabled people's daily life spatial requirements. 

3.3 Research planning and design 

At the early stage of this research, concurrently with the literature review, I went back 

to Thailand for a preliminary survey. The conceptual framework and methodology of 

the research were refined. I arranged a preliminary meeting with the leader of the 

disabled people's self-help organisation, 'The Disabled People International Asia and 

the Pacific' (DPI-AP) which is a non-governmental organisation of disabled people. In 

addition, this preliminary conversation helped me to introduce myself as a non

disabled person who was interested in accessibility for disabled people. The initial 

discussion can be seen as a way to break down social barriers between the interviewer 

and the interviewee (Barnes, 1992:122). I took part in a week-long training project 

initiated by 'The Asia-Pacific Development Centre on Disability' or APCD. This is a 
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semi-governmental organisation for disabled people. While I was navigating around 

the city with the group, I held informal conversations with some of the disabled 

participants, in order to generate ideas about access constraints and the role of disabled 

groups regarding access issues. 

Unfortunately, the activity of this project was interrupted by political turmoil and 

Emergency Rule was imposed after a further coup in the middle of September 2006. 

APCD cancelled the last two days of the city access audit. I then arranged another 

preliminary interview in more depth with local participants with impairments. Apart 

from general discussions with disabled activists, I conducted a field survey using 

photographic data about (in)accessible elements in public places in Bangkok. This 

experience provided the realisation that the research plan should be flexible and that it 

is important to adapt plans to take account of unexpected situations. 

3.3. f Pilot study 

A pilot study that explored the possibility of research participants and agendas was 

conducted in the second year of this research project. There were three key lessons 

learnt from it: it was useful in framing the research protocol; in developing the 

questions for interview; and in expanding the number of research participants. At this 

stage, my research theme was mainly influenced by the thoughts of disabled activists, 

specifically the DPI leader. I intended to explore more about the role of disabled 

people's organisations in campaigning for access. Regrettably, the leader of the DPI 

passed away as a result of an acute disease. The uncertain situation of the status of the 

DPf and their approach to access issues affected this research theme, as it was not clear 

whether the role of this pressure group would remain the same. This situation led me 

to amend my research approach so that it did not focus on the role of disabled people 

and their organisations alone. 

The pilot study provided an opportunity to test out questions and determine whether 

they needed modification. Conducting the interview with a variety of participants at 

the beginning is helpful to provide the interviewer with insights on how the questions 

can be improved (Teijlingen and Hundley, 2001:2). As Hoepfl (1997:52) notes, the 

flexible nature of a qualitative research strategy helps us to exclude some questions the 
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research has found unproductive. For this research, the pilot study helped to develop 

the approach taken for photographic data collection and multiple-choice questionnaire 

design. In addition, I was able to manage the time spent on important issues during the 

interviews. It is crucial to give an estimate of the likely duration of the interview, when 

requesting permission and cooperation from research participants. I informed the 

prospective participants that the interview would last between one and two hours. 

After testing the interview themes with a state official, a disabled activist, and an active 

member of a disabled people's organisation, I realised that the topics were too strictly 

delimited within the agendas I had planned. The conversations were dominated by my 

guided questions, rather than allowing the interviewees to articulate their own views. 

Moreover, the semi-structured questions contained issues which were too complex and 

needed to be broken down into different and shorter questions. This not only increased 

the length of the interviews, it also took them further away from the informants' 

interests. 

By taking part in a city survey which was part of the DPI's workshop with 

international disabled participants, I met access activists. They introduced me to a 

project for accessible facilities which was initiated by a non-disabled person. It was an 

opportunity to include a case study about the access movement and daily life 

experience within this study. I was also, furthermore, introduced to other disability 

activists and their network by mean of the snowball-sampling technique, which will be 

discussed in the next section. 

3·3.2 Snowball sampling 

One of the aims of this study has been to explore socio-cultural elements that affect 

understandings of disability and the achievement of accessibility by disabled people. 

Thus, the intention was to interview a variety of people with a range of impairment 

experiences. This study initially employed a sampling technique known as the 

I snowball strategy' or 'chain referral'. This offered the practical advantage of 

expanding the range of research participants. It facilitated exploration in qualitative 

research, in particular through interviews (Atkinson and Flint, 2001). 
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In attempting to reach the research participants, I started by contacting the leader of 

the disabled people's organisation, DPI. When a name from the list given by this initial 

contact had been approached to introduce my research interest, and myself, I then 

requested of the respondent if she/he could refer me on to other participants. Within 

the network of the DPI, I got to know the person (he is a non-disabled person) who 

initiated an accessible footpath project. The research participants expanded when email 

addresses and telephone numbers were circulated and exchanged during the activity. 

In some cases, a participant would mention other people with whom she/he disagreed. 

Although it seemed impossible for a participant to refer me on to someone whom 

she/he disagreed with, it was useful to know from whom I could gain further different 

views about the same issue. The limitations of the chain referral approach also 

influenced this research agenda, because much of the in-depth information was gained 

from disabled people who live in urban settings. This situation potentially provided 

opportunities merely for leading figures, that is, active members of disabled people's 

organisations. The agenda thus might be to some degree biased because it included too 

few testimonies from ordinary disabled people. Nevertheless, a concomitant advantage 

is that these activists are practised in articulating their requirements. 

In addition, the snowballing technique is helpful for accessing hard-to-reach 

informants. In the course of this involvement with the access movement, I was 

informed by the project initiator that there was an important person willing to 

participate in the project. It was a sister of the current Prime Minister who had a 

relationship with the project initiator as a family friend. Through this, I realised that 

she has a mobility difficulty and uses a wheelchair. I requested that the project initiator 

should inform this woman about my work and I forwarded my interview topics. When 

employing chain referral, the researcher needs to build up trust with the initial 

participants as well as with others who can participate in the research. Access to either 

the sister of the Prime Minister or to a squatter in an informal settlement would be 

likely to be valuable for this research. Both hard-to-reach participants demanded a high 

level of trust when the researcher was a non-disabled stranger. In this sense both the 

upper end of society and the lower rungs can be vulnerable with regard to the 

information they give as participants in the research. 
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3·3.3 Using multiple methods 

The key aims of this study are to explore how disabled people struggle within their 

social lives and the role key social structures and specific agencies play within the 

process of making places. Therefore, multiple methods have been adopted to achieve 

an understanding of disability and accessibility within broader society. The advantage 

of this multiple method approach is that the strength of each strand within the research 

design can complement the others (Wang and Groat, 2002:365). Likewise, Hartley and 

Muhit (2003:105) note that the strategy as such has a complementary purpose rather 

than a competitive one. Those key benefits include firstly 'convergence' or what is also 

called 'triangulation' (Gaber and Gaber, 2004:228; Jick, 1979). This is adopted in this 

study to combine information about disability drawn from in-depth interviews with 

data gathered from a wider range of participants by a postal survey. This means 

focusing on different dimensions in order to analyse the same phenomenon 

(Amaratunga et al., 2002:23). 

Another reason for using a multiple-method approach is 'complementarity'. It helps to 

enrich the understanding of a particular situation (Gaber and Gaber, 2004:228-229). In 

investigating the access constraints of disabled people in public spaces, I conducted an 

access audit using snapshot photography, and also an online survey based on a 

quantitative approach. However, these methods have a tendency to capture a situation 

at a specific moment in time (Amaratunga et al., 2002:23). The final merit of the 

method-integrated approach is 'initiation'. It aims to discover new interpretative areas 

for further exploration and so develop new ways of thinking about the problem (Gaber 

and Gaber, 2004:229; Amaratunga et al., 2002:23). While quantitative methods deliver 

statistical data that can be subjected to analysis in order to determine the correlation 

between two measurable variables in a phenomenon, their qualitative counterpart is 

able investigate subjective meanings within a culture, including understandings, 

attitudes and beliefs. 

Furthermore, this mixture of methods was used in order to increase the breadth of 

research participants. I have never had the experience of disability. Therefore, this 

study has used multiple methods in order to draw in a broad range of disability 

experiences. The interviews and observation were intended to be a means to enable 
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accessibility for a particular group of informants. In this sense, the information 

depended on their personal experience and knowledge. For instance, some disabled 

people have been trained to work based on the social model perspective, while some 

have not been so. Likewise, some people have extrovert or outdoor personalities. 

Therefore, public places tend to fail to meet their demands for accessibility. Whereas 

their counterparts with more introverted personalities feel more comfortable in basing 

their daily activities at home. The spatial requirements for public facilities differ 

between such personalities, even though they live with the same kinds of impairments. 

In this regard, surveys, both postal and online, sought to access a wider range of 

disability experience. They aimed to explore the extent to which someone is confined 

within a house due to their own choice, or due to the hostility of public built 

environments. 

Furthermore, I sought to learn from disabled participants as the experts in all factors 

that affect and shape their lives. I involved disabled participants when framing the 

research focus for the preliminary study. The research direction was altered because of 

contacts with those participants. I had initially 'Chosen to use access audits to explore 

spatial struggles in public places. However, disabled participants suggested that they 

would prefer to present their ways of coping with spatial constraints on a day-to-day 

basis. The research, therefore, included the lived experience approach in exploring the 

ways disabled people negotiate their social and physical barriers. Several accounts 

gained from field study were sent to participants by email in order to shape the 

direction of analysis. 

I took the role of researcher to be that of 'obseroer as participant'. According to Barnes 

(1992:117), this relates to the interviewing process and the relationship between the 

researcher and participants (highlighted in the Table 3.1). This role is distinct from that 

of 'participant obseroer', where the former, researchers take part in the activities of 

research participants over a certain period of time. The account of Barnes (ibid.), who 

spent six months as a participant observer in a day-care centre gives a good example of 

that position. When taking part as an 'observer as participant', the researcher may not 

participate throughout the whole process of activities carried out by the interviewees. 

Within this role, I visited the participants from one to over ten times, and the 
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discussions centred on both semi-structured and unstructured questions. The research 

participants were informed that their behaviour and opinions would be recorded, 

analysed and published. In some cases, my presence significantly influenced the 

research data. 

Table 3.11"ypes of participant observation 

Participant observation 

Complete participant 

Participant as observer 

Observer as participant 

Complete observer 

Source: Ba rnes (1992) 

Strategy 

The researchers conceal their true purpose by becoming fully 
fledged members of th group being studied for a considerable 
period of time. 

Both the researcher and the researched are aware of the fieldwork 
relationship. The people who are being studied are fully aware of 
the researd1er's true purpose. 

Relates to the researcher's role during the interviewing process. 
This might involve occasional visit interviews in which the 
discussions may be structured, semi-structured or unstructured. 

Refers to the situation where the researcher is insulated from any 
social contact with the people being studied. 

The use of multiple methods in this study is described in the following table. 

a e T bI 32 n 1e use 0 t emu tiple-met 10 f h I ' I I d "f'QI'oac 1 

Method approach 
Issues 

Qualitative Quantitative 

Understanding of disability and - Interviews (Semi-structured questions) Postal survey 
accessibility (Chapter 5) 

- Secondary source e.g. literature, popular 
media, film, web 

Access constraints and requirements - Interviews (Semi-structured questions) Online survey 
(Chapter 6) 

- Participatory: access audit/snapshot 
photography 

Disabled people are actors of change - Observer as a participant in the access Online survey 
in the process of achieving accessible movement 
facilities (Chapter 7) 

- Interviews (Semi-structured questions) 

Lived experience of disabled - Observer as a participant in the daily life 
individuals (Chapter 8) activities of one disabled participant -

- Interview (unstructured questions) 

nl pag e 



Chapter 3 I Methodology 

3.4 Research strategies and tools 

This research adopted multiple methods from a variety of research methodological 

approaches that comprised: qualitative research through in-depth interviewing; 

quantitative research through postal and online survey; and participatory research 

through the' observer as participant' method. The information from the interviews was 

integrated with information from the postal survey in order to explore deeper 

understandings of disabled people. The postal survey aimed to explore the 

understanding of disability in Thai society. In addition, I also carried out an online 

survey and an access audit in order to complement the information from field 

observation regarding the access needs of disabled people. The observer as participant 

was conducted alongside group and individual interviews to find out the social 

elements necessary to achieve accessible built environments. The development of the 

method used was in accordance with the research themes and objectives. They are set 

out in Table 3.3 below. 

Table 3.3 Research themes and methods used 

Themes/Objectives Issues Methods 

Theme I: Disability and accessibility as a social construct 

Objective: Cultural representation e.g. film, literature, Secondary data 

To explore the understandings 
language uses, definition of disabled persons 

Interview 
of disability that influence the Self-perception of disabled people 
creation of built environments 
and accessibility for disabled Social system e.g. religious interpretation, In-depth interview 
people belief about disability 

Postal survey 

Acknowledgment of access law 

Cause of disability 

Influence of socio-political culture on Secondary data 
creating accessible facilities 

In-depth interview 

To explore spatial constraints Characteristics of the built environment: In-depth interview 
and needs of disabled people barriers to movement, architecture and Online survey 

transport 
Access audit 

Observer as 
participant 
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Themes/Objectives Issues Methods 

Theme II: Resistance to the disabling environment 

Objective: Collective movement: In-depth interview 

To investigate the process of Politicising access issues Observer as 
achieving an accessible built 

Role in access movement 
participant 

environment 

Strategies in the movement 

Individual: 

Daily activities in public places and 
negotiating with physical and social 
struggles 

The participants'6 details according to the research themes and methods are provided 

in the following table. 

T bl 34 I f a e n ormation 0 research participants 

Themes 

Methods Understanding of Access constraints and 
Process of achieving 

accessible built 
disability (Chapter 5) requirements (Chapter 6) environments 

In-depth Disabled people: 12 males, 11 females 
interviews 

Disability law committees: 3 males, 2 females Collective process 

Design academics/practices: 8 males, 2 females 
(Chapter 7): 

10 disabled people, 7 non-
Medical professional: 1 female disabled people 

Media: 1 male, 2 females Individual experience 
Ordinary people(non-disabled): 9 males, 3 females (Chapter 8): 

Observer as (access aUdit) 3 wheelchair 
1 female wheelchair user 

participant - users and 1 blind person 

Postal disability 169 respondents: 39% 
survey have a disabled family 

member, 50% do not 
have a disabled - -
member, and 11 % are 
not sure if they have a 
disabled family 
member 

Online survey - (Access needs) (Access movement) 

6 The table above aims to chart which group of participants wert' involved using which methods. For son1(' methods, 
therefore, the same peoph; took part several times. For instance, disabled participants who were involved in the in
depth interviews can include peopll' who took part in the access audit. 
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Themes 

Methods Understanding of Access constraints and Process of achieving 

disability (Chapter 5) requirements (Chapter 6) accessible built 
environments 

55 disabled respondents: 46 respondents: disabled 
80% have mobility people 52.2%, non-disabled 
impairment, 9% visual people 47.8% 
impairment and 11 % 
hearing impairment 

3.4. f Explore understanding of disability and accessibility 

The first strategy aimed to explore the societal understandings of disability in 

influencing the creation of the built environment and acceSSibility for disabled people. 

The key variables consist of: cultural representations in the popular media, literature, 

films, definitions of disability, and so on. In discovering those variables, I interviewed 

23 disabled participants and 31 non-disabled informants (see Table 3.4) and conducted 

a postal survey by sending out 740 postal questionnaires nationwide. 

Interview on understandings about disability and accessibility 

The key aim of the interviews was to make the participants' experiences visible and 

bring their voices to the academic arena. There were three groups of interviewees. The 

first group I interviewed were people with different kinds of impairment: wheelchair 

users, persons with visual impairments, a person who was hard-of-hearing, and people 

who had a disabled family member. The second group consisted of activists who were 

involved with disability issues such as disability NGO staff, health-care professionals, 

state officials, media workers, and law committee members. In this group I interviewed 

a medical professional in a rehabilitation centre, a social worker who worked with 

children with learning disabilities in a rural area, the members of a disability law 

committee, a senator who worked with an NGO on HIV, the active members of 

disabled people's organisations, journalists who have written about the lives of 

disabled people in the city, State officials who worked in the Bangkok Public Works 

Department, and a provincial politician who initiated the Liveable Village project for 

disabled people in a rural area. In the third group, I interviewed people who were 

unlikely to have experience of, or have indirect involvement with, disability. They 
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were spatial practitioners and academics, such as university lecturers and design 

professionals in the areas of architecture, product design, and planning. I also 

interviewed a factory owner, entrepreneurs and a taxi driver. 

After three preliminary discussions with one non-disabled and two disabled 

participants, the guided questions were improved, shortened and finalised. This 

provided more space for the unstructured conversations. As Williams (2003:246) points 

out, the unstructured interview is useful, in particular for exploring people's attitudes 

and beliefs in depth as well as delivering insight into some of the reasons behind their 

behaviour. The following guided questions, in particular about 'Personal background' 

and 'Perception about disability' were appropriated from Oliver's alternative research 

questions in the social model (1990a:7). These guided questions are categorised 

according to three issues, as shown in the table below. 

I f Table 3.5 Guided questions for interviews with the participants in t 1e irst two groups 

Issues Variables Guided questions 

Personal Background Life/work - What kind of things/activities do you do in 
daily life or for a living? 

- What kind of involvement do you have with 
disability issues: movements, work, and 
organisations? 

Experience with - What does 'Pi-garn' (disability) mean to you? 

disablement - Can you share any experiences about 
'disability or disabled persons'? 

- Has anyone in your family /workplace been 
considered as disabled? 

Attitude/understanding Defining disabled - What are the ideas you think about when you 
of disability person and disability hear the word 'Kon Pi-garn' (disabled person)? 

- How would you define disability and a 
disabled person? 

Self-perception/Self- - What is your experience of how people think 
actualisation [disabled about disabled people? 
participants] - Can you share views about your personal 

abilities and disabilities? 

- What do you think the 'rights' of disabled 
people might be? 

Cultural representation - What might be the cause of disability? 
within society, - What has been your experience of prejudice, 
community / through 
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Issues Variables Guided questions 

religious discrimination, and oppression? Use of words 
interpretations/ media, for disabled people? 
television, films, and 

- Do you have a notable experience(s) to 
the like 

recount? 

- Do you notice any changes in how people react 
or treat you, since you have had a disability? 

Views about social -Gaps of law - Can you explain why the access law fail to 
factors and their effect on implementation meet its promise? 
accessibility for disabled 
people 

- Factors affecting the - Have you been involved with disability 
development of movements/ campaigns/ demonstrations/ 
disability and access protests? 
issues/ socio-political, - Who did you meet or believe should be the 
socio-economic, socio-
cultural 

critical actor in campaigns? 

- What do you think about the role of the 
government/state? 

- What are the strength and weakness points of 
disabled people's organisations? 

- What might be the strong and weak points of 
Thai society and disability issues? 

Postal survey of perceptions about disability 

As inaccessible features either inside or outside houses have entrapped the majority of 

disabled people, the strand of the research that consisted of questionnaires posted to 

individual residents aimed to include wider participation. The key issues from 

individual and group interviews were used to identify topics for the questionnaires 

through thematic analysis. This analysis focused on repetitive statements, which 

indicated the ideas that are particularly salient to the respondents (Weitzman and 

Levkoff, 2000:199). A total of ten multiple-choice questions were categorised into three 

parts. The topics were derived from the information gathered through the semi

structured interviews. 

The first theme in the questionnaire concerned personal background, perceptions, and 

attitudes toward disability. The multiple choices on attitude questions were arranged 

in an adapted form of the Likert Attitude Scale (Roberts et ai., 1999:214). The questions 

about perceptions of the causes of disability, and options suggesting a range of degree 

of agreement and disagreement regarding negative opinions enabled the respondents 

to indicate how much they agree with the given choices on topics derived from the 
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interviews. Although the traditional options of a Likert scale are provided through a 5-

point range of responses, Achyar (2008) notes that the mid-point within the odd

numbered range tends to create confusion, such as whether it can be interpreted as a 

neutral response or as representing agreement or disagreement with either side of the 

choice. I also have experience from previous research where respondents tended to tick 

the middle option to show a neutral opinion and thus ignore the issues provided. 

Therefore, to avoid allowing an option of neutrality on questions that aimed to explore 

people's opinions, the options are provided across an even range. 

A4) In your view: what might be the cause of Strongly 
Agree Disagree Strongly 

disability? agree disagree 

Disease/ impairments/physical and psychological 
deviance 

Lack or unavailability of good health care/ poor 
treatment 

Poverty / remoteness from fundamental facilities and 
services 

Result of sin/ the fault of a past or last life 

The incautious/less careful acts of the self or olhers 

Figure 3.1 An example of a question from the postal survey 

The second theme explored awareness of disability issues, disabled people's 

organisations and the constraints faced by disabled people. The final theme concerned 

awareness and acknowledgement of access policy. This theme also included views on 

the role of key actors who deal with disability development. One-page questionnaires 

were posted to 7407 households and disabled people's groups/organisations. They 

were sent to identifiable addresses across 75 provinces in Thailand. The postal 

addresses were derived from lists of individuals or organisations associated with 

disability work. The majority of addresses were gained from online-databases which 

listed disabled members who registered for state subsidies as well as from provincial 

disability registration lists (such as APDI, 2007; CAO-Nakornrachasima, 2007). The rest 

7 Thc number of qucstionnaircs is calcu lated as approximately 0.0001 percent of the TIldi population of 63 million 
people. Source: ational Statistical Office, TIlailand (2005) POl'u/rrfioll ot'er 15 years oj age by regiall (Online]. Availnble at: 
http://servicc.nso.go.th/nso/nso_cenler/project/tnble/iile_form.j p?pro_code-S-cultural&year=2548 (Accessed: 
September 2007). 
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of the addresses were gained from the telephone directory for the inhabitants of each 

province. The postal survey was undertaken with 0.0001 percent of the Thai 

population. The proportional number of addresses selected for the questionnaire mail 

out was gained from the size of the registered population of each province. For 

example, 30 questionnaires were sent to a large province, Nakorn-rachasima, which has 

approximately 2,600,000 inhabitants (Ministry of Public Health, 2007). Only five 

questionnaires were sent to the smaller population of Prae Province (approximately 

460,000 inhabitants). Four months after the questionnaires were sent out, a total of 169 

usable responses were returned, with a response rate of 22.8 percent. According to 

Williams (2003:250), an acceptable rate of response might be 20 percent. Nevertheless, 

the response rate of 22.8 percent was not used as the sale source on which to base the 

understanding of disability of the Thai population as a whole. Rather, the data from 

the postal survey complemented and strengthened information from interviews. 

3.4.2 Investigation of spatial constraints and needs of disabled people 

The second plan of action was to explore spatial constraints and the needs of disabled 

people. This strategy was influenced by the concept of spatial oppression (Chapter 

2.2.4), drawing on the view that physical barriers also constitute social constraints. 

According to Gleeson's (1998) forms of disabling space, the physical barriers were 

explored as they physically limited disabled people's ability to move, enter and use 

buildings and access transport. Such forms of space were also explored through 

disabled people's spatial experience, using in-depth interviews, access audits, and an 

online survey. 

Table 3.6 Guided questions for individual and group interviews with disabled participants 

Issues Keywords Guided questions 

Personal Background Impairments! - How would you describe your disability? 
difficulties! 

- Do you think you have any limitation or disability period of being 
disabled in daily life? 

- How long have you been disabled? [if the 
disability is an acquired one] 

Household setting: - Where do you live? 
distance from public - What kind of transportation do you normally use? 
facilities and services 
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Issues Keywords Guided questions 

- Is there available/ adequate accessible public 
transport around where you live/work? 

- What is your experience of those facilities? [if any 
available] 

Daily activi ties - Do you have employment/ work/ study? [at home 
or away] 

- Do you need someone to go with you 
r escort/ assist J? 

The needs and - Desired/required - Can you tell me about your experience when going 
constraints of places to go, accessible out in public places? 
accessibility in public features 

- What features/elements you think can help when places and services 
- Barriers/obstacles in going out and using public places? 
spaces 

- Where do you usually go? 

- Are there any places you want to go, but they 
hinder/obstruct you? Where? and Why? 

Adaptation of spatial - Do you need to prepare before your trip/going 
behaviour: out? 
need assistance/ - How do you manage when faced with barriers/ 
call in advance/use difficulties when moving around? 
special services 

Opinions/feelings - How do you feel about available features: warning 
towards existing access blocks/ guided block/liftjslope/ramp/Braille, etc.? 
to facilities and services - Do you find the pedestrian areas around your 

house are useable for you? 

- Can you share your experiences of them (easy or 
difficult)? 

Views of accessibility Views on rights of - Should disabled people be able to go everywhere? 
for disabled people access If not, then why? 

- What kinds of places do you think that disabled 
people need to go/access? 

Acknowledgement/ - Have you heard about laws/policies for disabled 
awareness of access people? 
laws/policies/regulati - What do you think about the access policy / law? 
ons 

- Can you give some examples of policy/law you 
are familiar with? (if any) 

- What do you think are the problems/factors when 
the law is not observed? 

Critical actors: State/ - Who should take the role in providing/ creating 
Private sector / E1ites/ accessible features for disabled people? 
Media/Educators 

- In your view, what should be the role of the state? 
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Another method used to research this issue was an access audit with disabled 

representatives. It was conducted after gaining key information about the actual 

constraints and needs in the built environment for the access of disabled participants. 

Access audit of spatial constraints and needs 

This strategy drew on the social model approach which determines disability as a 

consequence of attitudinal as well as physical factors and barriers in society (Lewis et 

al., 2004:3). Additionally, it locates the causes of disability as arising from the economic, 

political and cultural barriers encountered by people with impairments (Oliver, 1990 in 

(Race et al., 2005:514). This access audit focused on the role of physical barriers which 

discriminate against disabled people. In investigating spatial constraints and the needs 

of disabled people, the access audit was employed in public places. Inner Bangkok was 

chosen because this setting contains several accessible facilities as prescribed in the 

access laws, such as lifts to elevated-train platforms, gUided blocks on footpaths for 

blind people, and slopes at the kerb ends. I was the' observer as participant' and the 

volunteers with visual and mobility impairment used these facilities. Two wheelchair 

users and one blind person took part in this audit. 

Prior to arranging the environmental barrier audit, I reviewed access legislation and 

regulation. This study also adapted the Access to Services Audit tool of the JMU Access 

Partnership (Lewis et al., 2004). The survey was conducted by using snapshot 

measurement (Lewis et al., 2004:4-6). This method is used to identify the major physical 

barriers in the following order: review of access regulation and code of practice 

guidance and types of related service providers and places in categories which are 

derived from users' expressed needs. During the field survey on physical accessibility, 

I interviewed disabled people and made VOice-recordings of them recounting their 

experiences and opinions of the barriers they encountered. 

Online survey 0/ access requirements in public places 

To investigate people's spatial requirements and opinions about accessible facilities, an 

online survey was also used. The aim was to enlarge the number of participants. The 

use of Information Technology can be seen as a compensating mechanism for 
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particular participants. Disabled people, in particular those with mobility difficulties, 

are socially inactive in the real world and so tend to use the Internet more frequently 

with online communication compensating for less face-to-face contact (Guo et al., 

2005:50). I set up a questionnaire on the application programme provided by the World 

Wide Web.s The questions were derived from individual and group interviews with 

disabled participants. These were grouped under four topics: personal background, 

travel and behaviour using public places, constraints and obstacles, and requirements 

and opinions about public places and services. I also added open-ended options with 

an 'other (please comment)' box for the respondents to add more comments. The total 

of 15 questions included multiple choices, nominal options and ordinal ranges, 

adapted from the Likert Attitude Scale. Samples of the questions are described in Table 

3.7, and a sample webpage for the questionnaire is presented in Figure 3.2. 

Table 3.7 Sample of multiple-choice questions in the online survey 

Topics of 
Sample of question(s) OptionsjMultiple choices 

questionnaires 

1) Personal Do you consider yourself to - Mobility difficulty 
background have any difficulty or - Visual impairment 

impairment? 
- Hearing impairment 

- Not at all 

- Other ..................................... 

How long have you had an - Less than one year 
impairment or been - More than one but less than five years 
disabled? 

- More than five but less than 10 years 

- More than 10 years 

Where do you usually Jive? - Bangkok 

- Provincial urban area 

- Provincial rural area 

2 )Travelj behaviour In daily living, over one - Stay at home for the whole week 
using public places week, how often do you need - Once a week 

to leave your home to visit 
other places? - Two to five times per week 

- Every day per week 

• FreeOnlineSurveys.com is an online database that provides a platform to create questionnaires. The Teady-made 
questionnaires were then circulated by email. I also posted the link to the ready-made questionnaires onto a webboard 
that targeted online disabled communities. 
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Topics of Sample of question(s) OptionsjMultiple choices 
questionnaires 

Please rank the place you - Workplace 
have to go to most often - Education/place of study 

_ Hospital/Public health centre 

_ State service centre e.g. district office, post 
office etc. 

- Shopping mall 

- Fresh food market 

- Bank 

_ Food shop/restaurant near your house area 

- Friend or relative's house 

- Religious places e.g. temple 

- Park 

-Cinema 

Other, please specify ........................... 

3) Constraints and Please indicate any obstacles - No need to travel 

obstacles or difficulties in your journey _ The people around me don't want me to go 
when you are going out out 

- No transportation available 

_ Public transportation is inaccessible 

_ The pedestrian area is inaccessible 

_ There are travel or traffic signs that are not 
easy to understand 

- Other, please specify ........................... 

4) Requirements and How would you rank the Options were ranked on the Likert attitude 

opinions toward necessity of the following scale as: 

accessible places and features in public places? Need as a necessity/Need very much/ 
services Need for some occasions/ Not necessary at 

all 

Opinions towards these items: 

_ Good pavements or pathways 

_ Slopes or ramps in a pedestrian area 

- Escalators 

- Lifts 

_ Sound systems in lifts and buildings 

_ Warning blocks or contrasts to show the 
change to a different level 

_ Information in Braille 

- Lower level buses 

_ Disabled sign presented 
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Topics of 
Sample of question(s) Options/Multiple choices questionnaires 

- Special fares for disabled person 

- Taxi services that welcome patronage by all 
people 

- People who are willing to help 

- Availability and adequacy of public 
transport services 
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After ten sets of questionnaires were pre-tested, the questions were improved and sent 

out via email and a link posted on the webboard. A total of 139 completed online 

questionnaires were returned, by 55 disabled respondents (39.57%) and 84 non

disabled respondents (60.43 %). It is important to note that the use of this strand as one 

of the study's multiple methods enriches the diversity of the experiences captured 

from disabled participants. In the case of individual and group interviews with 

disabled informants about their requirements around getting to places, while the 

infonnation from the online survey showed that the majority of disabled participants 

needed to go out every day, the detailed needs and lists of places were different from 
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the data obtained through interviews. It required further interviews and observation to 

diversify and gather the spatial requirements from participants with different social 

and bodily experiences. As Jick (1979:607-609) suggests, when distinctive measurement 

techniques produce different results, divergence can lead to an opportunity for 

enriching explanation of the research questions. 

3.4.3 Exploring the process of resisting disabling environments 

To investigate the socio-cultural, political and economic factors which facilitate or 

hinder achievement of an accessible built environment, the process of negotiating and 

changing disabling barriers was explored through disabled people's experiences. At 

the collective level, the role of non-disabled people, state officials, the wider socio

political culture and economic forces were included. This looked at how, collectively, 

disabled people grasp the opportunity afforded by social movements to achieve their 

access goals. At the individual level, the study focused on the micro scale of spatial 

experiences and requirements: how a disabled person negotiates and changes social 

and physical impediments on a daily basis. The key issues are provided in Table 3.8. 

Table 3.8 Keywords in exploring individual spatial experiences and collective movements 

Issues 
Disabled people as 

active agent(s) Interacting with the built 
Interacting with other people (Social) 

environment (Physical) 

Collective - Use public places while - Cooperative work with critical actors 

(Chapter 7) 
demonstrating access issues e.g. non-disabled actors 

- Demonstrating physical constraints - Agenda setting within the movement 

Individual - Daily practice in public places - Communicating with other people 

(ChapterS) -Adapting spatial behaviour - Opinions about the reaction of the 
public 

Taking a role in the access campaign 

This strategy aimed at investigating the process by which disabled people collectively 

negotiate and change their physical barriers. I volunteered to create a design guideline 

for the footpath features in a footpath renovation project which was initiated by a non

disabled person in Bangkok. The design was presented to the local authorities to be 
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used as construction guidance. This project took four months to finish. I took part in 

the major stages of this process, such as an initial physical survey of key problems with 

the footpath, meeting the authorities, presenting the design proposal to the public and 

media, and undertaking another survey after the project was accomplished. I arranged 

interviews with the key actors in this project such as the project initiator, state officials, 

a disabled representative and journalists. 

Being there with one wheelchair user 

This strategy aimed to explore the lived experience of people living with mobility 

impairment. I received permission from Miss Tum (29), a disability activist, who was 

willing to join in this process. I knew Miss Tum through the former leader of a disabled 

people's organisation. The participant proposed the idea to demonstrate how she lives 

alone as a wheelchair user in Bangkok. The observation took place on a journey from 

her living space to public places, transport and the workplace, during a weekday and a 

weekend. The observation was undertaken across a total of seven days in two months. 

It aimed to take in a variety of activities, places, and modes of transport alongside 

exploring spatial and social encounters. 

3·5 Making sense of the data 

Evaluating the data and information derived from the qualitative research approach is 

important, in particular within a project that has employed an interpretative approach 

toward the experiences of its research participants. The study seeks to learn to 

understand the world of disabled individuals or groups as they themselves see it. 

Further, Baxter and Eyles (1997:506) note that the qualitative approach towards 

research 'allows the research situation to guide research procedures in order that they may gain 

access to human experiences'. Therefore this section provides explicit deliberation about 

what I did to process the data, in terms of the way the data were analysed and 

validated. 
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3.5.1 Analysis of the data 

The information in this study is derived from three research strategies, namely: the 

interviews including individual and group discussions, the surveys including postal 

and online questionnaires, and the observations including field notes and 

photographic records from access audit with disabled volunteers and from lived 

experience relating to the daily activities of one disabled participant. The majority of 

interviews (which were among the sources used in Chapter 5, 6, 7 and as part of the 

observation in Chapter 8) were audio-recorded after the informants gave their 

permission. These recordings were transcribed, thematically analysed and quotations 

selected from them, as presented numerically in Box 3.1. 

Box 3.1 Number of participants' quotations categorised by the analysis chapters 

Chapter 

5: Understanding of disability in Thailand 

6: Access constraints and requiremen ts 

7: Collective access movements 

8: Lived experience of an individual with 
impairment 

Number of Quotations [rom Participants 

Disabled participants on-disabled participants 

13 9 

16 11 

9 7 

1 

By transcribing all the data myself as soon as possible after the interview, I was able to 

revisit and refresh my memory of the stories given in the conversations. Since I was 

hearing all the conversations from the voice recorder for the second time, r did not 

n ed to transcribe the recordings in their entirety and left out parts that were clearly 

irrelevant and digressive. I set out certain criteria for sorting the verbatim information 

from respondents, in that issues shou ld be derived from theories and concepts 

according to th research themes. In this sense, I kept analysing the interview 

transcripts to derive relevant issues from them until the body of issues I had generated 

wa not further expanded by ana lYSing more transcripts. All of the selected LTanscribed 

interviews were created as Microsoft Office Word documents. The keyword-searching 

function 'Find' was used to g nerate a database bank where quotations were matched 

with the research themes and concepts. Some respondents expressed similar points of 
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view, which to a certain extent, made the database bank repetitive. I therefore decided 

to select particular quotations to represent a range of available interview texts. 

The data from postal survey about the understanding of disability in Thailand 

(Chapter 5) and from the online survey about access requirements (Chapter 6) were 

entered into Microsoft Office Excel. The results were calculated a percentages, 

alongside the thematic issues deriving from the preliminary interviews. These 

quantitative datasets from the two surveys aimed to reveal accounts that both conflict 

with and support the interviews. It was crucial to do so, since the majority of opinions 

from interviews concerning the causes of disability were strongly linked to religious 

interpretations, and thus perceptions of disability in the Thai context in terms of this 

data-strand would be summarised and explained in these terms (i.e. disability being 

viewed as a result of wrong-doing in the last life). However, data from the postal 

survey found the majority of respondents to consider that road accidents are a key 

cause of disability. This showed a contrast between findings from different methods 

that complement one another by analysing two different sources of information. The 

data from the surveys were presented in the format of a pie chart and a bar chart in 

order to reveal the trends in terms of adding support to, or conflicting with, the results 

of the interviews. In addition, there were comments added at the end of the postal 

questionnaires and these were merged in analysing information from the interviews. 

I took field notes and voice recordings in the course of conducting the 'observer as 

participant' data collection. I recorded my ideas as they emerged during field 

observation. Raw data in the form of notes, digital photographic data and audio

recordings were sorted into the themes. These notes and records were revised and 

replayed as soon as the field observations were completed. In order to avoid 

misinterpreting the information from the field observation, I also sent photos and sent 

my interpretations back to the participants. 

3.5.2 Validation of the data 

Validating the interview data through the qualitative research approach involves, as 

Baxter and Eyles (1997:510) highlight, 'data-to-concept links which not only make sense to 

scientists but also to the lay people on whose experiences interpretations are based'. In the 
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wake of writings on disability research using the post-social model approach, Vehmas 

(2004:37), for instance, holds the view that there is no such thing as objective truths and 

that language significantly constructs reality. For instance, the daily life spatial 

experiences of one wheelchair user in this study are shaped by various socio-cultural 

factors. Though the study aims not to generalise from this to deduce facts about the 

spatial experiences of all, it can nevertheless be said that the volunteer wheelchair user 

is an example, unusual within Thailand, of a woman with impairment who has both 

graduated from university and is in paid employment. For further study, it would be 

helpful to explore a broader range of people with distinctive physical and mental 

characteristics, looking at their spatial experiences and needs. It should be recognised 

that this study validates the lived experience of a few disabled people. As Overboe 

(1999:19) remarks, while broadcasts may give the impression that an individual can 

overcome struggles, and non-disabled people may perceive such experience as a 

validation of the lived experience of a few disabled people, 'it invalidates the lived 

experience of the majority of disabled people because they cannot meet such expectations'. 

Translating information from the research participants from one language to another 

additionally resulted in meanings beings filtered and altered by the researcher, 

intentionally or not. This work translated information from interviews in the Thai 

language to English. In order to avoid losing the importance and richness of 

information, Kellett (1995:75) suggests retaining the actual words of the original 

language. 'The original scripts were 'Romanised' (transliterated into Roman characters) 

in order to retain the meaning and interpretation of the research theme. One example is 

when I discussed feelings towards disabled people in Thai culture (Chapter 5). The 

word 'Songsaan' cannot be translated into one English word. Therefore it was 

Romanised in the English form of script as shown below: 

"How could you feel of the other as an equal human being if you felt they 
were pathetic? I had already chosen between self esteem and the benefit that 
comes with even being' Songsaan "'. 

[Wheelchair user,female (28)J 

At some pOints the data have not been theorised such as a particular cultural issue 

strongly linked to the Thailand context, for instance, the given example about feelings 
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of pity or 'Songsaan' which can be interpreted as linked to power relations. Hence, I left 

such quotations without commentary so that they may be opened up for the 

development of what Baxter and Eyles (1997:509) note as a new wisdom. This is done 

by aiming to avoid misinterpretation of meanings expressed through interview 

conversations. For Baxter and Eyles (ibid.) in validating the interview information, it is 

crucial to ensure that the meanings which are expressed through interview 

conversations are not misinterpreted. In so doing I rechecked my interpretation of 

interview data by sending and posting some of quotations from individuals and group 

interviews (data used in Chapter 5,6,7) onto the online webboard. For the case of one 

wheelchair user (data used in Chapter 8), I sent e-mails of my interpretations to the 

volunteer. I requested her to revise and give comments on the interview texts and 

relevant concept linked to my interpretation of field observation through her 

performances in many places that we have had experienced together. 

3.6 Ethical issues concerning research about disability 

All of the participants in this study were informed by papers and online documents 

requesting their consent to taking part in the research process. In many cases, the 

consent letter was sent in an electronic format via e-mail. I also informed them that the 

information from the interview in the study would be published and they could choose 

to have their real name used in the study or to be pseudonym. As soon as the 

prospective participants replied and agreed to take part (some through a telephone 

call), I sent them the details of appointment and asked them to provide details of the 

location for the interview. 

As mentioned earlier, I do not have experience of disability, and needed to be aware of 

the ethical issues in doing research that affects disabled people's lives. There are two 

issues to be considered: equalising power relationships during interviews and whether 

or not the research has enabled empowerment or reinforced the disabling process. 

3.6.1 Equalising power relationships during interviews 

The 'Subject' is disempowered during an interoiew. (Limerick et aL, 

1996:454). 
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To a certain extent there has been an asymmetrical balance in the power relationship 

between interviewer and interviewee in much research. The interviewee has been 

perceived as being dis empowered when she/he is interviewed. The interview tends to 

devalue and depersonalise the interviewee, particularly within the positivist paradigm 

(Limerick et al., 1996:449). The researcher seems to have power over the interviewee 

particularly when following one form of the question-and-answer format. However, 

this research aimed to blur the boundaries of power between interviewer and 

interviewee. It was thought to be a way to empower people who have less advantage 

and to show respect for their experiences. As Limerick et al. remind us: 

[ ... J material collected from interviews needs to be accepted by the researcher 
as a gift from those who have participated in the research project because it is 
our story of their story that forms the written report. (1996:450). 

It is important to provide a variety of interview methods that prioritise the different 

communication abilities of participants. The adaptation of interview tactics is beneficial 

for research with people with different abilities. When interviewing a hearing-impaired 

informant, I was unable to use sign language. At the preliminary contact, the 

participant chose to have an email interview. However, I would choose email as the 

last option for an in-depth interview, only using it if the participants preferred this 

method. As Selwyn and Robson (1998) point out, .email interviews suffer from a lack of 

tacit communication' and potentially lose human interaction. Eventually, where this was 

an applicable method, I made hand-written notes as informants with hearing 

impairment spoke during our conversation. It meant that we both shared limitations 

and advantages in the communication. This method enabled the research participant to 

communicate with ease by using her/his most familiar way of communication. Tools 

need to be adapted to correspond to the informants' requirements. In this way, any 

sense of an 'able-disabled' and a 'superior and inferior' dichotomy can be partially 

reduced. 

I requested consent to audio-record interviews from the interviewees when asking 

them about participation. Using the voice recorder during discussions helped the 

researcher to concentrate on the flow of conversation. The interviews also included 

hearing-impaired and vision-impaired persons. In some interviews with blind 

participants, I was informed that she/he preferred to have a conversation online (via a 
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calling application over the Internet). In this example there is an additional 

requirement for the researcher to be flexible in preparing tools for communication. 

The participants chose the locations for the interviews. By requesting that the 

interviewees choose a place and time for the interview, the interviewees had the power 

to select a location in which they would be comfortable. The majority of interviewees 

with disabilities preferred to hold the interview at their workplace if they were 

employed or otherwise in their home. In the workplace, the interviewee is able to 

express their status in a relaxed way; they are also empowered by the familiarity of 

their own territory (Limerick et al., 1996:454). By arranging the interview in a location 

selected by the interviewee, participants were able to control the interview situation. 

The researcher as interviewer was told where to have a seat, how long the interview 

should be, and when they should pause the recorder. All of these elements empowered 

the interviewees. In many cases, the researcher was obliged to recognise that the 

interviewee had their own agendas. This is another power dynamic which entwined 

the researcher and the researched. Disability activities seemed rarely to have any 

channel for the active actors to publish their views and contributions. So in examples 

such as interviewing a disability activist (NCO), a state official, and a relative of the 

Prime Minister who has a disability, the messages of the interviewees were conveyed 

to the researcher during the discussion. In this regard, the role and power of the 

interviewer and interviewee were naturally organised in equal balance, in such a way 

that it minimized the risk of exploiting interviewees (Limerick et al., 1996:456). 

Power in the interview situation is also connected to who possesses better knowledge 

about the topic of the interview, in this case, disability issues. Interviewing an active 

member of a disability organisation, who campaigns using language used by disabled 

people, the agendas tended to be led by the interviewee. During the interview, the 

interviewer was critically challenged because of concern about such matters as the way 

to describe disabled people, the use of 'normal' in referring to non-disabled people and 

so on. The interviewee informed and educated the interviewer about such issues, 

drawing on their areas of interest and concern. In this aspect, the interviewee had 

acquired the power of knowledge beyond that of the interviewer, and therefore the 

interview agendas were directed by the research participant's own agendas. This 
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affects the power relationship between the disabled participants and the researcher. 

Furthermore, acceptance of the participants' suggestions or ideas can be seen as the 

way to empower disabled people. 

3.6.2 Enabling empowerment or reinforcing the disabling process? 

This research approach has been reflexively shaped from the start of the process. The 

initial approach to disabled people was through the perspective of an 'able and unable' 

dichotomy, with disabled people as 'unable to' do things as a result of physical and 

social barriers. I planned to observe how they struggle with physical barriers by 

conducting access audits. However, I gained more developed ideas from the literature, 

in particular from reading about issues such as the 'lived experience' and 

phenomenological approaches. With such approaches, the 'ability' of disabled people in 

coping with their difficulties in daily living can be explored. The researcher is able to 

learn from participants. The approach of the research has been shaped by the variety of 

research participants' realities, which is always contingent. I have learnt from disabled 

people through participation with them in this study, trying to empower them, rather 

than position myself as an able-bodied researcher. This approach has moved away 

from a dualistic notion of 'able and disabled'. 

The actual interviews lasted between one and four hours. In many cases, the 

participants with impairments spent the time telling their own stories, in particular 

their experiences of oppression. From an emancipatory perspective, enabling subjective 

lived experience in research can be a means of empowering disabled participants. 

There was one example of an interview with a wheelchair user in his home-office. 

While he was recalling his stories about how he coped with prejudice and fought for 

his achievements, he became tearful so the interview had to be suspended for a pause. 

It is crucial for the researcher to be aware that giving the participant space to revisit 

stories of hard times or painful memories can be a therapeutic or empowering process 

(Hodge, 2008:32). In one sense, storytelling can illuminate insights about the personal 

and the story itself is a useful means for researchers to explore the other's 'internalised' 

world (Smith and Sparkes, 2008:18). However, reliving personal tragedy can also, 

potentially, be a disabling process for individuals with impairments. In such cases, I 
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would let the interviewee stay with his memory for a while before gently shifting the 

conversation to his successful achievements. 

Using photography and images 0/ disabled people 

In all cases, where photographs of participants were to be used in this thesis, they were 

asked for their consent. This might seem a trivial issue but it can have a greater impact 

with the recognition that pictures of disabled people need to be represented as they 

themselves would wish. In the course of a journey with participants with impairment, 

they were photographed struggling with social and physical barriers. I have learnt that 

taking many pictures and inviting the subjects to select from these pictures provides 

more choices for disabled people in representing their identity. In this regard, the 

display and review options afforded by digital technology represent a great advantage 

because we can take a number of pictures and instantly show them to subjects. 

Likewise, during the investigation of inaccessible facilities and services, the presence of 

a researcher with a camera significantly affects the fieldwork information. This was 

evident in the case of one wheelchair user using a public elevated train service. At a 

train station without a lift, Miss Tum often holds out her hands with the side bars of 

the escalator to reach the elevated train platform. However, once I had taken a role as 

an observer and photographer of Miss Tum, the security guard noticed and did not 

allow us to do this. Therefore, my visual report of her daily use of public transport 

differed from her everyday actual reality. In this regard, the visual material required 

integration with information from the in-depth interviews. 

3.7 Reflection on methods used 

Although there have been critiques of the social model approach which precludes 

research recounting the lived experience of disabled people, Barnes (2001) argues that 

by overemphasising the experience of disabled people: 

we undermine or ignore the significance of the environment in which those 
experiences are shaped and, in so doing, simply re-empllasise, albeit possibly 
unintentionally, the personal tragedy theory of disability. (ibid.:13) 
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By contrast, research adopting the social model promotes the way social and physical 

struggles encountered by disabled people are forms of oppression. Thus experiences in 

the lives of impaired bodies are viewed as irrelevant or isolated issues in research 

which has failed to have a positive impact on their lives (Oliver, 1992). In this regard, 

Oliver (ibid.:107) suggests adopting a reciprocal relationship between researcher and 

researched which features the emancipatory approach. Additionally, in a qualitative 

approach, it is undeniable that 'researchers both influence and are influenced by the process 

of engaging in research' (Northway, 2000:392).' Despite exchanging information during 

research production, Northway (ibid.:394) adds that 'disclosure of personal values and 

beliefs is thus a necessary facet of changing the social relationship of research'. Research 

production can be a process of empowerment, in challenging oppression (Barnes, 2001) 

by taking explicit stances on values, and by contesting the oppression experienced by 

disabled people (Northway, 2000:394). Thus, engaging with research participants who 

have experiences of disadvantage effectively helps the non-disabled researcher gain 

more insights; as Shakespeare (1997:250) points out, it can enable the researcher to get 

closer to the people and experiences which will be analysed. As we have learnt about 

different kinds of construction of disability, Corker (1999:209) encourages the use of 

reflexivity, which accepts silent 'voices', new knowledge and 'a greater range of positions 

from wllich disabled people can subvert hegemony and act in the social and political arena'. 

Northway (2000) further promotes reflexivity in terms of strengthening the quality of 

qualitative disability research. The key elements of reflexive research consist of a 

requirement that the values and positions of the researchers and research process are 

critically examined: if researchers explicitly present their biases and prejudices, they 

may be changed by engaging in a research process which requires self-critique and 

self-appraisal. Importantly, fresh insights and learning should be integrated into the 

research rather than ignored (ibid.:392). Ryan (2005:2) notes that being both reflective 

and reflexive implies the ability to: 

reflect inward toward oneself as an inquirer; outward to the cultural, 
historical, linguistic, political, and other forces that shape everything about 
inquiry; and, in between the researcher and participant, to the social 
interaction they share. 
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3·7·1 Researchers without experience of disability 

For Mercer (2002), involvement can be a key method for the researcher without 

disability experience to improve their knowledge about disability. It is important for 

the researchers to be able to reflect the quality of their relationship with their research 

participants, in order to represent how: 

friendliness, openness and general close rapport with participants have 
acquired a confirmatory status. Researchers record how their disabled 
participants expressed their appreciation that their views were taken 
seriously and they were encouraged to express their 'real' feelings' 
(ibid.:243). 

By learning through the ways in which disabled people talk and act about their 

everyday reality, this can add balance to methods of understanding disability and 

accessibility issues. Gilroy (2005:47) draws on the feminist perspective which can be 

adopted by disability research, that 'the personal is political'. Thus the experience of 

participants, related in the form of stories, 'should be seen as valid information' and 'such 

knowledge denial is a form of oppression '. The researcher and methodology, therefore, 

must involve research participants. 

3.7.2 Access to research participants and technology 

This research is focused on Thailand, while I have spent the majority of the period of 

study in the UK. This affects access to wider groups of disabled representatives. In 

many cases, Information Technology is considered as a helpful tool in connecting with 

research participants. In comparison with my previous research about accessibility in 

residential dwellings for disabled people ten years ago, even although I was there in 

Thailand, my access to disabled people was through disability institutions, such as 

rehabilitation centres or vocational training centres for disabled people. Data collection 

was carried out via the staff of those institutions, such as by sending advance prompts 

about the interview to their staff. Otherwise, it was necessary to arrange meetings in 

the places where disabled people lived because public places and transport were not 

accessible for them. 
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From the current research, it is evident that Information and Communication 

Technologies (ICTs) facilitate approaches to informants with impairment. For instance, 

I was able to contact many disabled participants through an email list. r was also able 

to invite many people to participate in interviews through online applications such as 

web board and Skype. Those online applications were helpful not only in providing 

easier access to participants, but they also provided disabled people with choices about 

whether to meet face-to-face or not. In this sense, communication technology is helpful 

in gaining the opinions and voices of various people with different impairments. And 

the participants have a choice about how to present their identity. 

Nevertheless, utilising ICTs should be seen as one option among multiple means in 

accessing research participants with impairments. Because few disabled people can 

afford to access the internet, I would suggest being conscious that using 

communication technology as a tool needs careful consideration. As Gleeson 

(1999a:104) highlights, technology can emancipate or oppress, depending on its social 

uses. In this regard, for some disabled people with low incomes, the (un)availability of 

information technology can act as a further force of segregation. 

Although it has been seen that the researchers have power to choose who to invite to 

participate and how to approach the potential participants (Limerick et al., 1996:453), it 

is solely the decision of the potential participants to accept the invitation. Therefore, the 

status of the researcher and methods of building trust are important elements in 

approaching to prospective interviewees. In the first letter which was circulated via 

email, it was stated that I am a student studying the accessibility of disabled people in 

public places. I also attached evidence, such as a copy of my student ID card, a letter of 

confirmation of my status from the research supervisors and from my sponsor (the 

Government of Thailand). Each letter bore an institutional letterhead. However, there 

was little response to this invitation, and those who did come back to me were people r 
already knew. The majority of research participants accepted the invitation via the 

snowballing technique. From this we can conclude that, in this case, disability, there is 

a particular need for trust and familiarity that contrasts with more 'formal' ways of 

approaching research participants. 
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Approaching a disability activist is an example of using an email list. I attempted to 

interview a social activist who was a wheelchair user in a provincial setting during the 

fieldwork in 2007. However, he did not respond to any channel of approach I utilised. 

Between 2007 and 2008, I was in contact with disabled people's networks via webboard 

discussion and email lists. In September 2008 while revisiting the research and 

conducting more interviews, the prospective interviewee replied via email. The leader 

of the disability organisation issued a reminder about my requests for interview and 

asked if I could vote for him in a TV programrne.9 Thus the interview eventually took 

place. In this case, it represented an exchange of interests between researcher and 

disability activist. 

Online questionnaires as a means to include wider research participants: the majority of 

people with mobility difficulties struggled with inadequate and inaccessible spaces. An 

online survey was carried out by circulating prompt questionnaires via email. The list 

of email addresses is derived from the disabled organisation's web-based resources. 

The benefit of the online medium is that it is helpful in accessing a wider pool of 

potential research participants. There is an increasing number of people using the 

internet in Thailand. Although there are no official statistics on the number of disabled 

Internet users, by 2008, around 20% of the national population of 65 million people 

used broadband internet nationwide (Internet World Stats, 2008). 

Emailing: The merit of using email is that it includes people who have difficulty with 

oral conversation. I received a response from the participant with hearing impairment 

via email. For some people with specific kinds of identity, it seemed difficult to expose 

themselves to unfamiliar situations. This kind of computer-mediated communication is 

useful when a person finds it a challenge to use the telephone or meet in person, 

especially in an initial exchange with strangers (Scott, 2004:95). In addition, emailing 

as a tool is widening the geographical range of participants, in particular for people 

with mobility impairments (Lutz and Bowers, 2005:1040). 

9 TIlis disability activist was one of five nominated icons that dl'voted their lives to work to make a social contribution. 
A TV programme campaigned for votes for three names to receive tlll' prize of a miJIion Baht. 
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Online Document Method: BlogslO and Webboard discussion: Apart from using online 

surveys, this study used webboard posting. This was helpful to extract more explicit 

opinions/ feelings toward disability and the disabling environments of users. The 

participants have more choices in terms of presenting information (or not) about their 

identity. In addition, by posting a question or an essay on the Internet, the participants 

had adequate time to react and respond. I posted several topics to encourage 

discussions such as: how can we end the chicken and egg problem? Who should take 

the lead role in solving access problems? Or what do you think of when talking about 

disabled people? 

Real-time Interoiew: In exploring the access experiences of people with visual 

impairment, online methods were helpful for communicating with participants at a 

distance. Some participants suggested holding interviews over an online calling 

application, 'Skype'. We arranged a meeting after I sent some questions and consent 

was sent via email. 

3.7.3 Working with disabled people and context specific literature 

Exploring the spatial experiences of disabled participants in their daily lives reveals 

distinctive factors which are different from those arising from conducting access audits 

and workshops. That is, the researcher as an observer was able to notice problems only 

when disabled people deliberately raised those issues through their struggles. By being 

in place with disabled people during the course of their daily activities, the researcher 

was able to learn more when the disabled participant attempts to overcome those 

barriers. In many cases, the barriers expected by researcher differed from these 

experienced by the participants. For Barnes (1992:122), this approach establishes 'a 

workable dialogue' between the researcher and the disabled participants which aims to 

empower the latter. Architects, designers, builders and policy-decision-makers should 

acknowledge the ways disabled people experience and negotiate their spaces by 

working with them as the expert or consultant, rather than gaining information 

through exploitation of the source of information. 

10 A blog is a type of website, usually maintained by an individual with regular entries of commentary, descriptions of 
events. or other material such as graphics or video. Entries arc commonly displayed in reverse-chronological order. 
Many blogs provide commentary or news on a particular subject; others function as more personal online diaries. A 
typical blog combines text, images, and links to other b1ogs, web pages, and other media related. to its topic. The 
opportunity for readers to leave comments in an interactive format is an important part of many blogs. 
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Studies about accessibility and the built environment have relied heavily on western 

literature. As Imrie and Edwards (2007:634) point out, this is restrictive because it lacks 

a variety of socio-cultural contexts of disablement. There has long been an ethnocentric 

literature which is confined to European, North American, and Australasian disability. 

Hence, little of the breadth and depth of socio-cultural specificities is developed to 

achieve an understanding of disability which underpins the knowledge about the 

interrelationships between disability and built environments. This seems to encourage 

the importance of localising research to add other, distinctive contexts. 

Disabled people have been involved with this research as consultants for some key 

data interpretation in the writing-up stage. In this way, Kitchin (2000) points out that 

the role of the academic is as an enabler or facilitator rather than as an expert. 

However, I have not taken this approach at all stages due to the limitation that I have 

conducted this research for the majority of time from the UK. It is recommended that 

by engaging with disabled people throughout the research process, academics can take 

an emancipatory standpoint which further helps to 'inform and impart her/his knowledge 

and skills to the disabled people who are co-researchers in the project, and provide an outlet to 

inform the policy makers' (ibid.:40). In this regard, Kitchin suggests Participatory Action 

Research (ibid.:43) whereby, through engaging more with disabled people in disability 

discourse and processes, research projects should contribute to improvements to their 

lives in both practical and political ways. 

Working 'with' disabled people at every stage of the research process can be a crucial 

method for reducing these limitations to knowledge. If I could go back to do this 

research again, it would be very helpful to gain more insights in this way: for example 

I would consult with more ordinary disabled people rather than paying so much 

attention to the agendas of disability leaders or activists. Furthermore, I anticipate that 

future research might discover a wider range of spatial experiences in daily life from 

disabled participants who may have less experience of articulating their needs. In this 

regard, I hope to employ this research strategy as a means to generate positive returns 

for research participants and encourage context-specific knowledge. 
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3.7.4 Learning from the lived experience approach 

Learning spatial struggles through first-hand experience 'with' disabled participants 

acknowledges the importance of the empirical research method, by contrast with 

learning through research that is 'about' disabled people's experiences. It is a helpful 

means of transcending representations of disabled people through the imagery which 

society creates. Though I realise through the social model perspective that a person in a 

wheelchair is disabled by those steps which impede access to a building, there are 

other issues which are more important to consider, such as the individual's personality 

and a priori personal knowledge about disablement. This experience was achieved 

when I encountered spatial barriers simultaneously with the disabled participant. This 

method of approach has shifted my thoughts towards what it is to be disabled and 

how such social creations as the built environment can disable impaired persons. 

Learning through a fine-grained strategy used within the lived experience approach is 

important and helpful for the researcher without personal knowledge of the disability 

experience. As there is an absence of disabled people's experiences within relevant 

social processes including design and building physical space and facilities, a little 

ignorance can become amplified to create greater problems in the lives of impaired 

people. Based on a cost-benefit orientation, this reinforces an ableist notion that 

disabled people are a minority, so that the majority of places are not built to respond to 

users with impairment. The lack of accessible public toilets is an instance. This causes a 

deterioration in the health of impaired people. 

Additionally, we have also learnt through disabled people's voicing of their 

experiences. These have opened up the research approach to problems within the 

interrelationship between space, the (impaired) body, and self-internalisation. There 

are apparently trivial issues which nevertheless increase in significance through the 

simultaneous confrontation of obstacles and the impaired participant. For instance, 

walking on the pavement with a wheelchair user leads to problems being witnessed 

which may not have been recalled within an interview. A little crack on a surface or the 

negative reaction of strangers often discourages an impaired individual from 

flourishing in public places. 
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Furthermore, being an observer participating with a person with an impaired body 

allows a small but significant insight which can be analysed in a broader sense. Imrie 

and Edwards (2007:628) note a relationship between technology and the disabled body. 

A wheelchair is not merely a neutral artefact 'but it rather as a "limb-object" or a 

constitutive part of the body and spatial practices'. For instance, Miss Tum often describes 

her wheelchair as her 'shoes' and uses the word 'walk' whenever she rolls her 

wheelchair from place to place for daily activities. In this sense, as Imrie and Edward 

go on to say, the wheelchair is a paradoxical object, as it can be an access facilitator for 

moving about spaces but simultaneously it is a 'signifier of bodily impairment and 

difference' (ibid.). 

The public nature of conducting fieldwork research with disabled people is also a 

significant strategy for educating the public about the access requirements of disabled 

people. Additionally, the presentation of lived experience in this research not only 

seeks to explain the problems of inaccessibility at a personal level, it also extends to the 

political level. Overboe (1999:23) comments that, in many cases, when disabled people 

talk about equal rights they tend to emphasise an inability to participate in political 

movements. For instance, disabled people fail to vote because of inaccessible polling 

stations. However, Overboe (ibid.) argues, this does not necessarily mean that a 

political platform is totally unavailable to them. Broadcasting differences in the lived 

experience of different disabled people in everyday life is a Significant political method 

to challenge and change the dominant oppressive and negative identity imposed upon 

them. 

3.8 Conclusion 

This research has been concerned with processes as well as products. The core issues 

have revolved around understanding disability and accessibility for disabled people in 

the built environment, as seen in contemporary social processes. Those issues have 

been and are socially constructed differently in different times and places. The research 

sought to use a range of methods in order to deepen explanations particular to the 

questions in a certain social context. However, the investigation could only deliver 

explanations within a temporal boundary. In the next chapter, I will discuss the context 
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of Thailand, where this study took place. The chapter aims to provide an overview of 

key social elements which influence the questions and discussion. 
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Introduction 

4 I Thailand: 'Pi -garn' and 
accessibility 

This chapter provides the socio-cultural and socio-political context to the accessibility 

issue in Thailand. This aims to foreground the context for disability and access issue in 

Thailand in facilitating the readers to understanding the following analysis chapters 

(Chapter 5, 6, 7, and 8). It firstly starts with an overview of disability situations. 

Secondly, the current accessibility in the built environment is discussed. This section 

looks at access issues as seen by access legalisation as well as to what extent it has been 

practiced. The third section provides insight into how lives of people with impairments 

are different from whom without it in contemporary Thai society. 

The fourth section focuses on the cultural perspective and meanings of 'Pi-gam' or 

disability. This emphasises the significance of this cultural element, evaluating how 

religious interpretations and other cultural representations such as mainstream media 

shape perceptions of 'Pi-gam'. The discussion in this section provides key cultural 

factors which are drawn on by the analYSis of understanding of 'Pi-gam' which follows 

in Chapter 5. The fifth section discusses political culture and its impact on the access 

problems of disabled people. This section provides key components such as the vertical 

politic, perceptions of public goods and services and the local social relationships that 

create and maintain disabling barriers in the built environment. These political 

components will be analysed together with the information from fieldwork and 

interviews in Chapter 6. 
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Section six focuses on economic development and its impact on the creation of 

accessible facilities for disabled people. This section looks at how internal and external 

forces interact with state and private sectors in creating accessible public facilities for 

disabled people. This section also argues that poverty is not necessarily the only 

explanation of a lack of accessible facilities. The final section concludes by setting the 

scene for further exploration of accessibility, the disabling built environment, socio

spatial experiences of disabled people. 

4.1 Overview: Disability in Thailand 

4.1.1 Disabled population 

'Disabled People' estimated by UNESCAP: 
10% of population (Yellow) 

'Kon Pi-garn' surveyed by NSO : 
2.9% of Thai population (Green) 

) 

) 

1 

+ 
Thai Population ("'65 million) 

Employment rate : 
2% of 'Kon pi -garn' (2 .9%) (Red) 

--------------~~----------~) ----~~--~--~--

Note: each box (0 ) refers Lo 1% of 65 mill ion of Tha i population 

Figure 4.1 Proportion of disabled population 

The number of disabled people aU over the world is estimated at 10% by UNESCAP (yeUow) . However, the disabled 
population as measured by the Thailand National Statistic Office 2007: Thai population defined as 'disabled persons' 
was 2.9% (green), and 2% of the Thai disabled population are employed (red). 

.. 

This figure of disabled population is significantly less than the UNESCAPll estimation 

that an estimated ten percent of the world's population, or 650 million people, lives with a 

llSource: UNESCAP website online available at http://www.unescap.org/ esid/psis/ disability / (Accessed: September 

2010) 
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disability. In Asia and the Pacific, the number is increasing due to multiple factors including 

of the ageing of the population. At present there is growing awareness of the increasing 

presence of older people within a population which is rising by 0.64 percent per annum 

(Index Mundi, 2008). The National Statistical Office (2004) pointed that the oldest 

section of the population (that which is over sixty years of age) will increase from ten 

percent in 2000 to 15 percent in 2025. From this statistic it can be deduced that, whilst 

the percentage of disabled people is low at 2.9 percent, the trend is for a dramatic 

increase in the number of older people whose health has deteriorated. A report by the 

United Nations has stated that Thailand has no plans to respond to the growth of the 

older population over the next ten years (Thonguay, 2006). 

The employment of disabled people is low when comparing with non-disabled adults. 

There are 98% of the disabled population unemployed. Among two percent who are 

employed, a small percentage works in professional occupations while the majority 

work in the agricultural and fishing sectors (Pozzan, 2009). The majority of disabled 

people live in rural areas, whereas most access features are provided in urban Bangkok 

and its urban vicinity. Furthermore, the accessible infrastructure is mostly installed in 

the municipal areas, in particular within Bangkok city centre. Examples are accessible 

public transportation such as lifts to the upper levels of train stations, pedestrian 

surfaces and buildings with ramps, slopes and lifts, and Braille blocks on pavements. 

The definition of 'disabled person' is found in the Rehabilitation Act for Person with 

Disabilities 1991. There are five categories: 

1) Visual disability 
2) Hearing or communication disability 
3) Physical or mobility disability 
4) Mental or behaviour disability 
5) Intellectual or learning disability 

In 2007, the National Statistical Office of Thailand revised the methods and 

terminology used in the census for the measurement of the disabled population. It 

considers a disabled person to be one who has difficulties and/ or health problems over 

a six months period; difficulty in taking care of oneself; and/or impairment. This 

definition automatically includes older people. Nevertheless, these measurement 

methodologies were not adopted consistently amongst different medical professionals 
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(APCD, 2002:7). The Asian Pacific Development Centre on Disability revealed that the 

majority of disability in Thailand is associated with congenital anomalies, at 34 percent 

(1996 census). The remainder is mainly caused by sickness, and accidents occurring in 

factories, roads, farms and homes (APCD, 2002). In addition, Tanaboriboon (2004) 

reveals that approximately 0.8 percent of the Thai population was injured or become 

permanently disabled due to road accidents, in particular, involving motorcycIes12. 

4.1.2 Disability in the law 

Thai disability laws have been influenced by legislation in forerunner countries such as 

the UK Disability Discrimination Act 1995 (DDA) and the USA's Americans with 

Disabilities Act 1990 (ADA). A study by Cheausuwantavee (2005) reveals that socio

cultural factors, such as attitude toward disability, are crucial in influencing how 

effectively the law is implemented, in particular when the legal approach is adopted 

from different social contexts. While the ADA is based on human rights, Thailand's 

disability legislation is based on a medical and regulatory approach(Cheausuwantavee, 

2005). The ADA was issued following the Civil Rights Law of 1964 which intended to 

eliminate discrimination, such as that on grounds of race or religion. In this sense, 

American disability law emphasises four essential rights of disabled people: 

employment; access to travel facilities and transportation; access to public 

accommodation, goods, and services; and access to telecommunication. For the UK, the 

Disability Discrimination Act of 1995 emphasises the importance of creating equality 

and opportunities for people with disabilities. These two disability policies centre on 

social welfare authorised by the state. In general, the details of the ADA and DDA 

share similar values in the humanity and dignity they assign to disabled people. 

Furthermore, Cheausuwantavee (2005:50-51) points out that it is 'universal valuation' 

which ensures humanity integrity is equal for all. However, the purpose of disability 

legislation based on human rights can be seen to be challenged when it was adopted 

within Thailand's Rehabilitation Act 1991. This was due to the concept of disability 

widely held in Thai society that is, in major part, still based on the view that disability 

is an individual problem capable of charitable resolution (Kulkanchit, 2006; Riw-pai-

12 The civil war has never been considered as a cause of impairment and disability. However, in recent years, there was 
political tumloil that left over 2000 protesters injured, Hence, the causes of disability of Thai people do include the civil 
war. 

1121 Page 



Chapter 41 Thailand: 'Pi-gam' and accessibility 

boon, 2006; Kijtham, 2005). Furthermore, much of the Rehabilitation Act 1991 was 

informed by the view that "it should be practice based on compassion and voluntary in 

action" {The law committee, non-disabled person}. Consequently, efforts to enforce rights based 

on this law have struggled because of the way it has been implemented. 

Although the definitions used by the three countries have common ground in the 

meanings of the words 'disabled persons', there are clear distinctions in their law 

enforcement processes. In Thailand, until the Disability Act of 2007, non-compliance 

was not unlawful and there was no penalty for those who broke the law. In contrast, in 

the USA, whilst American disability law has variations in the details of punishment in 

different states, it is clearly specified that failure to comply is law-breaking 

(Cheausuwantavee, 2005). In the details of Thai disability legislation, merit or moral 

statute also plays a part. In other words, the rights of disabled people depend on 

individual interpretation and are not guaranteed. 

There are six ministries in charge of disability issues; the Ministry of Public Health, the 

Ministry of Social Development and Human Security, the Ministry of Labour and 

Social Welfare, the Ministry of Information and Communication Technology, the 

Ministry of the Interior, and the Ministry of Education. In any situation where there is a 

political difficulty or change, the new government simply establishes a new 

bureaucracy. These continuous instabilities affect the continuity of disability-related 

policies in several state sectors each time they have a new minister or a new provision. 

Table 4.1 Disability and access laws in chronological order 

Time Disability Legislation 

1981 Event: the International Year of Disabled People (IYDP) 'Kon Pi-gam or disabled 
person' was defined in the first National Development Plan (B.E.2506) in 1963 

1991 (B.E.2534) First disability legislation: the Rehabilitation Act of Persons with Disabilities 1991 is 
established 

1994 (B.E.2537) Disability definition: 'Disabled Person' was defined in Ministerial Regulation 2nd 
Issue 1994. 

1999 (B.E.2542) Issued by the Ministry of Labour and Social Welfare. 

First access legislation: the Ministerial Regulation the 4th Issue on accessible facilities 
in public buildings, places, transport and services that directly serve disabled persons 
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Time Disability Legislation 

(design recommendations) 

2001 (B.E.2544) Issued by the Ministry of Labour and Social Welfare. 

The Bill of Access Standard: this design recommendation guideline emphasises the 
design of accessible facilities for disabled people (pedestrian systems and public 
buildings) 

2005 (B.E.2548) Issued by the Ministry of Interior. 

The Ministerial Regulation of Accessible Facilities in the Buildings for Disabled 
Persons and the Elderly 2005. 

This access law focuses on providing accessible features for disabled and older people 
to access public buildings in pursuant with the Building Act (B.E.2522) 197913• 

2006 Event: The junta government repealed the Thailand Constitution 1997 

2007 The Constitutional Council established the new Disability Act: 

'The Persons with Disabilities' Quality of Life Promotion Act (B.E. 2550), 2007' 

Key points differed from the previous Rehabilitation Act 1991: 

The new definition of' disabled person' refers to 'a person with restricted ability to 
carry out day-to-day activities or participate within her jhis society, having deficiency 
caused by visual, hearing, mobility, communication, mental, intellectual, learning and 
other difficulties and who necessarily needs any form of supports in order to be able 
to perform daily activities or participate with society as general individuals'. 

Penalties are identified for violations of the access laws, for instance, property owners 
must make payment into the disability fund if they fail to provide access features for 
disabled users, and the owners will also be fined 5,000 Baht14 (Section 36:21, Thailand 
Government Gazette, 2007). 

Thailand has concentrated on access issues for disabled people since the country 

promulgated a series of Acts and regulations concerning disability issues. In 1991, the 

first Rehabilitation Act of Persons with Disabilities (B.E. 2534) was established. This 

Act was the result of a cooperative effort involving the government, the private sector, 

academia, and disabled people's organisations (Wachirasereechai, 2003). Thereafter, 

several more changes took place in response to the UNESCAP declaration of the 

decade of persons with disability in Asia and the Pacific between 1993 and 2002. The 

improvement of the built environments for disabled people was set as a key target in 

13 The responsibility for establishing laws concerned with accessible facilities was transferred from the Ministry of 
Labour and Social Welfare to the Ministry of the Interior in 2005. Previously, the access implementation was based on 
voluntary cooperation by private property or business owners. Since the Access Law 1999 fell under the Ministry of the 
lntl'riol', in pursuant with the Building Act 1979, new properties built after 1999 must provide accessible facilities for 
disabled and older people. 

,., This size of fine is very low. This can be an important weakness of access law implementation. The maximum fine of 
5,000 Baht for property owners who violated the law is less than om percent of the value of the buildings which fall 
within it, eriteri,l (a project which has OYer 300 square metres). Source: A wrage construction price in urban areas 
http://www.thaiappraisal.org!thai/value!value.php 
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plans for action. Therefore in 1993, the Thai government laid down a series of policies 

in response to those international agreements. Such legislative initiatives have 

increased the interest in disability matters in Thailand and within the international 

community, leading to the country being honoured with the 'Franklin Delano 

Roosevelt International Disability Award (FOR), in 2001 for outstanding 

implementation of disability improvementslS• 

Although the majority of laws are based on the concept of providing and subsidising 

resources for disabled people, most of the government agencies have not complied 

(International Disability Rights Monitor, 2005:123). According to the Rehabilitation Act 

1991, the aim was 

empowering capacity and improving the health condition of disabled people 
by means of medical healthcare and seroices, education, social and vocational 
training, in order to help disabled people to have the opportunity to work or 
live equally with 'normal' [sic] people (17wiland Government Gazette, 1991). 

In the Thai-English dictionary, the term 'normal', or 'pagati' in the Thai language, refers 

to 'normal, regular, standard, usual or ordinary' (Garden and Wannapok, 2006:303). This 

word is commonly used to describe something or someone that has a good condition 

and functions properly. In this regard, the positive intent of the law is potentially 

reversed to deprive disabled people of equality in terms of independence. Kitchin 

(1998:347) sees that 

the dominant underlying ethos is one that follows the State's line of 
integration or assimilation to bring people back to 'normality'. As such, 
policy is aimed at trying to make disabled people more 'normal' rather than 
changing the system to accommodate disabled people for who they are. [ ... J 
The reality is a dependency upon community and welfare provision. 

However, after the military coup in 2006, the new version of the Thailand Constitution 

introduced in 2007 repealed the former one. The Persons with Disabilities' Quality of 

Life Promotion Act (B.E.2550), 2007 is the first that mentions rights-based disability 

law. It contains anti-discrimination provisions based on physical or health conditions 

and guarantees access to social welfare and services for disabled people. The disability 

15 Source: Asia Development Centre on Disability (APCD), 2005. Online available at http://www.apcdproject.org/ 
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and access laws which are referred to within this study are provided in a chronological 

order in the following table. 

There have been attempts to create accessible environments for disabled people in 

recent years in Thailand and the government tends to put its effort and focus on 

accessibility issues via regulatory and law establishment. In a document that the Thai 

Government submitted to the Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights 

(OHCHR)16, it stated that many public facilities have been developed to accommodate 

the need of disabled people. Nevertheless, they are still not sufficient to cater for their 

needs; they are a small proportion compared to the overall number of buildings, 

transport systems and other public facilities in society. Therefore: 

[IJn addressing this challenge, a new regulation was launched in 2005 

requiring ncto buildings to provide accessible facilities for persons with 

disabilities. Moreover, the National Persons with Disabilities' Quality of Life 

Developmental Plan (Vol.lIl) (2007-2012) also contains strategies to promote 

an environment with accessibility and facilities, 

The state has made serious attempts to ensure access for disabled people through 

legislation. There are three serial access laws issued in 1999, 2001 and 2005 respectively. 

Those laws emphasise public facilities and services. Although it is now more than ten 

years since the first access legislation was established, disabled people in Thailand 

continue to encounter problems and barriers created by the inaccessible built 

environment (Kutintara et al., 2010). Many existing public buildings, and even new 

ones built after 1999, provide steps as the only means of access. There is no penalty for 

those who fail to provide accessible facilities. However, Section 33 in the 

Empowerment and Development Life of Persons with Disabilities Act 2007 indicates 

that enterprises with over 300 employees must recruit at least one disabled person, 

otherwise they must contribute money to the disability development fund (Thailand 

Government Gazette, 2007:21). This regulation leaves a loophole because employers 

tend to prefer to pay this money rather than provide 'reasonable' accessible facilities to 

accommodate disabled employees. Furthermore, the regulatory based laws seem 

incompatible with the nature of the local political culture. As Baker (2003) notes, the 

16 The documcnt was scnt to Geneva as required by the OHCHR to report on the progress of policy implementation of 
Human r~ights of Persons with Disabilities in Thailand. Source: Office of the High Commissioner for J [uman 
Rights (2()O~) 

1161 rJge 



Chapter 41 Thailand: 'Pi-gam and accessibility 

Thai bureaucratic system is divided into separate little pieces. The bureaucrats, then, 

compete to make laws 'which give themselves power to authorise this and that in order to 

demand a bribe'(ibid.:ll). 

We have seen that regulatory based s<?lutions for making progress on disability issues 

might not be an effective approach in the context of Thailand. The next section 

provides a theme of the current accessibility situation. 

4·2 Current accessibility situation 

This section aims to provide the current situation regarding access issues in Thailand, 

which will be analysed in Chapters 6, 7, and 8. 

4·2.1 Access and the law 

In most aspects of daily life, public places still impede equal use by people with 

impairments. One reason is that the existing Thai access law has little connection with 

previous local policies concerning disability. One of the access laws which has 

influenced more than forty countries to enact similar and 'nearly verbatim legislation' is 

the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) (Stein, 2007:90). The content of the access 

laws (Thailand Government Gazette, 2005; 2001; 1999) tends to follows that guidance17• 

Thailand seeks to emulate the USA in creating accessible facilities. However, the UK 

Disability Discrimination Act 1995 has a foundation in disability laws: the Disabled 

Persons (Employment) Act 1944. So too does the USA civil rights legislation provide 

the background for the establishment of the Americans with Disabilities Act 1990 

(Woodhams and Corby, 2003:160). In this sense, Thailand's disability policies and laws 

are based on a focus on regulation rather than following the USA and UK pattern of 

17 The majority of guidance on accessible facilities and design is provided in accordance with the standards of western 
countries, such as the United States, the UK and Japan. The design guidelines in the Ministerial Regulation: Access to 
Building for People with Disabilities and the Elderly 1999 is generally adopted from the Americans with Disabilities 
Acts of 1990 (ADA). In addition, the footpath design recommendation states that the design standard mainly follows 
the UN Promotion of Non-handicapping Physical Environments for Disabled Persons: Guidelines. 

Source: Bangkok Metropolitan Administration (BMA). (1998) Design Recommendation on Buildings and Environments 
for People and Disabled Persons. Bangkok: Design Division, Department of Public Works, BMA. 
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building on indigenous attitudes and past developments relevant to disability 

(Cheausuwantavee, 2005). 

Although access law requires that public buildings and facilities must be accessible and 

that state agencies must modify existing facilities to ensure access for disabled people, 

the 1999 Ministerial Regulations that makes compliance mandatory have not been fully 

enforced. According to Imrie and Hall (2001b:Ch.3), access legislation in most ASEAN 

countries takes little or no account of the needs of all disabled people. In many parts, 

the access laws mainly target only the needs of mobility impaired people. Furthermore, 

there have been exemptions allowing existing building structures to avoid compliance 

with access legislation. Likewise in Thailand, compliance with access legislation is 

applied to new buildings; adaptation of existing structure is merely advised rather 

than required. The Ministerial Regulation on Accessible Facilities in Public Building 

2005 (Thailand Government Gazette, 2005:5) exempts buildings open to the public 

which are smaller than 3000 square metres from the requirement to provide access 

facilities. In accordance with the Revenue Code, the owner of any building, sites, 

vehicles, or services offering equipment to facilitate disabled people is entitled to claim 

tax exemption for double the expenses incurred (Thailand Government Gazette, 

2006:6). The Regional Report in 2005 conducted by the International Disability Rights 

Monitor (IDRM) (2005:123) reveals that the main post office in the capital city is not 

wheelchair accessible, and only about 0.4 percent of public buildings are reported to be 

accessible for people with mobility impairments. Many of the lifts are not adapted for 

vision impaired users. 

Access issues used to be the responsibility of the Ministry of Public Health, and the 

Ministry of Labour and Social Welfare. The State transferred responsibilities for access 

law in 2001 and 2005 to the Ministry of the Interior; the Ministry of Social 

Development; the Ministry of Human Security and the Ministry of Transport. In one 

sense, this change reflects a shift from viewing disabled people as patients, or 

individuals with illnesses, or a labour force incapable of work. Authorities with 

responsibilities relevant to disability, such as policy makers, have increasingly 

perceived the disabled population as part of society. The structure of access law is 

presented in the figure below. 
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Rehabilitation Act for Persons with Disabilities 
(B.E.2534) 1991 
(Responsibility: Mtnistry of Social Development and 
Human Security, Ministry of Education, and Ministry of 
Public Health] 

Ministerial Regulation 4th Issue: Access to Building 
for People with Disabilities and the Elderly 
(B.E.2542) 1999 

[Responsibility: Ministry of Labour and Social 
Welfare] 

Bill of Access Standard Facilities for Disabled 
Persons (B.E.2544) 2001 
[Responsibility: Ministry of Labour and Social 
Welfare] 
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Ministerial Regulation 9 th Issue (B.E.2528) 1985 in 
pursuant with the Building Act (B.E.2522) 1979 
[Ministry of Interior] 

l 
Ministerial Regulation Accessible Facilities in 
PubliC Buildings for Disabled Persons and the 
Elderly (B.E.2548) 2005 
[Responsibility: Ministry of Interior] 

Figure 4.2 Structure of disability and access law responsibilities 

A recently amended access law, the Ministerial Regulation 2005, has as its central 

purpose the requirement that all buildings which are open to the public with an area 

over 300 square metres must provide access facilities for disabled and older people. In 

this regulation, 'access facilities' refers to the built part(s) or feature(s) both inside and 

outside of the building to facilitate use by disabled and older people. The regulations 

apply to all new buildings except those which received building permission prior to 

the introduction of this regulatory amendment (Thailand Government Gazette, 

2005:17). This regulation's scope means it has had little effect on the majority of the 

public built environments in the main cities in Thailand18• Furthermore, this regulation 

potentially leaves out housing design, as the preferred living area of a typical single 

Thai family is less than 200 square metres (Tantasavasdi et aL, 2001:820). According to 

the Ministerial Regulation on Accessible Facilities 2005, property which has over 2000 

square metres open to the public must provide at least one room to accommodate 

disabled people (Thailand Government Gazette, 2005:5). However, lack of awareness 

of this access requirement, together with inefficiency of law enforcement, means 

owners manage to avoid providing those facilities. One holiday resort owner who 

18 The report of 'Census on building area in the third quarter of 2003' shows that 68.3 percent of new buildings in 
Thailand are in the accommodation category, while the commercial buildings were 14 percent of investment in the 
same period. 
Source: Thailand National Statistic Office (NSO) [Online available: 
http://service.nso.go.th/ nso/nsopubJish/ service/ survey /build3reaq3_ 46.pdf 1 
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campaigned for accessible facilities for disabled people depicted the gaps in law 

implementation as being embedded in 

"the nature of building regulation [ ... ] they always talk 
about size, number, and material. For example, for hotel 
building types, they said they must prepare handicapped 
rooms in a ratio of one room per every hundred guest 
rooms. So that, if the hotel doesn't exceed 99 rooms, 
there's no need to provide [accessible facilities]." 

[Email, holiday resort owner, 26th September 2009} 

In some cases, if a property has more than 2000 square metres in total, the owner 

divided the land into several pieces so that the requirement would not apply. This 

resort owner suggested that eventually "you should push government to revise the existing law 

code alld a new code should apply to existing buildings as well. II 

It can be said that regulatory based administration is not necessarily the only effective 

way to achieve accessible facilities. As the former Prime Minister discussed with state 

officials in a workshop on disability development: 

There is a need to change attitudes about the bureaucratic system of 
Thailand. Traditionally, we mainly think that everything must be legalised. 
It takes so long when things need to be done through the law, even changing 
the law itself Laws can't help much. We should focus on efficiency and 
effectiveness of implementation, monitoring and analysing the outcome 
(Secretariat Office of the Prime Minister, 2002:67). 

4.2.2 Access situation in transition 

This section provides key information about the existing accessibility situation in the 

public places of urban Bangkok. It is a mixed experience. The Thai economic 

development has encouraged tourism. As a consequence, the country has invested 

heavily in urban physical development19 (Rondinelli, 1991:799). In this time of physical 

transformation, to some extent, accessible facilities have been created. However, more 

importantly, the inadequacy of user-friendly facilities has been compensated for by the 

hospitality of local people (Khupantavee et al., 2008). The following screen captions 

19 The urban development plan of Bangkok shows continued expansion according to the Sixth National Social and 
Economic Development Plan. TIle plan focuses on making the growth of the Bangkok metropolitan region more orderly 
and efficient by integrating physical planning and infrastructure investment. 
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from an online forum and a travel agency website clearly depict this scenario of 

facilities for disabled people. This form of media is very up-to-date. The visitor found 

that a journey with a disabled child in a wheelchair in Bangkok is extremely difficult. 

However, conversations between different visitors and information from a travel 

agency showed that, whilst navigating around in the Bangkok city is a struggle, local 

people are willing to help. The following quotations are extracted at length from the 

screen caption (Figure 4.3) below. 

A comment from a foreign visitor (Peter): 

This is just to express our incredible disappointment during our holiday in 
your country, [ ... J Nowhere could we get across any road as no-one stopped 
at the pedestrian crossing. [ ... J Most shopping complexes have no type of 
toilets for the handicapped. Taxis most of the time refused to take us because 
of the handicapped child with us. Furthermore, holes in pavements and stalls 
on the footpath made it impossible to use a wheelchair. 

A reaction to the comment above (Richard Barrow): 

Although the situation in Thailand has improved over the years, there still 
aren't many facilities for wheelchairs to roam in the city. [ .. ,J Do families hide 
their handicapped members at home because they are ashamed, or do we 
hardly see them because they physically cannot get around? 

A contrasting view in response to those comments (David): 

This isn't exactly my experience. { ... J We have never had any problem with 
taxis and never been refused. Taxi drivers have mostly been very helpful and 
many have even balanced my wheelchair on the front passenger seat if it has 
proved too difficult to fit in to the boot of the car. [ ... J We do most of our 
shopping in shopping malls simply for the reason that they are so wheelchair 
friendly and do have disabled facilities, particularly accessible toilets. 
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Quote 

Ongon Iy _ .. d by RJchard Barrow .. 
Iff r'" ~nt}J(ok Post rexuy. t.hfIre w.s tI'I5 lett.,. from _ drsgruntJrM/ tounst: 

Qo«e: 

No place (or the hand&capped tOUris1 

T"'s IS JUSt to expr-ess our lflCfedbkJ dlsappo.ntment dunng OU'" t'loItd~y ., your country W. Nv. oJ wheekn---bound ct_d ¥ld .... fOWld 
the com~4!te lack of facwttel (or the handicapped cbousbog . 

Nowhere coutd we get KrOSS any road as no one stopped at the pedestnan CfOSS.ngs ; the onty way across wa, by ·OVetpHS-, which 
ha, no handtcapped fa~ty Most shoppng comp$exu h.-ve no type of ~apped f.c.bes .-.clueing toik!u fw the 1landK:.apped. TDlS 
most of the tme r.futed to uke us because of the ~ndM:.apped child With US . 

Fun::hennore , hoIe<J '" Po1V.ments and .t* on fooq,aths made n: mpossbte to us:e • wheekn.. A w~ must t>. ISSUed by foretgn 
governments on the doltlgl!fl f.cWlQ hMldtc~d tounst. het". 

PETER 

AIChou9h u.. SICU.DQn "., T~und MS ,,"prov«J over the YW'f'Si there sol.,..n't mMlY fM:JIbH for w~ CO roMn 1ft tJw oty. &It th«J, 
COnl.tnp t.o think of It., how m.ny w~J" - and Nby pnms - do you actu.ly ... ", tIN oty.' 00 f.,""",," hIcIe char ~tJP«J ~ at 
home ~IJU they are ashamedi or do we Iwrdty see chem beQuse they ph~ c.nnot get around' Must be t1w 4JttfU t.c..u. you rarely 
see NiHes too. But Mefll mU$t be more to IC chMi tNt 

Wei Un Isn' t eXKtty my u:p«tenc. ;; 

Sur • • Bangkok lJ difficult to get .,round n the p.vements ~r. tva of obstnJCbOnl ~nd hoM:s But ,'y. been o~ p'Kes 1ft Th~"¥ld that ,,.. nor qute 10 
b~d . A. r", [til' not I topptng tor you to crOll, we. th~t fSn' t untQUe to Th~~ MWJ 1ft Bangkok It tI olt.,. 10 IIow moY1n9 you c an Powty wGrit yOUt 
w~y through It ~nd acrou the road If you . re brlye enoughlll So ves~ Bangkok I. QUIte dlfficuft., this respect, so fOf' gettwlg ~round we mosdy us. 
taXI'S. 

Wh.ch Dnngl us on [0 the pornt ,bout t.X,'I . W. haye neyer h~d any problems With t aXi', and neyer been refus.d . Tax. dovers haye mosdy been very 
hefpful and many have even bal~ed my wheelChM' on me front passenger seat It It ~, proyed too dlfftc'tJlt to fit 1ft to the boot ot the c ...... Itn 
l ongthaews dnven haye atways aIowed me to lit up front With them, even ., ~ C~I ~ I:tlu' Wtfe QO SIt In the back. .. 

Th. comment .bout shoppeng centres I find most confuslOg. we do MOs t ot out shopptng rn .hoppIng ~Is ~y lOf the re.son [hat th. y lI" so 
wheek.half' tnendIy and do have dtsabfed fK.b I , parbCuI.rty accenabfe tOIlets .•. We ha ..... been to mw. dI'r.,.en~ cane four, LOWS, ~ 8tg C mal. thMI 
I can remember and have only eyet had one dlfftculty - we like to 00 dnnk coff •• ., '8bck CMlyon Coff .. · ¥ld there wu a brMlCh n e.g C 
PltnumwarvPr,tun m ~here the .nuance wu " XKtty' the urn. wfCIU'l u my wwhHk:hM' w. got., .,0 out With some dfffJculty and the It"f ..... r. very 
a!>Ok>getlC and Qod they would ... " • ."".thong could be done aIIout ,t . 

AI fOf' the person who wrote dle iettet to the B~ok Post~ I ,m ~Slumtng m.lt they M, wnt:Jng It from ., Amencan porn of ¥feW where Osabted 
f,c~It:J" s •• m to be even better than th.y ~re ., Europe so Me _xpecbng • higher I~rd than w ... used to _ (MY.SSilJmpbOn for tM. berc.wM 
,hey us. the word 'h.ndtC.pp«J" r.cn.r wn ·dtUbI«J', .tkI .Iso ~r phr.s. cn.c II Mso frown«J upon by tIn(IIJ) tlfUbl«J pteO/* 

Uk. Rtchard saYI. J too have seen very rew dis4b1ed people 1ft Tholtt¥td. tot.nst Of' tocats. I eMl t:tw1k only of a yClU"lg lady seen oft.n ¥ound Par:tav~ and 
Jomb." .t ntgiht tame thit has onfy one '-9, me go.s .round photographtng people for. Ima' cMrge And tn the I.Itne ..... 1$ • genct.m.an In I 
wheek.hailf' that has no legs. h' go81 around With II buket or c""arette •• nd other sm~ ICem, to ... U And an 8.ngtcok nut to the Ne.w Wond Lodge hotel 
I h,ye often l ee a car parked and on the regtstrabOn plat. the tNt that wOlid identify """her. the car IS regtstered IS reptaced by the btue dI~ed person 
logo. 

Figure 4.3 A discussion on a webboard about access situation in Thailand 

The original post of in a forum of a website reveals the access situation of disabled people from the viewpoint of foreign 
visitors in Bangkok 

Source: http://www.thailandqa .com/forum/ showthread.php?t=l6428&highlight-wheeJ+chair, 10th October 2007 

While the facilities are still absent and there are impediments facing disabled users, 

disabled people can rely on others. In contrast to the disappointing experience of one 

visitor above (Peter), the inadequacies of accessible physical facilities are compensated 

for by the hospitality which is provided by the tourism sector. Here is an example of 

the special service offered by one local travel agency (Figure 4.4): 
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Our guides and drivers have been trained to accommodate wheelchair on 

tours, in vans and at visitor attractions. [ ... J We can also advise on suitable 

hotels and other accommodation experienced in dealing with disabled 

visitors. 
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I!i httoW-.""'''''' . .-..... 
~ Edt ..... F...ohI reds ... 

..aJ2!J 
:::J -. x l ,... -.- c,,------ p • 

Thailand travel information for disabled 
travellers .* 

t!!;~.Thailand is a suitable country for disabled visitors to fully enjoy their vacation. 

Thai's are exITemely hospitable and will do their best make sur. that you are 
looked after. 

Disabled travel arrangements for an individual or group can be arranged as 
simply as a similar trip for the able bodied. Our guid.s and drivers have been 

to accommodate wheelchairs on tours . In vans and at vis~ors attractions. 
area's , such as mountain walking trails can be incfuded in mosl 

Itineraries for disabled people. We can advise on suitable area's. 

When required special diets and medication can be arranged. 

can also advise on suitable holels and other accommodation experienced in 

UIllLJUjlUl.lt:.lUUl dealing with disabled visitors . 

assume that you will be bringing your own Iolding wheelchair. K you require 
upon arrival then please inform us. We will be able to arrange a rental 

your stay. 

Figure 4.4 Information from a travel agency for disabled tourists 

Source: 'Thai Focus' http://www.thaifocus.com/disabledt.hlm 

...... 
I ·, . 

4.3 IKon Pi-garn': being disabled persons in Thai society 

This section provides background about the lives of Thai disabled persons. What is life 

like for those with some forms of impairments in Thai society? Unlike disabled people 

in developed countries, where disability allowances can be an important source of 

income, the finances of disabled people in Thailand are tremendously dependent on 

employment patterns and places of residence. In many cases, a drastic reduction in 

income occurs when they cannot pursue their work. Although the Thai Government 

provides a monthly allowance for people who are registered, the amount of 500 Baht 

per month is still insufficienFo. Similarly as in other developing countries, di abled 

people seeking employment face extreme difficulty. Jobs simply do not exist and even 

20 Thai people who register as a ' disabled person' are eligible to receive 500 Baht per month for compensation. Five 
hundred Baht, approximately ten GBP, is very low compared with household expenses. The average expenditure of a 
household (people who live in the same residence and not more than five people) is approximately 320 GBP per month. 
Source: National Statistical Office of Thailand (2007) Average Expenditure per Household [Online] . Available 
at: http://portal.nso.go. th/ otherWS-world-context-root/ index.jsp (Accessed: August 2008). 
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in housing spaces, many physical barriers are found. The employment situation of 

disabled people is harsh for those jobs where there is intense competition. The only 

alternative is low paid jobs. Although there continues to be home-based work, most 

disabled people wish to live and work in the mainstream market (United Nations 

Centre for Human Settlement (Habitat), 1993:7). 

Thai disabled people, except those with wealthy or more advantaged status, usually 

struggle with above-average costs. Their essential expenses are often higher than 

others; this includes food, residence, clothing, travelling, and healthcare. Disabled 

people who live in Bangkok struggle especially with the cost of travel, as the city is 

renowned for its high level of car use and dwellers are very dependent on private 

vehicles (Burapatana and Ross, 2007:60). A trip simply to cross a road illustrates the 

expenditure difficulty facing a wheelchair user. An open letter on the current Prime 

Minister's website21 Ridership [alias name] said: 

Have you ever known how Kon Pi-gam [disabled people] cross the road? 
They have to hire a taxi or tuk-tuk [auto rickshaw]. It costs at least 35 Baht for 
a trip (Ridership (Alias), 2007). 

Besides extra payments to cope with absent or inadequate accessible facilities in public 

places, disabled people, in particular those who live in urban settings, struggle with the 

cost of housing. Due to the high price of scarce urban land, people with impairments 

living in municipal areas struggle with residential prices. The vast majority of the 

multi-unit structures provide inadequate accessible features such as lifts or ramps, or 

offer none at all. The extensive home modification in the city, where it is expensive, has 

resulted in considerable expense for the disabled resident, particularly for wheelchair 

users (Sawadsri, 2007:152; United Nations Centre for Human Settlement (Habitat), 

1993:8). In addition, although there are more essential accessible facilities provided in 

urban areas compared with suburban or rural counterparts, disabled dwellers often 

find it is impossible to use such features. Disabled employees, for instance, must pay 

for the extra costs of travelling to daily work such as taxi services, private cars, or a 

personal assistant, because accessible public transport is rare. It is clear that these 

21 This question was posted on the official website of the Thai Prime Minister in July 2007 Source: 
http:// www.abhisit.org/smi/index.php?topic-958,O 
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disabled people with such expenditure patterns, either with or without employment, 

are inevitably entrapped within a perception of being burdensome as well as being far 

off the ideal of independent living. 

There are several disability organisations organised by the state, including a joint 

collaboration between the Japanese and Royal Thai governments22• A substantial 

initiative in support of disabled people began in 1938, when an American teacher23 

with visual impairment established the school for blind people in Bangkok (Time 

Magazine, 1955). There are philanthropic foundations under the royal family's 

patronage and organisations created by society's elite groups, which work in various 

ways to tackle health and disability concerns (Vichit-vadakan, 2003). These 

organisations support people according to their distinct specific impairments, such as 

the King Mother's foundation for children with mobility impairment established in 

1954, or the foundation set up by a royal family member for retarded children 

established in 1964. However, for the last two decades, there has been an increasing 

number of disability organisations and informal groups initiated and run by disabled 

people themselves. These disabled individuals and their networks have founded 

organisations to focus on improvements for their specific needs after a group of blind 

people initiated their self-help organisation in 1967. Other disabled self-help 

organisations were created such as the Council of Disabled People of Thailand, 

established in 1982, and the Council of Deaf People, established in 1984. 

In general, disabled people in Thailand still struggle to cope with deprivation 

concerning their economic wellbeing, health, and physical accessibility. In the 

following section I will discuss the significance of the social system which influences 

the views of society towards state provision for these citizens. 

U Asia-Pacific Development Centre on Disabilitv (APCD) is a regional centre, which is organised by and with disabled 
people. It has been endorsed by the United Nations Economic and Sodal Commission of Asia and the ~)acific as a 
regional cooperative base for its Biwako Millennium Framework for Action towards an InclUSIve, barner-free and 
rights-based Society for Persons with Disabilities in the Asian and Pacific Decade of Disabled Persons, 2003-2012. 
Source: http://www.apcdproject.org 

2.1 Miss Genevieve Caulfield is a volunteer with visual impairment who flew to Bangkok to teach blind children. She is 
the disability pioneer who established education for disabled people in 711ailand, 
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4.3.1 State policy and the body 

During the 1940s and 1950s, the Field Marshal Phibunsongkram era, the state invested 

heavily in efforts to build a 'new Thailand'. Scientific reasoning was adopted compatible 

with the national culture to achieve a vision of a civilized nation expressed through the 

physical bodies of their citizens. The Government issued a series of directives enforced 

through state mechanisms to regulate the physical and cultural aspects of the body. A 

study by Kawinraweekun (2002:33) reveals the key element to prepare a country to 

become a 'superpower nation' is to have a healthy population of up to 40 million people. 

In this era, state provision referred to the 'Eugenics' concept and the development 

strategy were based on statistical information in order to indicate the desirable target 

population. The Government encouraged people to drink cow's milk as a source of 

high protein (until that time, Thais had never had milk from cows as a regular part of 

the daily diet). 

In one sense, the state strategy can be seen as an exercise in power over its citizens 

through control of their bodies (Prachathai in Midnight University Organisation, 2008). 

This power of control over individual's body parts makes the individuals control the 

self according to the external power's will. The state disseminated knowledge and 

information about how to be 'normal' and healthy to its people. At that time, the state 

redefined the characteristics of a 'perfect body' for men and women. The concept of 

beauty was changed: for instance, in a traditional play or 'Li-gae', the actor with a 

willowy slender figure was then criticised. The new idealistic figure was defined as 

brawny, athletic, masculine, and capable of physical hard work. This notion was 

engendered publicly through the figure competition 'Chai cha-gan' [tully-grown man] in the 

New Year Fair in 1940 (Kawinraweekun, 2002:111). Examples of 'Li-gae' actor and 'Chai 

cha-gan' are shown in Figure 4.5. 
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Figure 4.5 Images of idealistic males by the state p rop aganda about hea lthy ci tizens 

Sources: (left) a drawing of a 'Ii-gae' actor by Image Thailand Electronic Museum (ITEM Studio) 
http://www.itemstudio.org/forum/viewthread.php?tid=1868 (right) a 'Chai cha-gan' or male figure competition in 
1950s -1960s in a web blog, photo by Utai Wongskul http://oippicture.biogspot.com/2006/12/029.htm 

Similarly, women were defined in ways which differed from existing preferences for a 

slender shape. The writing of Pojanalawan (2009) describes the 'healthy and beautiful 

woman' in that period through a set of criteria used by the Miss Siam competition. The 

'beau tiful woman' should be at least 156 centimetre in height, 50 to 55 kilograms in 

weight, 81 centimetres around the chest, 63 centimetres around the waist, 84 

centimetres around the hip, and 32 centimetres around the neck. In the process of 

searching for a perfect female, women's bodies tended to be perceived as objects which 

should fit with those criteria: 

Once all criteria are met, she needs to be measured around her body. It is 

necessary to check whether she has a humpback, is round-shouldered, and has 

decaying teeth or bendy-legs. The way to measure her legs is to carry this out 
when she stands upright, with both heels and toes juxtaposed and then look 

in between both shins, if there is no big gap, she passes the test (Pojanalawan, 

2009). 

The state not only intervened in the way the body should look or function. The small 

social unit of the family was also a target for state intervention. The Government 

provided a criterion for finding a spouse. The official leaflets 'Golden Gate to Wedding 
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Life' [pra-too tong soo cheewit wiwa] in approximately 1943 (Kawinraweekun, 2002:33) 

gave this guidance: 

If it is accepted that healthy genes are vital to produce a healthy body, you 

should take seriously the importance of selecting a healthy spouse to marry, 

You should not marry anyone with disease because you feel pity or for any 
other arbitrary reason; it will lead to a disaster. You should instead act with 
concern for the nation as your first priority, and coaperate with building the 
nation for the future. 

It is clear that the state sees an individual who has disease, a genetic illness or an 

impairment as failing to qualify as worthy of having children. For some people who 

wished to get married but whose health was not certified as 'healthy' by the medical 

professionals, they had to postpone their wedding plans until the problem was cured 

(Pojanalawan, 2009). By defining so explicitly what is regarded as a 'healthy body', the 

Thai people in that era were increasingly aware of living according to the 'norm' of 

society. Those who cannot fulfil such norms, such as people with physical or mental 

impairments, tended to be segregated and distanced from mainstream social activities. 

Consequently, the state policy about being 'normal' outlined above was reflected in the 

attitudes of the medical professionals. Disability was seen as an individual problem 

which the disabled person must cope with. The discussion among policy decision 

makers on 'Disability Law for Thai Society' in 1987 illustrates such a notion. In 

developing disabled people, the physician suggested that: 

[ ... J disabled peaple have their disadvantages in the ways they are pettish, 
introspective, untidy and uninhibited, and these characteristics impede their 
participation in society. I think what we should do is to adjust the disabled 

individuals' mindsets in the adverse direction. They should try to socialise 
more, to dress praperly, and be more pleasant to others (Disabled Peaple 
Intemational-Thailand, 1987:39), 

In some cases, disabled people, as a result of such attitudes, were segregated and held 

in specific institutions such as rehabilitation centres, mental care centres and the like. 

4.3.2 Education of disabled people 

Compulsory education of Thai citizens started in 2002. The Minister of Education offers 

twelve years of free basic education to students nationwide. In 2006, the literacy rate in 
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Thailand was 92.6 percent of the Thai population (Federal Research Division, 2007). 

However, such figures do not include disabled children. Roeder (2001) reveals that a 

negative notion of disability limits educational opportunities for disabled children. A 

traditional perception of disability as a punishment for past acts leads to families being 

embarrassed to have a child with ,impairment (Kanchanaporn, 2009). Therefore, 

children with any kind of impairment are frequently sheltered and protected within 

their family. For this reason, prior to 1992, disabled children were exempted from 

going to school. Furthermore, the majority of state schools are unable to provide an 

education for young learners with 'special needs' (Roeder, 2001). Nevertheless, the new 

draft of the Constitution in 2007 guaranteed the rights of disabled children in the 

Education for Disabled Persons Act 2008, which meant disabled learners could access 

all levels of education throughout their lives (Thai Disabled Development Foundation, 

2008). 

4·3.3 IKon Pi-garn' and marginalisation 

This section provides an overview of the lives of Thais with impairment. During the 

last four decades, the country's social and economic development plan has been based 

on centralisation management. This centralisation refers both to the focus of authority 

and power in a small group of advantaged people and also to the geography of the 

capital city which is located in the central region of Thailand. Wahn-geaw (2001) points 

out that the least advantaged group (disabled people) have been marginalised in a far 

broader sense than simply being unable to physically reach centralised resources. 

Rapid social and economic changes have also pushed the least advantaged people to 

the edge of employment opportunities as well as the edges of participation within 

mainstream social activities. 

In 'The Bitter Sweet Lives of Disabled Persons', Hong-Iadarom (1999), who is 

quadriplegic, expresses the frustration of struggling to obtain services and health 

benefits from the Government. Furthermore, her 'Disabled Persons Sued the Society' 

(Hong-Iadarom, 2000) reflects the negligence of the government and society. The 

Government's non-enforcement of its regulations has been put in print before. Hong

ladarom reveals misconceptions toward disability based on religious belief and 

practice, as well as her struggles caused by attitudes and environmental barriers. She 
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suggests that the disabled community should engage more with government officials. 

Disabled people should be proactive and work with those officials who are supposed 

to represent disabled people. In addition, in her role as an architect, Hong-Iadarom 

attacks the role of building professionals who often ignore users who have 

impairments. Hong-Iadarom (2000:82) tells stories showing how negative attitudes 

themselves are the key barriers. She was refused permission by a state official when 

she asked them to provide an access feature. The Rector of Public Work Department 

gave as the reason that 'there won't be any disabled people coming to work in my department, 

so there's no need for a ramp'. She suggests it is necessary to add sympathy and humane 

outlooks if legislation and law are to have their desired effects. 

In contrast, Pra-pawadee (2007) in 'Some Shiny Stars' conveys some current examples 

of disabled people who, having been removed to the fringe, have been able to find 

value and pride. These examples illustrate the lives of disabled individuals in rural 

areas. For instance, one wheelchair user lives his life independently by keeping 

chickens for eggs at the same time as taking care of his mother; he could not possibly 

have achieved this in Bangkok Whilst this is a positive story, it suggests that disabled 

people have been marginalised not only in terms of material resource but also in 

geographic distancing. 

The process of marginalisation is also seen in everyday experiences such as how 

disabled people are shown in television programmes. A reality show 'Wongwian 

cheewit' (vicious circle of life) broadcasts each day scenes from the lives of disabled 

people who struggle such problems as being left alone in a house or being a burden to 

their family. Every show ends up by requesting the audience to donate some money 

for the subjects. This programme has a significant impact on the views of disabled 

people in the TV audiences. 

We have seen that the current situation and social status of disabled person in Thai 

society today is in part the result of state policy in the past. The following sections will 

provide another three dimensions of the social system: the cultural, political and 

economic factors influencing the perception and treatment of disability in Thailand. 
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4·4 Culture and disability 

This section covers the cultural elements that influence the ways society thinks about 

and treats disabled people and whether and how accessible facilities are added to the 

built environment. The accounts here will be analysed within Chapters 5 and 6. 

Religious interpretation is the core of this section. Ninety-five percent of the Thai 

population are Buddhists. The religion can be interpreted in two ways. According to 

Katsui (2005), there is: 1) the religious interpretation which consolidates people's 

viewpoint that there should be no di~crirnination based on differences of bodies and 

mental capacity, and 2) the interpretation of the scriptures which can lead to a negative 

image of disabled people. Both perspectives can be seen as explanations of why 

disability exists. 

4·4.1 Religious interpretation and understanding of 'Pi-garn' 

Many writers have noted that disability is perceived in Thailand as a result of wrong

doing in the past for which they are punished in this life (Naemiratch and Manderson, 

2009; Kijtham, 2008; Riewpaiboon, 2008). However, Namsiripongpan et al. (2003:31) 

contend that the Buddhist scripture instead teaches that the value of a person should 

not be based on their differences but on their present behaviour. Katsui (2005:3) notes 

that religious factors cannot be completely separated from other factors that co-exist in 

society. In Thai society, Buddhist philosophy has been implicated in the hierarchical 

social system, which justifies inequality as 'natural'; disability is seen as an individual 

or personal tragedy. This interpretive approach is consistent with the persistence of the 

patron-client system e.g. those of superior status such as the king, monarch, and 

members of the elite should do good deeds for their subordinates (Neher, 1994; Girling, 

1981). Hence, the social status of disabled people has been seen as inferior, because 

they have individual difficulties which require help from others. 

Religion has been seen as a powerful tool in communicating between the state and its 

citizens. Hence, it has played a crucial role in providing guidance and explanations 

about the essence of existence. Aeusrivongse (2009) believes that the Buddhist way of 

explaining life-with our present circumstances being shaped by previous lives and in 

turn affecting the next one-is challenged by globalisation and modernity. Modern 

1311 Page 



Chapter 41 Thailand: 'Pi-garn' and accessibility 

scientific knowledge introduces a new concept of our physical existence and life that is 

rooted in current cause and effect. People can see that disease can be the cause of 

illness. Seeing disability as a result of wrongdoing from the past has therefore been in 

decline. 

Social constructionist writers regard disability as a product of social and physical 

barriers which are imposed upon individuals with impairment. The Buddhist idea of 

physical form influences the view that a disabled body is incomplete (Naemiratch and 

Manderson, 2009:482). This religion, therefore, as a philosophical and cultural ideology 

does help explain the belief frameworks and attitudes that produce disablement 

(ibid.:486). 

In addition, religious dogma has also influenced the meaning we give to a body which 

is incomplete and the language used when describing a disabled individual. In the 

Thai language, 'Pi-garn' is literally translated as crippled, defective, or disabled 

(Garden and Wannapok, 2006:373). It generally refers to a person or a personal 

condition which is mentally or physically incomplete, perhaps due to the absence of 

physical body parts, or to physical dysfunction. Likewise, 'thoop-poZa-bhaap' is literally 

translated as to be disabled, crippled or incapacitated (Garden and Wannapok, 

2006:250). These terms, which have negative connotations, are influenced by the 

religious definition of the body. In Buddhist scripture, the meaning of bodily status is 

grounded in the five aggregates Khandha five24• This view that the body is made up of 

different elements has influenced notions of health and illness (Naemiratch and 

Manderson, 2009:479-480). This can be taken to mean that if anyone is missing one of 

those five components, that individual is considered lacking and is not fully human. 

4.4.2 Belief in karmic fortune: IBoon-Baap' and responsibility for IPi_ 
garn' 

The belief in karma is an essential component in the Thai concept of disability. The 

person with superior status with more advantages of wealth or power is believed to 

have 'acquired' their position because of the merit in their past actions. The 

24 Khandha five says the body consists of physical and non-physical forms of self, There are 1) Roop or the physical 
form of self 2) Vinyan or awareness and consciousness, 3) Vethana or feeling, 4) Sanya is memory and perception, and 
5) Sang-khaan is various mental activities and violations (Naemiratch and Manderson, 2009), 
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circumstances, at any time in life, of an individual are determined by the law of karma 

in the way that good actions will produce good results; sinful actions will produce bad 

results. The consequences are inescapable (Girling, 1981:32). However, for non

Buddhists, Miles (2002:99) suggests acknowledging that karma might not be an 

inescapable doom, but instead is a neutral force. The teaching of karma is intended to 

stop misdeeds now, rather than deliver retributive fate in the future. Nevertheless, 

both perspectives lead to a belief that something bad which happens in the present is 

the result of past actions, either in this or a previous life. 

Having an impairment has been understood as a misfortune or a result of wrongdoing 

in the past. This negative interpretation of being disabled significantly affects the lives 

of disabled people, and to a certain extent even threatens their lives25. There is a belief 

that it is good to achieve merit or Boon in order to eliminate sins or Baap. This 

viewpoint leads to help for disabled people being seen as an individual and charitable 

approach. Doing an act of charity or 'tham-boon' has been interpreted as a way to avoid 

Baap (sin) in the future. Furthermore, the person with impairment, who is often 

regarded as a person who carries Baap, may behave in particular ways in order to 

reduce their 'Baap'. Negative merit or Baap in the past or present life, conversely, might 

result in life disasters such as family disharmony, lost of a beloved person, or injuries. 

For Hanks (1962:1247), although in the English speaking culture 'merit' implies a fixed 

characteristic, the Thai sees an individual always gaining or losing merit. In this sense, 

disability is taken to mean an individual dynamiC measurement of negative causes and 

effects. Belief in Boon-Baap and its consequences still persists today in Thai society. For 

instance, there was a news headline in 2007 which reported that a 77 year old monk 

with mobility impairment used a tricycle to travel around the country to 'pay back his 

karmic misfortunate' (Kom-Chad-Leuk Online, 6 May 2007). This is seen in Figure 4.6. 

25 A research report by Namsiripongpan et aJ. (2003) reveals misconceptions about having a disabled child leads some 
parents to have a negative impact on their lives. Some parents are afraid of being blamed as a sinful family, and sell 
their disabled child to beggar gangsters. For instance, Prayat Phunong-ong who is a blind was about to be sold to a 
beggar gangster by his father, but his sister stopped her father and asked to adopt him. His sister gave him an 
education. He is now the president of the Dhammikkachon Foundation (support for the blind and multiple disabled 
children). 
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Figure 4.6 A Buddhist monk is cyclin g around the country according to his karmic belief 

Source: Kom-Chad-Leuk, Online Newspaper, 6 May 2007. This story was published about a Buddhist monk with 
mobility impairment who made a journey around the country as he claimed to reduce his karmic misfortunate 

Additionally, feelings of sympathy constitute unequal relationships and experiences 

for disabled recipients. Buddhist philosophy was interpreted as saying that the 

individual is responsible for his own destiny and that one can change destiny by an 

accumulation of religious merit (Cooper and Cooper, 1991:82). At present, merit 

making is widely accepted, although there has been increasing public scrutiny and 

improved transparency to assess how merit donations may be misused by religion

based organisations (Vichit-vadakan, 2003:290) . Tharn-boon (making merit) or charitable 

actions characterise social behaviour between superior people and their subordinates 

(Naemiratch and Manderson, 2009:480-481). However, for Girling (1981), making merit 

is a reciprocal relationship, although it is between people who are seen as unequal. 

People of superior status must generously provide gifts for their subordinates or those 

of inferior status (Girling, 1996:57). In turn, the people lower down the social status 

seek to please their patron to receive favour and security. For Thai society, the general 

feeling toward su bordinated people, in this case, disabled people, is 'Songsaan' (pi ty' 

with the recipients seen as rather pathetic). According to aemiratch and Manderson 

(2009:481), if a p rson appears who is destitute or has a physical disadvantage, the 

weal thier or able-bodied person should help in any way possible e.g. assisting a blind 

person to cross the road, or donating money to help disabled people. To a certain 

extent, Songsaan has negative connotations in the way it generates feelings of pity 

rather than compassion for the disadvantaged (Girling, 1981:33), 
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The intention of disability policy, therefore, often tends towards correction for an 

individual with impairment, to help them to be 'normal'. The Rehabilitation Act for 

Persons with Disabilities in 1991, for instance, focuses on medical, healthcare, and 

employment opportunities for individuals with impairment26• Although there have 

been several revisions of Disability Acts since 1991, with the terminology of 'Pi-gam' 

shifting from targeting personal deficiency to environmental barriers, the static 

stereotype image of disabled people still persists and influences how well the 

regulatory intent is achieved in practice. 

This concept of disability not only influences the policy makers, it also shapes self

perception amongst disabled people. Following the view of merit making, disabled 

people have the role to playas passive recipients. Employment policy tends to provide 

some jobs jor' disabled people such as selling lottery tickets. Even though this may be 

seen as a fairly unsatisfactory job, disabled people seek to 'secure' this position. 

Priestley (2001:7~8) describes a disability initiative in Thailand: 

[ ... ] in the same week that disabled people's organisations in the UK were 
campaigning against the prindple of charitable support from the National 
Lottery, disabled people in Thailand were protesting to maintain the 
employment of disabled Lottery ticket sellers. 

The mind set about disability is crucial because it shapes the way non~disabled and 

disabled people treat one other and themselves. The development of advanced medical 

science has challenged past explanations of disability. On the one hand, the new ideas 

have replaced the traditional idea about the cause of disability (as something abstract 

such as wrongdoing in the past) with more objective and coherent explanations. On the 

other hand, by separating the biological body from the spiritual, it perpetuates a notion 

that disability is a difficult for those who have bodily differences. It can be said that 

explanations both from religious interpretation and from medical science individualise 

disability problems. 

26 In the Rehabilitation Act for Persons with Disabilities(B.E.2534) 1991, the term '/{ehabilitation of Persons with 
Disabilities' refers to the promotion of competency or ability of disabled persons through medical, educational, and 
social strategies including vocational training in order to provide opportunities for them to live and work in society like 
'normal' people in society. Source: Government Gazette (1991) Rehabilitation Act for Persons with Disabilities 
1991 [Online]. Available at: http://www.nep.go.th/uploads/fiIes/r02_01.pdf (Accessed: June 2006). 
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4.5 Political culture and disabling built environment 

This section discusses the political culture of Thailand which affects accessibility in the 

built environment. There are two main political aspects, the first of which sees the 

vertical relationship between the authorities and the people reflected in the state office 

buildings. Secondly, various perceptions about the meaning of 'public' used by access 

legislation and the general public have different impacts on the accessibility achieved 

by disabled people. In addition, the political relationship characterised by the phrase 

'patron-client' is significant in maintaining physical barriers for disabled people. 

4-5-1 Vertical relationship of power and inaccessible buildings 

In some areas, disabled people are oppressed, sometimes unintentionally, through the 

inaccessibility of the built environment. The vertical hierarchical power of the 

authorities is reflected in the design of two-storey buildings used by state offices, such 

as the municipality headquarters. This kind of building provides only steps at the 

entrance and is often elevated above the ground level. Consequently, this built form 

makes it difficult for people with mobility impairment to physically reach the 

administrative authorities. 

Aeusrivongse (2010:25) points out that since the political revolution in 193227, the 

government has represented the role of 'kingship' within Thailand. The two-storey 

building with a staircase in the centre is a typical style of state office building. He 

argues that this design conveys the power of the state over its people: 'those two levels 

refer to the unequal level of power between the state and the people'. In many cases, it 

impedes political participation by disabled citizens, such as when polling stations are 

on the second floor without a lift service. This is an example of how one disability 

activist experienced this kind of buildings as oppressive architecture. Mr Topong had 

to request the staff to provide a temporary ramp at the polling station so that he could 

get into the building to vote (Figure 4.7). He managed to find a solution but this might 

not be the case for other disabled people who may feel uncomfortable about asking for 

assistance. This would further oppress and limit their political participation. 

27 In 1932, TI1diland transformed its political regime from absolute monarchy to constitutional monarchy. 
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Figure 4.7 Topong is negotiating with a temporary-made ramp to reach the poll station 

Source: Personal email, 2007 

4·5·2 Perception of the 'public', patron-client relation, and disabling 
barriers 

There are two main issues discussed in this section. Firstly, we look at the complexity 

of disabling barriers when the general awareness of the meaning of 'public' is different 

from what is stated in the law. Secondly, the existing political culture, such as the 

patron-client relationship between people and their state authorities, maintains 

physical barriers in public places, even such places as pedestrian systems. The usual 

definition of 'sa-dharana ' or 'public' has been perceived as places or goods of benefit to 

individuals. In Bangkok, there have been many vendors who compete to use footpaths 

as places to generate their income. The vendors pay ' rent'28 to the state officials and the 

property owners. To a certain extent, this political culture means that obstacles - the 

vendors and their stalls - remain on pathways. Therefore, disabled people are the most 

vulnerable group affected by this political relationship. 

Discussion of 'public' in this section refers to the public pedestrian system. This is 

selected as our focus because, in principle, this system should be useable by all people. 

However, the work of Koonphol (2001) reveals that individuals, particularly those 

with different economic, socio-cultural backgrounds, have their distinctive ways of 

28 The word 'rent' is commonly used by the footpath sellers. However, this term can be seen as an informal way of 
doing business between street vendors who work illegally and the state officials who are in charge of public goods and 
also the property owners. Therefore, the term 'pay the rent' in this context refers to the way those three parties negotiate 
their benefits from the public good. 
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utilising public resources. Public space is also a product of the lived experience of 

users. Suwatcharapinun (2005:37) suggests that representational space leads us to think 

about those whose lives actively produce spaces. The footpath vendors produce their 

'public' space through their daily practice. In many cases, their use of footpaths for their 

mobile stalls unintentionally creates greater obstacles for disabled users. 

In addition, spaces and public facilities are vital for delivering disabled people's 

wellbeing. Khupantavee et al. (2008) points out that inaccessible public places prevent 

disabled people from living independently, which is a key indicator of 'wellbeing' for 

everyone. Hence, inaccessible pedestrian systems constitute not only physical 

constraints but also lead to social oppression and the isolation of disabled people. 

Somboonboorana (2004:128) asserts that the use of streets is a method of expressing 

freedom and rights, which is an important element of citizenship. Without doubt, 

moving along a footpath, the most basic means of transport, leads towards the 

achievement of many other basic needs such as employment, socialisation, education, 

independent living and so on. As one scholar who is a wheelchair user himself 

emphasises, the significant result of the inaccessibility of public facilities is that: 

We become alienated, we become ill, we become poor and marginalised. And 
there is a vicious circle which many of us know: exclusion from transport 
makes it difficult for us to organise to fight against that very exclusion. It is 
difficult for disabled people to get together to form groups to fight against the 
very thing which prevents us grouping (Heiser, 1995:56). 

It is also important to note that wording which refers to 'public' can be understood in 

different ways. The words 'sdhandhi sa-dharana' or 'public places' have been used in the 

recent Ministerial Regulation Accessible Facilities in the Buildings of Disabled Persons 

and the Elderly 2005 (Thailand Government Gazette, 2005). In the Thai-English 

dictionary, 'sa-dharana' means 'public, common' (Garden and Wannapok, 2006:531). 

However, in a contemporary city in Thailand, the meaning of public or 'sa-dharana' is 

dynamic and changeable. Furthermore, the meaning of the words built environment is 

not only a reference to a spatial point of view, but also depends on the activities which 

take place on the spaces: the subject taking part in those activities identifies the 

position and relationship of the spaces with himself/herself. This kind of relationship 

can be defined by feelings or what is seen (Somboonboorana,2004:112). 
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Although footpaths are provided by the state, the multifaceted usages of them fuses 

the meanings between 'private' and 'public' goods, and creates disabling physical 

barriers. For instance, the owners of a shop may lease the area in front of their shop for 

the street vendors (Figure 4.8) . They also supply electricity for the night street food 

market. The vendors, then, publicly occupy such spaces even though this is in violation 

of the law. 

Figure 4.8 A common scene of footpath vendors in Bangkok 

The conflic t of interest on the footpath can be seen as a key problem for pedestrians. 

There have been several attempts to eliminate these problems of obstacles on footpaths, 

such as the recent provision to remove street vendors or define specific areas for the 

hawkers29 . However, a recent survey of food vendors on footpa ths of the BMA 

revealed the number of street vendors has increased to 17,329'0 in Bangkok in 200931 • 

Property owners take action to prevent vendor carts being placed in front of their 

properties, but this too results in physical barriers for disabled people. The household, 

business, and property owners place potted plants or park their cars on the footpath as 

a barrier in front of their places to prevent the vendors' carts being placed there. Bu t 

29 The Bangkok Metropolitan Administration authori ty has launched a series of provisions and measures to restrict and 
remove the street vendors since 1972. Source: Nirathron, N . (2004) Street Food Vending: success and indicators [in 
Thai, M,UITIIH' .... ,MU:.',UlIlIhll.:,;'Il':i). Bangkok: The Thailand Research Fund [TRF] p.75 
30 There were 17,329 street vendors registered with the Bangkok Metropolitan Administration in 2009, and 666 cases 
registered as 'clement points'. Source: Department of City Law Enforcement, Bangkok Metropolitan Administration 
Office http://portal.bangkok.go.th/ 
31 Source: Department of City Law Enforcement, Bangkok Metropolitan Administration Office 
http://portal.bangkok.go.th 
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there is another effect, as those barriers narrow the width of the pathway. Those 

barriers create greater obstacles for disabled pedestrians such as wheelchair users and 

the blind. These problems seem not possible to solve by a merely pointing out the 

planned solution, as the circumstances on footpaths involve diverse factors (Nirathron, 

2004). Aeusrivongse (2000:19) contends that public facilities can be seen as a collective 

resource. Spaces on the pavement can be a place to earn a living for urban people with 

low incomes. Informal practices have been created on public spaces, such as state 

officials gaining rental fees from street vendors, as well as the shop owners, in order to 

increase their income. At this point, a 'common space' can be perceived and interpreted 

differently. As a consequence, diverse groups of people in Bangkok tend to perceive 

their 'public walkways' differently. 

Figure 4.9 Unintentional barriers on footpath of disabled pedestrians 

Shop-house owners put plant pots and park a car in front of their property 

The vertical political relation hip is a significant factor in creating physical barriers for 

disabled people. According to Girling (1996:56-57), Thailand has clear inequality and 

this is at the heart of the political process, pervading society from top to bottom, due to 

the 'patron-client' relationship, Less powerful people, therefore, need to find a patron; 

their protection will give accessibility to resources. Those in the higher positions of 

authority must generate sufficient resources for their followers in order to retain their 

loyalties in the competitive struggle between factions. 
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This hierarchical interaction can be found at every level of society and 'the power stems 

from imbalances of obligations'(Neher, 1994:950). A person who can supply what is 

demanded by those with few resources attains power over them. By collecting money 

from the footpath vendors, the Tedskij32 not only increases their income, but this 

practice can also be seen as an exercise of their authority. As a consequence, such 

reciprocal relationships maintain physical barriers in the pedestrian system. The 

follOwing quotations taken at length from an article in the BK Magazine 

(Srisirirungsimakul, 2008), perhaps provide perceptions of public space where the 'real' 

function of footpaths ranges from a walkway, a source of income generation, to 

disabling facilities. 

BK Magazine: 'Does the building owner complain about you setting up in 
front of their property?' 

Vendor: 'No, because I pay them a rent and electricity charge. Then I also 
have to pay the tedskij and sometime the police too. [ ... J The tedskij comes 
every month. [ ... J with the police, it's up to their mood, but usually we have 
to pay two hundred Baht per shop.' 

Other users with similar involvement in using footpaths react to the claim that it is a 

way of living their lives, as another vendor explained that they must pay for a space, 

[ ... J of course, call it 'rent' if you like, but I'd rather call it 'a garbage charge', 
You know, every month the tedskij will make a visit to collect the money, 
which can be anything from 1,500 to 3,000. 

In contrast, the law protector did not seem likely to see these conflicts of interest as a 

problem, as one Tedskij explained, 

We have many responsibilities, like helping the traffic police and working 
with the environment sections. Our duty is to take care of Bangkok and make 
sure everything runs according to the BMA [Bangkok Metropolitan 
Administration11aws. [ ... J I realise that we have not so positive public image, 
But really, it's not what you think. Most of the vendors are very cooperative 
and obey the rules, so there are hardly any issues.' 

32 Tedskij is a common name by which people describe the state official who is an inspector in Department of Bangkok 
City Law Enforcement. Source: Department of City Law Enforcement, Bangkok Metropolitan Administration Office 
http://portal.bangkok.go.th 
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The word 'cooperative' of this state official can be understood in two ways. It could be 

that the vendors keep the footpath clean or, it could be a reference to the fact they pay 

the 'rent' without any problem. A spatial experience on a footpath for a disabled 

person, therefore, tends to rely on compromises between those actors including the 

state officials and street vendors. Furthermore, the state provision can also be a 

significant source of the creation of barriers. The recent voting campaign by the 

Bangkok Governor tended to maintain obstacles on footpaths, as one street vendor 

recounted, "When [Name] was the gavernor, there were talks about lifting the ban [to stop selling on 

Monday] so we could do our business seven days a week. " 

Similarly in another voting campaign, responding to climate change, the Bangkok 

Governor encouraged urban people to use bicycles. However, because of road 

congestion, the bike lanes were mostly placed in narrow strips alongSide the busy 

traffic with some breaks, and otherwise they went on the footpath, see Figure 4.10. This 

campaign tended to reduce space on the walkway. It made the use of footpaths much 

more difficult for disabled users, in particular for people with mobility and visual 

difficulties. Like disabled people, the cyclists are also not satisfied with the 

practicalities of such biking provision, as one cyclist said: 

[Comment on bicycle lanes] they are pathetic, sharing lanes on the sidewalk 

with noodle vendors and lottery stalls is a joke! We would rather ride on the 

street with the bus and taxi drivers than have to dodge pedestrians and street 

food carts, [ .. . J there's more to be done than just creating bicycle lanes. One 
minute, it's on the sidewalk. Next minute, it's down on the road. 

Figure 4.10 Bicycle lanes are provided by the BMA 
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Shows bicycle lanes which are provided by the Bangkok Metropolitan Administration (BMA) according to the 
Governor voting campaign. It is difficult to ride bicycles through those routes. (Left) and centre: a car and street food 
carts park on the bike lane provided in two white lines. (Right): a bicycle lane disappears near the end of a footpath 
without a dropped kerb. 

The use of spaces on footpaths as a source of income generation was experienced by 

motorbike taxis. It is not only the driver who believes it is beneficial to use the 

walkway as a short-cut route to speed up their service; the client seems to agree with 

using the pavement for another function. An example of the footpath used by motor 

bike is in Figure 4.11 . One motorbike taxi said: 

[Riding on the footpath is] usually in the evening when traffic is bad. The fine 
is 400 Baht, but if I can negotiate with a police officer before he writes me a 
ticket, I pay only 200 Baht. It's better to pay a couple hundred than getting 
stuck in traffic. [. .. J they [the clients] don't complain, in contrast, they even 
like it because they get to their destinations faster. 

Figure 4.11 Motorbike taxis are using footpath as their shortcut route 

As a consequence, disabled people are faced by inaccessible public places where the 

challenges are a result of those complicated usages of footpath. One blind street 

performer shared this example with BK Magazine (Srisirirungsimakul, 2008): 

I must take a taxi or a motorbike from my house. There's hardLy anything to 
facilitate getting around the city. It's aLready venJ difficult for me to navigate 
through other pedestrians and all the vendors on the sidewalks. 171e sidewalks 
with those yellow buttons [Braille blocks] might seem usefuL, but vendors tend 
to set up their stalls on them, so most of the time, I end up bumping into or 
tripping over someone's shJIf. 
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It is clear that sharing this common public resource between distinctive interests leads 

to the question of how those who carry out these practices can achieve common 

agreement. Although there has been a solution offered by the law, which stated that 

public services must provide empty space on footpaths which are at least 1.20 metres 

wide (in Clause 4 of the Bill of Access Standard 2001, Thailand Government Gazette, 

2001:52), its implementation still fails to deliver what has been promised (see for 

example in the Figure 4.12). Kabinlikkawanit (1998) points out that the implementation 

of the law will make effective progress as long as it does not change the existing 

bureaucratic administrative structures and regulatory culture. The key factor, 

Kabinlikkawanit suggests, is a need for communication between the different public 

work departments, a change of attitude by the decisive actors, and the cooperation of 

the media and general public. 

Figure 4,12 A wheelchair user is passing through a night street market on footpath 

We have seen that the two-storey buildings of the state offices and the narrow 

footpa ths fu ll of obstacles are not neutral constructs, although they are not 

in tentionally created as barriers for disabled people. It is in fact, in most part, the result 

of the socio-cultural and political understanding that disability is a less important 

issue. In summary, the social and political culture is fundamental in creating disabling 
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barriers. In the next section, the economy and its impact on the creation of accessible 

facilities is discussed. 

4·6 Economic development as a force for accessible facilities 

This section focuses on socio-economic factors which both provide and limit 

opportunities for building accessible facilities. It firstly discusses how the country has 

adapted its approach to enterprise to become suitable for the new free market. This 

economic transformation has forced the emergence of accessible facilities for disabled 

people. This was evident when Thailand signed disability agreements and hosted an 

international disability games in 1999. Secondly, we examine the argument that the 

economic crisis in Thailand is not necessarily the only cause of the absence of access 

facilities but it is rather the attitude toward access for disabled people held by the 

relevant access practitioners. 

The country began emphasising physical development after the first National 

Economic and Social Development Plan in 1961. The government has put a huge 

proportion of the national budget to invest in fundamental infrastructure in response 

to the transformation of industrialised methods of production. The projects mainly 

invest in building roads, electricity, and mass transportation. There was $7.9 billion 

loaned from the World Bank to undertake those projects during 1950-1999 (Srisunt, 

2007). The majority of the budget was invested in Bangkok and its vicinity. Despite 

this, the domestic investment in physical development has had little influence on 

achieving accessible facilities for disabled people. The transnational trade which 

arrived with external economic causes is, in fact, a significant force in access issues. 

4.6.1 External and internal forces for accessible facilities 

In order to accommodate the demand of new market economies, the country has 

adapted to the political ethos of democracy (Albritton and Prabudhanitisarn, 1997:82). 

A human rights issue, driven by pro-democracy regimes, is a significant external force 

for the emergence of access issues for disabled people. Within international trade 

agreements, Howse and Mutua (2000) suggest that international human rights should 
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be interpreted domestically and implemented as part of the obligation of all states. In 

addition, transnational trade also brought new ideas about disability in which 

international disability organisations influence the domestic organisations within 

Thailand. 

Thailand signed up for key international standards within disability agreements such 

as that with the International Labour Organisation (ILO) Convention concerning 

Discrimination in respect of Employment and Occupation 1958 (No.111) although it 

did not ratify it; with the Convention concerning Vocational Rehabilitation and 

Employment 1983 (No.159) which was ratified; and recently, with the United Nations 

Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities 2006 and Optional Protocol 

which it ratified in 2008 but did not ratify on the Optional Protocol. Thailand is also 

working to achieve targets set in the Biwako Millennium Framework for Action and 

Biwako plus Five Towards an Inclusive, Barrier-free and Rights-based Society for the 

second Asian and Pacific Decade of Persons with Disabilities (Pozzan, 2009). 

There has been conflict between democratisation and universal standards (Schmidt, 

2000). Since Thailand's struggle with the economic crisis in 1997, the country affiliated 

with the global neo-liberal capitalist economic approach. It urged both urban and rural 

developers to serve the demands of tourists. Although there have been increasingly 

accessible facilities in public places, those features tend to be provided for a certain 

level of accessibility. Here are some examples: a disability symbol will be seen at 

accessible toilets in the tourist attraction areas; a ramp in front of high street shopping 

malls; warning blocks on footpaths around the business district; the audio system in a 

lift of five-star hotels; and so on. However, disabled people faced with economic 

disadvantage and lack of opportunity to access proper employment find those 

I accessible' facilities are impossible for them to reach. 

Since Thailand received financial support from the International Monetary Fund (IMF), 

the World Bank, and the Asian Development Bank (AD B), the Thai government has 

been obliged to assure more concrete support for development programmes for 

disabled people. Access law is one of the key tools that drive the agenda for action. 

However, the agreement has rarely been practiced by government agencies. For 

instance, according to the Access Ministerial Regulation of 2005 (Thailand Government 
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Gazette, 2005), the measures have been applied within private enterprises, not within 

the government sector (Namsiripongpan et al., 2003:57). External forces include the 

funding support from foreign bodies. For instance, the new airport which was partly 

funded by the Japanese Government arrived with the condition that the project must 

provide accessible facilities for disabled people. Nevertheless, inadequate accessible 

facilities in the airport still impede equal use by disabled users (the airport case will be 

discussed in the next section). 

International agreement has been a significant force for creating accessible facilities for 

disabled people. Kwok (1999) notes that there was an increasing awareness of disabled 

people when Thailand hosted the FESPIC33 Games in Bangkok in 1999. The public 

perceived how their disabled athletes struggled with a lack of appropriate training 

facilities. Its original aim was to draw the attention of the government and society to 

see how disabled people can perform (Tongsiri and Taweesangsuksakul, 1999:3), and 

subsequently, more people offered their support for long-term proactive policies 

concerning disability (Kwok, 1999). In addition, this event brought public attention to 

the lack of accessible facilities. In the same year, the government initiated the Year of 

Education for Disabled People. The enrolment (Tongsiri and Taweesangsuksakul, 

1999) of disabled students increased by up to a 100 percent34, as reported in the 

government document (ibid.). However, in the same year the Bangkok Post published 

an article titled 'Disabled children still face many stumbling blocks' (cited in Roeder, 

2001:13). It doubted the readiness of the school system, in particular, the mainstream 

schools. The article showed that 'fighting misconceptions about the disabled and the lack of 

infrastructure such as access features continues to plague disabled students. In this regards, 

although the opportunity is available as we have seen in the FESPIC Game, this event 

is a temporary measure which cannot guarantee full access for disabled people. 

Nevertheless, following the project which renovated the main roads for the FESPIC 

Games 1999, there was a campaign announced by the Bangkok Governor to build 

eleven footpaths with fully eqUipped accessible facilities for disabled people (Tongsiri 

and Taweesangsuksakul, 1999). 

13 FESPIC Games is the Far East and South Pacific Games for disabled people 

,.. The percentage of successful admissions was calculated based on all schools which publicly announced that disabled 
children will be admitted, -
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4·6.2 Material deprivation and accessibility of disabled people 

Thailand was one of the majority of countries which was faced the task not only of the 

eradication of poverty35 but also the removal of discrimination against disabled people. 

While many countries celebrated when the United Nations Convention on Rights of 

Persons with Disabilities came to force in May 2008, it remained a great challenge 

actually to make disability policies become a reality. Thailand is one of the majority of 

countries which ratified this convention in July of the same year (The United Nations, 

2008a). However, according to the World Health Organisation report, ninety percent of 

rehabilitation measures only took place in industrialised urban areas (The United 

Nations,2008b). 

Arguably, poverty is not the only explanation for the social exclusion faced by disabled 

people in Thailand. It is attitudinal barriers and local socio-cultural factors that require 

deeper study. As we have seen, the power of disabled people has been diminished by 

many causes such as the absence of accessible information resources, inaccessible 

physical spaces, and so on. Furthermore, the attitudinal barrier, based on the notion 

that disabled people are a minority group, without abilities and dependent, further 

weakens disabled groups. However, although Ingstad and Whyte (1995) point out that 

governments in the developing countries avoid spending money in the 'unprofitable' 

departments of their stretched budgets, Roeder (2001) argues that it is more about the 

'attitude' of the government officials. He adds that 'more governments today acknowledge 

that investing in areas of social welfare can be more cost effective than ignoring the problem 

(ibid.:ch.3:16 y. 

One notable case can be seen in the new international airport 'Suvanabhum' and the 

demand for a lift to be installed on the Sky Train project in Bangkok. The huge budget 

of 120 billion BahP6 was invested in the new airport project (Airport-Technology.com, 

2008). Due to a lack of accessible toilets, safety ramps, sound systems in lifts, Braille, 

and trained staff, disabled people and their organisations called for revision of the plan 

35 This was stated in the National Development Plan as the statement of problem of the National Agenda, 
Source: Office of National Economic and Social Development Plan, (2006) First National Economic and Social 
Development Plan [Online). Available at: http://www.nesdb.go.th/?tabid=83 (Accessed: October 2007). 

:16120 billion Baht is approximately 2.2 billion GBP. 
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and designs (Matichon Online, 2006). The critical access group the DPI (Disabled 

People International) revealed the negligence of the state authority. There were no 

access facilities for disabled people even in the airport master plan, even though the 

Transportation Minister was comntitted to build this airport according to 'American 

Standard' (Kulakanchit, 2007 in Thai Disabled Development Foundation ). 

In a similar case study to the airport project, the new elevated train system with a 

budget of 140 million Baht for lifts37 ignored the needs of users with different abilities. 

As this system has high levels of station platforms, the absence of lifts makes it 

impossible for disabled users to use. A journalist who has worked with a wheelchair 

user for more than ten years can clearly illustrate this issue: 

[TJhe Sky Train planners figured it was completely logical to build lifts for 
disabled people at only six stations. That's right, 6 out of 24 stations. [ ... J 
the lifts were only on one side of the station! Some were ou tbound, some were 
inbound, but all ended up unused thanks to this ludicrous planning (Biggs, 
2009). 

Complicated problems hindered the lift installation resulting in the absence of access 

features for disabled people. The issue of whether it was feasible to have lifts at all 

stations seemed not only determined by the size of the government budget, as Petch 

revealed: 

"I agree with the protests about lifts, but the problem is more complicated 
than that. Corruption is part of it, one lift is around a million [Baht], but 
until now for only five stations, it has cost 180 million already." 
[Wheelchair user, and TV hostJemale (3B)} 

We have seen that the problem of the absence of accessible facilities in Thailand also 

lies in a lack of accountability by authorities, due to poor governance and 

transparency. Therefore, accessibility problems cannot only be explained by a shortage 

of resources, but attitudes toward disability. 

37 The plan in 1999 says that Bangkok Metropolitan Administration and public sector wi11 install ('levators in 11 stations 
with a budget of 140 million Baht (US$ 3.5 million). Source:2Bangkok.com:SkytrainElcvatorsandEscalators' 

online available: http:; /www.2bangkokcom/2bangkok/Skytrain/BTSArch99.shtml 
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4.7 Conclusion 

This chapter has set the scene for a focus on accessibility issues for disabled people in 

Thailand today. It has explored various dimensions of 'Pi-gam' and prOVided an 

overview of accessibility in Thailand. The creation of (in)accessible facilities has a 

reciprocal relationship with the understanding of disability in Thailand. We have seen 

that perceptions of disability, whether based on cultural belief or modem scientist 

explanation, revolve around individual problems and remedies. For instance, a welI

known government-funded organisation is the NECTEC (National Electronics and 

Computer Technology Centre). This Institute mainly works on rehabilitation for 

impaired individuals with assistive technology. In a sense, this kind of individual 

rehabilitation and charitable support can perhaps mirror society's perception of 

disability as the individual problems of people who are dependent. Furthermore, the 

authorities emphasise the establishment of specific laws for disabled people. However, 

the results of those disability and access laws had very little impact on the accessibility 

of the greater part of the existing built environment. The regulatory struggles to 

implement accessible facilities are also associated with more complicated socio-cultural 

components. There have been needs to deal with perceptions of disablement, with the 

existing political culture as well as seeing opportunities for progress because of the 

transformation of the economy. The background outlined here is used in the analysis 

in the following chapters to explore ideas on how understanding of disability shapes 

the disabling built environment (Chapters 5 and 6), the process to achieve an enabling 

built environment (Chapter 7) and the way the disabled individual experiences spaces 

in one's daily life (Chapter 8). 
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Introduction 

5 I 'Pi-garn': meanings, 
understandings and impacts 

[. .. ] disability, as a chaotic concept, needs to be problematised by recognising 
that it is neither uniform nor singular, but socially constructed, multiple, 
and dynamic (Imrie and Kumar, 1998:372). 

Disability is complex, dynamic and changeable in different social contexts. Thus, it is 

crucial for a study of physical accessibility to understand how disability is SOcially 

produced. As stated in Chapter 1, the key issue in the first research question is the 

understanding of disability in Thailand. This chapter aims to explore how perception 

of 'Pi-gam' affects the lives of disabled people. The chapter examines key socio-cultural 

elements which make up the understanding of disability by society as well as the 

perceptions of disabled people. There are two ways to view disability, according to 

Freund (2001:692): firstly, it is associated with categorisation, when disability is defined 

by official institutions such as governmental policy or medical diagnosis. Secondly, 

disability occurs when impaired bodies come across the situation of 'not being able to'. 

In other words, the former definition is legally or administratively defined, and the 

latter is a subjective definition of disability (Gr6nvik, 2008:2). 

This chapter analyses three approaches. Firstly it examines the social processes which 

construct the meanings and understanding of disability which are reflected in the 

social produced references to disabled people. The second part, therefore, looks 

through social practices in responding to disabled people. Disabled people are not 

necessarily passive agents who accept SOcially constructed roles, but seek to contest 

and change attitudes and treatments which oppress them (Imrie and Kumar, 1998:364). 
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The final part explores the ways that disabled people react to those social constructed 

values placed upon them, which range from embracing, and rejecting, to reproducing 

the perceptions of them. In addition, there are two different formats in presenting 

information from interviews. The comments from disabled participants are presented 

in aligned texts on the left, and those of the non-disabled people are presented in 

aligned texts on the right. This aims to highlight disabled people own voices and to 

provide a conversational format in the discussions. 

5.1 Two facets of 'Pi-garn' 

The following two stories of disabled people provide some ideas of how 'Pi-gam' is 

constructed and affects the individual's perception about the self. These were my 

personal experiences, based in my hometown. The first story is about Hui, who has 

palsy on one side of his body. The other story is about Anant, a wheelchair user who 

lives with post-polio. The two stories demonstrate that meanings of disability come 

from surrounding circumstances but differently affect perceptions of the lives of 

individuals with impairment. 

A young man named Hui lived in a small town in a provincial community. Though his 

physical appearance was seen as 'incomplete', his mind functioned perfectly. Every day, 

Hui always walked past along his neighbourhood with something to sell, such as 

sweets, and lottery or raffle tickets. His neighbours always supported him by buying 

something from him. People also knew that Hui not only worked for himself, but also 

for his family. Just 'Hui' was the name the community called him. This happened until 

some years later, when there was a call for military service. Although he was not 

qualified because of his physical condition, he got another name: 'Ngoi' (or crippled) 

because his body did not fit with any 'normal' criteria. 

Some years later, the state called Hui to register to become a 'Kon Pi-gam' (or disabled 

person). Despite the fact that Hui was given this label, of 'Kon Pi-gam', the community 

also acknowledged that he would be entitled to receive disability allowance. Therefore, 

people were not so convinced that Hui still needed money from doing his job. 

Subsequently, there was a gradual disappearance of his customers. With less income to 
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try to earn, therefore, Hui tended to stay at home rather than be outdoors, stigmatised 

as 'Kon Pi-gam' or 'Ngoi'. This is the same Hui, but a man who is now more distanced 

from his community. 

Another story is about Anant, an expert in country-style music, who earns his living as 

a radio host. Anant calls himself 'Kon Pi-gam' because it was stated in the written 

document which he was given by the authorities. However, he refused this allowance 

from the state because he said that he can afford to make his own living. Moreover, his 

daily life involves indoor and outdoor activities. Anant usuaIIy drives his car as a 

volunteer to give lifts to a group of older people for days out. There were only two 

things that he always worries about: steps, and squat toilets. People around him call 

only his name' Anant' or 'OJ Anant'. 

In these ways, the circumstances surrounding disability influence knowledge of oneself 

and shape one's world or 'reality'. The two stories illustrate two interlinked perceptions 

of the dimensions of disability. One shows how the social process defines and shows 

an impaired person's self perception and reaction to society. On the one hand, 

disability is not necessary inherent in the impaired body, as in Hui's story. However, it 

is associated with concepts and perceptions that revolve around the dynamic 

circumstances surrounded an individual's life. On the other hand, it is important to 

explore how an individual with impairment perceives himself as a 'disabled person' as in 

the story of Anant. Freund (2001:692) notes that disability can be perceived in two 

different dimensions, one which refers to a socio-cultural status or category and 

another one refers to biological status. The first 'disability' is associated with categories 

qualified by governmental criteria while the latter one is defined as 'one that can seem as 

part of a continuum where one is disabled in different spheres of life and to different 

degrees '(ibid,). Furthermore, understanding of disability status changes over time. 

Therefore, it is important to understand that both senses of disability are defined 

according to socio-political and cultural contexts as well as how impaired people 

perceive it. 
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5.2 Construction of IPi-garn' in transition 

The history of the portrayal of disabled people is the history of oppressive and 
negative representation. 171is has meant that disabled people have been 
presented as socially flawed able bodied people, not as disabled people with 
their own identities (David Hevey, quoted in Barnes, 1992:preface). 

This study adopts a social constructionist conceptual interpretation of disability in 

which disability is viewed as a socially constituted phenomenon. Dear and Wilton 

(1997:455) point out that understanding about differences is significantly influenced by 

diverse socio-cultural and socio-political aspects such as dominant religious doctrines, 

cultural tradition, the prevailing political economy, medical knowledge, and so on. 

Those elements have occurred in different forms and the scale varies. This section, 

therefore, discusses the key social elements such as definitions of disability, beliefs, and 

cultural representation such as the popular media. Perception of disability and 

disabled persons can be seen as is changing. Furthermore, the ways disability is 

interpreted and responds depends upon particular social circumstances (ibid.:457). In 

Thai SOciety, this study found that disablement still tends to revolve around individual 

problems and solutions. 

S.2.1 Through definitions of identity 

A key way of showing that the perception of disability within Thai society is in 

transition is to compare the definitions of disabled persons between those of the official 

institutions38 and the public views. Defining disability according to that of the 

administrators affects the perceptions of 'Kon Pi-gam' by the general public. Still, in 

most part, people tend to perceive disability as a functional or physical limitation of an 

individual. Therefore, this notion constitutes an attitude about a disabled person as 

someone who has something missing or has been deprived of the abilities to do things, 

rather than as a condition that people face in different ways. For instance, Section 4 of 

the Ministerial Regulation 1994 defined a mobility impaired person as 

38 The new definition of 'disablement' (Kwam Pi-gam) in the recent Disability Act 2007 replaced 'Disabled Persons' 
(Kon Pi-gam) in the previous Ministerial Reguldtion 2nd Issue 1994. Although the definition of disability in the 
Thdiland disability law was changed, the discussion is based on the definition according to the former Disability Act 
1991 because the current access laws still use such definitions in pursuant with the first version. 
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a) An individual who clearly is visible as having a body with abnormality or 
impainnent and unable to perfonn daily activities or 

b) An individual who has lost ability of movement of limbs or parts of the 
body as a result of amputation, paralysis, arthritis or chronic illness so that 
they are unable to perfonn daily activities as normal people [emphasis added] 

(Thailand Government Gazette, 1994:10) 

Officially defining disability can be seen as a process in a 'distributive prindple' in that 

goods and services have to be allocated across the population as a whole (Oliver, 

1986:11). In a country where the state has the view that people with disability cannot 

create benefit in return, the criteria for resource allocation are relatively restricted. 

Hence, the legal criteria for disability have a tendency to identify very precise 

conditions that separate people between those who are and are not eligible for support 

from the state (Grtlnvjk, 2008:3). The partition between two values-such as ability or 

lack, being able or unable, normal or abnormal- significantly affects the perception of 

disability. This comparison is reflected through those definitions of disabled persons. 

The foremost disability criteria often contain something missing or the absence of 

abilities of an individual body and mind. Consequently, when thinking specifically 

about disability, the words 'abnormal', 'missing', 'loss', or 'cannot' are attached in the 

explanations. For instance, when asking non-disabled people about the word 'Pi-garn' 

or 'Kon Pi-garn', respondents who have never had direct or indirect experience of 

disability replied 

"[ ... J missing fingers, incomplete organs, though one is 
able to do some tasks, loss of any limb will be counted as 
Pi-garn. A person who can't live his life independently is 
also coun ted [underlines added]. " 

[Non·disabled person, university lecturer, male (39)J 

As well as having an 'abnormal' body, 

"[ ... J bom or later living with an abnormal body like 
missing or extra fingers or toes. l'd rather consider being 
disabled from something is visible [underlines added]." 

[Non-disabled person, office worker, male (29)] 
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The image of disabled persons, therefore, involves individuals with faulty or missing' 

elements, which differs from others who are 'normal'. A postal survey reveals that the 

majority of the 169 respondents (Figure 5.1) perceive 'Pi-gam' as someone completely 

unable to do things on their own. The respondents think a disabled person is an 

individual who has 'mental impairment' (17.6%), 'cannot see at all' (17.5%), 'unable to 

walk at all' (17%) and 'cannot hear at all' (16.3%). However, the conditions which cannot 

be visible such as chronic illness seem to be irrelevant to perceptions of being disabled 

persons (1 %). This figure is echoed in an interview with Parichart, a non-disabled 

participant, who says that disability refers to the very condition of being incapable, 

"The mentally impaired people are the worst cases. They can't communicate with others at all." 

[Shop-house owner,female (63)] 
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Figure 5.1 Perception toward disability and disabled persons (N=169) 

The chart shows the majority of 169 respondents think of disabled persons as being linked to faulty bodies or 
completely unable to do things 

Source: Postal survey October to November 2007 

Nevertheless, in Figure 5.2, the perception of disability seems to be transformed to a 

sense that the traditional ideas of individual solutions which require 'individual 

training' (58%), in the green baI, or which 'need to be cured' at 19.9 percent, in the blue 

bars. It is merging with the idea that disability can be solved by 'removing environmental 

barriers' (20.4%) in the same blue. However, there are only 1.7 percent who think that 

disabled persons are 'unable to do anything', in the red bar. Notwithstanding, there are 

still a perception that disability problems can be solved if an individual with 
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impairment is trained. This reflects the fact that disability solutions are based on 

individual orientation. 
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Figure 5.2 The perception toward solutions for disabled people 

The chart shows mixed opinions toward problems of disabled people. The majority of 169 respondents think that 
disability problems can have individualised solutions such as 'if they are trained' or they 'need to be cured', but 20.4% 
think that the problems are in the environment. 

From the information above, it can be said that identity definition is a significant 

element in shaping perceptions of disabled persons and being disabled. Tremain 

(2005:6), drawing on Foucault's concept of 'bio-power', points out that there is a kind of 

power relationship built upon individual bodies to govern over them through identity 

definition. Furthermore, Oliver (1986:9) highlights the official definition of disabled 

person as often based on the traditional perspective that disability is an individual 

trauma or personal problem. Therefore, throughout these definitions of disability can 

be perceived the view that there is little for the state and society to handle with such 

individual struggles. 

5·2.2 Through cultural belief 

The definition of disability is not the only significant component in shaping 

perceptions of disability. But it is also karmic belief which underpins a notion of 

disability as individual tragedy and wrongdoing from the past. These notion reinforce 

seeing the problems as embedded in an individual and disconnected from society. In 

part, this belief still persists in Thai society today. Nopadon, a university lecturer 

mentioned his cousin who uses a wheelchair because of a car accident: "Her father was 

the Judge, and we believe [name] is disabled because he judged an innocent person guilty and 
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gave the death penalty." [University lecturer, male (50-55)] Similarly, another explanation about 

being in a wheelchair was experienced by Jieb: "Five years ago, my neighbour visited me 

and told my mum to accept my karma 'shouldn'tfeel so sad, I can't walk because I hit a frog's 

legs in my previous life'." {Wheelchair user, female (25)] 

Furthermore, such a belief about disability as a punishment from the past arrives with 

shame for the family with a disabled member. To a certain extent, it disables impaired 

persons so as to limit their opportunities in life. Simultaneously it creates disabling 

conditions for the impaired persons. As Benja, the State Inspector in the Ministry of 

Education recounted 

"In some cases the age of a disabled child who came to us 
was over eighteen years. Their parent felt embarrassed to 
have such a disabled family member, so they kept their 
child at home. " 

[State inspector,female (55-60)] 

It is important to restate here that there have been works pointing out that disability in 

Thai society has a strong linkage with the explanation of karmic fortune (Naemiratch 

and Manderson, 2009; Kijtham, 2008). However, those beliefs are challenged by the 

explanation that disability is caused by accidents or disease (NSO, 2007). As shown in 

figure 5.3, the majority of 169 respondents 'strongly' agreed (in the green bars) that 

accident and disease are the main cause of disability. In the red bars, there are 

significantly fewer people 'strongly' agreed that karma is the cause of disability, while 

23.7 percent selected 'strongly disagreed' which is the highest disagreement about the 

cause of disability. Interestingly, the respondents also 'strongly' agree with the 'lack of 

accessibility of health care/service' and 'poverty' as the cause of disability, in the blue bars. 
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Figure 5,3 Opinions about the cause of disability (N=169) 

Poverty Karmic misfortunate 

Although karmic belief is still perceived as a cause of disability, the other factors 

outside an individual such as accidents or a lack of health care are increasingly seen as 

causes of disability, leading to a transformation of belief. In addition, there are 

increasing numbers of people who acknowledge that disability is the result of more 

tangible causation and not just the fault of an individual: causes such as disease, 

accidents, lack of an accessible healthcare service and poverty. 

5.2.3 Through cultural representations 

This section examines key cultural elements which are produced in daily life. It is 

cultural representation which affects understanding of 'disabled people' and 

'disablement'. However, examining cultural elements through the perspectives of both 

non- and disabled people is an effective tool because perception and interpretation 

takes place and changes every day. In most part, society undermines or pays little 

attention to the experiences of disabled people. Consequently, society presents few 

points of reference with which to make sense of disabled people's reality (Morris, 

1991:88). The following discussions focus on elements that are produced in society such 

as language use in references to disabled people and disability, in literature, and 

popular media e.g. television programme and film. Those cultural elements are crucial 

in exploring understanding of disability as Shakespeare (1994:296) explains, 
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[."j people with impairment are disabled, not just by material discrimination, 
but also by prejudice. This prejudice is not just interpersonal; it is also 
implicit in cultural representation, in language and in socialisation. 

In this regard, Kitchin and Law (2001:289) add that stigmatised imagery of disabled 

people is promoted through lifestyles seen as a norm by non-disabled people. In one 

respect, representation of disabled people does not only reflect societal prejudice 

toward disabled people. In many cases, it also shapes the social status of disabled 

people in society. The popular media such as television programmes is a powerful tool 

in shaping attitudes towards disabled people in either positive or negative ways. As 

Thawatchai, a non-disabled participant explained 

"Most stories I knew about 'Kon Pi-gam' are from TV. 
Some programmes provide a person doing sign language, 
so I know they are for deaf people. Another programme 
interviewed autistic people; they said they don't want 
people to buy their products just because of their 
impairment. " 

[University lecturer, male (43)J 

In some cases, if the media presents images of disabled people, the image often is 

exaggerated and dramatised. Furthermore, media treatments depoliticize the struggles 

of disabled people by always taking an individualistic perspective, focusing on 

disability as personal troubles (Shakespeare, 1994:284). For some people the way the 

media represents their lives misleads the perception of the public about disabled 

people. Ngampan, a cousin of a Member of Parliament, questioned the responsibility of 

the problem beyond an individual 

"The daily show [Wongwian Cheewit] often comes with very disabled person 

who desperately sits alone in a house that distorts our image. It ended up 
with request a donation. [ ... J How could they ask the audiences to give 

money into their bank account? Isn't it a responsibility of the Government?" 

[Wheelchair user,female (45)] 

In some cases, the media represents something which differs from the 'reality' of 

disabled people. As Sawang, another wheelchair user said: 
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II On several occasions, the media produced and reproduced a stereotype of 
us. They tell society that we are usually poor or otherwise very ill. Once 
when I used a taxi service, the driver started his greeting with 'where will 
you sell the lottery today?' Or sometimes they asked 'which hospital will you 
go to?'" 

[Disability activist, male (31)] 

The media can also positively inform the public about the requirements of disabled 

people, as Ngampan said: 

"[The knowledge of the public] depends on how the media deliver information. I 
saw an episode of lor-jai [a reality show); Dam [a celebrity] lied her eyes and 
lived her life as a blind person for some weeks. More people then understood 
the function of those yellow buttons [warning blocks on footpath}". 

(Wheelchair user, female (45)] 

Another significant cultural outlet is the popular medium of television programmes. In 

Thailand, 'Lakorn torratat' [dramatic television serials or soap operas] is a considerably influential 

medium. It has not only been a major source of home entertainment, but also a tool to 

shape society's perceptions. Since 1980, the most popular programme has been the 

Thai soap opera (Sungsri, 2004:156). A number of dramas between the 1950s and the 

beginning of the 1990s represented images of disabled people through able-bodied 

people's perspective. A classic Thai film 'Baan Saithong', which was created in 1947, has 

been considered influential in creating a negative image of disabled people until 

recently39. The plot presented a traditional view of a disabled person in the character of 

a young man called 'Chai-noi' [Little man] with cerebral palsy: he was in a wheelchair, had 

a deformed body, childish behaviour, and was dependent. Chai-noi is called Ngoi 

[crippled] in this film. In addition, this film conveyed disability as a bad condition, so that 

the disabled individual was segregated from the 'normal world'. In the plot, Chai-noi 

was brought up in an aristocrat's family, and the story explained his disability as a 

punishment for his mother's wrongdoing. Consequently, the disabled son was 

.N This film was based on a novel which had a disabled character with a key role in the plot. It was adapted in more than 
ten versions for the theatre and television over fifty years. The recent comedy film 'Head Dropped Family' (2007) 
adopted a way to describe a disabled person from 'Baan Saithong' and still used 'Ngoi' [Iaml" crippled) when referring 
to the disabled character in film dialogue. 
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restricted as to where he was allowed to go. The author described the 'space' of this 

disabled character: 

he has to sleep in a dark tiny room downstairs and is strictly not allowed to 
enter the living room. £ ... J The mother feels ashamed to have a son like this, 
and is very angry when Chai-noi accidentally shows up in the living area 
(Wajanasara, 2005:16), 

Cultural representation of disabled people through both the characters in the film and 

its language can be viewed as the way society creates power over people regarded as 

inferior. The cultural representations tend to be used to identify social positions. For 

Aeusrivongse (Aeusrivongse, 2005), ridiculing a certain group can be considered as 

a serious weapon in the way to standardise a socio-culture [ ... J in 
particularly, it oppressed disabled people, who have already the least 
advantage, to be ever-present at the lowest position in Thai society. 

Generating amusement about particularly disadvantaged people, such as people with 

different physical appearances, with some limbs missing or deformity, conveys a way 

society arranges its members. The misuse of language towards 'Pi-gam' such as using 

the word 'Ngoi' seems to be a tool to bind disabled people in a low social position. 

Until recently, images of disabled people were still seen as something amusing in the 

films. A comedy film in 2008 that used strong language referred to a disabled character 

as 'Ngoi' (or cripple) and characterised a wheelchair user as passive with childish 

behaviour. Kittichai, a severely impaired person, commented: 

"I felt hurt when the housewife [a disabled character] played with a ball with her 
husband, she sat in a wheelchair and let her husband kick the ball which hit 
her face and then she smiled back. /I 

[Wheelchair user, male (44)] 

As well, the pejorative words used in this film affect disabled people's feelings, as 

Kittichai explains: 

lilt's strange, it is just a word, but whenever I hear 'Ngoi' it's like someone 
uses a knife to stab at my heart and slowly slits it, I'm not exaggerating at 
all. J/ 
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Nevertheless, in some cases, the media seeks to represent disabled people as more 

independent. The non-disabled respondents often referred to a celebrity in a 

wheelchair when asked about disabled people they have seen. Krisana is a TV host 

who uses a wheelchair after a car accident. The respondents perceive him as a good 

example of a successful disabled person. However, the conspicuous positive image of 

just a few disabled people can lead to a misunderstanding that being disabled must be 

something special and unusual. Furthermore, it has a tendency to lead to affirmation of 

an unequal power between the stronger and the weaker. Eard, the disability activist, 

contended: 

"Now people are getting used to seeing the image of disabled people with 
special abilities. What about the rest who have none of those? Where should 
they be in society? Do we widely accept Krisana because he is rich or because 
he is disabled? I think we are accepting a power of the better over the 
inferior." 

{Wheelchair user, female (28)] 

The real lives and struggles that disabled people have faced tend to be reduced in 

complexity or otherwise some aspects which are more dramatic are exaggerated. It also 

depends on morality of the concerned disability actors in responding to disabled 

people's problems. These elements effectively impede the equalisation of the human 

rights of disabled people, particularly when considering whether disabled people are 

active agents. As Corker (1999:639) notes: 

[t]his is always a danger, If the complexity of life is overemphasised, and if 
the need to understand fully is placed ahead of the need to act effectively, 
because disabled people can be turned into interested spectators, rather than 
pro-active participants of a strong social movement. 

In sum, we have seen those three key social elements: definition of identity, cultural 

beliefs, and cultural representations that are dynamic and in a transitional period. The 

dynamic of disability understanding continuously affects disabled people's day-to-day 

lives in different scales and levels. We will explore the social elements that reflected 

society's perception through daily practices which are discussed in the following 

section. 
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5.3 Being 'Kon Pi-garn' and social practices: product of social 
process 

Society's reactions to and treatment of disabled people can be seen as a reflection of the 

way society perceives disability. This section explores how perception shapes the ways 

disability issues are handled in practice in Thailand. There are two aspects of the ways 

that society perceives disabled people's problems: 1) as an individual issue, and 2) as 

the problems of the 'others'. 

5.3.1 Individualise and depoliticise struggles faced by disabled people 

The process of individualising disabled people's struggles disconnects the problems 

from the responsibility of society and the formal institutions, such as the state, become 

an individual problem. As Morris (1996:211) points out, the resulting problems 

are individualistic interpretations: our experiences are entirely explained by 
each individual's psychological or biological characteristics. Any problems we 
encounter are explained by personal inadequacy or junctional limitation, to 
the exclusion of social influences. 

In some cases, the authority impedes disabled people's opportunities to articulate their 

views that the problems are the responsibility of the state. Jack, a media worker 

recounted: 

"An episode was about one wheelchair user rolling his 
wheelchair to Bangkok from the countryside for 300 
kilometres. He demonstrated about tlle fact that a promise 
about his allowance from the provincial municipality had 
been broken. I was called by a person ill the Ministry of 
Public Health to stop the broadcast of this show. She 
claimed this disabled person is a trickster and his claim 
was fraudulent." 

[Producer of a television programme, male (38)] 

The struggles of disabled people are individualised, consequently it seems to be 

difficult for society to see this issue as political or that the problem has a linkage with 

wider social responsibility. 
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Power of 'pity and individual tragedy 

Furthermore, the expression of feelings toward disabled people can be seen as a way to 

create an inferior status for the disabled individual. The feelings about disabled people 

expressed by 169 respondents revealed that although there is a significant difference 

between feelings of 'Songsaan' (pity) at 29.8 percent and 'Weddhana' (pathetic) at 11.7 

percent both kinds of feelings lead to the idea of 'helping' disabled people at 41.9 

percent. 

45 

40 

35 

30 

25 

20 

15 

10 

5 

0 

41.9% 

2.3% 

We must help Songsaan Weddhana They are the Burdensome Neutral 
them (pity) (Pathetic) same as non-

disabled 
people 

Figure 5.4 Feelings about disabled people (N=169) 

However, in one sense, the feelings of 'pity' and to a certain extent 'pathetic' can create 

an unequal relationship being imposed upon the persons who receive this feeling and 

it can be interpreted as a way to depoliticise disabled people's problems. Shakespeare 

(1994:297) quotes Morris's interpretation of 'pity' that 

[wJe become separated from common humanity, treated as fundamentally 

different and alien. Having put up clear barriers between us and them, non

disabled people further hide their fear and discomfort by turning us into 

objects of pity, comforting themselves by their own kindness and generosity. 

Likewise, the reaction following such feeling can be seen as a charity-based 

responsibility. To a certain extent some disabled people view this emotional orientation 

as reinforcing the inferior status of disabled recipients, as Eard explained: 
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"Thais seem sensitive to a dramatic story [tragedy of disabled people], I think it 
isn't sustainable, The relationship of the giver and the receivers is based on a 
short-term feeling, like those people who buy flowers from kids on the road, I 
don't know if they want to pay Jor flowers or the kids. [ ... J the state is skilful 
at being a provider, tham-boon [giving away] make the givers feel like they gain 
more power. It is dangerous. It seems people are fond of doing this these 
days. 

[Disability activist, female (28)J 

Once people feel sympathy or pity for disabled people, they express a will to help. 

Charitable activities can be seen as a way that society seeks to help their disabled peers. 

However, Shakespeare (1994:287) views charity-based treatment as a way to fill the gap 

left by 

[ ... 1 the unwillingness of statutory bodies to meet their obligations to disabled 
citizens. [ ... 1 pity is an expression of superiority [ ... J Disabled people enable 
able-bodied people to feel good about themselves: by demeaning disabled 
people, non-disabled people can feel both powerful and generous. 

In parts, this notion embeds in the non-disabled professionals working on disability 

problems. It is reflected in the welcome speech of Prawase Wasi, a renowned senior 

citizen, at a disability conference: 

"We are here today and work as we are doing, I would 
say we are the people on the moral high ground. " 

[Recorded from a conference, male (78)] 

For disabled people, the feeling of being pitied often comes in a circumstance where 

they are the passive recipients of help. To a certain extent, this action segregates 

disabled persons from their society. 

"The state people always think they are the provider or the giver and then 
the disabled people are automatically turned to be their clients. They should 
view their work 'with' disabled people or 'for humanity sake'. Moreover, our 
problems are part of the state's responsibility for its citizens [emphasis added]." 

[Disability activist, male (31)J 
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The feeling of the recipient leads to an unequal distribution of power, as Eard 

questioned: "How can you ever respect the one you felt pity for or thought was pathetic? Can 

we have sympathy without feeling higher or lower?" {Wheelchair user, female (28)} It can be said 

that the feeling is abstract, that in part a feeling of pity is the conscience of humanity. It 

often comes with good will. However, in many cases, the expression of this kind of 

feeling creates as unequal relationship for disabled people who are the recipients of 

such will. 

5·3·2 Otherization to social exclusion 

This section focuses on a variety of ways that make disabled people become the' Other', 

it is when disabled people are viewed as having open personality, and being 

objectified. To some extents, a negative image of disabled people which is transformed 

into a disability stereotype creates a sense of 'Otherness'. This notion effectively 

excludes disabled people from their society. When disabled people are perceived as the 

'Other', disability problems become individual or the personal, not the collective 

responsibility of the society at large. There are several ways SOciety transforms 

disabled person into the 'Other'. For Shakespeare (1994:286), fear and denial about 

disablement remind non-disabled people about illness or death, so they isolate 

disabled people as the 'Other' or 'not like us'. 

'Open-persons' personality 

A work by Taleporos and McCabe (2002:976) reveals that physically disabled people, in 

particular, when faced by an unwelcome conversation with a stranger in public about 

their identity, create a strong intemalisation of a negative feeling about the self. Such a 

circumstance can be seen as resulting from a notion that disabled people are 'open'. 

Cahill and Eggleston (1994:309) draw on Goffman's idea about the way society treats 

disabled people as 'open persons', that is, they 'can be addressed at will about their condition 

and the technical means of their mobility'. Common evidence about such unwelcome 

conversations includes asking about the cause of disability. I experienced together with 

one wheelchair user a stranger in a train who bent down, smiled, and asked a question: 

"how come you have to use a wheelchair?" In some cases, the request is followed with a 
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'sympathy' comment: "such a pity; if only you could walk you would be a very pretty 

woman". 

Considering such public reaction to disabled people, Shakespeare (1994:288) notes it as 

'legitimate tactics'. It occurs when people feel sympathy for persons with physical 

differences. However, unwanted attentions from able-bodied people frequently 

deprive disabled people of opportunities to flourish in public life. As Ngampan who 

lives with post-polio recounted: 

"Oh, name it about negative attitude. I've faced it in public. Since I was 
young, my father took me out for walking practice, and those neighbours 
walked after me; the more they ask and stare, the longer I stay at home. II 

(Mobility impaired person, female (45)] 

Cahill and Eggleston (1994:309) highlight the fact that disabled people are frequently 

considered as having openness because disabled people, in particular those who 

require support from others, are considered as being like children, as having 

'overdependency and nonreciprocity'. Furthermore,. sometimes the different sides of their 

lives are reduced to 'limited rights to public privacy' (Cahill and Eggleston, 1995:686). 

These are significant consequences of a notion that disabled people are the 'Other', so 

that their personalities seem to be less complicated. Furthermore, both cultural and 

physical spaces are limited for disabled people. As a consequence, the complex lives 

and struggles of disabled people tend to be simplified into fewer and narrower 

dimensions. 

Objectification 

Hughes (2002:574) notes, 'Disease and impairment represented the negation'. The presence 

of impaired bodies in public leads to a sense of fear. A strategy that the society uses to 

cope with this fear is to objectify disabled people into icons of fear (Shakespeare, 

1994:288). In many cases, disabled people have different physical appearances from the 

'norm' which created by a particular social context. In the same way, imagery of 

disabled people linked with fear objectifies them to be objects for emotional reactions. 
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As Navon (1996:262) notes, by exposing the condition of deformities and making them 

conspicuous, this can be considered as a way to arouse pity for the purpose of begging. 

Additionally, Morris (1991:111) notes that '[ .. . J the general culture misrepresents disabled 

people in a variety of ways. It uses disability fo r its own purposes'. The feeling of fear is used 

to remind society to be aware they might be disabled themselves if they are not careful. 

This was evident in the case of the charitable foundation that campaigned against 

drinking and driving. This campaign mocked a 6gure of wheelchair user with severe 

injury, and covered its whole face and limbs with bandage. The mock-up model was 

positioned by the highway to warn drivers about driving without drinldng; otherwise, 

they could end up like this themselves or could cause others to be so injured. Nearby, 

there is a sign with a drawing of a skull, it reads, ' (I new vehicle for those who drink and 

drive' (Figure 5.5) . 

Figure 5.5 A mock-up model of 'Drink Don' t Drive' ca mpaign 

The model of injured person in w heelcha ir as an icon of fear, created by a ha ritablc foundation 
Source: www.highwaypolicc.org 

Wheelchair users in this campaign have h at dly asserted that it not only presents 

disabled people as objects link d to fear and denial, it also oppresses disabled people. 

As Saowaluk argued: 

''I'm always frustrated every time I see this campaign. It seemed to me if YaH 

are drunk and drive; your life will end up as 'Kon Pi-gam'. 111 another sense, 
it repetitively emphasises that if you're disabled, then you will befaced with 
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difficulty or tragedy. I wondered, can't we [disabled people] live a happy life 
while we are disabled? Why exploit disabled people to scare society? [ ... J 
when I saw this I asked myself, so, what does society want us to be, at one 
time we are of value to them, while at another moment we are such a scary 
thing?" 

[Wheelchair user, female (44)] 

Additionally, objectifying disabled people as icons of fear can be understood as a way 

to stimulate charitable purposes. A religious organisation used pictures of people 

living with the last stages of HIV on television and advertisement posters. Jon, a social 

activist, shared his experience about a well-known campaign: 

U At large, people recognise the place of people with HIV 
in referring to Wat Prabhadnampu [a temple used as an 

asylum for HIV infection people). This temple motivates 
families to leave their ill member with them, while we 
exhaustively campaign that people living with HIV can 
live with their family. This temple earned a lot from this 
campaign. " 

[Social actiVist, male (55-60)] 

Once disabled people and their issues are thought of as being for others, society tends 

to treat their disabled peers as non-persons so that they seem to fall into a state of 'dys

appearance' as Paterson and Hughes (1999) state. In most part, experiences of disabled 

people have been ignored, without any historical or cultural depth. Non-disabled 

people lack knowledge about various dimensions of disabled lives. The presence of 

disabled people in public places seems to be a phenomenon seen as bodies at a 

biological level. The bodies of disabled people are perceived merely by visualising 

them. For Paterson and Hughes (ibid.:602) I dys-appearance' is a circumstance when a 

disabled individual recognises the state of disappearance of oneself not at the physical 

(biological) level, but at the social. They explain: 

£ ..• J in contrast to the 'disappearances'that characterise ordinary 
functioning, the body, in the context of pain, 'dys-appears' That is to say: The 
body appears as a thematic focus of attention, but precisely in a dys-state 
'(ibid.:602). 
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They also argue that, biologically, pain occurs as a lived and embodied experience and 

this pain interrelates with other emotions when those are part of the context. In some 

cases, a disabled individual experienced pain at the social level, rather than the 

biological level. This is evident in a case of Nhong, a vision impaired activist who uses 

a white cane. He experienced what it was like to become a nobody in the conversation: 

"Once, in a taxi, I accompanied a friend who is sighted person. The driver 
asked my friend to ask me about direction to my house. Strange isn't it? I 
just can't see, but I can hear and speak." 

[Blind person, male (36)] 

It can be interpreted that the struggles that disabled people face are not embedded in 

their impairment, but in the social environment, as Paterson and Hughes (ibid.:603) 

note: 

exclusion and disruption to communication is not therefore a matter of the 
ability of an impaired person to communicate, but about conuentions and 
norms of communication, which are (a priori) hostile to non-conforming 
fonns of physicality, 

This kind of phenomena is a consequence of the profound oppressions of everyday life. 

The processes of individualising make the problems of disabled people those of 

'Other'. One consequence is reflected in an opinion about the disability movement. As 

Pomme, a viSion-impaired person, said: 

"Disability is our problem. I don't really agree with those activists who 
frequently make protests on the road. We have a small number of demands. 
Sometimes, I think we should act in a less aggressive way, otherwise, we will 
get nothing." 

[University student, female (29)] 

In sum, this section helps us to see societal treatment of disabled people through 

different assumptions about disability. It also reveals the origin of attitudes about 

differences. In many ways, disablement is not only a result of the conditions of people 

with impairments. The disabling elements are embedded in a social system and daily 

practices. Social structured environments fail to adjust to accommodate citizens with 
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different needs. More importantly, disabling circumstances do not just naturally 

happen. Policies and prC),ctices around disability are separated out as for 'other' people 

with different or special needs. As Barton (1993) points out, the key factors of social 

oppression that disabled people confronted, in the time before the UK's Disabilities 

Discrimination Act 1995, were discrimination in their requirements of resource 

distribution and social treatment 

[ ... ] which contribute to their dehumanisation and isolationism. Advocating 
the social nature of their oppression involves disabled people being viewed as 
inferior to other people because they are disabled [ ... ] Finally, it involves the 
identification of some beneficiary of this state of affairs (ibid.:238). 

5.4 Embracing, resisting and altering the constructed value 

Increasingly, there are perceptions that disabled people do not necessarily accept 

passively the value imposed upon them (Snyder and Mitchell, 2001; Paterson and 

Hughes, 1999). The strategies that disabled people seek to use to influence societal 

value are different and depend upon individual circumstances. This section discusses a 

variety of ways ranging from embracing the self as a disabled person, rejecting and 

resisting the constructed value, and reproducing their own views of disability. 

5.4.1 Embracing being disabled 

This section discusses how disabled people do not necessarily see their lives with 

impairment and disability struggle as a tragedy. What is more, in many parts, disabled 

participants attempt to understand unwanted reactions from society. Petch shared her 

experience: 

"Thailand has over sixty million people, but there are a small number of 
wheelchair people. J'm fine if those strangers want to know about my 
personal situation, they can ask or even stare. [ ... J some people stare at me 
because they might want to help but just don't know how." 

[Wheelchair user, female (36)] 
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Furthermore, they are able to turn a negative experience into a way to empower the 

self. For instance, Topong realised that, although he has to put much effort into driving 

a car, he saw the problem differently from what non-disabled people told him: 

"When I want to drive a car some friends, told me 'why bother as you can't 
get in a car anyway'. But the thing is I want to drive, not to get in, though I 
need to be lifted up into it. This issue is not a problem for me." 

{Wheelchair user, male (47)J 

In addition, by self actualising their value, disabled people can be seen as active society 

members. Just as for non-disabled people, who are able to contribute to family or social 

functions, this is a way for disabled people to gain self-esteem (Khupantavee et aI., 

2008). Anant, the wheelchair user, regularly drives his car for a group of older persons 

for day-out activities. "After I set out who I am in society, I felt a lot better. I want to pay back 

to my community. I have received a lot from them." (Wheelchair user and radio host, (45)]. Similarly 

to Anant, another wheelchair user, Paradon, the former F16 pilot who still serves as a 

colonel has the view that disabled people should prove themselves and make people 

accept them as a disabled, colleague. Paradon added: "J need many Privates to support me 

on a daily basis. I normally stay longer and try to work harder so they can see my impairment is 

not a problem." [Lieutenant Colonel, male (40·45)} 

5·4.2 Rejecting disability as an individualistic problem 

As we have seen earlier, in part, the problem of disability is still perceived as an 

individual issue. However, in many cases, disabled people seek opportunities in 

variety of ways to communicate their rejection of those notions about disability. For 

instance, disabled people attempt to educate the public about karmic misfortunate. In 

one case, a young man with vision impairment sought to counter these explanations of 

his disability. Father Sawang recounted his experience: 

"after the monks finished a sermon by mentioning his blindness because he 
did bad things in previous life, he immediately stood up and said 'So J will 
take away all of your donation money which I reckon you owed me since the 
last life'." 

{Buddhist monk, male {60-65)J 
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Likewise, when disabled people realised that they were part of a research project about 

their lives, they effectively articulated the link to the problem of explanations using 

religious interpretation. The struggles of disabled people are separated from the social, 

and bounded in the personal. As Eard pointed out: 

"As disability has been understood as a result of bad karma, it individualised 
the existing disability problems. 1'd rather express the view that they are 
disabled because the state has failed to do its job. Good government won't 
leave their weak people." 

{Disability activist, female (28)] 

Furthermore, disabled people attempt to contest the dominant concept about disability, 

the Karmic belief. Monthian, a disability activist with vision impairment, believed that 

individualising disability issues effectively impedes works for social justice and human 

rights. Thus, editing the definition of disability used in the law is a vital task that 

disabled people actively perform as key agents. 

"We edited the new explanation which suggests disability shouldn't be 
viewed based on Wedhananiyon [pathetic ideas]. Disabled people shouldn't 
rely on voluntary provision and volunteer help. The new definition proposes 
we see disability as a social problem. I'm blind; the problem is not just 
because I can't see, but also because there's no Braille system for me. " 

{Blind person and a disability law committee, male (45-50)] 

Frequently, the feelings about disabled people are associated with pity. As discussed 

earlier, expressing such kinds of feelings can refer to an unequal power relation. The 

person who receives this feeling of pity may end up in a position inferior to the giver. 

Some disabled people realise that the acceptance of pity for them will lead to 

reinforcing an inferior status and accepting the superior power of the givers. Therefore, 

some disabled people, in particular the activists, reject using language that is connected 

to pity, which has been used to gain their benefits. For instance, Eard, the disability 

activist, was once asked to change a phrase in a letter to the government agency for 

funding from 'request for your cooperation' to be 'implore your help'. She dismissed that 

proposal. 
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"How could you feel the other to be an equal human if you felt they were 
pathetic? I had already chosen between self esteem and the benefit that comes 
with being '50ngsaan '[or pathetic in this context]." 

[Wheelchair user, female (28)) 

5·4·3 Reproduce their image through language use 

"It is crucial to note that Pi-gam is happening every day. Then we must see 
deeper than the facts given by the medical professionals. Those facts are only 
little examples of the social struggles that we've confronted." 

(Emai/, Saowaluk, wheelchair user and activist,female (44)) 

The statement of the disability activist above can be understood as saying that disabled 

people do not passively accept the assumption of the value given by the dominant 

medicalistic explanation. Gabel and Peters (2004:587) contend there is need to have 

self-knowledge in order to reveal such tension which is tied to one's own identity in 

the social world. Furthermore, Sullivan and Munford (1998:191) note that, at micro 

level, impaired persons resist the dominant disability connotation and identity 

imposing upon them. Resistance and challenge occur in order to 'deconstruct the 

meaning assigned to the 'disabled' subject position'. One strategy that disabled people are 

using is to change the language used about them. When one disabled participant 

realised that their comments will be published in this research, Sawang, the wheelchair 

user, was keen to emphasise that 

"people often see us as a client. I notice this from the way they name 'Kon 
Pi-gam' as 'Phu Pi-gam'. The latter was used by those medical people or 
state providers. So, you should use 'Kon Pi-gam' because it's the word 'Kon 
[human]' there. We are neither recipients nor a patient in a hospital. And also 
please don't say 'normal people' Dr that we have 'special need'." 

(Disability activist, male (31)J 

The popular media such as television programmes has been seen as the most powerful 

tool to shape perceptions about disability. Furthermore, Sawang managed to change 

disabled people's negative image through a mainstream TV show: 
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"I wrote a letter to the [name of a famous show] telling them to not to make the 
theme so dull, pitiful, and depressing when talking about disabled people. 
They should adjust their style to be more encouraging and cheerful." 

Disabled people and their organisations attempt to reproduce their own image through 

their own means. This can be a way to alter the very negative image imposed upon 

them, to become something more relevant to their 'reality'. As Adjana, a journalist with 

an English newspaper, recounted: 

"There were disabled representatives who contacted us to 
publish their protest about the lifts in the new elevated 
train project. They knew our targets are those policy 
decision makers, politicians, and business sectors. " 

Oournalist, female (30)] 

Some people seek to create more positive input about their image, as Petch shared: 

"I try to appear more often on television, also on the radio. I'm thinking 
about taking part as a model for a magazine, maybe in a sexy style [laughter]. 

Going out and about, people see me and greet me more often these days. The 
more they see, the more positive attitude we'll gain." 

{Wheelchair user, TV host, female (36)] 

5.5 Conclusion 

When someone judges me, anyone or anything, I ask: compared to what? 
(Steinem quoted in Dear and Wilton, 1997:458) 

Understanding of disability depends greatly upon the surrounding circumstances in 

which disability is constructed. We have seen the prejudice toward disability in the 

context of everyday practices, media, and popular assumptions. These elements play 

an important part in reinforcing an inferior position of disabled people. The positions 

of disabled people are not neutral or based on a biological difference, but contingent 

upon culture. This chapter reflects society's understandings of disability in transition. 

There are ways that disability is still viewed as an individual problem. Disability is not 

only the result of impairment, but also the failure of the social environment and the 
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consequence of misleading assumptions about the cause of disablement. In many cases, 

disability is connected with moral explanations and charitable solutions. For 

Birenbuam (1979:91), this traditional orientation of seeing disability through the moral 

approach is shaped by recurring social situations which either reinforce disadvantage 

people capacities to rebel or make rebellion an unlikely outcome. Hence, the key socio

cultural attributes such as the popular media and everyday use of language do not yet 

accurately reflect the value of the 'reality' of disabled people's struggles. 

Furthermore, those values are shaped within an unequal power relationship between 

disabled people and other people. This is done through the 'Otherisation' process. 

Shakespeare (1994) draws on the feminist approach which compared the constructed 

position between men and women, making women subordinate which harms them 

econOmically but which is beneficial to men. In other words, by making the problems 

of disabled people those of the personal or the other, it may be an effective way to 

explain the failure to provide equal resources and service distribution to all citizens. In 

many cases, disabled people discussed in this chapter had imposed on them the sense 

of Otherness, such as by the stare which Ngampan confronted or by being treated as a 

nonperson as Nhong experienced. As a consequence, some impaired people felt 

passive and nothing to do with those struggles, as we have seen in Pomme's opinion 

about the disability movement. 

However, disabled people are active agents in managing their lives. We have seen that 

disabled people are able to negotiate and resist disabling elements alongside the social 

process. They manage to counter religious belief, alter the definition of disabled 

people, and reproduce cultural elements which produced negative image about them 

and so on. A number of agendas raised by the disability activists commented on the 

power behind the traditional beliefs about disability, the unequal relationship of power 

which is a result of feeling of pity, as well as educating the researcher and other non

disabled people. In addition, the construction of the understanding of disability 

through daily social processes is dynamic. Such processes affect disabled people in 

different ways and levels. Simultaneously, disabled people resist change in different 

ways. This is presented in the figure below. 
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Figure 5.6 The cycle of a social process that constructs and reconstructs meanings of 'Pi-gam' 

The diagram explains the social process that constructs' disability' and shapes self

perception and the reaction of disabled people to the imposed value. The social process 

constructs the value held about being disabled and held by disabled people. A disabled 

individual perceives the societal understandings of disability within their daily lives. 

The socially constructed value is internalised into an individual's mind. 

Simultaneously, disabled individuals externalise thinking and feeling about the self by 

embracing or resisting or changing those values. Understanding of disability in a 

specific context is fruitfully explored by looking at how notions of disability shape the 

built environment, which will be discussed in the following chapter. 
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"I lldeeri, I believe tlLat tliere is 170 'Kon Pi-gam' [disabled person), but the 

envirol1lllellt is pi-gam. f. .. j Lilling n/olle, it is a/rendy exlll7l1sting enollgh 

j7lst getting out of ihe building where J /il'e. Leave alone those stairs, just a 

step of footpath, J 1I11/st ask the secllrity guard to lijl l7le !lp. 'Please help me', 

eueryrlay like ihat [ ... 7 hllvillg said Ihat, my hI/man right was violaterl. J 

canlLot go el1erywhere I wal1t, unlike the others." 

Kris177l17, TV IIost and wheelchair 7ISe/~ IIl17/e (39), 7th August 2007 
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6 I Disabling Built Environment and 
Spatial Requirements 

Introduction 

This chapter aims to investigate the inaccessible built environment as a product of the 

understanding of disability. It also seeks to explore the spatial needs of disabled people 

in the built environment. The analyses in this chapter draw on three analytical 

frameworks. Firstly, an understanding about the accessibility of disabled people is 

derived from the concept that disability is a relationship between the disabling built 

environment and bodily experiences. This draws on Kitchin's (1998) concept that 

spaces are socially constructed in disabling people so that, to a certain extent, impaired 

people are 'out of place'. Secondly, the discussion of factors of access implementation is 

based on Imrie's (2000b) framework of context specificity, which regards the local 

political environment when investigating the creation of accessible facilities. The final 

section explores disabled people's spatial struggles and requirements based on 

Gleeson's (1998) analysis of different forms of disabling environments. The term 

'disabling built environment' is adopted from Hawkesworth (2001:300) who draws on 

Hahn's idea of the environment that is frequently created in shifting 'power relations 

rather than being immutable, natural or given'. 

The chapter is organised in four sections. It consists of three analytical sections and one 

conduding section. The way in which the built environment disables people is 

explored through three aspects: 6.1) an understanding about accessibility for disabled 

people; 6.2) the factors which are inhibiting in the creation of the disabling 

environment and 6.3) disabled people's spatial experience in built environments. 
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6.1 Understandings of the accessible built environment 

This section outlines conflicting views of accessibility for disabled people in Thailand. 

The discussion is based on information from interviews and a postal survey. In part, 

the problems of disabled people seem distant from spatial inaccessibility concerns. 

Although 60.9 percent of 169 respondents acknowledge that Thailand has access laws 

(Figure 6.1) because they 'have seen access features in public places' (83 percent, see pie 

chart, Figure 6.2), the majority of respondents perceive that the struggles of disabled 

people are not relevant to inaccessible facilities. They believe the solutions for the 

problems of disabled people lie at a personal or individual level. As shown in Figure 

6.3, more than half of the respondents (55.6 percent) strongly agreed that 'the disability 

problem' springs from the 'mindset and psychological condition of disabled individuals'. A 

smaller number of respondents (28.4 percent) strongly agreed that the difficulties of 

disabled people spring from 'inaccessible facilities'. 
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10 

o 

60.9% • Have a law 

• Do not have a law 

No idea 

18.9% 

Acknowledgement about access law 

Figure 6.1 Acknowledgement about access law (N=169) 

The question asked: 'Whether or not Thailand has access law for disabled people?' 
Source: Postal survey October to November 2007 

'Knowing of having the access law because ... ' 

From news or 
have been told 

• Have seen access 
features in public 

Figure 6.2 The reasons responded to acknowledgment about access law 
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The question asked: 'I know about the access laws because .. : 

60 
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40 

30 

20 

10 

o 
Psychological condition of Attitude of people around law that protect and 

disabled person disabled individual support 
Inaccessible places, 

facilities 

• Strongly agree _ Agree Disagree Strongly disagree 

Figure 6.3 'The difficulties of disabled people are related to .. .' N=169 

The following sections investigate the understanding of accessibility in the built 

environment in three aspects: about places for disabled people, about the importance 

of accessible facilities, and about the key actors involved with access issues. 

6.1.1 The Iplaces' for disabled people 

It is asserted that the notion that disabled people have 'their places' effectively generates 

the idea of socia-spatial exclusion (Kitchin, 1998). Principally, all people should be able 

to access all kinds of spaces. For some people, however, there are different degrees of 

access needed for disabled people. As Wirayut, the university lecturer commented: 

"ideally everyone can go everywhere, but if any building 
doesn't have a function to seroe the needs of those 
disabled, it isn't necessary to provide [access facilities] { .. J 
this can be done case by case. " 

{School of Architecture, male (34)J 
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Likewise, the scope of places available for disabled people is echoed in the perspective 

that disabled people are seen as the 'other' group in society. Therefore, there are some 

places considered 'inappropriate' for them. As Pek an office worker responded: 

"They can have access to hospitals; shopping malls are 
fine; but not the pubs and clubs. [ ... J the nightclub or bar 
shouldn't be accessible because it's not appropriate for 
them to be there. These places are crowded and dark. They 
might cause trouble to other people. II 

[Non-disabled person, male (29)J 

However, disabled people have different requirements about places for themselves. 

The problems of accessibility seem to be those of physical barriers. As Jieb whose 

favourite place after work is pubs and clubs commented: 

"[ often do a night out, although those places are not really convenient and 
comfortable for me. Lots of people stared at me, they might feel it's strange 
when seeing a disabled person was there." 

[Wheelchair user, female (25)J 

The outlook which specifies a place for disabled people can be seen to be reflected in 

the wider context. A warrant can be seen in the recent bus allocation of the 

Government project in 2008-2009. This new measure launched 4,000 new buses in 

Bangkok. However, only five percent are 'low-rider' buses (low-floor entry which 

provided ease of access for wheelchair users and older persons). Furthermore, those 

equipped buses only served the main roads where the hospitals and state offices are 

10cated40• Such a limited aim for providing access facilities enshrined in legal provision 

significantly reflects societal attitudes about the space of disabled population. It does 

not only perceive disabled people as a minority, excluded from mainstream SOciety, it 

also views disabled people as the subordinate in society, such as by seeing disabled 

people as ill patients, since the route of the buses mainly passes hospitals. Therefore, 

provision repeatedly reinforces social segregation and the notion that disabled people 

are' others'. As Imrie (2000a:1643) states, disabled people are perceived as a population 

requiring particular forms of regulation of state programmes and policies. In this 

40 Thls is stated in the leaflet of declaration for a march by the Freed Movement for Wheelers of Thailand. Also 
accessible online: www.noaccessnofreedom.com 
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regards, Kitchin (1998) points out that the absence of accessible facilities for disabled 

people in certain urban spaces is a signifier telling disabled people that some places are 

not 'their places', so that they feel they are 'out of place' (ibid.:349). Through this 

perspective, disabled people are eventually excluded via the way society understands 

which places are lor' them. 

6.1.2'mportance of accessible facilities 

As Imrie (2000a:1641) points out, 'physical obstacles and barriers are compounded by social 

barriers too'. The (un)availability of public accessible facilities significantly influences 

the relationship of disabled people with society. Furthermore, accessibility in physical 

environments has a reciprocal relationship with perceptions about disabled people. As 

we have seen in Chapter 5, in parts, disabled people tend to be seen as burdensome 

and dependent. Such attitudes interrelate with the extent that society and disabled 

people experience one another in different physical environments. Kanin, a Thai 

student in the United States, compared his feelings about disabled people shaped by 

different spatial experiences: 

"In America, I've often seen disabled people in the street. 
I felt indifferent to them as I knew that they have 
available facilities supported by their state. While I've 
seen many disabled Thais struggle a lot. I felt pity for 
them." 

[Non-disabled person, male (33)J 

Furthermore, the absence of accessible facilities in public places generates the notion 

that disabled people are a minority. Most people rarely see their disabled peers, 

therefore, the need for investment for creating accessible feature have been questioned. 

As Pimpramote recounted: 

"I reckon there were protests about a missing lift on the 
Sky Train platform. The investment was huge. Now we 
have those lifts, but I've hardly seen any disabled people 
use them. It is a shame if those lifts will not be used. /I 

[UniverSity Lecturer,female (43)J 
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Nevertheless, some people realise that accessible facilities have more importance 

beyond a simple physical issue, as Poom, a non-disabled participant pointed out: 

"The disabled people must be able to go everywhere they 
want. They shouldn't need to put in too much effort. If 
those places are accessible, more disabled people will come 
out and we will be familiar with them." 

{A cousin of one wheelchair user,female (41)) 

Disabled people are often perceived as passive and incapable in society (Shakespeare, 

1994:288). In part, their image is linked with being dependent upon an immediate 

family member or carer, and so the wider public hardly sees their needs in public 

places. The images of disabled people as passive and unable to use spaces results in the 

view that accessible features for disabled users are of little importance of, as Eard 

commented: 

"We've often been referred to the image of beggars. They sit idle and beg. 
This job has no need to move a lot. Hence, the public don't see why facilities 
in workplaces or shopping malls are important for us." 

[Wheelchair user, female (28)J 

However, many disabled participants contrast the reality of their lives and access to 

public places. Those public accessible facilities are not only important to use physically, 

but also for them as an equal members of society, as Sawang said: 

"I only can't walk, but I still have my brain. No one wants to stay at home 
forever. Though there's a lot to pay for an outing, I always wanted to do so. 
lfwe don't go out, we will be forgotten." 

[Wheelchair user, male (31)J 

Concerns about the investment targeted at a certain group of people are met with 

mixed views, which are shaped by attitudes about the value of investment for disabled 

people. For instance, the tax payer without disability commented on creating accessible 

facilities that "I do agree to spend our tax providing those features for disabled people, but it 

should be used practically and in worthwhile ways" [University Lecturer, male (43)). Similarly a 

state official believed that the investment should be done for a 'worthy' outcome. 

Investing effort to provide 'special' facilities for an insignificant group of the population 
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is associated with cost and benefit concerns. As Danu comment on a ramp on the 

footpath for disabled people: 

"To be honest, as non-disabled citizens, will you be 
satisfied by seeing green plants or a concrete ramp 
provided by the state? Whilst those ramps are not 
necessary for you. " 

[Architect in Public Work Unit of the BMA, male (33)] 

Nevertheless, disabled people believed that money from taxes should be equally 

invested for all citizens, as Nhong, the vision-impaired person commented: 

"I work and I pay tax, why can't we get benefit from it? You walk at night 
and the state provides street lamps for you. But we don't need those lights. 
We need a safe footpath with some guiding on them". 
[Disability activist, male (34)J 

Similarly Prapas, a hard-oE-hearing participant commented: "I've paid a lot of tax, but 

those buildings have never provided good signs as well, or TV programmes with subtitles for 

me" {Architect, male (58)). Additionally, the importance of access issues also depends on 

people's views of humanity. Whilst the authority perceives the value of their 

investment in terms of serving the majority, disabled people view such issues as based 

on human rights. The following opinions clearly depict these contrast perspectives: 

"We did several surveys, disabled person are few in 
number. It is difficult to enforce the access issue by 
claiming it as a big project for the annual budget." 

[Provincial Administrative Chiet male (55-60)) 

"We were trying to lobby the local authority, but they claimed they didn't 
have enough fiscal year budgets to do what we wanted." 

[Leader of provincial Independent Living Centre, male (44)J 

"The public policies must not be arranged according to number. Indeed, the 
access issue is about the life of one human being. It isn't like when the 
politicians motivate people to vote for their campaign." 

{Disability activist, male (31) 
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Disability policy seeks to normalise disabled citizens or as Kitchin (1998:347) states 'to 

bring people back to 'normality' to live with the able-bodied community. Kitchin also 

points out that segregated provision for the disabled population reproduces the 

concept that an inaccessible environment is natural. Additionally, it can be understood 

that the nature of disability policies gives the idea that making the built environment 

accessible is not the priority of disabled people. The resource arrangements based on 

categories of impairments tends to draw disabled people's attention to their legal 

entitlements. Impaired citizens become passive clients. For instance, the mobility 

impaired group is entitled to free wheelchairs, and the deaf are entitled to hearing aids. 

Therefore, accessible facilities in public places seems less important to their lives. As a 

consequence, it creates an unconscious acceptance of the process of spatial exclusion 

even amongst those who are the oppressed. For instance, disabled people view the 

access issue to be of little importance to them; Supomtham shared his experience in 

working with an access group: 

"They do not really commit as it should be. We have three or four thousand 
in the group, but only a few showed up when demonstrating for access 
issues. This matter seems not relevant to their livelihood. But, you'll see 
several thousand protesting for the lottery quotas, assistive devices or 

allowances. " 

[Disability activist, male (42)J 

It can be said that those mixed views about the importance of accessible facilities are 

shaped by different understanding about accessibility. Therefore, it is necessary to note 

that the access issue is beyond physical struggle. As Marks (1999:95) contends, the 

requirement is socially constructed and the term 'need' is also bound up with cultural 

values. We have seen that the importance of accessible facilities is of relative value. The 

following section explores the key actors and their understanding about accessibility 

for disabled people. Who has a crucial role to play in creating accessible built 

environments? 

6.1.3 Creating accessible facilities: whose roles to play? 

This section discusses the role of key actors which society and disabled people perceive 

as critical in creating accessible facilities. There have been a variety of views on key 
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actors who take responsibility for access implementation. This section attempts to 

develop different points of view on the actors who play key roles in the production of 

accessible built environments. In addition, the context specificities of the policy are 

connected with the position of individuals in a certain social context. Imrie (2000b:9) 

suggests a framework to investigate accessibility for disabled people at locale that 

depends on 

material, political, and cultural capacities of different potential actors or the 
resources which are available to different individuals and/or groups to realise 
their (political) interests. 

The ideology of disability as an individual or personal problem perpetuates notions 

about inaccessibility in two aspects. Firstly, it disconnects access implementations from 

collective societal responsibilities. Secondly, as this idea is reproduced regularly each 

day, disabled people unconsciously accept this notion and perceive themselves as 

powerless to influence the policy makers or their society to comply with the 

established access laws. According to Imrie and Kumar (1998:366), the social position 

of disabled people has a relationship with their ability to influence the policy 

professionals, which reinforces the feeling of powerlessness. For instance, many 

respondents commented that the access issue required the role of the state. Parichat, a 

non-disabled informant noted "The ramp in front of individual property is possible for me, 

but, the state should do in the first place as the role model" {Shop-house owner, female (63)]. 

Furthermore, when access facilities have not been met, it has been seen as a 

responsibility of the people with their impairments. As Wirayut a lecturer commented: 

"The access issue should be initiated by disabled people 
themselves, if they want to use the buildings but they 
don't speak ou t, who will speak for them?" 

{University Lecturer, School of Architecture, male (34)] 

The comments above illustrate that the struggle for accessibility depends a great deal 

on the role of the state and disabled people. This is echoed in the opinions expressed by 

169 respondents who stated that the key actors who play crucial roles in disability 

issue are 'the state officials such as politicians' (62.1 %) and 'disabled people and their 

organisation' (53.8%) (Figure 6.4). 
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Figure 6.4 The responses to a question: 'Who plays a key role in disability development?' 

Moreover, the authorities concerned seem to avoid taking responsibility for access 

issues. Many actors concerned with access implementation assume that removing 

barriers for disabled people is simply a means to resolve 'individuals or personal 

problems'. As a consequence, the role of authorities has been reduced to regulating the 

existing restricted rules and limitation of knowledge. In other words, the solutions are 

beyond their direct responsibility. As Yord-ying commented on creating access 

facilities in the municipality offices: 

"The master plan of the building was designed six or 
seven years ago. There was no ramp and no toilet for 
those disabled. [. .. J the official architects have little 
[technical] knawledge about this. " 

{Chief o!provincial administration, male (55-60)J 

In addition, the authorised actors seem to perceive themselves as having little capacity 

to sort the problems. As Danu explained: 
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Imrie and Wells (1993:215) note that the actors dealing with access policy tend to 

perceive these as technical issues for a less important group of citizens 'or as 

compensatory measures merely to assist a small and economically insignificant population Witll 

special needs'. Furthermore, an individualised notion of the disability problem 

frequently shapes disabled people's view that access issues are beyond their ability to 

change. Even for people who work as a media, an articulation of so-called 'personal 

problems' may become troublesome. Anant who lives with post-polio is concerned 

about his role in motivating his community about accessible facilities: 

"I want to express this but don't dare to do so. If I start, the issue may affect 
some politicians here. They might take it as personal matter. I pay tax for 
their salary, but never been able to use those facilities. Ii 

[Provincial radio host and wheelchair user, male (45)J 

Likewise, some people take into account their social position when considering 

whether to influence the construction of accessible facilities. When disabled people 

realise that their role exercising influence has been neglected, they feel they hardly 

have power and energy to invest, as Para don noted: 

'The public work unit must arrange their people to monitor [building process1· 

For example, those workers don't listen to the blind who say that those 
guiding blocks are not practical for them ". 

[Disability activist, male (40-4S)) 

Although some people achieve their goal to influence accessible facilities, the weakness 

of public work management and lack of commitment constitute misleading of the role 

of lobbying. As Ngampan, a sister of the Member of Parliament (and current Prime 

Minister), said: 

"I couldn't get out of my house by myself, because those footpaths have been 
under construction for six months. The Governor is committed to get it 
done. I wrote to the Municipality Office, but nothing happened. I don't want 
to cry out loud, otherwise people might think I was trying to use my position 
to get favours. Ii 

[Wheelchair user, female (4S)} 
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In sum, it can be said that understanding of accessibility in the built environment 

depends on the socio-cultural attitude about a specific group of people. Whilst 

understanding of accessibility in the built environment for disabled people still 

involves individual struggles and solutions, there is a requirement to explore the 

broader social system. The next section discusses the factors that facilitate and hinder 

the creation of accessible facilities in the socio-cultural and political structure. 

6.2 Factors inhibiting creation of accessible facilities 

As discussed in Chapter 2, in the production of disabling spaces, the key elements 

inhibiting access implementation consist of socio-political culture and attitude, 

resource availability and the practices of the local authorised actors (Imrie, 2000b), 

architectural design concepts and practice that fail to consider different bodies' spatial 

requirements in the academic and professional arena. This section, therefore, explores 

the conditions that make access implementation possible. There are the local socio

political environment and knowledge about access requirement of disabled people 

held by key authorised actors such as Public Work officials which are characterised by 

the attitude toward accessibility for disabled people. Additionally, there are key factors 

embedded in the design concepts and practices of architectural discipline. 

External influences from international organisations can be understood as a significant 

factor in creating accessible facilities. The United Nations Economic and Social 

Commission for Asia and the Pacific (UNESCAP, 1995) notes that, for the 

industrialised countries, the process of planning and decision-making is regulated by 

legislation and praxis, that is, custom. The process is accomplished by professionals 

and overseen by authorities. Furthermore, the UNESCAP also said that in those 

countries where the administrative structure is weak, the planning and building 

process is informal and more open to individual wants and means. In many parts of 

the Thailand's access legislation, there is emphasis on the motivation and cooperation 

of privately owned buildings. Section 17(1) of the Rehabilitation Act 1991 (Thailand 

Government Gazette, 2006:6) stated that the concerned ministries must issue the 

Ministerial Legislation for access facilities in buildings, public places, transport and 

public services for disabled people (such as providing ramps, dropped kerbs on the 
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footpath, public disabled toilets). However, Section 18 persuades the private sector to 

co-operate with the regulation by offering a tax reduction which is double the budget 

that is invested to create accessible features in any building project. While the access 

law encourages co-operation from the private sectors, there has been an absence of 

accessible features in the state-owned buildings such as two storey building with stairs 

as only form of access. 

The nature of the access legislation, which Imrie (2000b:l7) terms 'pro-developer attitude', 

seeks to motivate the private sector to investment and is open to a variation of 

interpretation that significantly marginalises access issues in its implementation 

process. In 1993, Thailand and the other two countries (China and India) were 

nominated by the UNESCAP to establish a pilot project for 'Non-handicapping 

Environments for Disabled and Elderly Persons'. However, the selection by the 

Thailand government of the site for this project was based on economic stimulation 

rather than emphasising equal human rights according to the inWal aim (Proposal of 

the Pilot Project in Kabinlikkawanit, 1998:3). The Bangkok business district was 

established as the focal site covering two square kilometres. The project committees 

proposed seven shopping centres, three luxury hotels, the Police Hospital, and ten 

commercial banks around the city centres. Although the initial target group was 

disabled people, those commercial places were proposed to stimulate the private sector 

to take part in this project. 

Nevertheless, the pilot project was dismissed. In 1995, instead, the proposed venues 

were plotted in the master plan for building the express train project called 'Sky Train'. 

Despite the project being obliged to follow the UNESCAP plan, the Public Work 

Department under the Bangkok Metropolitan Administration (BMA), opted to publish 

a design gUidance for improving the standard footpath for everyone instead of creating 

an accessible footpath for everyone as planned. This handbook was later called the 

code of practice 'Access Standard of Accessible Facilities and Service for Disabled People' 

(BMA, 1998). 

Notwithstanding, the SMA restarted the project in 199B. This project was prepared for 

the FESPIC Games which was hosted by Thailand in 1999. The renewal project aimed 

to improve eleven footpaths in the inner Bangkok to facilitate international athletes 
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with impairments (Kulachon and Dankittikul, 2005:3). Some of the eleven footpaths 

have been completely improved in accordance with the BMA's design guideline which 

adopted international standards from United Nation Promotion of Non-handicapping 

Physical Environments for Disabled Persons: Guidelines (BMA, 1998:Introduction 

page). The majority of the selected areas covered the shopping and tourist attractions. 

This project tends to emphasise improving those areas which have been seen as a 

magnet for tourists. 

Since the works have been done, the quality of several features were found to be far 

from the standard, without any improvements (Kabinlikkawanit, 1998:42). Because of 

the lack of training for the workers, lacking of effective co-operation between different 

Public Work units, and a lack of effective monitoring, the new features created more 

difficulties for disabled users. Although it was brought about through international 

disability influence, the nature of the local socio-economic context cannot be 

guaranteed to achieve accessible facilities. Those improved facilities, e.g. even 

pavements and guiding blocks for the blinds, are of little value to the disabled users. 

As one wheelchair user commented, "there's nothing to do with us in those places [e.g. high 

street shopping centres]. Getting there is already a cost". 

Furthermore, my preliminary survey in 2007 found that the warning blocks for people 

with visual impairments were arbitrarily placed on the pavement. The guiding blocks 

are of two types: the button pattern is for warning and stopping when there is different 

level of pavement, and the bar-type one is for guiding the visual impaired pedestrians 

in reaching facilities on a footpath such as a phone box or a bus stop. Those features are 

arranged differently from the design guidelines (compare a completed work and an 

example of the design guideline in figure 6.5, 6.6 and 6.7 respectively). 
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Figure 6.5 Two types of the Braille guiding blocks for vision impaired people 
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Figure 6.6 Design guideline for the warning blocks on a footpath (BMA, 1998:20) 
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Figure 6.7 The warning (button-type) and guiding (bar-type) blocks were placed differently from the 
design guideline 

The examples of poorly executed accessible features shown above demonstrate that 

there is required of disabled people's spatial requirements in the planning and 

building processes as well as a good standard of training for the workers involved. 

Therefore, those investments do not seem to be facilitating the targeted user e.g. visual

impaired people. For instance, those warning blocks tend to be unhelpful for their 

journey, as Dham commented: 

"It doesn't make much difference if those footpath surfaces are uneven. I 
can't make any distinction if these are warning or just the usual rough 
pavement. Actually, I simply want a smooth pavement and some warning 
tactile blocks at a change of level, no need for guiding. " 

{Conversotion in the workshop, blind, male (42)] 

Those projects illustrate that though the initial objective was targeted at disabled users, 

the interpretation and nature of administration of the local authorised actors has 

significantly hindered the achievement of accessible facilities. It can be under tood that 

the struggle of law implementation cannot be seen merely as regulatory and technical. 

It is associated with understanding about facilities for disabled people as well as the 

political and economic interest of key actors who interpret and manipulate their 

agendas. For instance, the creation of an accessible footpath was transformed into a 

property improvement project for the business district. As a consequence, the resulting 

'accessible features' on the footpath have not fully met their initial aim. 
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6.2. f Socia-political culture and accessibility struggles 

In Thailand, the majority of public facilities and services managed by State-Owned 

Enterprises (SOEs) have had increased signs of weakness in policy implementation. 

The state regards public facilities and services, in particular transport as their 

possessions and a form of security (Nitsmer, 2008). In this way, investment in public 

facilities and service tends to be based on a cost and benefits analysis. In Thailand, the 

state intervenes rather than acting as a facilitator or a subsidiser through resistance 

against private investments via labour unions (ibid.:175). Most public facilities are 

either designed with reference to Western standards or arbitrarily designed by the state 

officials concerned (Tanaboriboon and Guyano, 1991:52). Development of those public 

facilities and service which have little effect on the majority of consumers is taken 

forward slowly. In other words, the investment for disabled people who are viewed as 

a minority of consumers is significantly behind. 

For Nitsmer (2008), the struggle of resource distribution is associated with unequal 

state responsibilities segregated by the different economic capacities of the population. 

For instance, the bus service system in Bangkok contains distinctive standards 

compared to the urban express train system: the Sky Train (BTS) and underground 

train (MR1) services. The bus system has been perceived as the fundamental mode of 

transport for urban people with low incomes. It is based on a welfare-oriented 

provision. However, its condition is often decrepit and it provides an unreliable 

service, even though the cost of bus fares is one-fifth of the express train service which 

is faster and deaner, and restricted to the urban area. In this sense, the commercial 

services are limited because the SOEs favour the concessions that focus on the markets 

with the greater ability to pay (Nitsmer, 2008:188). Situations like this affect disabled 

people, the majority of whom are disadvantaged by a lack of accessibility to public 

resources and decent paid jobs. The bus system has failed to improve accessible 

facilities because the authority is less than vigorous about providing low entry buses 

for wheelchair users. 

Furthermore, implementation of accessible facilities in urban Bangkok struggles with 

less strict accountability amongst different Public Work units of the Bangkok 

Metropolitan Administration (BMA). It reduces the quality of public work done when 
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measured by its standards. Figure 6.8 shows a high-level duct cover of a Water Work 

Office which was required to be levelled down to the same level as the pavement. 

Figure 6.8 Examples of duct covers of the Water Work Unit 

These are installed higher than the pavement level. As a result, they obstructed many people particularly with walking 
aids or visual impairments. 

In this case, a project stakeholder revealed that a lack of consistent inspection create a 

big gap so that it results in greater physical barriers for disabled pedestrians. The 

authorised actor seems to deny their responsibilities, and so the inaccessibility 

struggles seem to be left to the individual who carries disability. Danu, the architect in 

the Bangkok Public Work Department, explained the problem of the duct cover 

obstructing the footpath: 
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"We are civil servants unlike the politicians. We have no 
need Jor an accredited project, so no one wants to invest 
more time after their jobs are done. My role has little 
power. They [Water Work Officials] claimed those features 
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are difficult to remove [ ... J otherwise, we need to cut off 
all the water supply along that road for days. I think we 
need the role of disabled people to force this. " 

[Government Official in Public Work Department, male (33)} 

In part, the comment of the Public Work official above can be understood that the level 

of access implementation in urban settings depends on the influential role of disabled 

groups. Imrie (2000b:20) notes that the strengths and weakness of local disabled people 

are 'critical ingredients in shaping the respective "local political environments" and responses 

to disabled people's needs'. In contrast to the urban cases, disabled people the rural 

settings seem to have relatively little role in lobbying the authorities. Yord-ying, a 

provincial civil servant, responded to the access issue: 

"I know there are [access] laws. I built a ramp in my office, 
but they've [disabled people] never come to use it. Most of 
them stay in their house, hardly take part in any issues. 
Sometime, I need to call them au t to get their allowance." 

[Chief o!Provincial Administrative. male (SS-60)j 

In addition, the factors inhibiting the local political culture also deal with the attitudes 

of state officials and transparency of their administrations. Corruption can be seen as a 

crucial obstacle that creates gaps in access law implementation. The huge investments 

of the state projects often provide opportunities for the politicians and political parties 

who get used to augmenting their private incomes by taking from public expenditure. 

As Phongpaichit (1999) points out, those government agencies try to resist introducing 

and implementing anti-corruption measures as well as tightening government control 

over economic activities and over government institutions to ensure the flow of 

corruption revenue. For instance, in the new international airport project, the 

government reduced the bidding partners to only one company (ibid.1999:5). What is 

more, the reduction of the building specification is part of corruption by effectively 

creating accessible facilities which are lower than its standards. Yord-ying commented 

on the cause and effect of corruption of bureaucratic people in building projects: 

"Fiscal year budgets impede them from collecting a lot of 
money. 17wrejore, they corrupt specific projects. The 
greatest opportunity for corruption is ill constructioll 
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projects. [ ... J As a result, there has hardly been money left 
for basic infrastructure. Let alone those facilities [for 

disabled people]." 

[Chief of the provincial administration, male (55-60)] 

Disabled People International (DPI) organisation has followed the progress of 

accessible facilities in the Suvanabhum International Airport project. Its leader 

considered this case to be urgent in the sense that the authority neglected the disability 

issue even in such a big project which has been considered as the pride of the country. 

Topong recounted: 

"When I saw the construction drawing, there was nothing about access 
features. [ ... J I requested the Minister of Transportation [name] if I could take 
part in this project when it was just starting. They didn't allow me to get 
into the construction site. They said 'it's too dangerous for us.' Until the 
project was almost completed, the same Minister said they've never heard 
about this issue [access facilities for disabled people in the airport]." 

[Disability activist, wheelchair user, male (47)] 

The DPI leader also visited the Prime Minister during campaigning for a new election. 

Among the public and media, Topong raised the issue of the absence of accessible 

facilities in the new airport. "In front of those media people, he [the Prime Minister] promised, he 

will deal with this issue, but there was nothing happened since then." The DPI and other 

disability organisations got together as a group of more than two hundred people. 

Eventually, they were able to express their agenda to the Prime Minister. 

"After we fought for eleven months we can get into the construction site. 
7710se access facilities were very poor, lower than international standards. 
[ ... J they [the airport company staffJ told us it was too late for any correction, 
they can't do anything. " 

It is clear that the key struggle revolves around a lack of transparency and a neglect of 

the needs of disabled people in the planning, design and construction process. "This is 

a crucial case which reflects the fact that the state and authority deliberately ignored our needs" 

commented the DP! leader. Furthermore, in the case of budget management, 

international disability network moderated this problem. The leader of the DPI 

immediately contacted the Airport Company when the Japanese disability organisation 

198 I f'iJ g /2 



Chapter 6 I Disabling Built EnVIronment and Spatial Requirements 

informed him of different information about the achievement of accessibility in the 

new airport. 

"They [Japanese disability organisation] sent a congratulation letter to DPI that 
they were informed from the lBIC41 that the Thailand government had fully 
equipped accessible features for disabled people" 

In contrast, the preliminary survey of DPI staff founded several hazardous spots in the 

airport. For example, the design of passenger ramps with slippery material at the gates 

creates risk of injury for wheelchair users (see Figure 6.9) 

Figure 6.9 A ramp in the new airport project 

A design error spot which is considered as a dangerous point in the Suvarnabhumi Airport. The surface of the ramp is 
built with sleek material (stainless steel). The stairs are placed immediately at the end of the slippery ramp. 

Source: OPI staff, attached photograph via personal email, 16th January 2007 

In sum, although Thailand has had access laws in accordance with the international 

standards, the struggles to achieve what they promised depend on interpretation and 

regulation through the nature of local political variations of approach. The struggles 

inhibit how access laws are interpreted, depending on a lack of effective co-operation 

amongst public work officials, degree of lobbying by local disabled people and 

variation of enforcement between the state and private sectors. This complicated 

problem can be summed up as Ngampan commented: 

41JBIC or Japan Bank of International Cooperation is the international bank that gave the largest amount to the Thai 
government for the construction of the new airport project. Thirty percent of the airport 's construction cost was cove~ed 
by Airports of Thailand (AOT), while another 70 percent came from JBIC. Source: Suvarnabhumi Airport websIte, 
online available http://www.airportsuvamabhumi.com/about-suvarnabhumi-airport/ accessed: September 2007 
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"The authorities don't see access issues as a duty to their citizens. The most 
important barriers are the patron-client relation, having said that I might 
have my neck cut [ ... J and corruption in the bureaucratic system. We have 
right to vote, then we shouldn't rely on the patron. " 

[Wheelchair user, female (45)J 

In the preceding section (6.1 and 6.2) we have seen abstract causes of access problems 

embedded in the understanding of the local political administration. We have seen the 

problems in a hierarchical bureaucratic structure, which emphasises the role of 

authorised actors, requiring a dismantling of unequal techno-bureaucratic practices in 

favour of participative democratic structures (Imrie and Kumar, 1998:372). Imrie and 

Kumar also suggest interpreting access issues as a socially construct and moving 

beyond statistical and medicalised strategies. The solution should deepen 

understanding about disability and the needs of disabled people, whereby impairment 

should not be segregated. In turn, the policy decision making, planning and building 

process should include people with various conditions of difficulty. 

6.2.2 Disembodied architecture: knowledge and practice 

A key agent in the process of the creation of disabling architecture is related to the 

conception of the design and practice in architectural discipline (discussed in Chapter 

2.2.1.). Hall and Imrie (1999:410-411) point out that the attitudes and values of design 

professionals are 'an important site and source of building users' estrangement from the built 

environment'. In one respect, the complexities of the human body and life tend to be 

reduced to a form of knowledge which is underpinned by technical solutions and 

quantitative measurements in the design education and process. In this sense, the 

spatial requirements and access issues seem to be addressed as a 'special' subject in the 

design studies. Wirayut, a course director, responded to an issue about knowledge of 

accessibility for disabled people: 
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"We don't teach this in general subjects. If there are 
some, it is in selective courses like 'urgonomik' 
[Ergonomics] studies. Having said that, if any student who 
doesn't do a project about disabled users, they might not 
take this for granted." 

[School of Architecture, male (34)J 
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Likewise, Puangpetch a course tutor responded: 

"In some cases, if the studellts proposed their targeted 
users as wheelchair lIsers, I told them to look in the 
handbook of human standard data. It is very important 
for them to know the degree and length of ramps and 
stuff. " 

[School oflnterior DesignJemale (46)] 

The concept that different bodies' requirement can be reduced to technical specificity 

can be understood as resulting from the modernism design theory (particularly that 

which is derived from Western thoughts). Its focus tends to be on the aesthetic, and 

therefore, the uncertainty of human body and needs have been seen, as Imrie (2003:47) 

expresses drawing on Le Corbusier's view of the human body as 

a contaminant that countered the ideal of geometrical purity, with the 
capacity to destroy the visual quality and intrinsic meaning of the 
architectu reo 

This notion has been conveyed through design and building products such as in a form 

of a design standard handbook, which 

[ ... J are problematical for (re)producing (pre)conceptions of the lIuman body 
which are allistorical and lifeless [and] sometimes so for removed from reality 
as to be worthless (Imrie, 2003:56). 

Some respondents required a means to input awareness of different requirements in 

the design course, as Chard commented: 

"1 attended a class when 1 was ill America. We were 
assigned to pretend to be a wheelchair user. TItat was 
really practical learning by doing stuff. Bllt I found that 
it is difficult to get such a tool here. Seems ollr faculty see 
it is good for nothing." 

[School of Interior DeSign, male (39)) 

The architectural pedagogy in this approach tends to see accessibility for disabled 

users as a specific subject for particular project or a knowledge which is less than 

important in a design process. This notion reduces the access issue into a matter of 
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particular group of bodies. In other words, accessibility of disabled people is an 

individualistic concern. Moreover, this issue is also linked to the idea of good work 

and moral soundness. As Atipu, an architect in a design firm responded: 

"to be honest, I have no idea about [access] regulation. But 
I've heard of access issues when 1 was in architecture 
school. If anyone proposed a project for disabled users, 
they will be marked up from B to B plus because of their 
moral concern." 

[Project architect, male (34)J 

Furthermore, the design professionals seem to pass on their responsibility in creating 

facilities for disabled users. In some cases, they believe that providing accessible 

features depends on the decision of property owners or operating for a willing 

clientele. As Chokchai responded: 

"the project owners hardly take disabled groups into their 
consideration because they often say they have hardly 
seen disabled clients visiting their shops. So I always cut 
this group out straight away." 

[Interior Designer, male (35)] 

The design process and outcome which is underpinned by such notions often fail to 

respond to the needs of people with different capabilities and attributes. In many cases, 

the built environment also fails to deliver basic functionality, as Nhong commented: 

"Such a pity that disabled people have never been taken into account in those 

buildings. They [architects and builders] might not know our needs, or they 
think this account is not important at all. I am able to enter a building, but I 

don't know what it is trying to communicate with me, who can't see. I need 
an information system. Otherwise there is no value in that building for me. " 

[Blind person, disability activist, male (34)J 

We have seen that the knowledge which is embedded in design and construction is 

very important. It is conveyed through the way the built environment is created. 

Therefore, it is crucial for the design knowledge and practice arena to consider what 

Imrie (2003:64) suggests on two key issues: 'open-minded' thinking about including 

2021 Page 



Chapter 6 I Disabling Built Environmont and Spatial Requirements 

differences of bodies and the interrelationship amongst the social, the aesthetic, the 

practical, the subject and object, and the body and the mind which should be brought 

together. 

6·3 Access constraints and spatial requirements 

The section investigates the many ways that oppression and exclusion are 

consequentially affected by a variety of forms of inaccessible built environment. Again, 

the discussion in the Chapter 2.2 about the creation of disabling built environment 

helps to understand that the buildings, footpath, buses and other public facilities are 

not neutrally created. Instead, they are built through and reflect perceptions about 

disability and accessibility of disabled people. As Kitchin notes: 

The fonns of oppression are played out within space and are given context by 
space. Space is organised and written to perpetuate disablist practices. 
(1998:346) 

For Imrie (1998:361-362), a design apartheid which acts as an effective barrier against 

people with mobility impairment can represent the dominant meaning of one group in 

the society as they stereotype another group as the 'other'. That value, both implicitly 

and explicitly, is embedded in the built environment everywhere, from the uneven 

pavement with high kerbs at the end of footpath, public buildings without an 

accessible toilet, to the segregated institutions provided for disabled members which 

are organised to keep disabled people 'in their place' (Kitchin, 1998:345). 

Many buildings in Thailand as in the Western countries, Hall and Imrie note (1999:409) 

that they are not designed to facilitate wheelchair users and only few contain accessible 

features. Urban Bangkok, where investment comes largely from Japan (Smith and 

Timberlake, 1995:294), does have elements as in other capitalist cities that 'a critically 

disabling features of capitalist cities is their inaccessible design (Gleeson, 1997:369)'. 

Inaccessible built environments significantly affect perceptions of disability, of disabled 

people, and society. As Freund (2001:693) highlights: 
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[IJf people with an impainnent are not automatically or 'naturally' disabled, 
it is also possible that those who are not impaired may be disabled in a 
particular temporal-spatial context. 

This section looks at three forms of disabling built environment that create spatial and 

social oppression for disabled users. A variety of spatial experiences and requirements 

of disabled participants show that those physical impediments do not only 

circumscribe physical accessibility but also socially exclude and oppress disabled 

people in manifold. The forms of disabling situations are based on Gleeson (1998:92)'s 

three ways in which environments discriminate against disabled users by disregarding 

their spatial requirements. There are 1) physical barriers to movement for disabled 

people, 2) building architecture that excludes the entry of anyone with different 

abilities of movement, and 3) inaccessible public transport modes. 

6 . .3. f Physical barriers to movement 

In many places, disabled people struggle with physical barriers as soon as they step 

out from their living spaces. An experience of using the public pedestrian system by 

Noi reveals that spatial exclusion occurs daily. Her workplace is closer than one 

kilometre from her house, but she has to hire a taxi for a return trip every day because 

liThe footpaths are full of vendors and unorganised public infrastructures 
like telephone boxes and advertisement poles are scattered on a very narrow 
sidewalk. [ ... J otherwise, I can roll to work, this distance should be very easy 

for me" 

{Wheelchair user, former athlete, female (38)J 

In this case while using a wheelchair instead of feet disabled pedestrians are forced to 

pay more than non-disabled counterparts. Furthermore, by failing to acknowledge a 

variety of spatial requirements of impaired people, the' accessible' features provided for 

disabled people can become sources of barriers added to existing constraints on 

footpath. The information from the online survey with 55 disabled respondents reveals 

that the most visible accessible features on public footpaths (yellow warning blocks for 

the blind) are not as important as even pavements. Sixty percent of 55 respondents felt 

that an 'even pavement' is the most required element while only 21.8 percent felt that 
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warning blocks are the 'most necessarily needed'. Interestingly, 23.6 percent stated that 

those features are 'not necessary at all' (Figure 6.10). 

60% 

34.5% 
• Most necessarily need 

23.6% 
• Need very much 

Need sometime 
1.8% 0% 

Not neccessary at all 

Even pavement on footpath Warning blocks at different 
level on pavement 

Figure 6.10 'How much do you need these features on the footpath?' Two sets of data compare the 'even 
pavement' and 'warning blocks for blind'. 
Source: Online survey with disabled respondents, October 2007, (N=55) 

The information above echoes some comments from participants with different spatial 

requirements. Dham, a blind person said "We've never been trained to use a cane to touch a 

surface. Therefore, tactile blocks on pavement are not helpful for us." Similarly Sawang, a 

mobility-impaired person found: 

"Those guiding blocks along the way obstruct my wheels. At some points, 

the buttons on the steep slope make it much more difficult for me to roll 
upon" 

[Conversation in the access survey, male (31)] 

In addition, the lack of well-trained workmen can create errors in design and building 

outcomes which effectively lead to risk of injury for disabled users. Pomme, a visually 

impaired person commented: "the bar-type one is not for me at all, since it led me to hit a 

pole or a wall" [Female, (29)). (See an example in Figure 6.11) 
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Figure 6.11 Bar-type guiding blocks for blind pedestrians 

A sample of lack of training and knowledge of the vision-impaired people's spatial needs are reflected on an installation 
of the crossover stairs over the bar-type blocks for blind people. It creates risk of injury if the blind person follows the 
bar-type pattern. 

In many areas, the misuse of public space by people with different interests also 

effectively causes a danger to disabled users. For instance, the footpaths are not only 

used as walkways, the food vendors often park their vehicles on it. During the access 

audit, while Sawang was carefully looking left and right to cross a street, he could not 

see the vendor's car was moving backward. The driver could not see Sawang on the 

back (Figure 6.12). This incident threatened the safety of wheelchair user, and to a 

certain degree, disabled bodies feel they are vulnerable and oppressed. As Sawang 

reflected "it's too risky, that's why I normally use a taxi rather than wandering around on the 

footpath" . 
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Figure 6.12 A dangerous of a car which uses footpa th for parking 

(Left) Sawang was looking left and right to cross the street (Right) the vendor's car was moving backward without 
noticing Sawang was at the back of the car 

When the built environment fails to respond to a variety of spatial needs of different 

people, this creates greater difficulty in the lives of disabled people. For instance, they 

need to adapt their behaviour in daily activities. As Sawang continued: 

"I must plan for every single trip. Thinking whether it is possible for me or 
not. I felt disadvantaged. Hence, there isn't any motivation to travel. " 

A hostile environment that a disabled person encounters can be seen as creating 

problems beyond the physical dimension. The vendor parked a car on footpath that 

violated the law. However, the weakness of law enforcement perpetuates greater 

physical barriers against disabled people. For instance, there was a sign posted by the 

BMA below prohibiting parking on the footpath, while there were cars were on the 

footpath. 

Figure 6.13 'No-parking' sign on footpath 
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This sign was posted by the BMA Pathumwan District to prohibit all vehicles parking on footpath while the food 
vendors' cars are parked there (left). 

We have seen that those lacking knowledge of disabled people's spatial needs and the 

mix of uses of the footpath effectively impedes disabled people from to sharing public 

facilities for movement. As a consequence, many non-disabled participants frequently 

respond that they rarely see disabled people using those public facilities. This situation 

constitutes a misconception that disabled people are a minority group and their places 

are mostly limited to residential and healthcare centres. In this way, inaccessible 

facilities exclude disabled people from fully participating in the social life of the public 

sphere. Disabled people's spatial knowledge is required in the policy decision making, 

designing and building process. 

6.3.2 'naccessible architectures and social exclusion 

Buildings which are designed and built without facilities for users in wheelchairs, or 

with visual and hearing impairment, effectively exclude them from political 

participation. Gleeson (1998:92) notes that it 'reduces disabled people's capacity both to 

engage in political activities and to establish and maintain effective ties'. For instance, the 

typical architecture configuration of the municipality office has two storeys with some 

steps at the entrance. Lifts or ramps are rarely provided for users with walking aids. 

Political exclusion was experienced by two wheelchair users. For the general election, 

some people wished to vote in advance. The absence of accessible facilities in this case 

impedes a direct political involvement. As Ngampan, a wheelchair user recounted: 

"Although there was a lift at the poll station, it was closed because it was 
Sunday. The staff didn't know how to deal with me. They couldn't bring the 
paper down for me to vote. It violated the election rule. Eventually, I was 
carried up over two flights of stairs, very awkward. " 

[Female (45)J 

Likewise, disabled people seek to take part public activities that relate to their lives. 

However, their active political participation is denied. Anant was invited to a seminar 

about disability welfare benefits which organised by a local municipality. Though the 

name of this event was 'Disabled Persons' Day', this can be seen as an oppressive 

experience because 
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"the event was organised on the second floor, without a lift. I waited, but 
they couldn't manage to take me up. Then I decided to head back home. I was 
really upset. [ ... J they [state officials] often do what they think it's good for us, 
but never try to listen to what we want." 

{Radio host, wheelchair user, male (4S)} 

In addition, the absence of accessible facilities greatly reinforces a process of 

segregation of disabled people from their mainstream social activities. On some 

occasions, although there have been an accessible toilet provided, a lack of awareness 

of disabled people's needs maintains disabling barriers. Noi described being 

confronted with an inadequate inaccessible toilet, "In many places, the disabled toilet is 

locked. A cleaner told me they want to prevent teenagers using it as a motel room." Another 

example is that of toilets in a private hospital, although an accessible toilet was 

available, ignorance of different abilities to use the facilities maintains the oppression 

of disabled users. "There was trace of shoes on the toilet seat. It seems someone squatted on it. 

I can't choose. There're only two choices: sit on it or not use it at all" {Whee/Chairuser,female (38)] 

Furthermore, disabled people who wish to join social life in public places are 

perpetually limited by segregated design. Spatial segregation is still experienced by 

impaired bodies, even though the accessible facilities and service are available. As 

Freund (2001:697) explains 'a space may be physically accessible, yet given its meaning, be 

experienced as oppressive'. The separated seats for disabled audiences in the theatre were 

experienced as a deprivation of opportunity for full participation with their friends. 

Ngampan referred to an experience when she could not sit next to her family in a 

theatre. "There was a special space for a wheelchair at the front row. I was pushed and sat there 

alone. It's quite unpleasant." (Wheelchair user, female (45)] Moreover, oppressive meaning is 

expressed through inadequate design of accessible facilities in other different forms. As 

Paradon, the former F16 pilot experienced: 

"1 asked my headman to remove the very badly-made ramp in front of my 
office. It was built with a sheet of thin plywood, looked pathetic. I'd rather 
ask the Privates to carry me up stairs instead". 

[Wheelchair user, male (40-45)] 
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Such experiences illustrate the importance of how architectural design directly and 

indirectly generates two aspects of impact on disabled people's lives. The political and 

social exclusion crucially limit and shape disabled people's equal opportunities as a 

human. Krisana, a TV host, noted: 

"Indeed, I believe that there is no 'Kon Pi-gam' [disabled person], but the 
environment is Pi-gam. [ ... J living alone, it is already exhausting enough 
just getting out of the building where I live. Leave alone those stairs, just a 
step on the footpath, I must ask the security guard to lift me up. 'Please help 
me', everyday like that [ ... J having said that, my human right was violated. I 
cannot go everywhere I want, unlike the others." 
(Wheelchair user, male (39)] 

6.3.3'naccessible transport 

Gleeson (1998:92) points out that a mode of transport which accepts the assumption 

that 'passengers have a common level of ambulance' constitutes discrimination against 

disabled people. In this sense, the transport system in Thailand requires further 

discussion on the socio-cultural rather than merely the technical aspects. As discussed 

in section 6.1.1, a new bus service with low-floor entry for disabled and older 

passengers was introduced in inner Bangkok. However, they still struggle to use this 

system and this seems inherent in the effects of perceptions of accessibility for disabled 

people. Ngampan commented that the problems with the bus facilities may have a 

dependency on socio-cultural elements rather than be the fault of assistive 

technologies: 

"Don't think it's a question about having low-floor buses or not. Even able
bodied people still have to run after it [the bus]. I'm still looking for a driver 
who stops and waits for us. But that may need twenty or thirty years long. 
The physical environments are not just things, but also about people." 

[Wheelchair user, female (45)] 

As Imrie (2000a:1646) emphasises, moving around in the built environment is a 

'constant reminder to disabled people of their corporeal identities'. Inaccessible modes of 

transport effectively maintain the notion that disabled people are different and 'unable'. 

In many ways, walking-aid equipment, wheelchairs, white canes for blind persons can 

label as undesirable the identities of the individuals. However when facing with 
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physical barriers, disabled people are obliged to use those identities to overcome both 

physical and psychological impediments. This is evident in the oppressive experience 

of Pomme, a low-vision impaired person who prefers not to use a white cane on a daily 

basis. We cannot tell that Pomme has a visual impairment from her appearance. Her 

eyesight is low, but she is able to see things close to or in big lettering. Most of the bus 

numbers are made in a small size (see an example in figure 6.14), buses do not come on 

time, and there is no information about services at the bus stop. 

Figure 6.14 An example of the number in front of the bus 

In order to avoid these difficulties, Pomme ought to take the unwanted identity. 

"Earlier, I felt embarrassed to hold it, but now it is a must ... especially when 
waiting for the bus. If I don't hold a cane, people reacted as if thelJ were 
annoyed when I asked what bus number is coming. " 

[Low-vision person, female (29)] 

Oppressing processes can occur every day, such as in this example of inaccessible 

transport. Likewise, Jieb's experience tells us that disabled people tend to be denied 

the same spatial choices as able-bodied people. What is more, their dignity and 

opportunities in life are deprived because of an absence of facilities enabling disabled 

people to move around. 
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"We rely on the taxi service. I went shopping with my mom. While we were 
queuing, the one who can walk took our tum because I moved slower than 
him. I waited for another hour. When the taxi arrived, the driver didn't step 
out from his car. My mom carried me up to the car alone. Then I asked if I 
can put my wheelchair in the boot, the driver replied, 'well, I won't go then'. 
I almost cry, and told him 'please, all our stuff is here in your car'. He called 
a security guard to carry me out of his car. It was really difficult." 

[Wheelchair user, female (25)] 

In an urban city like Bangkok, the taxi service seems to be one of the few modes of 

transport that is accessible for wheelchair users. However, the experience of Jieb 

illustrates that this method of transport cannot guarantee equal accessibility. By law, 

Clause 93 in the Road Traffic Act (B.E.2522) 1979 states that the laws 'Prohibit taxi 

drivers from refusing to carry passengers, unless the passenger is likely to cause harm '. In 

addition, Clause 152 identified this penalty: 'Any person who violated or fails to comply 

with Clause 93 shall be liable to a fine not exceeding one thousand Baht'. However, the key 

solution does not necessarily rest in legislation and its implementation. It rests rather 

on attitudes and understanding about the needs of disabled people. Jieb shared 

another discouraging encounter: 

"In some cases, a taxi driver rejected me. He said my wheelchair might 
scratch his car. Then I called [number to complain about taxi service] and reported 
his car-licence number. A member of staff told me some drivers opted to pay 
a thousand42rather than taking the wheelchair user, I don't know why." 

Frequently, accessible facilities in the mode of transport are inadequate. As a 

consequence, disabled people have to adapt their environmental behaviour to fit with 

the unadaptive built environments. For instance, a lift is installed in the Sky Train 

station, but not all stations. Furthermore, the disabled travellers must wait for a service 

from available staff. Therefore, Noi instead managed to use the escalator (Figure 6.15) 

to reach the train platform. 

42 The fine of 1,000 Baht is approximately double the taxi drivers' income per day. A poll done by a research centre at 
Dhurakit Bundit University revealed that, in 2008, the average income of taxi driver ranges between 300-500 Baht per 
day, Online available: http://www.dpu.ac.th/researchcenter/poILphp?act=view&id=8 
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Figure 6.15 Using an escalator to reach an elevated train platform 

In this photo, Noi is holding handrails and preparing to roll over a moving escalator in the B1'S Sky Train station. It is a 
consequence of the inadequate lift service. 

In addition, when many disabled people are faced with inaccessible or inadequate 

public transport encounters, some people choose to use the private transport. 

However, many of them still are impeded by the complexity in theory and practice of 

'accessible facilities' for disabled users. For instance, parking spaces for disabled clients 

are provided in a number of shopping centres in Bangkok. Nonetheless, those spaces 

are often occupied by non-disabled people. It seems that an understanding of the 

actual requirement of disabled people and physical delivery are not necessary the 

same. To a certain extent, this creates a physical barrier to disabled users (Figure 6.16). 

Mhoo's experience revealed that the disabled symbol at the parking space could not 

guarantee her rights to access. 

"l drove round and round searching for an empty space until J found one on 

the fourth floor. But the security guard placed a barrier on it. T couldn't get 

off to remove it myself, J was alone there. Then T drove down to the ground 

floor again to call the guard to remove it. l spent a lot of time and energy. II 

[Wheelchair user,female (45)J 
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Figure 6.16 An example of parking spaces for disabled people in a shopping mall 

Encountering spatial difficulties, disabled people have often been excluded from the 

decision making process through the society' s ' nonn' that disabled people are a 'deviant 

minority' (Matthews and Vujakovic, 1995:1082) . In this way of thinking, disabled 

people tend to be seen as a minority. Failure to provide accessible facilities for them is 

often considered as 'not a great problem'. A public transport system that does not take 

disabled people's requirements into account creates perpetual difficulties in the lives of 

disabled people. 

However, information from the online survey43 reveals that disabled and non-disabled 

people have the same requirements in using public facilities . The place of disabled 

people is not necessarily at home. The disabled (N=55) and non-disabled (N=84) 

respondents needed to travel and used public places (61.8% and 97.8% respectively) in 

their everyday lives. Furthermore, because of the lack of accessible public transpor t, 

few disabled people manage to travel independently. Because the public accessible 

facilities are absence or inadequate, 47 percent of disabled respondents need to travel 

with other per on(s), while only 15 percent are able to travel without assistance from 

other people. 

43 Information for the online survey was gained from 84 non-disabled people and 55 disabled people. Out of 55 
respondents, there were 80% with mobility impairment, 9% wi th visua l impairment and 11 % with hearing impairments. 
The data was collected in October 2007. 
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Figure 6.17 (Left) Frequency of going out and about and (right) disabled people travel with whom (N=55) 
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Figure 6.18 Popularity of mode of travel of disabled respondents (N=55) 

This quantitative-based survey does not aim to generalise to the transport needs of 

disabled people at large. Rather, it eeks to supplement the information using in-depth 

interviews with disabled participants. Non-disabled interviewees often refer to needs 

of disabled people as 'special' or 'rare'. However, figures from the survey reveal that the 

facilities provided by the state have not met the needs of disabled people. Therefore, 

disabled people are hardly ever seen in public places. Furthermore, those trends reflect 

the failure of policy implementation intended to meet disabled people's requirements. 

This is still based on what Barton (1993) states is a notion that disabled people must 

adapt their 'inability' to fit with the demands of society. Therefore, the struggles of 

disabled people we have seen throughout this section are mirrored in an 'unadaptive, 

unhelpful and unfriendly environment which needs to be examined and changed' (ibid .:238). 

This section has discussed the lack of accessible facilities in three types of the built 

environment and the tendency to have a particular impact on people with mobility and 
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visual impairment. In addition, I would add another dimension of spatial struggles 

faced by hard-of-hearing people. Even though the deaf individuals are able to access 

and use buildings or transport, in some ways, their security can be restricted. For 

instance, particularly in the case of emergencies, existing alarm systems may not be of 

use. Prapas shared his ideas: 

''I'm the only one in this office who very much needs a lighting system. I can 
notice by a blinking light when someone knocks at my door. In my house, I 

also use vibration in bed, in case of fire." 

[Hard·ofhearing person, male (S8)J 

6.4 Conclusion 

We have seen that the struggles of disabled people in the built environment can be 

understood as the result of a disabling process. Those struggles are embedded in 

understanding of accessibility for disabled people, the local socio-political environment 

and disabling forms of the built environment. In addition, by exploring access through 

a social constructionist view, we understand that problems of inaccessibility go far 

beyond the physical dimensions. Disabled people are experts on their spatial 

requirements. Those accounts of three social processes and products have an 

interrelationship. That is, how society understands accessibility is reflected in the ways 

access legislation is interpreted and practiced. Therefore, the result, inadequate or 

absent accessible facilities, is reflected in the spatial suffering of disabled people. 

What is more, the abstract disabling notion can become material through the ways the 

physical environment is constructed, and a minor barrier can grow in importance 

leading to greater abstract oppression. In other words, those struggling with barriers 

intemalise a feeling of passivity and oppression of disabled people. This phenomenon 

can be summed up in the following diagram. 
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Figure 6.19 Physical exclusion and social oppression is a part of the socio-cultural process 
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A minor inaccessible element (in middle red circle) which is a product of the understanding of accessibility for disabled 
people (left). The inaccessible built environment, therefore, generates greater spatial exclusion and social oppression for 
disabled people (right) . 

In addition, we have learnt from Chapter 5 that parts of Thai society still perceive 

disability problems as belonging to individuals. Hence, inaccessible public facilities 

tend to be regarded separately from disability solutions. Furthermore, in many cases, 

disabled people, as a minority group of the population, have been seen as passive 

actors in the process of finding solutions. In many cases, their spatial requirements 

have never been taken into account. The key actors are frequently (non-disabled) 

authorised actors such state officials, policy decision makers, architects or property 

owners. As a consequence, inaccessible public facilities are continuously disabling 

people. In this sense, disabled people do not only encounter physical impediments, but 

they also struggle to input their spatial requirements. In this regards, removing 

physical barriers is an extremely high priority for disabled people. As Sawang 

concluded at the end of our conversation about accessible built environment: 

"as long as we can go anywhere we want by ourselves, we don 't care how 

people think about us. A ctually, I need to change inaccessible facilities in the 

first place. If I can travel freely, getting on the Sky Train, doing personal 

business, we have freedom. Unlike those non-disabled people, fhe1j may fa ce 

problems in their lives; at least they have choices to go anywhere they want 

independently. " 
[Wheelchair user, male (31)J 

In sum, there is an important consideration which draws on the Marxist disability 

scholars whose view of the way disabled people have faced social exclusion has a 
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relationship with the fact they are a minority group with the least production 

resources. The inaccessible built environment can be seen as a great barrier impeding 

disabled people from accessing the public resources distribution process. Nonetheless, 

explaining social exclusion merely through a sodo-political economic perspective 

seems inadequate to the extended social model perspective (discussed in Chapter 

2.1.3). In particular, the social constructionist approach posits that disability and the 

built environment are socially constructed. Hence, it requires understanding about the 

way society (re)produces notions about disabled people as well as the places for 

disabled people. The processes of creating accessible built environments have not 

included disabled people nor acknowledged their requirements in the built 

environments. Planning, design, and building professionals tend to assume that the 

users' bodies and needs are indifferent, simply taking them to be a minority group. 

Furthermore, public policies as well as commercial spaces tend to give priority to the 

groups who have more opportunity to possess greater resources. Thus, to overcome 

physical barriers in the built environment, it is important to acknowledge the needs of 

people with disabilities as well as the role of disabled people as active agents for 

change. Hence, it is crucial to understand the needs in the built environment through 

the way people live within the disabling environments, which is now discussed in the 

next chapter. 
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7 I Overcoming Disabling 
Environments: a collective movement 

Introduction 

This chapter investigates socio-cultural factors in the process where disabled people as 

a collective movement work to achieve accessible facilities. The chapter is divided into 

three main sections. It first takes an overview of disability movements concerned with 

accessibility in transit. Disabled people get together as a group and learn from their 

peers. Many ideas which underpin the movement have been influenced by the Western 

disability movement. The second part discusses access movements initiated by and for 

disabled people. These have used two strategies: demonstrating the power of mass 

protests against the state authorities; and by claiming the right as citizen to be present 

in public spaces and facilities. The latter strategy also seeks to attract public attention 

through the mass media. Thirdly, the chapter explores a social movement initiated by a 

non-disabled person, in which disabled people were included as stakeholders in a 

project for accessible facilities: a footpath renovation project in Bangkok city centre. In 

this way, disabled people merged their access agenda with public interest issues such 

as attracting support for outcome of the campaign from a prestigious public figure and 

raising the quality of life for everyone. 

The discussion here is in line with the resistance concept where disabled people as a 

group initiate or take part in a social movement. The resistance concept locates 

structure and agency analysis within disability studies theory, whereby removing 

disabling barriers requires actors with knowledge of the needs of impaired bodies. This 

line of argument is based on an agenda that looks beyond difference and disability 

experiences: for example, it merges the access agenda with quality of life issues, or 
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contributes to the prestige of an icon in Thai society. The actions of disabled people in 

the movement also attempt to educate the public about their rights in society as 

'different' and 'disabled'. Furthermore, in the resistance approach, disabled people try to 

overturn undue emphasis on their disability, so that their input regarding disabled 

people is not perceived as that of passive citizens or dependent recipients. 

The chapter concludes with questions about how far and in what ways the access 

movements which focus on the role of disabled people, legitimacy, issues of human 

rights and quality of life (as in the West) can succeed. Furthermore, what are the factors 

which provide an opportunity for disabled people to achieve an accessible built 

environment in Thailand? 

7.1 Access movement in transition 

There have been several attempts by disabled people, both individually and 

collectively, to overcome social and physical impediments. The work of 

Kabinlikkawanit (1998:79) reveals that the failure to implement established access laws 

is related to the absence of the voice of disabled people and knowledge about their 

requirements. In Thailand, a significant collective movement of disabled people 

emerged in 1983 to form the Council of Disabled People. Its main aim was to 

encourage disabled people to get together and lobby the authority for material 

resources (Kijtham, 2005). Since then, there have been mobilisations by this 

organisation concerning the revision of the laws that discriminate against the disabled 

popUlation (Petchkong, 2005). These legitimised disabled people to have a citizenship 

identity card, driving licence, the right to vote, and to be employed in state official 

positions. Those movements also pressed the government to issue the Rehabilitation 

for Persons with Disabilities Act (enacted in 1991). In recent years, the Thai and 

Japanese Governments collaboratively established the joint disability organisation: 

Asia-Pacific Development Centre on Disability (APCD) in 2002. However, this 

organisation has played little role in mobilising on physical accessibility issues. 

Sawang, the former APCD staff, recounted: 

220 I Page 



Chapter 7 I Overcoming Disabling Environments: a collective movement 

"Whenever I asked for a day off for a demonstration, there is often a problem. 
They [the Head of his department] try to avoid involvement in any protest 
against the government. II 
[Wheelchair user, male (31)} 

In the last decade, disability movements mobilised by organisations led by disabled 

people, have mainly sought to influence decision-makers to establish policy and law 

concerning access to education and employment for disabled people. A highly visible 

and controversial action was a demonstration in Bangkok where a group of vision

impaired people tied themselves to the railway track for what the leader of the protest 

defined as 'a fight against the injustice' (Buntan, 2005) regarding the resources available 

for disabled people (Figure 7.1). Although these methods can be seen to have failed, 

since the vision-impaired group were arrested and their requests ignored, such radical 

activities caught the attention of the mass media. The agenda of the lottery quota (this 

is a campaign of disabled people protest for fair distribution of lottery quota for people 

who registered as 'disabled person') had been brought to public notice. When disabled 

people found it a challenge to fight against social and physical barriers, they looked for 

new strategies. It can be seen that the campaigns which are injtiated and mobilised by 

disabled people tend to be directed against government agencies and processes. 

Shakespeare (1993:251) suggests that direct action is not only an effective technique, 

but also 'challenges popular perceptions of disabled people, and empowers and inspires 

participants' . 

Figure 7.1 A group of blind people blocked the railway line in the demor.s=z:::::::-. ::::- z. .:;·:tery quota 
Source: www.manager.co.th (Online newspaper, Z'"' December Z005) 

A decade after the passing into law of the Minjsterial Regulation on Accessible 

Facilities in Public Building for Disabled Persons 1999, (Thailand Government Gazette, 
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1999), disability agendas such as access to public facilities have been included in 

disability campaigns by disabled groups. In addition, external elements such as the 

human rights movement have influenced the emergence of conscious recognition that 

problems of disability were externally located and rooted in human rights issues (for 

example in mDF, 2010; Riewpaiboon, 2008). This is especially so for local disability 

movements. For instance, in 2004, disabled people's self-help organisations and their 

allies attempted to lobby the government to implement accessibility measures in the 

planning and construction process of the new airport project. 

Disability issues are still marginal to mainstream Thai politics. Disability movements 

have struggled with the imposition of disablism, as well as facing oppression and 

exclusion. In Thailand, the structure of resource distribution depends on the central 

role of the state. Disabled people seek to produce the new politics of disablement in 

order to access a share of those benefits (Oliver, 1990). For Imrie (1999:464), the 

effectiveness of disabled people's politicisation of disability issues is greatly associated 

with 'structural and agency-specific conditions'. Furthermore, Imrie (2000a:9) notes that 

the local policy process is characterised by the specific political and cultural capacities 

of a variety of key actors, including how they see their political interests. This is a shift 

from considering disability as an individual problem to one that is created by society. 

Furthermore, the dynamics and forms of a movement depend largely on the conditions 

which gave rise to it (Villeval, 2008:251). We have seen in Chapter 5 that the 

understanding of disabled people and disability in Thai society, in part, still revolves 

around the idea of an individual physiological and psychological problem. Disability is 

institutionalised through terminology which categorises disabled people into five 

different physical and intellectual states44 (Thailand Government Gazette, 1994:9). This 

often divides rather than unites the way disabled people act against oppression. 

Dividing people into distinct categories, as in the Ministerial Regulation 1994 on the 

definition of disabled persons (ibid.), has created a long standing reliance on 

organisations representing single categories of disabled people. Identified in these 

44 This regulation defining disability into five categories is still the law in the time ~f w~tin~ .. ~owever, since the j~~ 
government established the Empowennent and Development of Life of P~ns ~Ith Disab~lti~ Act 2007 the definition 
of disabled people is to be changed. Source: lhailand Government Gazette m Office of Pubhca?on ~f G~~~rnment 
Cabinet and Government Gazette (2007) Empowerment and Development of Life of Persons WIth Disabilities Act 2007 
(Online). Available at: http://www.ratchakitcha.soc.go.th/DATA/PDF/1550/ A/061/8.PDF (Accessed: January 2008). 
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ways, disabled people by law receive support services that correspond to their 

categorisation within these state definitions. For instance, the registration document for 

entitlement as a 'disabled person' identifies types of state subsidised equipment 

according to types of impairment: the hard of hearing will get hearing-aid devices, 

mobility impaired people will get a walking aid or wheelchair, and so on. 

Therefore, as the connection among disabled people organisations is loose, their 

interests can be divided, weakening the likelihood of gathering in groups to fight 

together to overcome oppression. On the other hand, by not having strong or fixed 

agendas, they increase their chances of merging their movements within other related 

public issues. Examples are the rights-based approach, mainstreaming accessible 

facilities for disabled people, or joining social movements with local residents about 

quality of life or election campaigns. As Topong the former DPI leader suggested "we 

should get involved in any kind of social movement, rather than only cry for our own interests. 1/ 

The direct impact of dividing welfare distribution, has, in part, led disabled Thais to be 

clients of state services and to give more focus to the resources provided. However, as 

the state often claims that there are limits to resource distribution because of restricted 

finances (Cheausuwantavee, 2008:116-117), disabled people have put their efforts into 

solving these problems of unequal resource distribution. The group of blind people, for 

instance, frequently protests against their unfair lottery quota arrangement. There have 

hardly been any deaf people in demonstrations about the absence of ramps in public 

buildings. The issues about removing built environmental barriers have been mainly 

raised by groups of mobility-impaired people. The structure of dividing people up by 

category of impairment is a significant challenge to how far disabled people are able to 

get together and fight collectively for fair material distribution and against other forms 

of social oppression. 

In this analYSis, Oliver (1990) contends that the division of disabled people, based on 

the medical approach, sustains the ways the state provides services and support to 

separate parts of the disabled population and it is 'a deliberate tactic which the state has 

developed in its dealings with other groups and can summed up as "divide and rule'" (Oliver 

and Zarb, 1989:222). Imrie (1999:464) concurs that disabled people tend to be confined 

in dependent living situations in which their scope for political action is constrained, 
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while the rules and procedures of the welfare state lock disabled people into 
paternalistic structures, which mitigate against political dissent. VWtere 
disabled people collectively organise to oppose the strictures of the state and 
society, such groups remain fragmented, poorly funded and generally 
ineffective. 

Disabled people's movements tend to be segregated according to divided resources 

rather than collective dynamics. As mentioned earlier, vision impaired people, who for 

historical reasons45 have had greater opportunity to access education than other 

disabled groups, direct their efforts into improvements in the law and access to 

educational resources. Whereas mobility impaired groups tend to focus on accessing 

material resources such as wheelchairs and walking aids, and increasingly, on physical 

access to the built environment. Agendas across campaigns have rarely been coherent. 

For instance, fragmentation through disability categorisation even affects disability 

agendas in a small community, as illustrated by Colonel Paradon, one disability leader 

in a provincial rural area. 

"In this community we begin with a survey of how many types of disability 
we have. If the majority have mobility impairments, and if they need to go 
out and about, then the public spaces should serve them first. Then we will 
look at the next priority such as, if the blind want to study, we will proceed 
with the school. " 
[Wheelchair user, male (40-45)] 

Furthermore, the strength of disability groups is still weak, as Suporntham, the leader 

of the Manud-lor46 group, commented: 

''It [the agenda for movement] tends to lie in fighting against the things that 
really matter to the coalitions' lives, like living conditions or day-to-day 
resources. Accessible facilities seem very distant from their interests." 
[Wheelchair user, male (42)J 

Villeval (2008:247) suggests that networking facilitates cooperation and collective 

action: to 'have friends is to have some power' when 'linked to possession of a durable network 

of more or less institutionalised relationships of mutual acquaintance and recognition'. 

45 There has been a long and continuous development for people with vision impairment in Thailand, since 1923, when 
an American woman with loss of sight, Miss Genevieve Caulfield, founded a school for blind students. Consequently, 
blind people, among other kinds of impairment, have gained more opportunities to access systematic education. 

46 Manud(humanJ-Ior(wheel) is literally translated as 'wheeling human'. It is the name that wheelchair users gave their 
group in a movement concemed with removing physical barriers in public transport and buildings. 
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Although the existing networks of disabled people are weak (as in the above comment 

of a disability activist), networking is seen as a way to acquire social capital, enabling 

the existing network of disabled people to push their agenda forward. Emirbayer and 

Goodwin (1994:1419) analysed the networks and argued that these links, even if weak, 

are 'indirectly connecting individuals or bridging the "structural holes" between isolated social 

groups [and] may be crucial for many important social processes'. Disabled groups, which 

are segregated by official disability terminology, focus their collective action on the 

state welfare resources. Quality of life, human rights, or public interest agendas tend to 

fall in the gaps between those disability-specific organisations. Nevertheless, this kind 

of issue, going beyond welfare resources into broader areas, have the potential to unite 

the segregated groups under the banner of common campaign issues. 

7.2 Seeking to politicise access issue 

As discussed in Chapter 2.3.3, inaccessibility issues are related to power inequality at 

the political, rather than the personal, level. The disability movement, in part, can be 

seen as a consequence of the transformation of several social elements such as belief, 

knowledge, politics, culture and economy. When disabled people acknowledge that 

'Disability' is not merely embedded in their impairments, this knowledge effectively 

leads to an increase in power. A shift from the notion that disability is due to 

individual difficulty, to awareness of a disabling society, as well as the influence of the 

international disability movement towards human rights, have played key roles in 

mobilising changes led by disabled people. In Thailand, there has been a well

recognised campaign involving demonstrations for accessible public transport. The 

demonstration demanded lifts at all stations of the elevated train project (BTS Sky 

Train). This has been one significant movement in which disabled people have taken 

direct action against the state. Even though the goal of such campaigns has not been 

met (there are only six stations with lifts from a total of 25), it provides many lessons 

about the process for achieving accessible facilities in Thailand. 
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7.2.1 Collective movements: the power of group protests 

Previous disability movements have focused on rights to the distribution of resources 

(Peters et al., 2009:547). Likewise, campaigns by disabled people in Thailand have been 

based on the ineffectiveness of the state in arranging welfare-based resources. The 

disabled people's movement for accessible facilities in this country dates back nearly 

two decades. In the majority of cases, disability movements mainly lobby government 

agencies. The Sky Train project in Bangkok (BTS) was started in 1992, and accessible 

facilities were absent from all station platforms in the preliminary plan. The loosely 

networked disabled groups reported this and lobbied the Bangkok Governor to 

reconsider the concession contract in the same year. However, due to the lack of 

reaction by state officials, disabled groups organised a demonstration in 1995. Groups 

of disabled people and their constituent organisations (blind people, wheelchair users, 

and those with hearing impairments) gathered in front of the House of Parliament. The 

attention of the mass media was captured when hundreds of people with different 

disabilities marched along the main road in Bangkok (Figure 7.2). Although this 

movement achieved a reaction about their demands from state officials, the BTS project 

continued without any sign of accessible facilities. As Topong, the access activist, 

recounted: 'they always say "yes" in front of the camera, and then took no action! ' 

Figure 7.2 A demonstration of disabled groups for accessible facilities in the railway system 

In 1995, hundreds of disabled protesters marched on the main road to the House of Parliament in Bangkok. . 
Source: Thai Disabled Development Foundation (TDDF) http://www.tddf.or.th/tddf/topong/readart.php?ld=OOO28 
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Figure 7.3 A demonstration for accessible facilities at the elevated train stations (BTS Sky Train) 

In 2008, 'The Freed Group for Manud-Ior' occupied a train platform to protest against the absence of lifts. The poster 
reads 'Disabled peaple are not second class citizells. Pll!Ilse help us to get ramps'. 
Source: Attachment in a personal email (24th December 2008) 

Disabled groups continuously fought the state authority, until the Bangkok 

Metropolitan Administration (BMA) eventually installed lifts in five stations in 1999, 

and promised that the lifts would be provided at all stations soon.47 Nevertheless, the 

continued absence of lifts has forced disabled people and their coalitions to carry out 

further demonstrations on the Sky Train stations over the last five years. Recently in 

2008, a group of disabled people called 'The Freed Group for Manud-lor (wheeled

man)' demonstrated on the Sky Train Stations (Figure 7.3) and later filed a case to the 

Administrative Court. This movement also deployed legal means, using the Ministerial 

Regulation on Access to Buildings for People with Disabilities and the Elderly 1999 

(Thailand Government Gazette, 1999). However, the Administrative Court dismissed 

this case. The judgment of the Court gave the following reason: 

[t]he contract of the BTS project was agreed on 4111 April 1996 prior to the 
enactment of the Ministerial Regulation Volume 4, (enacted on 3rd December 
1999). As the construction progressed, the defendant provided lifts for five 
stations, even though there was 110 obligation stnted in the concession 
contract. [TDDF website, published on 16th January 2009} 

It seems that there is little chance for disabled people to succeed in their lobbying of the 

BTS using the law. However, for some disabled activists, 'it's better to consider the spirit 

47 Source: reported in the 'Story of movement toward lifts in BTS project' in the website of the Thai Disabled 
Development Foundation News, 18th September 2009. Online available: 
http://www.tddf.or.th/tddf/topong/readart.php?id=OO403. 
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of the law rather than the letter'. These comments suggest that failure to provide 

accessible facilities for disabled people is a violation of the will of the Rehabilitation 

Act 1991, Section 17(1) (Thailand Government Gazette, 2006:6) which stated that '[T]he 

buildings, places, public transport and seroice must provide accessible facilities directly useable 

by disabled persons'. In late 2009, the disabled people's organisation continued to pursue 

this case in the Court of Appeal. 

As stated earlier, disability movements tend to base access issues on the legal and 

human rights approach, in which the concept of the Social Model plays an important 

role in the strategy of action. This can be seen as a new approach derived from the 

international disability movement and organisations (e.g. the Disabled People 

International-DPI). The movements focus on changing the social and physical barriers 

surrounding impaired bodies, including inaccessible public transport. The built 

environment has been seen as the key focus for struggle for disabled people in recent 

disability campaigns in Thailand. As Paradon the disability leader stated 'disabled 

people should look beyond welfare distributions'. In one sense, movements for accessible 

facilities have themselves been stymied by inaccessible facilities, as Suporntham 

pointed out: 

"[for disabled people who did not join in the protests] Physical barriers in the public 
spaces tie them to their homes, so that it is difficult for them to fight jor 
public agendas. They seek to overcome problems about livelihood and day-to
day survival in their homes. " 

{Wheelchair user, disabled activist, male (42)] 

Inaccessible built environments still impede disabled people's ability to live an equal 

life in society. Additionally, it is important to note that, in the majority of cases, the 

success of movements has been challenged by the energy and time required to take 

them forward, including building knowledge about legal and political tactics. 

Targeting campaigns at the government level can be seen as raising the importance of 

access movement agendas. However, for some disability leaders, lobbying the state 

authority about weak administration, such as ineffective accountability and monitoring 

systems, will not necessarily achieve success. Suporntham, one of the access group 

leaders added: 
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"The DPI set their targets too high. They sued the PM [in the case of access 

facilities in the new airport]. Although it caught mass media attention, the request 
struggled with the complicated bureaucratic system. This might not work." 

Furthermore, the impact of the 'health' issue on the access movement should be taken 

into account. In the last ten years, at least two disability activists I have known have 

passed away and some have struggled with deteriorating health. The recent disability 

movements based on the barriers of social environment tend to pay little attention to 

accessing health care and resources as part of removing disabiling conditions. The 

former leader of the DPI, Topong, 47 years old, paralysed below his shoulder, has been 

the most influential disability activist in terms of hard work and high commitment. In 

part, motivation for the current disability movement was inspired by Topong, who 

once stated in an email: 

"Remember, there's nothing gained easily without fighting. The coming 
disabled generation, don't waste your time by fooling around, if not, we can 
only get those awful wheelchairs from Tiwanon [name of the area where the 

Ministry of Public Health is located] . • , 

{Email, 6th January 2007} 

His fight against the state authorities through demonstrations, hunger strikes, and 

protests over long periods led to illness and cost him his life. The loss of Topong 

during his fieldwork in Bangladesh leads us to question the conceptual social model 

for disability development in Thailand. Conditions supporting healthy bodies can be 

seen as vital for the disability movement to achieve accessible built environments. To 

what extent can a movement based on the goal of removing the disabling environment 

surrounding impaired bodies be appropriated within this given social and physical 

milieu? 

We have seen the role of strong leadership qualities in influencing big changes, 

particularly at the macro scale (e.g. lobbying government agencies to implement access 

improvements). The leader of the OPI, for instance, had a strong commitment to work 

to overcome physical barriers. One advantage was that the leader was able to engage 

in access issues with authorities and service providers. As Imrie (1996:171) notes, direct 

involvement in the committee structures of local government enables 'the interacting 

groups to become more conscious of tlleir own actions and positions within the world'. 
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However, in the case of the DPI, because they over-concentrated on the role of their 

leader, after his loss, uncertainty was generated and a potential lack of continuity in 

disability and access development. The loss of Topong thus significantly damaged the 

strength of mobilisation of disabled people. There is a need to consider how disability 

leaders emerge. As Monthian, the blind leader commented: 

"'The blind organisation encourages building our own leadership rather than 
waiting for someone from outside the group. I don't believe in natural 
leadership, but I strongly believe in the nurtured kind. We need to be 
prepared. Topong is a tragic hero. He left when he was not ready. Masses of 
his knowledge and experience have not yet been passed on. " 

[Blind activist, male (45-50)J 

Nevertheless, a significant access movement involving disabled people continues to 

exist. 

7.2.2 Claiming our rights to be there: the power of public attention 

The issues in disability movements concerned with values, lifestyle and self

actualisation, can be seen as key elements for the new social movement (Peters et ai., 

2009:547). Peters et al. (2009:546) also argue that identity within disability movements 

cannot be reduced to a single expression but needs to be seen as multi-faceted. The 

disabled generation's access movement used identity within their agenda. Being 

disabled by the lack of accessible facilities was upheld to wider society as a source of 

injustice. Gabel and Peters (2004:593) see this as a tactic that aims to reverse stereotypes 

held by dominant groups (with ableist values) in society, and to 'encourage solidarity 

among those with a group affiliation' so that a sense of political agency can be developed. 

Recently, the movement for accessible facilities has made progress in the field of public 

transport, although there have been struggles related to process and outcomes. Active 

disabled people, such as 'For Friend 2000' and the new generation of DPI members, 

continue the campaign for accessible facilities in the Sky Train Project. This access 

movement, which has been taken up by the younger disabled generation, can be seen 

as a new form of disability movement which contains a heterogeneity of alliances. 

Their collective action includes coalitions with different identities, with and without 

impairment. 
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In October 2009 a group of 27 people, consisting of mobility-impaired people and non

disabled volunteers (including those from an international disability organisation), 

travelled to the Appeal Court using the public bus and pedestrian system (Figure 7.4). 

They organised a demonstration using emails, mobile phones, and an SMS (Short 

Message Service). Interestingly, the strategy seemed targeted not only at institutional 

agencies such as the state authority (BMA); it was also a strategy for alliance building. 

Volunteers were recruited from the university to assist wheelchair users during the 

march. One active member commented on their purpose as being 'to raise awareness of 

disability and its problems among the students'. Furthermore, by using public transport 

they effectively communicated their access requirements to society. For Peters et al. 

(2009:546), 'educating the public' in the perspective of a 'culture of resistance' is one 

important conceptual tool for the 'success' of a new disabled people's movement. Peters 

et al. (ibid.) note that the resistance concept for the disability movement unifies 

disabled people to acquire power to challenge the dominant disability discourse. They 

also add that to achieve the movement's goal through a resistance strategy, they 'must 

concern themselves with issues of duration, size, tactics, targets, locations, coalitions and 

organisational involvement' (ibid.:547). 

Figure 7.4 A group of wheelchair users using public transport to travel to where they would file a court 
case 

They were getting on and off the bus when travelling to the Court of Appeal to file a case about accessible facilities in 
the 81'5 Sky Train project 

Source: Email, a report of 'mission to catch the bus: fun or tears', 21" October 2009 

Furthermore, after the rally arrived at the Appeal Court, the group of active members 

took part in a TV programme to broadcast their aims. This was a way to harness the 

media by presenting an image as an active disabled group sitting and talking in the 
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studio. They were not shouting in the street. Some disabled people who took cultural 

issues for granted believed that U disabled people shouldn't act too aggressively in front of the 

public. If they present a sense of being over-demanding, we might get nothing". It is also 

worth noting that the mission to catch the bus, called 'Fun or Tears', referred to the 

activity rather than the target, which was to file a court case. In other words, this 

movement sought to inform the public that the struggles were with public transport 

rather than directly against the state authority. The strategy to use public transport 

during the demonstration can be seen as constituting resistance against the dominant 

societal attitude toward disabled people, which sees them as passive individuals with 

special needs. As Peters et al. (2009:549) note, it positions disabled people in the wider 

context of citizenship as consumers who exercise their 'power with rights and 

responsibilities'. 

However, the majority of Significant changes have been carried out by the government 

and the private sector, rather than by disabled groups. For instance, there was a 

campaign to improve footpaths on 11 roads in Bangkok, and provide accessible 

facilities in shopping centres and new petrol stations. At the time of writing 

(2008-:2010), the achievement of accessible facilities for disabled people is still based on 

charitable concerns. Recently, groups of mobility-impaired people participated in the 

current Bangkok Governor's campaign for accessible public transport and buildings, 

called 'Boon Bridge Tour'48 (in Thai 'tour sa-pan boon' means the journey that bridges 

virtue/benevolence for disabled people). This campaign aimed to provide buses with 

accessible features, for example, low floor entry, but only for five percent of the fleet of 

4,000 buses. 

In spite of several structural factors which hinder the effective political participation of 

disabled people, the role of disabled people as agents of change is crucial. The focal 

point of this discussion lies in the ways in which disabled people are collectively able 

to manage their strategies to achieve accessible built environments. Lang (2000) 

believes that the medical and the social models are together insufficient for 

.. Source: an news announcement on the website of the Thai Disabled Development Foundation. 7th February 2010, 
online available at: http://www.tddf.or.th/tddf/topong/readart.php?id-0D491 
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understanding disability in the current societal context. Disabled individuals are 

'becomingjull and active citizens in the contemporary societies in which they live' (ibid.:1). 

7·3 Footpath renovation project in Bangkok: a case study 

The following sections focus on the way disabled people collectively seek to take part 

in campaigns and to overturn social obstacles to their access goals. The discussions 

here draw on information from observation as a participant in the movement to 

improve a footpath in Bangkok city centre. This project, initiated by a non-disabled 

person, set out to create an accessible footpath for disabled pedestrians. The local 

disability organisation played a key role in this project. It was the Disabled People's 

International-Asian and Pacific (DPI-AP) group, which is an international 

collaboration. The DPI states their goal as 'a voice of our own' (DPI, 2007) by means of a 

collective movement to make their voices strong and loud enough to be heard. 

Disabled people sought to present their role within the project as a single partnership. 

Two other messages were also conveyed: quality of life and virtue for the King. This 

campaign met its goal within five months Guly to November 2007), without using the 

state's budget. This case study explores the socio-cultural and socio-political factors in 

the movement and its process, rather than the outcome of the project: how far and in 

what way did the collective actions of disabled people grasp this opportunity and 

achieve their access agenda? 

7·3·1 Rajdamri: Bangkok's business centre 

Rajdamri Road is located in the Pathumwan District which is one of 50 districts of 

Bangkok. The 11th November 2007 was the first day of a project which claimed to 

improve a footpath in the Rajdamri area. The project initiator was a resident of a 

condominium on this road. The footpath renovation project titled 'Thanon kon sampan '49 

took place along 1.6 kilometres of the Rajdamri Road, in the Bangkok Central Business 

District (CBD) (shown in Figure 7.5). The majority of land in this area is owned by the 

Crown Property Bureau (CPB) (Ouyyanont, 2008:184). In 2009, Pathumwan District 

had a population of nearly 60,000 of which 43 percent were eligible to vote in political 

49 lbanon(road) Kon(people) Sampan(relation) means the relationship between the road and the people. 
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elections. It is claimed on the website of the district office that this area 'is an important 

district which can identify the pulse of the capital city' (Pathumwan District Office, 2009). 

Pathumwan has been represented as a key district in the Bangkok economy. It contains 

a number of transnational corporations and the American Embassy, and also located 

here are many international and local investments, including those of the Royal 

Family. 

Map of Banckok, the Pathumwan District in red 

--=-.-......... ..... ~ .~..,........ ~-..... . =-......... 
- -~ - lkm 

Figure 7.5 The location of Rajdamri Road in Bangkok 

(Left) The location (red block) of Pathumwan District in Bangkok; (right) the location of Rajdamri Road (red line), where 

the project took place 

Source: Website of Pathumwan District Office (2009) 

There are many activities in this area. There are six shopping malls, 20 tourist 

attractions such as entertainment centres and museums, 19 hotels (six with five stars), 

eight places for religious activity such as temples and religious statues, four health 

centres (hospitals and clinics), four recreation and sport centres (such as a public park 

and the ational Stadium), and three educational institutions. One of the most 

important sites is Princess Sirinthorn's palace. In short, this area is an important place 

in both economic and cultural life. Whatever happens in this area can effectively attract 

the attention of both local public and visitors. This area has a number of tourist 

investments. Therefore, its affairs are well-known. 

The Rajdamri Road is one of the eleven roads targeted in the BMA plans for 

improvement with accessible facilities for disabled people, starting in 1999 (Tongsiri 
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and Taweesangsuksakul, 1999). The plan was to host disabled athletes taking part in 

the FESPIC Games. However, the preliminary survey in Figure 7.6 found that the 

majority of problems creating physical barriers for disabled users were caused by a 

lack of maintenance and misuse of the footpath by motorcyclists taking shortcuts, 

street vendors' stalls and the like. As this road is often full of busy traffic, motorcyclists 

frequently ride over the footpath to avoid the congestion and cause damage to the 

pavement and obstacles for pedestrians, in particular those with mobility and vision 

impairment. 

Figure 7.6 Conditions of the footpath on Rajdarnri Road 
(Left) cracked surface due to unfinished work left by electricity installations and (right) deteriorated 
condition of textured surfacing tiles on the pavement 

The Governorso is the chief executive of the Bangkok Metropolitan Administration 

(BMA), elected for a renewable term of four years. The office is comparable to that of a 

city mayor. The structure of the BMA administration is provided in Figure 7.7. The 

state officials and department associated with this project are highlighted in the red 

squares. This project involved the Governor as an important figure in the 

Memorandum of Understanding (MoU) meeting. The City Law Enforcement 

Department is responsible for the work of Tedskij, which monitors the street vendors 

and cleanliness of the footpath. The Public Work Unit was responsible for construction 

and repair jobs, and the Head of District was in personal contact with the project 

initiator. 

50 The current Governor is not the one who was responsible at the time of the fieldwork. This former incwnbent 
resigned after being indicted for corruption in 2009. 
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Figure 7.7 The structure of Bangkok MetropoHtan Administration's office. 

The actors involved in this campaign are highlighted in the red boxes. 

Source: Bangkok Metropolitan Administration (online available) http://www.bangkok.go.th 

7.3.2 The procedure 

This campaign accomplished its goal in about five months. A chronology of the process 

and strategies used in this project is provided in Table 7.1 (next page). 
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Table 7.1 Chronology of procedures in the Footpath Renovation Project, categorised by strategies 

Strategy I Time J u I Y August September October November 

5-7'" Initiate idea of 3rd Publish the project 
project Local English language 
Initiator, Head of District, newspaper 
THPFDPI& me 

Coalition building 
7'" Press conference for 

16th Add agenda: MoU 
contribution merit to the BKK Governor, SMA 
King's anniversary officials, oPt, THPF, 
Initiator, DPI property owners, 

celebrities, and TV media 

17'" Obstacle survey 7'" Sign the MoU gth Publishing essays 1"' Celebrities auction 
agreement Sister of a MP with Family members of the 

11th Open Day for the 
20th Stakeholders BKK Governor, SMA disability, initiator, Politicians, property 
meeting officials, oPt, THPF, and disabled people and me owners, and celebrities 

'Thanon Kon Sam-pan' 

Pushing the Initiator, Public Work property owners 
SMA, Pathumwan 

movement forward officials, wheelchair 
District, THPF, DPI, public 

users, blind person, 28th Meeting 
Activities: Opening 

architect, contractor, Pathumwan District and 
ceremony, sell booth, 

THPF&me property owners 
music, sport competition 

20th Design guidance Construction process: 3rd Meeting: follow-up 7'" Deadline of 
according to the Access started from 211t the construction works renovation works 
Law Electric work, water and decide deadline to Initiator, Pathumwan 
oPt, Me with the SMA work, telecommunication remove obstacles District 

Creating accessible Public Work Unit officials work departments SMA, Pathumwan 

facilities District, and Utility 
27'" Follow up the providers 
progress 
TV News Channel 25th Money contribution 

The Princess Sirinthorn 
--- ---
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In early July 2007, Santi,51 the initiator, made a proposal to improve the footpath to his 

existing network52 in the area where he lives. Then he contacted the Head of 

Pathumwan District53. Once the idea was disseminated, Santi contacted the state

owned enterprise which works on public health campaigns, the Thai Health Promotion 

Foundation (THPF), in quest of further cooperation. At this stage, the disabled people's 

organisation (Disabled People International-DPI) was introduced as a project 

stakeholder. After the initial idea was developed, the initiator made a request to the 

Pathumwan District Office for their cooperation in undertaking an obstacle survey on 

the footpath along Rajdamri Road. I was included at this stage as part of the design 

team and as an observer to examine physical barriers. This activity aimed to find out 

the physical problems on the pavement on both sides of the road. In the survey (Figure 

7.8), there were two representatives from the district office, the Public Work Unit, one 

architect and one representative from a construction firm. The Bill of Access to 

Standard Facilities for Disabled Persons 2001 was used as a survey guideline. 

Figure 7.8 The obstacle survey at the initial stage of the footpath renovation project 

(Left) with representatives from disabled people's self-help organisations, an architecture design company, a 
Construction Corporation, Bangkok Public Work Units, and the project initiator; (right) graphic on an obstacle spot 
which was prepared by the au thor for the meeting with the project stakeholders. The green area highlights the absence 
of a dropped kerb at the taxi stand. 

Sl Santi (41 years old) is curren tly Wlemployed as he left his full-time job as an Administrative Engineer . He graduated 
in the United States. He noted that bargaining and negotiating tactics acquired through his former career helped him to 
deal with stakeholders in 'a win-win situation' [interview, August 2(07). 

S2 Santi and his wife, Graya, have taken part in the non-governmental movement which mainly focused on quality of 
life in the urban area. The network recently mobilised around soWld pollution in the city, as 'the Quiet Bangkok Club' . 
This network involves people from various career paths, in particular those who are well educated and have a degree of 
economic capacity e.g. environmental scholars, architects, aestheticians, engineers, medical scientists, representatives 
from private organizatiOns, and students. Source: http:/ /www.quietbangkok.org 

53 Th.e initiator also has a personal relationship of some standing with the Head of the Pathum~an Di.strict. He and his 
network used to request cooperation from the Head of District. A previous movement concerrung nOIse from the 
construction sites aroWld his residence began his connection with this state officer. 
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The findings from that survey and guidelines for renovation work were later presented 

in a meeting with Public Work Officials and THPF representatives (examples in Figure 

7.9) . 

Figure 7.9 Design recommendations are p rodu ced after the preliminary survey 

Comments and design recommendations were presented to the BMA's Public Work officials and Pathumwan District. 
A comment (left) about the overpass staircase which can be dangerous to blind pedestrians; (right) a comment on the 
concrete island in the middle of a crossway that obstructed wheelchair users and a design recommendation. 

A week later, the initiator circulated an initial email to all stakeholders (Public Works 

officials, disabled representatives, THPF representatives and myself). Within this email 

Santi also announced that this project aimed to contribute to a celebration of the King's 

80th birthday. In late July, the meeting was arranged with the key stakeholders at the 

Pathumwan District Office. In this meeting, the Head of District arranged for 

participants to sign a Memorandum of Understanding (MoU). The vital point of this 

agreement was to define a deadline for this project and invite all stakeholders to sign 

this agreement. 

The initial notion of the project injtiator was not to use state money for all the 

construction work. In his email, Santi requested that all stakeholders should contribute 

their own money. Santi's wife approached the Princess via the social network of her 

her family friend. As this area is in the vicinity of her palace, the priva te secretariat 

informed Santi that the Princess wanted to contribute a certain amount of money 

(10,000 Baht54) . This amount, then, was taken as the minimum rate in requesting 

54 10,000 Baht is approximately £200. A survey by the National Statistics Office in 2009 revealed that the average 
monthly income per household (in the first six months of 2009) was 21,135 Baht (-£423) . Source: http://web.nso.go.th/ 
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contributions from other stakeholders. The money was collected from property 

owners, disabled people's organisations and some of the residents on Rajdamri Road. 

At the beginning of August, the initiator contacted the local English language 

newspaper, the 'Bangkok Post', to cover this campaign. Two days later a newspaper 

article featured the aims of this project as looking at quality of urban life for disabled 

people (Figure 7.10). 

s. 

Figure 7.10 One newspaper's coverage of the project 

The intention of the footpath renovation project on Rajdamri Road was covered in the local English ewspaper, the 
Bangkok Post 

Source: Bangkok Post daily newspaper, 3n:1 August 2007 

The initiator also organised a press conference around the signing of an MoU with the 

BMA's officials and property owners. The disabled people's organisation invited a 

wheelchair-using news reporter (Krisana) to participate in the MoU meeting. His 

participation caught the attention of the mass media and the public (Figure 7.11). The 

participants in the meeting consisted of a number of media representatives, three 

journalists from local English language newspapers, representatives of Public Work 

Units, the representatives from the THPF and disabled people's organisations, and 

property owners. For the MoU, eight out of 14 property owners signed the agreement. 

Interestingly, a group email reported that none of the Public Works Unit 

representatives (e.g. Electricity, Water, and Telecommunications) signed this 
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agreement. The property owners who did not sign comprised two hospitals, the Thai 

Red Cross Society, the Royal Bangkok Sport Club, and the American Embassy. In an 

email, the initiator proposed a monitoring system. The idea of this system was to 

maintain the conditions of the footpath after the renovation work was accomplished. 

From late August, after the MoV was signed, Santi continuously reported the progress 

of renovation work via group emails. 

Figure 7.11 The press conference to sign the MoU 

The event took place when Krisana, a TV host with mobility impairment, participated in the meeting. This caught the 
attention of the media and public 

From the beginning of September to the end of October, the construction and 

renovation work progressed. During the construction process, Santi contacted his 

network to organise fundraising. This involved an auction of personal belongings 

organised by elites such as families of politicians and business people. In the same 

month, on 7th October, all the renovation works were finished. A month later, the 

project celebrated its opening ceremony on 11th November at the public park on 

Rajdamri Road. The BMA, THPF and the disabled people's network arranged activities 

including stalls, music and a sports competition. This event again caught the attention 
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of the press and television. The Minister of Public Health was invited to preside over 

the opening ceremony. One of most reported activities in the newspapers was when 

the Minister blindfolded his eyes to simulate being visually impaired and walked 

along the improved footpath. 

A brief overview of the actors involved, their networks, and their connections is 

presented in Figure 7.12. 

Transnational 

/ ;"verto,,~ 

/'" 
newspaper 

Iwheelchair userl 

"'leet init\a'-11 

Disabled people's 
org. and networks 

Sister of MP 
(wheelchair user] 

Figure 7.12 Networks and connections of key actors in the project 

7.3.3 Roles of the researcher;n this project 

State officials 
in Public Work 

Unit 

Conservative Party's 

network 
(' PrachaHpat' -the Democrat1 

Politicians of the 

Government 
coali tions 

the Prj ncess 

I had two roles in engaging with the project. One was as an observer and another as 

part of the design team. Both roles affected the information gained and the process of 

this project. During the fieldwork and interviews with research participants in early 

July 2007, I was introduced to Santi by the leader of the DPI (Disabled People 

International). This project initiator required more advocates who had knowledge of 
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designing accessible facilities for disabled people. I then took part in a design team 

with the architects from the Public Works Department and a commercial design 

company. After the obstacle survey, we set out design guidelines which were used in 

the meeting with the infrastructure departments of the BMA office. 

One of my roles that affected the procedure was to visualise the ideas of disabled 

stakeholders and communicate these to other stakeholders. Identifying major obstacles 

by presenting them in pictures reduced the complex processes of work of the BMA 

Public Works Unit, in that the survey was done and the obstacles identified were 

matched with possible design solutions. In addition, those design guidelines were 

adopted from the Accessible Facilities for Disabled People Ministerial Regulation 2005. 

Referring to existing law provided the opportunity for the Public Works officials to 

listen and take the proposal for improvement into consideration. 

Both roles were interrelated in the way the information was balanced. Some people 

who knew that I was a part of the team passed on their comments about the 

sustainability of the project. In addition, taking part as an advocate within the project 

facilitated my access to the state authority. It helped in arranging interviews with the 

local state officers. However, my taking part in the team also contributed certain 

disadvantages, such as deterring diverse opinions about this project. People, (both non

and disabled respondents) had a tendency not to mention negative or contrary views, and 

their comments tended to revolve around positive reflections such as 'it was such a good 

project' or neutral such as 'doing good things for disabled people is great' or 'I hope this will 

be a good model to implement on other roads'. 

7.4 Strategy, agenda building and challenges 

This conceptual framework for analysis is in line with Peters et 01. (2009), who stress 

the importance of understanding local political circumstances. In addition, the 

possibility of achieving accessible space is likely to be conditioned by the reactions of 

the local state administration which Imrie (2000b:217) notes can be 'reluctant or 

enthusiastic'; local actors and agencies who influence the design process; and 

knowledge of disabled people's spatial requirements. He also suggests a key element is 
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the 'public mind' of the non-government sectors - something that is akin to the more 

widespread idea of 'public mindedness'. At each stage of this footpath renovation 

project, its agendas were built in distinct stages. It started by proposing the project on 

behalf of the general public, making a contribution to the lives of a disadvantaged 

group of people and generating virtue for the prestige figure, the King. The objectives 

of those agendas were different. They aimed to build and expand coalitions, taking the 

movement forwards to force the creation of the accessible footpath. For Cobb et al. 

(1976) there are two main issues for agenda building, a high level of public interest and 

a formal approach that the local authorities take seriously. This project was claimed by 

the initiator as aiming to build a sense of 'public mind'. 

7.4.1 Building a coalition: include more participants 

At the initial stage, a key agenda of the project was to build a link with a public-interest 

issue. According to the initiator, the agenda was constructed so as to include more 

participants such as general pedestrians, cyclists, property owners and disabled 

people. Furthermore, this project included partners with an authorised role in decision

making such as local state officials, for example, the Bangkok Governor, the Head of 

District and Public Works Department officers. The Thai Health Promotion Foundation 

was also included because this government-funded organisation has a connection with 

disabled people's organisations. By including a wider sector of population, it created a 

common interest among stakeholders. This project aimed to create a good urban place 

that works for everyone, especially disabled people. 

Using email is free and enables a wide expansion of the network. In order to connect 

and link all the stakeholders together, Santi used an email list as a tool to circulate 

information about each stage of the process to the group. The names of all the 

stakeholders also appeared on the email addresses. The pictures of obstacles on the 

footpath which were created by the survey were circulated to all participants including 

the Governor, the Public Works Officials and the property owners. Furthermore, Santi 

published the report from the preliminary obstacle survey in a local English language 

newspaper, the Bangkok Post. The role of this newspaper effectively included the 

property owners, the majority of whom are transnational investors. At this stage, the 

use of digital forms of information technology such as email lists and an online 
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newspaper strengthened this project to include more in the coalition. According to 

Castells (2007), the Internet can be understood as a new form of socialised 

communication in the way that it is self-directed in emission and self-selected in 

reception by many communicating with many. This tool also connects all the 

participants together in a shared movement, as well as linking the social actors with 

society at large. 

7·4·2 Pushing the movement forward 

This project was not in the year plan of the Public Works Department of the BMA. In 

this respect, the cultural element which is linked to a high level of public interest is 

significant. When the survey of obstacles was published in the Bangkok English 

language newspaper, the project leader sought to formalise this project. Santi contacted 

the Head of Pathumwan District. The agenda was then developed with the aim of 

contributing virtue for the King's 80th birthday. Due to this approach, the state officials 

found it difficult to avoid giving their cooperation to this project. 

Furthermore, the initiator added a moral issue to strengthen the collaboration with 

government officials. Santi stated in his email that this project will create friendly 

footpaths for disabled and older pedestrians. In addition, the benefit achieved from 

this success will generate virtue for the King. In this regard, both virtue for the King as 

the Head of State and the moral contribution for lower status groups indirectly forced 

the bureaucrats to become involved within the 'special' project. As Sirichai replied 

when he was asked about the relationship between the Royal Family and works of the 

state officials: 

"The special project needed a critical force. Once Pra
thep [the Princess] visited a school near her palace, she said 
education should be for all. Our design team believed that 
Pra-thep initiated this, and then we must complete it. 
That school is now fully equipped with lifts and ramps. " 

{Architect in the Public Work Unit, male (30)} 

However, the moral issue seemed to have less impact when lobbying people whose 

work is based on only a proportion of the population. This seems related to a view of 
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disabled people as a minority group and fails to see access issues from the perspective 

of citizenship rights. Disabled users have been perceived as a small and insignificant 

group. 

"l/I/hat kind of investment do you think will satisfy the 
public most, between decorating the footpath with those 
green hanging gardens and those dry-looking concrete 
ramps? You can walk, you don't need the ramp and you 
might think it isn't worth paying your taxes, don't you 
think?" 

[State Official in Pathumwan District Office, male (33)] 

In taking the project forward, the use of electronic communication technology is 

important. This tool can be used as an informal contract in which the stakeholders can 

trace what has been promised. Although telephone calls may be faster, Santi required 

supportive evidence to strengthen the movement. "I'm using a group email list. These are 

free of charge and unerasable", said the initiator. Furthermore, communication 

technologies such as email, mobile phones or the Short Message Service (SMS) support 

the inclusion of disabled people who have been struggling to build a collective 

movement because of inaccessible facilities. As Gogging and Newell (2005:275) point 

out, telecommunication is not merely a technology. It is rather 'a system of power' that 

helps to bridge the gap for disabled people who have been seen as non-active citizens. 

Likewise Castells (2007:245) highlights that 'going online can give people more political 

power'. Additionally, it bonds the loose network together. 

The project initiator also addressed his initial intentions for the funding in this project 

by not using public money. In one sense, not drawing on the state purse was aimed at 

building a sense that the footpath belonged to all the property owners. The initiator's 

aim was that if the property owners contributed their funds to the construction work, 

they would maintain a good quality of footpath after this project finished. If they used 

state money, the process would take longer due to red tape. In addition, there has been 

a lack of trust with the formal structural system. Poom, the wife of the initiator, 

commented on the political culture of the Thai government: 
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things which differ from their routine job. TIley don't 
want to step on any trouble." 

(Lecturer at a state university, (41)] 

By making this campaign aimed at creating virtue for the Head of State, the 

bureaucratic stakeholders were obliged to support the project. Notwithstanding this, 

there remained an issue about how to implement the law, raised by the government 

sector. While the regulation was written by the state, it has rather lacked commitment 

to practice according to the law. As Ngampan commented on the role of the 

government agencies in this campaign: 

"We've struggled with the role of the government bodies. The private sector, 
it did easily cooperate. While those government buildings on the other side of 
the road, like the Red Cross and Police Hospital, denied improvements for 
the footpath in front of their property. " 

{Wheelchair user, sister of a Member of Parliament, female (45)] 

7·4.3 Creating the accessible built environment 

When agreement was reached among .the majority of stakeholders, the access law was 

used as a tool to ensure that the construction works would be progressed by the state 

officials, as were the design guidelines I provided. The design guidelines for 

construction work were in accordance with the Access Laws 1999, 2001 and 2005. A 

meeting consisting of the Head of Pathumwan District, Santi the initiator, Public 

Works officials, disabled representatives, and myself, sought to facilitate the public 

works officers' improvements. By legalising the spatial requirements of disabled users, 

it facilitated negotiation with the authorised actors around complying with and 

carrying out tasks as part of their duty, that is, to ensure that legislation will be 

implemented according to the regulations. In this sense, legislation is a crucial tool for 

people with little political power, as Saowaluk, the current DPI Leader commented: 

'We need the law as a tool to open a platform for us. When we know talking doesn't work, we 

subsequently then use the law'. The Disability Law Committee concurred with this in 

essence, saying that: 'The civil sector needs the law to negotiate with the power of the 

bureaucrats. They will take notice of our issues ifwe claim they are recommended by law'. 
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After the agreement about stakeholders' responsibilities was made, the following 

strategy was carried out to enforce the construction process. According to Santi's email 

about engaging the commitment of those participants, the most challenging obstacle is: 

"[ ... J to convince the diggers [Public Works Unit] to finish 
removing a few things within two months. We need 
social pressure, which is the role of media coverage. II 

[Email, 26th july 2007} 

Santi invited the Governor and all the stakeholders to attend the MoV meeting. There 

were several television channels and newspapers in the press conference. Indeed, the 

role of the media is significant in forcing the creation of accessible facilities as Danu 

recounted: 

"If Channel Nine didn't come, those Post Boxes wouldn't 
be removed. WIlen they [the Post Office people] knew the TV 
will broadcast this project, the next morning they finish 
the work." 

[State Official in Pathumwan District Office, male (33)] 

Furthermore, it is important to consider employing the mainstream media in 

supporting the cause. For instance, this project took place in the business centre, where 

the English language newspaper played a crucial role in lobbying the local politician. 

Adjana reflected on this tactic: 

"Santi knows the target of our newspaper is the foreign 
investors and voters of the Governor's Party. TIle 
uniqueness of this campaign is that it is the first time 
that public facilities will be improved by non-government 
sectors and not using the state's money. [ ... JWe pllt the 
name of the Governor and other state agencies who 
signed the agreement in our article." 

[The Bangkok PostjournalistJemale (30)J 

In sum, the uniqueness of the process of this campaign was that it transformed interest 

at an individual level-either it was an issue of inaccessibility for a disabled group or 

the initiator's aim of building public awareness - to become the public interest. The 

significant strategy was to associate the issue with wider agenda-building, such as 

248 I Page 



Chapter 7 I Overcoming Disabling Environments: a collective movement 

including moral issues regarding inferior people or a prestige figure. Such an approach 

stimulated collaboration from state agencies which might otherwise be reluctant to 

comply with the special project. In addition, another significant tool was the Internet 

such as a group email list and Wireless Communication Technology, for example, 

mobile phones. This tool provided the opportunity for participants with impairment to 

communicate equally with their non-disabled stakeholders. Using electronic 

communication technology also facilitated the creation of a network and helped to 

record important information during the lobbying process. In this regard, it reduced 

dependency on the mainstream media such as newspapers and television. 

7.5 Positions of disabled people in the project 

Frequently disabled people are viewed as a disadvantaged group. The access issue in 

this project was regarded as a moral matter that can attract attention from the wider 

public. The position of disabled participants as the passive recipients of the moral 

contribution of this project tends to create and strengthen the value of this campaign. 

Santi recounted: 

"Initially, I aimed to make a liveable city, where I can 
walk at ease on the footpath, [ ... J then the idea developed 
about how to include more coalitions. If I say 
improvements only for my hOllse, no one will join me. 
Even if it is for the tourists it might seem too milch of a 
luxury. But if I say it is so the blind can walk, this miglzt 
catch more public attention." 

During the process of project development, disabled people were relatively neglected, 

particularly at the stage of decision making. Although disabled people seemed 

involved at the beginning of the process, at some points, they felt that they were left 

behind. As Saowaluk commented: 

"When the media took part they started forgetting us. This project is now 
widely published. Many others joined in. I just called him [initiator] to insert 
our group's name in the MoU. We don't want to be seen as a passive 
recipient. " 

[The DPI active member, wheelchair user} 
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Furthermore, disabled people were excluded from the decision-making process. 

Legitimising the cause of a small group to attract more public interest thus requires 

more coalitions. Santi contended: 

"The government listens to the majority's voices. If the 
disabled know they are few, tlzey need to build their 
leejitimacee [legitimacy] and build more coalitions. No use 
waiting and relying on the law being implemented. It 
needs to look at what are the society's and the 
government's interest." 

Imrie (1999) believes that it is important to acknowledge the possibility of public 

interest, for example the quality of life or human rights. Likewise, there is a 

requirement for disabled people and their organisations to take an active role in 

lobbying the authorities, as Danu depicted: 

"when the TOT [Telecommunications Department] and the 
Water Works claimed that those facilities were difficult to 
make accessible, I told them that disabled people have to 
come against this. Finally they are obliged to do 
accordingly. " 

[State Official in Pathumwan District Office, male (33)] 

The celebrity auction was another activity that can reflect perceptions towards disabled 

people in this project. The initiator intended that this activity should raise funds for all 

the construction work. The majority of the participants were well-known celebrities in 

Santi's social network, such as politicians in the conservative party, public figures and 

artists. Interestingly, the disabled groups were not included as stakeholders in this 

event. The news coverage labelled it as 'Celebrity Auction for the Disabled' {emphasis 

added] (Bangkok Post, 27th September 2007). The story sought to attract the public by 

stating 'Be part of a good cause and rub shoulders with well-intentioned celebrities'. The role 

of disabled people seemed reduced at this stage. Disabled people's position was 

perceived differently at different stages of the process. For disabled people themselves, 

however, grasping this opportunity to steer a variety of interests towards winning their 

access requirements can be considered as their goal. As Supomtham, the leader of the 

Manud-Ior group commented: 

250 I Page 



Chapter 7 I Overcoming Disabling Environments: a collective movement 

"Though this campaign might have a hidden agenda, either a business or a 
political motivation, I don't see any problem. The initiator can be part of the 
political network, and then use the Governor to take a leading role. But it is 
a win-win situation, isn't it? This project will be added to their election 
campaign in the future. " 

In addition, the position of the disabled group in this process was compensated for by 

the media, who took the role of disabled people seriously. The same article said that 

disabled people were partners in the project: 'the BMA and the alliance of associations of 

the disabled are organising a Celebrity Auction'. Pleunpot who published this report 

explained: 

"Broadcasting the disability movemellt nIust be our duty, 
because the Politics or Economics issues have been 
covered by many otller media. [ ... J In recent years, 
disabled groups are strengthening. Ten years ago, they 
were all about charity, we didn't have any source of 
information about their role ill movements." 

[The Bangkok Post Columnist,female (45)] 

As long as the motives are consistent with the movement's main goals, this may be a 

win-win alliance of the public and the media (Villeval, 2008:252). 

7.6 Negotiating with a disablist process 

This section focuses on the way disabled people sought to grasp an opportunity in this 

process to achieve their goal. There were three ways that they sought to negotiate with 

disablist processes in this campaign. Firstly, they sought to overcome the idea that an 

access issue belongs only to an individual or a minority group: disabled people 

expanded their access agenda by targeting goals on behalf of other pedestrians such as 

cyclists and older people. In this aspect, Peters et 01. (2009:546) suggest key elements for 

the success of disability movements consist of: 

mutual support, national policy e.g. using the existing access law, alliance 
building, direct action through demonstrations, i1amessing the mass media, 
educating the public and disabled people. 
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Disabled people also merged their issues with the project initiator's agenda to include 

the success of this campaign with benefits for the public prestige figure, the King. 

Secondly, to change the predominant notion that disabled people are passive 

recipients, they insisted on contributing to funding for the project. They suggested in 

the MoV document that their network was the 'partner' of the project, not the 'recipient' 

of the outcome. Nevertheless, some of those who took part in this project believed that 

its goal was achieved by a non-disabled person. They took the value of this project as 

raising society's public awareness of access issues for disabled people. What is more, 

information from the online survey revealed that 33 percent of the 46 informants 

perceived those facilities to have been improved 'for' disabled people, while 14.9 

percent thought they aimed to create a good urban space for everyone (Sawadsri, 

2009:15). The presentation of disabled people in this project retained them within a 

recipient role: as one participant said: "I'm proud to give something good for the disabled". 

Thirdly, because of the lack of knowledge of disabled people's spatial requirements, 

throughout the process, disabled people educated non-disabled participants on such 

issues. For instance, the disabled volunteers demonstrated the obstacles on footpaths 

and their needs to the architects, builders and representatives from the Public Works 

Unit. Knowledge about access for disabled people in the local community is crucial in 

the process of negotiating with the disabling environment. For Imrie (2000a:20), the 

strengths and weaknesses of local disabled groups as well as the resources available to 

local state officials are significant components in responding to disabled people's 

access requirements. By conducting the obstacle survey, disabled people had an 

opportunity to educate their non-disabled peers about their spatial experiences. They 

were able to articulate their needs in a real situation. For instance, the blind volunteer 

got stuck because of a hydrant pilIar which blocked the walkway. He demonstrated 

that this object was set too close to the guiding blocks for blind people. This can be a 

danger to people with visual impairment. This way of educating non-disabled people 

effectively led to the removal of the physical barrier: the hydrant was taken away from 

the guiding line (Figure 7.13). 
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Figure 7.13 An example of an obstacle tha t was removed after the project finished 

(Left) the blind volunteer demonstrates that the hydrant pillar in the middle of the walkway is a dangerous obstacle; 
(right) thereafter, this hydrant pillar was removed from the main thoroughfare 

Consequently, this not only led to the removal of the physical barrier. Articulating 

disabled people's needs to their non-disabled peers effectively shapes attitudes about 

accessibility. Danu recounted another scenario during the same survey: 

"I usually see those disabled via the news. However, in 
the survey I saw one wheelchair user was trying to avoid 
a pole. But his front wheel fell in to a little hole then he 
got stuck and couldn't do anything. I think a powerful 
authority should have seen this." 

[Public Works Unit Officer, male (33)J 

Disabled people can avoid conventional tactics or as Shakespeare(1993:2S7) describes, 

use different forms of protest such as 'march, demons tration, blockade, boycott, sit-in etc' as 

well as not focusing on resource allocation . This movement, perhap , can be seen as 

'new ' in the way that disabled individuals and their organisations have merged their 

agendas with the public interest, such as the issue of the quality of the urban 

environment, so as to make a contribution to the King. The tactic that disabled people 

coined with this movement, by putting aside their access agenda and following the 

strategy of making a contribution to the King, can be seen as countering the dominant 

impression that disabled people are passive citizens and recipients. The concept of 

resistance in this case was deployed against that kind of dominant disabling attitude. 

Furthermore, disabled people as partners of this project also represented their 
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membership as part of society. Gabel and Peters (2004:593) regard this 'counter-critique' 

approach as aiming to increase the understanding of differences in wider society, 

'moving them beyond their own parochial interests'. 

We have seen that there are three significant factors in this process where disabled 

groups campaigned for their access requirements alongside non-disabled people. They 

are: knowledge, ways to build the network; and the conditions of the political 

environment. Firstly, knowledge about disability and access needs are especially 

important for educating the public about their access requirements. It is also crucial 

that disabled people are able to merge their issues into general matters of public 

interest such as human rights and quality of life. The second element deals with the 

creation of a social network, which is not necessarily a disabled people's organisation. 

This can include advocates with or without impairment; disability experience, who can 

transform disabled people's access requirements into issues of general public interest. 

It is crucial to include local politicians in the social network. This can strengthen the 

network in itself. 

Last but not least is the context of the local political environment. It is politically 

possible to tum social relationships into issues of access. The roles of the local political 

system, the legal context and the political culture are significant to the extent that those 

elements facilitate or impede the integration of access issues into the main political 

process. These three factors also playa part in the process of lobbying the authorised 

actors, for example with regard to policy decisions. The mechanism exerts pressure 

using self-communication and the mass media. The interrelationship and process is 

provided in the diagram below. 
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Figure 7.14 Key components in the process of achieving accessible facilities for disabled people 

7·7 Conclusion: is th is a new way to achieve accessible 
facilities? 

This chapter has explored the collective mobilisation of disabled people. It has outlined 

two strategic methods used by their movements. Firstly, they initiated and sought to 

legitimise their demands for legislation by getting together for demonstrations. 

Secondly, they took a role within social movements initiated by non-disabled people. 

In the latter process, disabled people are not only able to attract public attention for 

their access issues; they are also able to pass on their knowledge about disability and 

spatial requirements to society. Imrie (1996:171) highlights the key elements of the 

empowerment process for the disability movement: seeking to gain credibility for some 

individuals or groups and to create the conditions to change attitudes about disability. 

It is also important that society is able to accept differences as well as to empower 

disabled people as equal citizens of their society, so that disabled people are able to 

say, as Branfield (1999:399) notes: ' "I am disabled" [which] is a political statement'. 

The project initiator viewed positively the use of funds from property owners and 

other stakeholders as a way to create a sense of ownership of this footpath. He believed 

that not using state funds kept the matter from becoming enmeshed in bureaucracy. 

However, some people felt that this financial contribution suggested that citizens were 

saying to their government: "we can't wait for you ". This tactic can be perceived as a 

good role model for reminding the state about its responsibility. Disabled stakeholder, 
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however, took a different view that they might not be able to afford to come and use 

that area. Having to pay for public facilities when they had already paid tax appeared 

to them a 'double payment'. Some people were concerned that this would depoliticise 

access issues and create distance from the state's responsibility, turning them into a 

personal problem. Eard criticised the idea of not using state financing for this project: 

"The model of this campaign should be seen as a temporary measure, just to 
bring about people's awareness about the importance of public mindedness. 
Otherwise, when people want to make something happen, they will be 
expected to pay their own money. If we need to pay even for a good public 
footpath, what are our taxes for?" 

{Disability activist, wheelchair user, female (29)J 

This project was claimed to be mainly of benefit to disabled and older pedestrians and 

cyclists. However, there are other users of the footpath. They are street vendors and 

motorcyclists who use those facilities quite frequently, as well as the Teskij who take 

responsibility for the condition of footpaths. Therefore, even though the pavement was 

improved and accessible facilities built, the earlier problems were unlikely to be 

solved. I revisited this footpath in 2009, two years after the project was accomplished. 

Many spots were damaged due to misuse as well as lack of maintenance. Motor bike 

riders and vendors had not been included at any stage of the project. Furthermore, an 

informal conversation with disabled participants revealed that some disabled people 

have never been back to this road. The motorbikes returned and rode on the 

thoroughfares. The carts of street food vendors also parked alongside the Rajdamri 

Road (Figure 7.15). As a result, the newly made ramp surfaces were broken (Figure 

7.16). All of these observations revealed that important actors were missed out of the 

process. 
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Figure 7.15 Usage often creates obstacles for pedestrians and damages pavements 
(Left) the street food vendors and (right) using the footpath as a shortcut to avoid congested traffic and 
traffic police 

Figure 7.16 A newly-made ramp was damaged 

Disabled people's organisations have sought to push their way forward in achieving a 

more accessible environment. There have been influences from Western disability 

movements through legislation enforcement and education in a broad sense. It is 

crucial to note that laws and their enforcement are still important. However, it is not 

necessary that this is done in the Western way. Rather, a way which works well with 

Thai culture is required. We have learnt in this chapter about processes which achieved 

accessible facilities: they suggest, in the majority of cases, a dependency on the role of 

an individual, such as disability leaders; or a non-disabled person in the case of the 

footpath renovation project. Santi attempted to include a disadvantaged group of 

people in a social movement underpinned by a public interest issue. By claiming the 

campaign included a contribution for the King, he drew attention and cooperation 

from the stakeholder, in particular state officials and elites. Nevertheless, disabled 
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people throughout this project are still passive recipients rather than partners. 

Furthermore, these were proposed recommendations, not regulatory changes in which 

compliance was required from the concerned actors. 

The collective movement in this footpath renovation campaign created a visibly 

transformed space for disabled people. However, this was not a sustainable project: it 

was ephemeral. Feedback from Danu reflects on the role of disabled people in this 

campaign: 

"/ can't see their real demand, despite the fact that they 
came here together as a group, asked for change and then 
disappeared. They should come and use it mOre often. If 
this project really paid off, disabled people's lives should 
be changed for good. It shouldn't be that difficult that 
they have to travel to use those new walkways in order to 
convince others that they really need it. " 

[Public Works OffiCial, male {33JJ 

For disabled people, their mobilisation on access issues seems to require that more 

work be done. The access issue still is challenged by societal attitudes, disability 

culture, and lack of knowledge about disabled people's spatial requirements, factors 

which are much more difficult to overcome than physical barriers. Disabled people 

from one generation to the next have kept negotiating and pushing their roles as active 

agents. Tum summed up her experience throughout this project: 

"Topong once told me that what we are doing might not work with Thai 
society. Those disabled who fight for lottery quotas and charitable resources, 
perhaps, have a better fit with our society. / then asked 'why have you kept 
doing this for over ten years'. He said 'there have been many countries 
trying this approach. When the built environment is good for us, Our lives 
will be better'. From my experience, / do believe this is so true." 

The process of disabled people as a group working with non-disabled people has a big 

impact in creating accessible facilities. The transformation of physical barriers can be 

achieved in a short time. Nevertheless, disabled people's role in the process remains 

unclear: does this process reinforce the notion that the access issue is an individual 

problem, and that disabled people are still passive recipients? This shapes attitudes 
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toward disabled people as a whole. The spatial needs of disabled users were perceived 

as an ephemeral phenomenon, of lesser import than their realistic needs in their day

to-day lives. What are the processes and factors which not only remove physical 

barriers, but also overcome attitudinal ones? Investigation into this will be carried out 

through the daily lived experience of a disabled individual in the following chapter. 
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8 I Embodiment in Disabling Spaces: 
an individual lived experience 

Introduction: embodiment of impaired bodies 

This chapter explores how the impaired body experiences spatial impediments. It takes 

seriously the impaired body in its immediate built environment. This embodiment is 

expressed by a disabled participant: wheelchair user Miss Turn, who lives alone in 

Bangkok. By teasing out her experiences of coping in non-disabled public spaces, it 

shows how the participant seeks to resist a disabling social and physical environment 

in different ways. Learning through the experience of an impaired body leads to 

knowledge for the built environmental discipline. Hansen and Philo (2007:493) 

highlight that it can shift 'the emphasis from (aiding disabled people in) doing things 

"normally" to (underlining for all of "us") simply the normality of doing things differently 

[original parentheses}'. 

There have been several attempts in policy implication and practice to create accessible 

built environments for disabled people. In Thailand, studies have mainly focused on 

the factors affecting practical strategies relating to existing access policy (e.g. 

Kabinlikkawanit, 1998) and the evaluation of design guidelines (e.g. Kulachon and 

Dankittikul, 2005). Those works develop a deeper understanding about the role of the 

law and concerned actors such as policy makers, designers and planners. However, 

physical barriers still impede disabled people's experiences in public built 

environments. For Gleeson (1996:393), the built environment can be seen as 'the 

phenomenal form of sub-structural processes which devalue physically impaired bodies'. In 

other words, the construction process is an indicator of societal attitudes and how 
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disability is understood. It also acts to reinforce, rather than only acting as a passive 

cause of, the social marginalisation faced by disabled people. 

For Imrie (1996), knowledge in studies of accessibility and disability has been formally 

produced by academia and government policy sectors. It is problematical because it 

has omitted the experiences of disabled people's lives from research agendas. The lives 

and views of disabled people have been shaped by the circumstances surrounding 

them (Kitchin and Law, 2001; Gleeson, 1999). Individual bodies intermingle within 

broader socio-cultural relationships to produce circumstances that consist of 

'contestation in a series of economic, political, sexual and intellectual struggles' (Edwards and 

Imrie, 2003:240). Indeed, disabled people's experiences of places and spaces can be 

either facilitated or limited by existing built environment conditions. Imrie (2003:246) 

also highlights that inequality and struggle are the everyday experiences of disabled 

people. These physical environments are significantly constructed through social 

processes. Hall and Imrie (1999:409) refer to 'obstacle courses characterised by a range of 

social, attitudinal, and physical environments'. The ways disabled people become excluded 

within society cannot be understood without an appreciation of the experience of 

disability as well as a recognition that life and society are situated, contextualised and 

reproduced in space (Kitchin, 1998:343-344). Therefore, insight into how those socio

spatial factors affect disabled people's lives is produced by studying daily life 

experiences in built environments. 

Discussion in this chapter draws on the concept of the body as a bearer of value in 

society (Edwards and Imrie, 2003). That is, the bodily functions of people with 

impairment are influenced and compromised by broader social and practical factors, 

entwined rather than limited as a result of their impaired bodies. People as agents 

either collectively or individually 'transform or reproduce their social structures but they do 

so within specific conditions, including those which are internalised as part of their habitus' 

(ibid.:244). The concept of habitus regards 'the basic stock of knowledge that people carry 

around in their heads as a result of living in particular cultures or subcultures' (ibid.:243). 

Furthermore, Thibodaux (2005:507), drawing on Pierre Bourdieu's concept of 'habitus', 

clarifies that daily life experiences are' shaped by constellations of personal, physical, social, 

and environmental factors'. 

262 I !~ .' , , 



Disabled people have been oppressed not only by inaccessible facilities in public 

places, but also by the way other people react to them. The social reaction toward 

disability and disabled people in public creates greater struggle in their lives. Butler 

and Bowlby (1997:411) draw on Morris (1991:25) to make clear that disabled people 

deal with 'the knowledge that each entry into the public world will be dominated by stares, by 

condescension, by pity and by hostility'. This psychological form of barrier further 

intemaIises disabled people's feelings of oppression. 

However, Freund (2001) notes that the social environment can be over-emphasised as a 

key barrier for disabled people in the social model approach. Disability is not merely 

socially constructed, but, partly, resides as an 'objective' fact for bio-bodies with 

impairments. Even if social attitudes and temporal-spatial barriers are removed, for 

instance, the impaired bodies still face difficulty in coping with chronic illness 

(ibid.:690). However, Barnes (2001:13) argues that care must be taken if it is implied 

that the social model precludes the experiences of disabled people. Their experiences 

should be looked at within a cultural context 'in order to highlight the disabling 

consequences of a society that is increasingly organised around the needs of a mythical, affluent 

non-disabled majority'. To understand the experiences of disabled people interacting 

with the built environment, it is important to remember that impaired bodies vary as 

much as the socio-cultural context surrounding the bodies. 

In addition, for Edwards and Imrie (2003:244), the bodies of disabled people are often 

understood insofar as they deviate from a set of social norms, or are seen as bodies 

without value. Therefore, managing daily struggles in the public sphere is one way 

that disabled people seek to acquire social and cultural capital. In so doing, disabled 

individuals are agents who transform or reproduce their social structures through the 

way they manage their bodies, react to others, and interact with the built environment. 

Edwards and Imrie also suggest that by attempting to complement the division and 

differences between the individual and social disability model or 'the body as nature or 

culture, the notion of embodiment has become relevant'(ibid.:242). Therefore, a study on the 

built environment of disabled people is crucial to determine the embodiment of the 

impaired individual in interaction with built environments. Dewsbury et al. (2004:157) 

contend that building understanding of the needs of one social group can lead to an 

understanding of events within the broad cultural situation. 



The discussion here draws on a phenomenological approach: the lived experience of a 

wheelchair user. The aim is to explore the meanings that disabled people assign to 

their experiences, to understand existing public built environments through the eyes of 

people who live with disability. A significant element of this approach is that the 

subjects of research are experts on their own experience and offer the researcher an 

understanding of their thoughts and feelings through their own words (Reid et al., 

2005:20). In so doing, the voices of disabled participants enter research studies and gain 

a hearing. By accompanying a wheelchair user with a voice recorder, taking photos, 

and writing notes in public places, a deeper understanding about relations between 

impaired bodies, societal value, and built environmental requirements has been 

reached. The language used in this chapter is mostly in accordance with the 

participant's own style and meanings. For instance, I keep the word 'walk' although she 

said this word when she meant 'rolling in' or 'moving by means of her wheelchair'. Keeping 

the original term aims to retain the meaning and value the research participant assigns 

to her life. 

8.1 Impaired body and urbanised life 

The recent survey by the Thai National Office for Empowerment of Persons with 

Disabilities (NEP) between 1994-2009 (National Office for Empowerment of Persons 

with Disabilities, 2009) reveals that of a population of about 65 million, 1.3 percent 

have disabilities. Of this group, 414,096 (48 percent) are people with mobility 

impairment, which is the most common kind of impairment in disabled people. 

However, of those mobility-impaired people, only five percent live in Bangkok. It is a 

challenge for disabled people to live their lives in the city where the urban fabric has 

been built with little attention to the diverse abilities of its residents. For Gleeson 

(1997:369), the critically disabling feature of urban cities with their diversity of people 

'is their inaccessible design'. Its facilities have been created to facilitate urbanised life. 

People with impairments seek to take advantage of the greater opportunities in the city 

to access resources in the modern economy; what are their experiences in coping with 

inaccessibility in public built environments? How do they acquire their value through 

practical spatial experience? 
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This chapter examines the access needs in the built environment of Miss Sureeporn 

Yupa, or Tum, who uses a wheelchair independently without any assistant. She 

generously volunteered to demonstrate her environmental experiences. Tum, 28 years 

old, has lived with the consequences of polio since she was very young and began 

using a wheelchair when she was a. teenager. She was born and brought up in a 

provincial rural area situated about 500 kilometres to the northeast of Bangkok. She 

graduated from an open university (this has no entrance examination and provides 

distance learning) in Bangkok. Five years ago, the former leader of Disabled People 

International (DPI), Topong, encouraged Tum to convince her family that a disabled 

child can live and earn a living independently. Since then, she had lived in the 

peripheral area of Bangkok and regularly goes to work at an office in the city centre. 

Currently, her position in this organisation is the Regional Activities Assistant and 

Independent Living Project Coordinator. This international self-help organisation aims 

to achieve accessibility in public places. She has been trained to articulate people's 

needs in built environments. Therefore the participant was both keen and also expert 

in elaborating the difficulties faced in the built environment. 

Setting the scene 

The structure of a capitalist economy has long drawn in people from rural areas (where 

employment is based on agricultural production) to work in the urban setting (where 

work is based on industry and international trade). During a period of adapting to 

transnational economic development, the physical environments are not much 

different from earlier times in terms of the construction design and process, with little 

attention paid to the heterogeneity of its dwellers. Imrie (1998:129) notes that cities are 

characterised by a design apartheid where building forms are inscribed with the values 

of an 'able-bodied' society. Freund (2001:695) highlights the fact that cities are based on a 

'walkism' ideology which disables impaired people. In daily life, people with impaired 

bodies often face disadvantage and oppression. In the majority of cases, disabled 

people pay a price for seeking opportunities in life within the hostile urban 

environment. Tum's situation is such a case. The places we visited are around the 

urban areas in Bangkok city. 



Furthermore, most parts of the urban fabric in Bangkok are dominated by the car, 

because private transport is much speedier than public transport (Barter et al., 2003). 

For Freund (2001:696), travel by car can be a 'user-friendly' means of transport for some 

people with impairments. However, Bangkok city is dominated by large or high speed 

vehicles, and it is extremely difficult for mobility impaired persons with slower 

movements and who use a wheelchair, such as Turn. 

8.1.1 Mobility impairment: wheelchair user 

Disabled persons with mobility impairment, as with other disabilities, are highly 

heterogenic. Butler and Bowlby (1997:422) describe a 'continuum of severity' of 

impairment varying from the use of walking aids, a cane or crutches, to a motorised 

wheelchair controlled by chin or requiring a personal assistant. The experiences in 

public places of people with mobility impairments vary. By involving different 

wheelchair users in the access survey, I witnessed the fact that although they have in 

common the use of a wheelchair, they nevertheless have different abilities when it 

comes to tackling physical and emotional barriers. 

Turn uses a wheelchair independently. She can move her body on and off the 

wheelchair by using her arm strength, but she finds it is slightly difficult to sit upright 

without back support. Bodily interactions with basic routine activities are manageable 

to her. However, Tum often confronts constraints in social interactions and inaccessible 

physical environments. And her strategies for coping with the social and physical 

environment are varied. Individual circumstances effectively shape self-perception and 

social relations; Butler and Bowlby (ibid.:422) point out the various factors, consisting 

of: 

the economic and social circumstances of each individual including gender, 
age, race, and class as well as their personality, friend and family support 
networks, and a host of other factors, also result in varying coping strategies 
and differences in their acceptance by others. 

This insightful study provides a deeper recognition of the built environmental 

experience of a wheelchair user and the approach is relevant to people with other 

levels of mobility impairments as well as other forms of disability. 
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8.1.2 Daily life activities 

Tum's workplace is located not too far from her home, about 12 kilometres away. 

However, there are few choices with regard to accessible public transport. Though 

Tum's tasks relevant to her job are mostly based in her office, she needs to make 

journeys to public places for various reasons, for example, home visits to disabled 

people, to demonstrate, to attend meetings, to go out for leisure and so on. Office hours 

are from 9 to Sp.m. and Tum needs to leave her house in the north of Bangkok 

travelling in a southerly direction to the centre more than an hour prior to her 

departure to arrive on time. The trip from home to the office usually takes between 45 

minutes and an hour by private car. Regularly, Tum shares the fuel fee with her 

colleagues to use the office minibus for this journey. If the minibus is out of order, she 

opts to hire a taxi. The nearest accessible public transport (Sky Train station) is very 

close to the office. 

On weekdays, Tum regularly makes a return trip to work on the office minibus. In the 

event of undertaking fieldwork around Bangkok and vicinity, she uses the taxi service 

or the express train system. At weekends, Tum prefers to spend time at home; 

otherwise, she eats out or does shopping with friends by taxi or the express train 

service. Sometimes, Tum invites friends for a party in her home. On a daily basis, Tum 

makes short journies within her neighbourhood to buy groceries, meals and other 

essential activities for example, going to the bank or pumping up her wheelchair tyres 

in a nearby garage. 

Her house is located on a housing estate in the Bang-bua-thong district, a suburb of 

Bangkok. There is a main road bordering her neighbourhood. There are motorcycle 

taxis for short distances and a bus service for getting into town. However, for Tum, 

neither available public transport mode is usable. Steps must be ascended in order to 

board the buses, making them impOSSible for her to negotiate in her wheelchair (Figure 

8.1). 
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Figure 8.1 An example of a typical bus with steps at the passenger doors 
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Figure 8.3 A spot where Tum regularly waits for the mini -bus and taxI service 

The most wheelchair friendly and available transport around Tum's neighbourhood is 

the taxi service. Since her house is situated at the urban fringe, she must pay an extra 

charge for calling the service, which is often delayed. On a regular basis, Tum needs to 

walk along the street within her neighbourhood to wait for a colleague who comes in 

the minibus and stops by the main road (the spot where she waits is indicated in 

Figure 8.3). 

8.1.3 The manageable environment and self internalisation 

Although domestic space is not a key focus within the scope of this study, it is noL an 

insignificant place to explore. The home is where the disabled dweller assigns 

meanings of self-efficacy, in particular when compared with their identity in public 

places. Living in a residence where the disabled individual is able to perform and 

complete their desired daily activities independently, is a way Lo create a feeling of 

self-efficacy - the feeling related to their capability in achieving their chosen activiLies 

in a manageable environment (Twigger-Ross and Uzzell, 1996:208). FurLhermore, a 

private place like the home tends to have a greater than usual value for some people 

with mobility difficulties. For Gilroy (2005:144-145), it has meanings to do with wider 
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cultural factors such as family, self identity, independence and a way of interacting 

with society outside the home. As Tum lives alone, her home is an important place 

where she can perform daily activities with control and independence. Her house has 

two storeys with two flights of stairs, so she performs all her daily activities on the 

ground floor. She lets her non-disabled colleague rent a space on the second floor. In 

her home, Tum adapts, modifies and rearranges all furniture to fit around her habits 

and requirements. The key point is that the disabled dweller is able to manage her 

dwelling on her own terms. Independence is not necessarily merely associated with the 

ability to live alone, but also the autonomy which it gives over the details of life. As 

Tum reflected: 

"] cnn hire someone to do and fix things ns I want [. .. J I can pay people for 

those jobs, making my own decisions, deciding what my life will be. [. .. J 

though ['ve experienced mnny difficulties, I'm happy to live like this. This is 

what 1 call an independent life." 

Figure 8.4 Tum sits in her house whIle sharing information about her independenllife 

The open-plan configuration in the four by eight metre house enables its owner to 

circulate freely. All of the interior functions are connected, which alleviates the use of 

energy to perform daily activities such as moving from the bed to the bathroom and 

through the kitchen area. The kitchen sink has been modified and hung on the wall at a 

60 centimetre height, without pillar supports, so that Tum is able Lo move her 

wheelchair closer to use the sink and water tap (Figure 8.5, to the left). The bathroom 

door has been widened to 85 centimetres, wider than the typical bathroom door of 70 
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centimetres . Although the door is only 15 centimetres wider, it is much easier to access 

by wheelchair. As thi s bathroom is normally used only by Tum, she has opted for a 

plasti c curtain instead of a wooden door. Apparently, a sliding door is more 

convenient than the swing type (Figure 8.5, in the middle). Sawadsri (2007:152-]53) 

reveals that in a living space, the wheelchair user prefers to modify the existing 

furniture rather than pay for specially designed features, partly because the 

appearance of medical-style devices (e.g. grab rails all around the house) can attract a 

sense of stigma to one's house. Furthermore, Tum assesses her needs, and then often 

buys new furniture with mobile features. Table and storage furniture which come with 

wheels are easy to move while sitting in a wheelchair. She said "it's very easy to move 

this table lJ..7hen 1 want to plug in those cords behilld the compllter" (Figure 8.5, on the right). 

Thus, even living alone in the house, Tum is able to manage everything by herself. 

Figure 8.5 Examples of modified home furniture to fit with the dweller' s requirements 

(From left to right) the pillar supports of the wash basin ilrc removcd , a plastic curtalJl has replaced tht' 
bathroom swing-door; mobile desks and cabineb with wheels 

The controllable space in the house empowers a disabled individual to negotiate with 

the world outside, that is, the public spaces. Disabled people tend to have more 

creativity when adapting or expressing their requirements to the public. Tum always 

comes up with solutions about the very things that impede her in public places. The 

places that she can manage and have control over have provided her self confidence. 

"TIlere should be a gap at tlie end of each !lump, left and rigllt, then at least 1 can move zigzag 

through those gaps" - that was how Tum suggested the street humps should be built 

while she was wheeling about her neighbourhood . And about the inaccessible features 

in the greater public sphere: "tll is ramp sliould be placed alongside, and in the sal/le direction 
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as the traffic, not crossing through the lanes like this" said Turn while using a ramp on the 

street. 

The personal testimonial of Turn in her horne significantly reveals that a disabled 

person is not necessarily oppressed by disabling facilities. Rather, by adapting, 

removing or managing those barriers, she has the ability to cope as a more active agent. 

Imrie (2010:35) contends that the way disabled people are able to overcome their 

disabling domestic space by creating a usable space shows impaired people are not 

'passive victims'. 

8.1.4 Being disabled is expensive 

Living with impairment, life is more expensive for disabled people. The costs are not 

only those of medical equipment, such as walking aids or personal healthcare, but also 

those arising when negotiating within a hostile environment. As Marks (1999:89) 

highlights: 'being disabled can be expensive'. Completing day-ta-day activities demands a 

considerable amount of energy and expenditure for disabled travellers. Furthermore, 

there is a trade-off to be made with valuable human dignity in coping with social 

exclusion. 

Though the recent Bill of Access Standard Facilities for Disabled Persons 2001 

(B.E.2544) (Thailand Government Gazette, 2001: Section 3: Vehicle :51) states that 

public transport must provide accessible features for disabled and elderly people, none 

of the buses are accessible for wheelchair users without their being carried on and off. 

Therefore, the most feasible form of transport for Turn is the taxi service. The fee for 

this service starts at 35 Baht, plus up to 50 Baht for an extra charge for each time the 

service is called. Thus, she opts to share the fuel fee with her colleagues to use the 

office minibus during weekdays. Therefore she needs to spare 25 percent from her 

salary to spend on travel. However, the most preferable transport for Turn is the public 

services, such as the Sky Train (elevated train) and the bus service system. As Turn 

commented: "I like the train most, I don't have to be lifted off from my chair; while in getting 

on and off a taxi, I get tired. And if the buses were bigger and lower, I wouldn't need to be much 

bothered by using them". Recently, Turn had the chance to visit Japan and stayed for a 
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year. It was a turning point for her thinking about the value of human dignity in 

relation to the accessible built environment. She explained: 

"There, 1 didll't bother wlletlzer it was rainillg or not, I can go everywhere, 
wlzent'7)Cr I wallt. MI1l17l ... very filll ... every day. ~f I could only take ont' tfling 
from there, J would wish to put the bus system back in my bag. There is a lot 
of illspiration for our country. " 

In Thailand, disabled people still struggle with basic modes of transport. The fee for 

the express train service starts at 15 Baht, but inadequate facilities for accessing the 

platform (by lift) create greater difficulties for wheelchair users. The Bangkok Mass 

Transit System (B1'S) offers a free ride at any station where the lift is installed, though 

restricted to an individual who presents a valid disability identity55. However, out of 

25 stations, the lifts are installed only in six stations, and not all of those equipped 

stations have lifts for both sides of the road (inbound and outbound). Although, there 

is a station near Tum's workplace, it has no lift which makes it impossible for her, 

unless she can be carried onto the escalator or over a long flight of stairs. Likewise, 

even if the bus service costs much less (from seven Baht), the entrances are steep and 

there is a lack of space for wheelchairs inside the buses. There is a compensatory 

measure of half price travel for disabled people, but this is restricted to visualIy

impaired people who are certified by the Association of the Blind.56 Therefore, the bus 

service, which is the most affordable, can tum out to be the most challenging option, 

leaving few choices for wheelchair using passengers. 

Despite the fact that the taxi service is one of the most expensive forms of private 

transport, it tends to be a popular mode of transport among disabled people (see for 

example the taxi usage figure for wheelchair users in India in Belcher and Frank, 

2004;46). This service is convenient as it takes clients from door to door to any desired 

destination. Disabled people can get in and out of the car at the time required and are 

free from a feeling of being a nuisance to other passengers. In contrast to the private 

taxi service, disabled travellers often struggle to reach the nearest bus stops or train 

stations. On some occasions, Tum's colleague is not available or is unable to drive her 

to the office. But using the taxi service not only costs Tum financially, it also is laden 

55 Source: Bangkok Mass Transit System public company [online available): www.bts.co.th 
56 Source: Bangkok Mass Transit Authority [online available]: www.bmta.co.th/en/services.php 
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with emotion and stress. The taxi service seems unreliable, as she has to be at the office 

around nine o'clock, but: 

" ... sometimes I waited until ten, like 011 Monday there was t1 high demand 
for taxis. Sometimes the driver didl/'t know how to find my house. He jllst 
wen t back without notice, and kept me waiting." 

Furthermore, the cost of using the taxi service is high. It is difficult for Tum to use this 

service as a routine form of transport. A return trip from home to office and back home 

is equal to her whole day's income: "lhave nothing left for that day". Therefore, she opts 

to travel with the minibus service (provided by the private sector). Although this mode 

of transport does not provide a calling service and she must walk almost a kilometre to 

the station where it stops, it is the only option to get to the office when taxi demand is 

congested. Although: 

" ... the minibus is avnilable. 1 can only take it after rush hOllr. Othm.Dise, 
there nrc too many pnssengers; 1 don't wallt to waste their timc. liliso pay 
for the space of my wheelchllir. So the price is COUll ted as three passengers 
including myse~f" 

Each time she uses the private minibus service it costs one third of her daily income. 

Yet when using it, Tum also needs to hire a taxi from the nearest destination to 

continue to her office. 

Lack of accessible public transport not only creates an expenditure burden for 

wheelchair users, the absence of buildings designed with disabled people in mind also 

worsens financial capacity. In Tum's workplace, although physical facilities are well 

equipped for disabled workers, the areas around the premises are not wheelchair 

friendly. Catering is not available in the office, so that the staff have to leave for lunch, 

or hire a motorbike rider to buy them a meal. There are walkways along the street from 

Tum's office to food shops or grocery stores. However, the kerb is about 20 centimetres 

high, and the footpath full of obstacles forces wheelchair users to share the road with 

other vehicles. Hence Tum regularly hires a motorbike rider to buy her a lunch, and on 

some occasions, a supper. The price of a meal is approximately 30 or 40 Baht, plus 

another 70 Baht for the return trip of the motorbike courier. 
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Commuting around the urban sphere requires enormous effort. Sitting in a wheelchair 

and wheeling about the uneven pavements demands high concentration and creates 

stress. Tum regularly uses a manual wheelchair from home to the workplace and back 

home again. Although the electrically powered one is more convenient and easy for its 

user, wheeling it onto steep or cracked surfaces may cause damage and entail more 

expenditure. As Tum said: "my 'sllOes' are expensiz1e, its repair costs me a lot". As her 

electric wheelchair weighs around 70 kilograms (induding the battery), it also often 

creates difficulties in carrying Tum up and down: "anyone who carries me cOllld get venj 

tired, have a risk of backache, t"'"<Jell beillg carried is also so exhallsting". 

Such demands on her finances and energy, because of the effort required to navigate 

around public places, effectively circumscribe her opportunities to flourish. "[ call't 

afford olltings so often. By botlzering others in public or even my friellds, I feel guilty and 

burdCllso11le." It can be said that disability policies which lack careful consideration of 

the needs of disabled people are limiting their lives. According to the regulations on 

Public Welfare 1996 (Thailand Government Gazette, 1996), an employed disabled 

individual, such as Tum, is deemed as ineligible to apply for the monthly (disability) 

allowance of 500 Baht.57 Registering as a disabled person seems to be a reinforcement 

of her disabled identity when using the state's facilities and services. The financial 

allowance fails to meet the needs of disabled people, as Tum explained: 

"it [500 Baht per month] doesn't mean milch a refum trip by taxi is already 
400 ... even ~f I accumulate those allowances for ten years, I will get just 
60,000 Baht. 58 No poillt in thillking abollt buying a house with that money." 

57 This regulation was changed in April 2010, subsequent to the time of writing. The Ministry of Social 
Development and Human Securitv launched a new Bill of Guidelines on Disability Welfare Distribution. 
Every disabled individual who is ~ntitled 'disabled person' is eligible for an allowance, regardless of thl>ir 
income. 
Source: Thailand Government Gazette (2009) 71Ie Bill of Guidelil1es 011 Disability Welfare DistributioJl 2009 
[8.£.2552] [Online]. Available at: http://www.ratchakitcha.soc.go.th/DATA/PDF/2552/E/176/15.PDF 
(Accessed: February 2010). 

58 At the moment, Tum uses a second-hand electric wheelchair, which costs around 40,000 Baht. There is 
evidently a lack of careful consideration of the actual needs of disabled people by the policy decision 
makers. There has been wide debate among disability activists about thl> amount of monthly allowance for 
registered disabled people. In addition, 500 Baht for Tum per month seems like not much support from the 
government, whereas disabled people view this welfare-based support as reinforcing a Sense that disabled 
people are burdensome. 
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We have seen that living with an impaired body costs more than just sums of money. 

Disabled people have to pay an enormous price to overcome both social and physical 

barriers in urbanised settings. The wages of living with disability have to be spent on 

overcoming the unfriendly physical environment. But disabled people manage to gain 

an independent life by finding a strategy for surviving in the urban sphere. Although 

the cost is quantifiable, the price of confrontation with disapproval in daily life is 

beyond calculation. It is important to note that stress and the oppressed feelings of 

disabled people are not necessarily caused by their impairment or illness. They are 

often associated with inadequate responses to their needs which lead to a poor quality 

of life and unequal opportunities (UK Prime Minister's Strategy Unit, 2005:63). 

8.2 Mobility in the neighbourhood: removing attitudinal and 
physical barriers 

Performing the activities of daily life can be a method by which the public becomes 

aware of the existence and needs of disabled citizens. Seeing disabled people moving 

around in the neighbourhood significantly affects the mindset of non-disabled people. 

Although Tum reacts to the physical barriers in her neighbourhood less actively than 

to those in the public space of the city, she has nevertheless gradually changed her 

neighbours' attitudes toward disabled people. A more important consequence is that 

good relationships have been created with her neighbours. The neighbour changes 

from seeing a disabled person as being' other' or somehow alien and inspiring fear, to 

seeing them instead as a 'member of the community'. 

8.2.1 Acting for changes 

Living in the urbanised city of Bangkok demands high self-reliance. Living alone with 

disability further necessitates the creation of friendly relationships within the 

neighbourhood. In many cases, Tum requires her neighbours' support. She seeks to be 

friendly with her neighbours. This is another aspect of life which is relatively different 

from the way she was in her home town. From her very early years up to the age of 20, 

as Tum was the only family member with impairment, she was always treated in the 

best way. The activities of daily life tended to rely mainly on the support and decisive 
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role of other family members. Turn described it thus: "Ollce I wallted to hallg my clothes 

ill the backyard. So 1 asked my dad to build a slope over the threshold. He said don't bother, he'll 

do it for me instead". However, settling down in Bangkok, earning a living alone, just to 

achieve common daily activities, Tum requires many things to be done by the people 

around her. Being able to adapt in such as way as suits one's personality seems a 

crucial element for independent living, as she explained: 

" ... all of my family are still ill Srisagade [her home town]. My family 
supported me a lot there, Illld then I didll' t bother much aboll t those 
neighbollrs. But here, 1 often ask them [the neighbours] to help. 171ey open the 
gate for me. I'1Il becoming a talkative person 11OW." 

Additionally, safety and security in life are potentially gained from good relationships 

within the community. Tum always keeps close links with her neighbours, greeting 

them and chatting when situations offer themselves. Once we arrived at Tum's house 

around eight o'clock in the evening; there was no street light in front of her house so it 

was quite dark. One neighbour asked if we had come to see Tum and who we were. 

This middle-aged man who lives a couple of houses away from Tum's always keeps an 

eye out for her security. When any cars park at the front, this man steps out and asks if 

anyone is associated with Tum. "He often carries Illy wheelchllir out from the taxi," said 

Turn. 

It should be noted that Turn lives in a housing estate in a suburb of Bangkok, 

graduated at university degree level, and works with an international disability 

organisation. Rhabibadana (2007:5) highlights that middle class Thai people tend to be 

individuals living in urbanised settings. In the urbanised city, the industrialised mode 

of production tends to reduce reliance on collective resources, reducing the level of 

reciprocity relationships. However, living alone with an impaired body, it is important 

to have a friendly personality to overcome difficulties in daily life. 

Transfonning the stranger to a member 

Being a woman and living alone in a wheelchair in a suburban neighbourhood can be 

seen as an exceptional case. Human nature often responds to unusual circumstances 

with fear. Shakespeare (1994:286) draws on Morris's concepts of fear and rejection of 
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difference that 'deters us [society] from confronting such realities. Fear and denial prompt the 

isolation of those who are disabled, ill or old as "other", as "not like us'''. Disabled people 

often face reactions from the public in both positive and negative forms. Their reaction 

may convey pity or attempt to maintain a distance from the disabled individuals. For 

Butler and Bowlby (1997:420), both reactions are associated with fear and feelings of 

superiority which threaten disabled people's humanity. They adopt Shakespeare's 

words: 'Other' or 'dustbins for disavowal'. 

However, performing daily activities in the neighbourhood, in part, improves 

misconceptions about being different. For Tum, positive and negative reactions from 

non-disabled peers can be a means to commuIJ.icate about disability issues with her 

community. Tum shared her experience: 

"Once my dad alld [ came here to search for a new hOllse, all old man arOlllld 
the corner walked over to me. He had just bought a nt:(D car. He said 'stay 
away from my car, don't scratch it'. My dad was so angry. [said to my dad, 
'never milld, [ will live here, allyway. I will ask for help from a kind uncle 
who lives aroulld here.' These days, he [the old man] treats me nicely ... always 
asks if I'm doing well." 

Additionally, as she moved around in the community as a newcomer with difference, 

the neighbours were curious about Tum. "There was a rumour wizen I I1IOI'ed ill. They 

thollght that [ might be a drug detective agent who works for the police. TIley'pe never seell fa 

disabled womall livillg alonel, so it's Izard for them to belie'Pe 1 can sllrvipe here." For Begum 

(1992:72-73), gender and disability are socially constructed classifications due to which 

disabled women are more likely to have internalised society's rejection. They are more 

likely to be identified as 'disabled' than men, and 'both roles [female and disabled] available to 

disabled women label us as inferior, passive and weak'. The reaction to the individual with 

physical difference, for Morris (1991:101), is connected to the feeling of denial, because 

'it could happen to them. A lack of control over one's body is also very frightening, particularly 

as it can mean such dependence on others'. Nevertheless, the consistent presence in the 

neighbourhood of disabled people with friendly personalities, seen to be living 

independently without being burdensome, eventually changes attitudes towards 

disabled people. As an employed disabled person, Tum attempts to help her 

neighbours to appreciate that a disabled person is able to live independently, including 
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managing their own finances. She responded to neighbours who offer support by 

asserting her autonomy, in examples such as when "the garage people often fill my tyres 

for free. It's unequal support. 1 keep counting the money 1 owe them for each time and then pay 

all at once, so they accept it." The key element in gaining an independent life for a 

disabled person does not mainly consist in having a likable personality. Rather, it is 

clear that in asserting the capacity to live alone without being burdensome, a disabled 

person can derive acceptance as a member of her/his community. 

8.2.2 Acceptance and removing physical barriers 

Disabled people performing daily activities outside the home not only influence 

mindsets, but removing physical barriers is another significant consequence. It has 

been more than two years since Tum came to live in this housing estate. Besides 

walking to catch the office minibus at the exit to the estate, she often performs other 

day-to-day activities out and about in her neighbourhood. It is about two kilometres to 

the bank or the nearest market. Familiarity with a disabled neighbour broadens others' 

understanding about needs in the built environment. Witnessing such requirements 

not only overcomes attitudinal barriers, but also effectively creates a way to remove 

physical barriers. Once, when we were on the way to a noodle shop nearby, Tum told 

the story of how the street humps had disappeared at some points on the street (Figure 

8.6). 

"1 usually walk past the garage out there. Passing those street humps is so 
difficult. People there always ask if I can make it. One day, there's a 
mechanic told me he'll knock them away. Another morning, those humps had 
been removed to the width of my wheelchair." 
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8·3 Coping with disabling environments: body as agent 

Peters et 01. (2009:548) comment on the social model that requires understanding of the 

disabled bodies' experiences: 

[IJn this way the disabled body 'becomes a metaphor for culture, where 
culture is created from whole body experiences and the disabled body is the 
interactive force for cultural identity and change'. 

Using different strategies, disabled people seek ways to complete day-to-day activities 

within the disabling environment. That could mean being in a place where they are 

treated as different or inferior, or mean steps at a building entrance, uneven 

pavements, or an absence of accessible transport or lifts. Tum spends much time out of 

her house. She normally travels to work in the office, visits disability cases in different 

places around Bangkok, and eats out in shopping malls or the market near her village. 

In the home, Tum is able to manage most daily activities independently, albeit 

requiring some support from her neighbours. By contrast, when going out and about in 

public spaces, it is social reactions that seem to present a greater challenge to her 

opportunities for living as an equal within wider society. Living with impairments in 

inaccessible environments, Tum opts to adapt herself. On the one hand, she adjusts the 

way she interacts with physical facilities. On the other, she also tries to adjust her 

mindset to overcome disabling social attitudes and built environments. 

8·3.1 Adapting the environmental behaviour pattern 

Circulating in public spaces where toilets that are accessible are either inadequate or 

often altogether absent not only creates physical constraints, it seems to violate rights 

of citizenship. Public toilets can be those for general public users (i.e. built by the state) 

and those that are provided for clients and customers (i.e. provided by private sector 

organisations such as shopping centres or petrol stations). There are also some in other 

'public' places like the Wat (Buddhist temple). By law, the Ministerial Regulations on 

Accessible Facilities in Public Buildings 200S, Section 7, Item 20 (Thailand Government 

Gazette, 2005:12), states that buildings which open to the public and with an area of 

more than 300 square metres, including petrol stations, must provide at least one 

accessible toilet for disabled persons and the elderly. However, in the final Section it is 
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stated that these regulations will affect only buildings built after this regulation is 

brought into law (from 2005 onward). Because of this, there are still a considerable 

number of public buildings that do not provide an accessible toilet. Preliminary 

discussions with research participants showed that, in many cases, those accessible 

toilets that are available are often misused. This results from the fact that such facilties 

tend to be larger than standard toilets. Accessible toilets are sometimes locked to 

prevent them "from being occupied by homeless people". They are also misused as a 

"storage room, or used for sexual or drug purposes". 

The absence of accessible toilets can create significant deterioration in health. To avoid 

embarrassment caused by losing control of bodily functions, such as excretion in 

public, Tum always limits her liquid and food consumption, in particular by drinking 

less water. Although hot and spicy dishes, which can be easily found in street markets, 

are her favourite food, it is better not to eat these in a public place. Tum explained to 

the food seller: "that's a problem witll my stomach. [turns back to look at the toilet]. Seems the 

toilet here is not useable." As a result, on a day off, Tum opts to have a meal in a routine 

place where accessible toilets are available, such as in the shopping mall. In urban 

Bangkok, vibrant food shops and street food markets sell food at affordable prices as a 

way of 'feeding a big city' (Tepwongsirirat, 2007:8). However, in such places, the toilets 

for disabled customers are mostly nonexistent. In some places, although a toilet is 

provided, the type of toilet is one that requires squatting (see Figure 8.7). 

Consequently, choices of pleasurable activities in public spaces are constrained for 

people with mobility difficulties. 
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Figure 8.7 An example of a toilet requiring squatting, which can be found in many public places 

Arguably, the use of toilets is not just a personal hygiene problem. The absence of 

accessible toilets for disabled people can also be seen as a mirror of social attitudes 

towards being disabled. Inaccessible public toilets limit spatial behaviour, so that 

disabled people are obliged to make their daily spatial routines around places where 

they can be assured of available accessible toilets. As a result, this deprives disabled 

individuals of both health and dignity. As Kitchin and Law (2001) highlight, 

inadequate public disabled toilets are related to rights of citizenship and social justice. 

Inaccessible toilets in public spaces can be seen as 'the socio-spatial processes that regulate 

and exclude disabled people from the everyday spatial arena' (Kitchin and Law, 2001:288). 

Disabled people have a constrained pattern of spatial behaviour, and eventually are 

trapped within the range of their homes (ibid.:29S). 

What is more, as food consumption is connected with excretion, Tum tries to avoid 

having breakfast before leaving the house. One reason is that it reduces the time spent 

on the personal routine in the rush of the morning. Another reason is that there is a 

lack of accessible toilets on the way to the office. She explained: "I often have a brunch at 

the office instead. Now I don't feel hungry in the morning at all". 
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Adapting one's behaviour pattern in response to the environment can be seen as a 

pivotal strategy used by disabled people trying to cope with inadequate, absent, and 

unreliable public facilities and services. Changing consumption behaviour to control 

the need to use a toilet potentially leads to health risks. The lack of accessible facilities 

suitable for basic daily activities is circumscribing and excludes the socio-spatial 

experiences of disabled people. Anderson and Kitchin (2000:1167) further develop this 

point: the absence of accessible toilets for disabled people segregates the spatial 

spheres of disabled people by implicitly marginalising them in public and private 

spaces because those toilets are designed and built without disabled people in mind. 

Therefore, it is vital that the design and building processes take into account the 

difficulties experienced by disabled individuals throughout the course of the activities 

of daily life. 

8.3.2 Planning ahead 

Apart from routine journeys from home to the workplace, Tum always plans ahead for 

almost every trip. This begins by thinking about the mode of transport that is 

accessible to her, to the most practical route for a journey (e.g. that with the least 

number of times she will be required to shift from the wheelchair or to be carried). Of 

paramount importance is what is most affordable. One day, we made a trip for a home 

visit with an older woman who had had a stroke in an informal settlement. This task 

was part of Tum's responsibilities to her organisation. The house of the person visited 

is 50 kilometres to the south of Tum's home. 

For this example, Tum wished to demonstrate to me how she makes a journey by 

public transport. The appointment with Ladda59 was scheduled to take place at her 

house at two o'clock in the afternoon, but Tum suggested we should leave at around 

half past ten in the morning. Transport rarely meets the mobility needs of wheelchair 

users, starting from the lack of even pavements, high kerbs on the footpath, elevated 

bus floors, to the only entrance of the building being by a flight of steps with no 

59 Having an appointment with this person with a mobility difficulty has a connection with the 
engagement role of the author. I met with Ladda by chance during a visit to one informal settlement. 
Ladda raised a concern that her monthly allowance was being interfered with by a state officer. I reported 
this issue to the disabled people's network and the issue was taken more seriously when the Minister of 
Social Development and Human Security became involved. I followed up this case a year later. Then Tum 
also wanted to make a visit to take this case as a project concerned with independent living. 
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accompanying ramp or lift. On this day, we planned to travel in a group of three, 

because Tum anticipated that she might need someone to carry her wheelchair up onto 

the bus or into Ladda's house. As the cost of a taxi service would be high for such a 

distance, it was important to make a plan for the whole trip. This was to catch a taxi to 

go to the nearest express train station, and get off at the train station to catch a bus. 

There was only one bus service which would pass our destination. However, as few of 

the elevated train stations provide a lift for wheelchair users, we could only choose a 

station where there is a lift and which also has a bus stop. We shared a meal before 

departing from Tum's place when the conversation focused on the availability of 

accessible transport. This created concerns for the wheelchair traveller about how to 

manage the trip. 

"We could drop off the Sky Train at Siam Celltre station, where [!zope / call 
get off the station by the lift ill a building there [. .. J is there a bus that stops 
directly by her /rollse? f. .. ] are you sure you can manage to lift me up to the 
bl/s? { ... J some buses are quite high we may need more men to support me at 
the back ... " 

Once we finished the meal, the first mode of transport was to walk along the street to 

call a taxi. We waited for a taxi for 15 minutes until the third available driver agreed to 

take us. 

Selecting the right type of wheelchair is also essential prior to each trip. Tum switches 

between two types of wheelchair: manual and electric. Therefore it is important to 

know the route and ways to make a journey in advance, so that the battery of the 

powered chair will be recharged beforehand in order to be functional throughout the 

activities of the day. Although that day we travelled by bus, so Tum would need to be 

carried, and an electrically powered wheelchair can create difficulties in this respect, it 

is nevertheless more convenient for traversing long distances. Another important item 

which she needed to take with her was an elastic hook. This was used to secure the 

boot of the taxi when putting her wheelchair inside. This gadget is crucial when taking 

a taxi because "the driver wmzts to close his boot properly, othenl'ise the cover will open up 

while driving. They {the driver] don't Illlow taking the wheelchair inside the renr seat area as it 

will damage their upholstery". It is understandable that a taxi driver should give such a 

reason. When asked about refusing to take a passenger with a wheelchair, one taxi 
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driver replied: "this is a rented car, if any damage occurs I will be charged a lot. I couldn't 

afford to own my own car. " 

However, not every trip can be so well planned. Unpredictable situations coupled with 

inadequate facilities that are not useable by disabled people significantly threaten 

personal security. On some occasions, Tum had been wrapped up with her 

responsibilities at work and it became difficult for her to manage everything on her 

own. One night, she prepared for a trip to Japan and found that she was missing 

something. She walked out and called a taxi by the road to the nearest superstore 

around nine o'clock in the evening. After she had made her purchase, it was raining 

heavily and the stores had shut up for the night. Tum recounted: 

II Everyone wanted a taxi. 1 waited with a security guard ulltil midnight. 
17Jen a taxi come and said 'it just because I feel pity for you'. 171en he asked 
iflllY village is flooding. I said 'please give me a lift, 1 already got in your car 
and it's very late'." 

Being in a private car with a strange man late at night is an uneasy circumstance for a 

woman who uses a wheelchair. Hence, personal tact is a helpful strategy, as Tum 

described it: "it was scary to be in his car that night. When we arrived at my hOl/se, he asked 

who I Ih'ed with. I said I live with my dad." Planning and managing our lives may seem to 

be an everyday responsibility we all share. However, for wheelchair users, whose 

mobility difficulty is reinforced by inaccessible facilities and dependence on others, a 

mistake made in planning a trip can lead to greater fear and internalised negative life 

experiences. As Tum said: "1 will never do it again. Taking a taxi after midnight was crazy. 

171ese days if I have to stay somewhere late, I will sleep in that place". 

8.3.3 Educating the public 

When navigating around public places, disabled people often face being stared at or 

suffering embarrassment when negotiating inaccessible spaces. Acknowledging 

disability issues with others can be a strategy for coping with such unfriendly 

circumstances. Having conversations with others in public can be seen as a means used 

by disabled people to 'educate the public' (Cahill and Eggleston, 1995:685). 
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Communicating with non-disabled people effectively alters disabled people from 

passive objects into active agents. 

When disabled people are encountered in the public sphere, they are often categorised 

in terms of the social 'norms' as strangers (Imrie, 2001). The undesirable and 

unacceptable public reaction faced by disabled people has a significant relationship 

with the (re)production of the cultural encoding of the city. The modernised city, for 

Imrie (ibid.:233) tends to welcome independent bodies with health, fitness and youth, 

while deviant individuals have often been regarded as 'abject things', 'objects of disdain' 

and at a danger of being distanced from society, so that a disabled body is a stranger in 

the city. So, making a journey in public places can be a means of gaining 

acknowledgement of disabled people's existence and requirements within society. 

During her journeys, Tum often has conversations with others. A story about 

informing the public about the needs of disabled people emerged while we were 

taking a bus. Once, she travelled with five other friends (wheelchair users) on the bus 

service. The bus stopped for a few minutes until the six passengers in wheelchairs had 

been lifted in by people passing by the bus stop. "A passenger said 'why do you come out, 

it is so difficult, you shouldn't do this"', Tum recounted. The bus ticket collector was also 

curious about their presence and offered her a free ticket. This is how Tum replied: 

"I immediately started a long explanation and spoke out loud. We normally 
want to go out more often, but these buses are IIllusable. We need a bus thllt 
we can get all, not a free ride [ ... J she replied 'alz ... okay, I'll cOllnt how mlllly 
of you' [ ... J those people 011 the bus smiled with me." 

Such public reactions to disabled people can be understood as spontaneous or 

unthinking behaviour that has a connection which Edwards and Imrie (2003:249) point 

out Jails to recognise its own partiality'. The conversation above not only aims to 

acknowledge the actual needs of disabled people, but is deliberately intended to 

change the public attitude towards disabled people. Tum continued: 

"[ ... J in ge/leral people a/tell think tlmt we are pitiable, Ilnd Ileed help. Thus 
we must make it mOrt' positive. I'd like to be ill the pllblic more often if I 
CIl11. " 



Being with a wheelchair user provides insight into the ways disabled people interact 

with built environments. It also increases understanding of the strategies through 

which they can acquire social capital. The evidence above helps in understanding the 

key role of such communication between disabled and non-disabled people. The more 

disabled people appear in public, the greater the number of impaired bodies using the 

built environment; their impact keeps expanding. Once disabled people are able to use 

these facilities, the enabling built environment can further stimulate positive 

perceptions of disabled people 'and more positive attitudes should encourage more positive 

physical planning' (Butler and Bowlby, 1997:412). 

8.3.4 Positive thinking, talking, and laughing 

When leaving the house, the foremost disabling process experienced by an individual 

is attention such as a gaze, stare, or unwelcome conversation. Having conversations in 

the course of travelling in public places can be a method of alleviating these passive 

uncomfortable feelings experienced by disabled people. When exposing their bodies in 

the public arena, wheelchair users are often faced with different uninvited behaviour, 

from explicit curiosity in children to the implicit concept of 'civil inattention' in 

adulthood, as described by Cahill and Eggleston(199S:684) drawing on Goffman. This 

is a glance followed by the immediate withdrawal of visual attention. Consequently, a 

wheelchair user often falls into an awkward situation. Even though Tum manages to 

carry out activities in public places alone, being frequently stared at lessens her 

confidence. She said: "17zough tlzere're always some difficulties, gettillg out together in a 

group [with others in wheelchairs] is so much fun. It's not ollly me bearing witTz the 

embarrassmen t. " She attempts to spend some time in public space so that" disabled people 

won't beforgotten". 

When going out and about with Tum in public, there was a great deal of lively 

conversation along the trip. Tum frequently shares her experiences in coping with 

disabling barriers. Many techniques are used to overcome and negotiate with the social 

and physical struggles that emerged when we revisited similar situations in public 

places. When explaining the way a disabled individual handles those circumstances, 

she provides an alternative perspective on the emotion and feeling behind an 

individual's strategy. Disabled people do not necessarily feel oppressed or react 
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aggressively when faced with disapproving encounters. Furthermore, methods of 

acquiring social value can be provided through these events in public built 

environments. 

For instance, when Tum encountered the inconvenient service of the express train 

system, she repeatedly raised the example of using the train system in Japan. In the 

majority of cases, laughter was provoked when the qualities of the design and service 

failed to meet the wheelchair user's requirements. One day while we were commuting 

on the train, the story of an impractical lift service emerged. The lift to the elevated 

train platfonn had been installed in the middle of the road and its entry ramp pointed 

directly into the traffic. Tum was chuckling while telling the story: 

"when leavillg the lift, we bent our body backward while trying to brake ollr 
wheels 011 the ramp. 111e ramp was so steep. The bllilder maybe wanted liS to 
speedily slide fast enough to cross the road, so that thosefast cars call 't Izit us 
[laughter]. " 

Likewise, when she found that another lift service was seldom operated for disabled 

customers, "[she asked to take a picture] it will be a good shot. 111;5 lift has hardly been lIsed for a 

long time, look! Those ants are building their nests Oil the door [laughter]". When using the 

public transport service, the disabled traveller is regularly requested to display their 

registered card. For Tum this is a symbolic way of reinforcing a disabled identity, but 

she responded with a smile, pointing at her wheelchair: "is this not disabled enough for 

you?" While waiting to use the lift with the train's security guard, there was a sign 

which read 'Passengers who prefer to use an elevator, please contact station staff or tel. [phone 

number] (during daily seroice hours). We apologise for the inconvenience caused.' Tum 

responded: "what ~f 1 don't lzm'e my mobile with me? No problem, I've waited throughout my 

life anyway [laughter]. " Similarly when struggling with getting on and off the bus with a 

high floor, she made a joke of it: "next time, I'll carry a plank witlz me to cross over onto the 

blls [laughter]". 

Having a sense of humour and laughing when struggling is discussed in Macpherson 

(2007) as the landscape of laughter of blind people. Laughter is analysed as an act of 

condemnation or reflection when comfort is threatened as well as helping to alleviate 

pain. Disabled people use laughter to 'redefine a seemingly tragic situation into something 
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amusing' (ibid.:203). Furthermore, defining the situation as laughable also eases the 

individual's 'dis-ease' about their situation (Cahill and Eggleston, 1994:303). 

Disabled people's sense of humour is not only a means to manage difficult encounters 

in public. It also serves as a tool to lighten the stress and anxiety of the people who 

accompany them. One example occurred while we were exhaustedly trying to reach a 

train platform, experiencing a long wait for staff assistance. When the lift opened, Tum 

imitated the voice of a recorded woman's announcement: "door's openillg .... door's 

closing... second fioor... thank YOll [smile]". The people around her giggled. Humour 

perhaps is the most effective strategy that wheelchair users can employ to cope with 

serious situations and thereby lessen potentially embarrassing concerns about them. 

Laughter and humour are also means of allaying anxiety. In uncomfortable 

circumstances, laughter and a sense of humour expressed in public places often have 

the double effect of managing both their own and others' emotions (Cahill and 

Eggleston, 1994:302-303). 

The absence of accessible facilities for disabled people damages their opportunity of 

having a public social life. Thus far, most able-bodied people seldom have direct 

experience with their disabled counterparts. The most common reaction to disabled 

people by the public is an unconscious reaction such as staring or gazing. One way the 

disabled person can cope with this unwelcome public reaction is to pretend not to 

notice and continue the conversation. For instance, when travelling by train, Tum was 

able to sit in her wheelchair without being transferred. Therefore, her appearance 

caught the eye of other passengers. At every stop, the newcomers in the cabin avoided 

a direct gaze by making a rapid glance before moving their eyes away. The trip took 

about 40 minutes, and stories about her life were continuously recounted, from her 

childhood through to her future life plans. Such conversation seems helpful in 

providing a way to ignore those uninvited public reactions, though the numbers of 

people in the train increased, resulting in more eyes on her and her wheelchair, and to 

a certain extent she responded, "........... ........... [Silent]". Although 'tactful blindness' 

(Goffman cited in Cahill and Eggleston, 1994:303) served well in coping with the stares, 

wheelchair users often do not find it easy to ignore such 'uncivil attention'. 
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It is clear that in this case a wheelchair user was overcoming a passive and powerless 

position while managing or removing obstacles. Disabled people face difficulties with 

the challenge of concealing their emotions in public. It is crucial for much emotional 

preparation to be invested in maintaining their resistance without getting angry. 

Otherwise, it potentially creates risks which can lead to embarrassment (Cahill and 

Eggleston, 1994:305). Nonetheless, the use of a sense of humour and laughter as a 

means to cope with difficulties requires careful consideration. It depends on the 

different personalities of individuals. In the majority of cases when accompanying a 

wheelchair user, being able to laugh about their struggles depended on the personality 

of the particular individual. These stories grew more salient as a relevant issue as the 

author reviewed and reconsidered information from the voice recordings and 

photographs gathered during field observation. This evidence provides useful 

thoughts about the body as an agent that produces and reproduces social interaction as 

a way of achieving an improved position in society. In addition, the adaptation of 

patterns of behaviour in the public sphere through these strategies can be seen as a 

resistance tactic used by impaired people to counter the notion of deviation created 

through the social process. Disabled people do not always passively accept their 

exclusion from public space, but consciously manipulate the 'act of resistance', so as to 

deny and manage the negative responses attached to their corporeality (Allen, 

2004b:723). 

In summary, the experience of an impaired body interacting with the built 

environment can be interpreted as a reciprocal process of building one's knowledge of 

the self and the world out there. The disabled individual assigns the value of the self in 

responding to the social process. When the impaired body makes conclusions about its 

value for interacting with the outside world, it simultaneously internalises notions 

about itself. In this case, the way Tum is able to manage her residential space to live 

independently raises her self-confidence about her abilities. This value then underpins 

her strategy for coping with the socially constructed physical and attitudinal 

environments. The strategy for overcoming those difficulties in the public realm is 

related to the meaning that Tum assigns, in particular to the way disabled people 

interact with the built environment: this value is another way of acquiring capital. Such 

practices consist of adapting behaviour patterns, planning ahead for daily activities, 
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communicating with the public, as well the way of responding to and preparing 

mentally for public encounters, Those elements are accomplished reciprocally between 

the impaired body and the concrete and abstract social creations, such as built 

environments and public attitudes towards disabled people. 

The discussion above is described in the following figure. 

I Impaired body 
externalisation Negotiati ng with 

Public places 

I 
Coping - Adapt behaviour pattern 

Social and strategy 
- Plan ahead 
- Educate the publiC 

cultural capital T - Positive thinking, talking 
and laughing 

I 
internalisation 

Figure 8.8 A cycle of effects between spatial practices of the impaired body and socio-cultural 
capital gained 

Source: Sawadsri (Forthcoming) 

8.4 Humanity is in the details: having disabled people in mind 

This section explores a physical barrier which was seen as a minor story, but which can 

create greater struggles in the lives of people with impaired bodies. By accompanying a 

wheelchair user while she performed daily activities, I learned many stories that 

emerged naturally in different places and the information often diverged from that 

given in the interview. Some accounts related to small obstacles faced on a daily basis 

by people with mobility impairment are already familiar. However, when spending 

even at a short time with a wheelchair user, several trivial accounts unexpectedly 

produced more significant results. In this sense, either the devil or god is in the details 

of the design and building of public facilities, which then result in either problematic 

or perfect outcomes. The creation of accessible facilities for disabled people as human 

beings is important. 
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The notion that disabled people are a minority section of the population, in terms of 

both numbers and their political power in society (Duckett, 1998:627) influences the 

ways in which society reacts to injustices with respect to how their environmental 

needs are met. This section aims to reveal that a small amount of fairness in the 

treatment of disabled people's needs for access facilities enormously affec ts disabled 

people's empowerment and equality of citizenship. 

8·4.1 A little error that left greater problems 

During our trips together, Tum regularly pointed to small obstacles in the physical 

environment which able-bodied people may not notice. One evening, we were leaving 

her office to catch a train because the office minibus was broken. The condition of the 

Soi60 was narrow with inadequate street lighting. Tum paused and pointed out one 

fissure in the pavement. This was a gap between two plates of concrete of 

approximately three to five centimetres in length and two centimetres in depth (Figure 

8.9 on the left). As she regularly carries a laptop computer with her and puts it on her 

lap for security reasons, the uneven pavement can represent a potential disaster. 

"This small gap is dangerous, these two wheels [the small front wheels] can 
easily get stuck. Once, it stopped my chair suddenly and all of my stuff fell 
and dispersed on the floor. " 

Figure 8.9 During a walk from Tum's office to an elevated-train station 

(Left) the front wheels stuck on a small gap in the pavement (right) there were no street lights and the 
footpaths were full of obstacles 

60 'Soi' refers to a narrow street where pedestrians and vehicles often share the use of the pavement. 
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This account shows that a seemingly trivial detail resulting from the surfacing design 

and built without the requirements of different people in mind creates physical and 

psychological difficulties for the impaired body. The greater the number of hindrances 

encountered, the greater the likelihood that wheelchair users will be confined to more 

manageable and safe locations; eventually this situation tends to exclude disabled 

people from their society. 

Along the way to the train station, there was very little space left for those traversing 

the footpath as it was full of obstacles such as street lamp poles, bags of garbage 

(Figure 8.9 on the right), and there was an absence of dropped kerbs. Hence, Tum was 

forced to share the route with other vehicles on the road such as speedy motorbikes, 

cars, vans, Tuk-tuk [auto rickshaw], and so on (Figure 8.10). Oearly, the neglect of the 

needs of wheelchair users on the footpath left the impaired body facing the risk of 

injury and threats to personal comfort. In this instance, the street was designed and 

built to serve mainly vehicles rather than those who travel either on foot or on wheels. 

The social arrangement of the space influences the relationship of an individual to the 

space moved through and how secure it feels. In car-dominated spaces, physically 

impaired individuals 'will feel excluded, marginalised and insecure, and be at greater risk of 

injury in public transport space' (Freund, 2001:698). 

Figure 8.10 Sharing the road with other vehicles 

It is essential to recognise the built environment requirements of disabled people in the 

design and building process. Working with impaired-bodied participants who are 

experts about their spatial needs can fill in the gaps. Seemingly trivial encounters with 
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obstacles can be lead to solutions: the small front wheels of wheelchair have a diameter 

of approximately 15 centimetres, so they can be brought to a halt by a little gap in the 

pavement. The Bill of Access to Standard Facilities for Disabled Persons (B.E.2544) 

(Thailand Government Gazette, 2001, Section 4 :52) specified that the footpath must be 

at least 1.20 metres wide, with an even pavement and free of obstacles. However, the 

majority of cases of uneven pavements are the results of inefficient footpath 

construction, maintenance, and usage. The failure of the state authority and general 

public to maintain the pavement in a good condition creates greater barriers such as 

the roots of trees, small fissures in the surface, steel gratings used as duct covers, or 

even dog faeces (Kula chon and Dankittikul, 2005:87). 

By contrast, the new modes of transport such as the state-owned subway train system 

(MRT),61 seem to have the capacity to maintain the condition of the construction as 

'standard'. The pavements along the path in the train system were graded and paved 

with granite finishing (Figure 8.11).62 

Figure 8.11 An example of a smooth pavement over which a wheelchair can move with ease 

Although this material was used in accordance with fire safety guidelines, it also 

facilitates the use of wheelchairs. Such wheelchair-friendly design enables the impaired 

61 MRT stands for Mass Rapid Transport system. Source: http://www.mrta.co.th/eng/abouunrta.htm 
62 Source: http://www.mrta.co.th/news/other/safety_fire.htm 
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body to intemalise a sense of equality, as Tum expressed while wheeling in the train 

station: "this path is cool, like we are walking really together". 

8.4.2 Ignorance: a creator of mobility impaired bodies 

We have observed various scenarios where the disabled body found the unfriendly 

built environment to be a key impediment to using public space. Hence, in many cases, 

the individual tends to confine themselves to friendlier spaces, such as routine routes 

for travel, or otherwise stays at home. Consequently, there is a reduced presence of 

disabled bodies in public and less awareness in the general public about the existence 

of their disabled peers. Accessible features are often inaccessible to the people who 

need to use them. For instance, ramps on the footpath kerb are often obstructed by 

both intentional and unintentional barriers. In a shopping complex, Tum was impeded 

by a barrier which had been placed on top of a slope (see Figure 8.12 below). 

Figure 8.12 Tum was stopped by a barrier which was placed over a slope 

I removed this barrier and put it by the side of the ramp, and Tum wheeled her chair 

downward. The security guard came and immediately put it back on the ramp again. 

When asked why, he replied: "to prohibit drivers who park and wait for their companions, it 

caused a traffic problem". His reaction would be 'normal' in a social world where there 

were no bodies with impairments. Such negligence by both the general public and 

service providers continuously reminds and reinforces the wheelchair user's sense of 

bodily impairment. 
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8.4.3 Oppression by design 

"I feel like I'm a thing that is being carried" 

The above words were spoken by Tum while we were negotiating unfriendly and 

inaccessible facilities in public places. This was connected with an incident that 

happened when using the elevated train which had no lift service. The feelings of 

segregation and alienation experienced by disabled people have not merely been 

embedded in the inaccessible built environment, but in the social concept of impaired 

bodies. The concept of 'dys-appearing' (Allen, 2004a:491; Imrie, 2001:234) bodies in 

space, based on disabled people's deviation from biomedical norms with regard to 

functional and aesthetic attributes is leading disabled people 'to feel less than human' 

and to make a conscious decision to withdraw from public places. 

There are 19 out of a total of 25 Sky Train platforms without lifts for wheelchair clients. 

When using the train stations without a lift, Tum regularly held on to the grab rail of 

the escalator. In some cases, Tum was carried by security guards up long flight of 

stairs. This situation affected her both externally and internally. There is a danger to 

health and risk of injury because of the lack of experienced assistants such as might be 

provided by security guards. Even though the head of the station reassured her that 

"they were all trained to help disabled people", when Tum had to be carried twice in one 

station, the staff spent some time reacting awkwardly to their wheelchair client. Such 

awkward moments and the reluctant manner of service providers led to Tum feeling 

that: 

"it was so scary, my life was in their hands. They couldn't agree who should 

be in which positions, going forward or backward. I must contract my body 

and act as if indifferent ... so tiring." 
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Figure 8.13 Being carried up and down by security guards over long flights of stairs 

Throughout this operation of being lifted up and down the stairs, the attention of 

passers-by was aroused. Whether they were staring with sympathetic concern or 

curiosity, such uninvited reactions were internalising an acknowledgment of the self. 

Allen (2004a:491) draws on Patterson and Hughes concerning the concept of 'dys

appearance' of the impaired body, that 

'is not biological, but social. f. .. ] when one is confronted by social and 

physical inaccessibility, one is simultaneously confronted by oneself; the 

external and the internaL collide in a moment of simuLtaneous recognition.' 

The strategy used by disabled people for negotiating with inaccessible facilities seems 

framed to conceal anxiety about their reduced mobility and bodily control; as Allen 

(ibid.) put it, it is a technique that seeks to avoid the discriminatory gaze. 

There are some platforms with lift services for wheelchair users, but they are installed 

separately, away from the main entrances. As there is a fee exemption for disabled 

customers who use the station where the lift is provided, the lift is placed beyond the 

ticket hall. Thus, we were split into different routes when we used a Sky Train 

platform. I went up by escalator to reach the ticket machine and access via the main 

entrance. However, Tum went to a lift which was situated at the back of the entrance 

hall, which led directly to the train platform. This segregated configuration of the 

platform resulted in limiting her personal experience. As she said: "I've never known 
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how to buy the tickets [from the vending machine}". Such a segregating concept rooted in 

design and construction is linked to notions of what Hasting and Thomas (2005:532) 

say constitutes 'appropriate bodies' in any given space, and renders accessible space a no

go area for a certain group in the population. 

Furthermore, the creation of segregationist design and inaccessible environments 

conveys a message of oppression, since, as Kitchin (1998:351) terms it: 'you are different' 

and 'out of place'. Clearly, the built environment which divides people up merely 

according to their different capacities for movement significantly constitutes disabled 

bodily oppression, in addition to excluding them from their social public sphere. 

Furthermore, it is a repetitive reminder, as Tum expressed it: "I wish I could be a non

disabled person. I want to know what it would be like." In summary, social space should not 

merely consider the needs of able bodies of average size and shape or health, but the 

range of various bodily capacities. The social process is inevitably a key element that 

produces and reproduces oppression to impaired bodies. Gleeson (1996:394) suggests 

that the sOcio-spatial needs of disabled people must be seen as 'coextensive with the 

whole human landscape which produces and transforms the general structures that oppress and 

devalue impaired people'. 

8.4.4 Taking disabled people into consideration 

In contrast to such discussions above, built environments which are designed with 

disability or disabled people in mind not only alleviate mobility constraints, but also 

intuitively empower them by their recognition of disabled people as members of their 

SOCiety. One example is a ramp provided at the main entrance to a hotel (Figure 8.14). 

It was not only helpful for transporting hotel customers' luggage. It also meant that 

wheelchair users could access the building from the same entrance as able-bodied 

people. A building with multiple means of access is friendly for all visitors as well as 

reducing the amount of assistance needed. Once when Tum was going into the hotel 

for a meeting, the hotel attendant gently pushed his customer's wheelchair up the 

ramp. Tum said: "he might want to help his customer, that's fine. But I don't feel as 

burdensome. He didn't have to carry me. This ramp helps both of us." 
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Figure 8.14 A member of the hotel staff helps his clien t to pass over the ramp 

Likewise, the newest Sky Train platform (Wongwian-yai Station)63 has a lift for 

wheelchair users installed in the main entrance hall. Hence, every passenger can access 

the platform from the same direction. This inclusive design facilitated Tum's 

opportunity of dropping by the shops when she wished. 

The conversation between us could continue throughout the course of passing through 

this train station. Due to sharing the same entry with other passengers, the wheelchair 

user felt at ease without interference from well-intended services. In addition, the 

wheelchair passenger gained independence without needing any securi ty guard to 

walk and guide her from behind. 

Tum: "This station is very convenient, no one bothers me. Indeed, I'm the 
same person as at other stations, but feel totally different." 

Nom [as an aSSistant]: "You're right, I was also nervous too, 
while being here is a lot more relaxed. " 

63 This elevated train station 'Sky Train or BTS' was designed and buil t aIter the Rehabilitation Act 1991, so 
that it was required to provide a lift for wheelchair users within the design. Therefore, the lift was insta lled 
in the same position at the main entrance. SOUIce: Thailand Government Gazette in National Office for 
Empowerment of Persons with Disabilities, (2006) Rehabilitation Act for Persons with Disabilities 1991 
[Online]. Available at: http://www.nep.go.th/uploads/files/r02_01.pdf (Accessed: June 2006). 
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Both scenarios, using the platforms of the Sky Train service in two different stations (in 

8.4.3 and 8.4.4) show how the built environment can playa key role in either excluding 

or including disabled people in their society. In the first instance, the location of the lift 

separated the passengers, as it was installed beyond the main entrance. However, in a 

later scenario, the lift was installed in the same position as the main entrance, so that 

the disabled user was able to share the spatial experience with non-disabled 

passengers. Nevertheless, a disability reinforcement element is embedded in such 

services because of a mindset based on segregation. We saw this in the way in which 

the train staff requested Tum to display her disability identification. This card 

identified its holder as a 'valid disabled individual', based on medical expertise. For 

Pierre Bourdieu (quoted in Edwards and Imrie, 2003:248) 'symbolic power works partly 

through the control of other people's bodies'. The intemalisation of a feeling of inferiority is 

related to medical discourse because of the ways in which the medical profession 

define what Edwards and Imrie (ibid.) term the 'legitimate body'. When bodies with 

defined meanings confront physical construction created by segregationist attitudes, let 

alone different spatial requirements, in the design and building process these are 

included in the dynamic socio-spatial disabling process. Indeed, this dynamic 

gradually further excludes disabled members from their society. 

Realising one's place 

In this chapter, we have seen various accounts of the impaired body's experiences of 

discomfort as a consequence of the ways in which society fails to recognise the 

existence of disabled people. Navigating through unfriendly built environments, Tum 

often uses enormous an amount of energy and this affects her health. It is important to 

recognise that the difficulties in the lives of disabled people are not only as a result of 

inaccessible built environments, but are also connected with the impaired body. 

However it also is important to note that the impairment is simply an individual 

bodily capacity and functional condition. This is not to say that disability is merely a 

consequence of the impaired body, but rather that it also results from engagement with 

socially imposed constraints. 

A spine that curves backwards slightly requires Tum to position her back properly in 

the wheelchair, and also to contract her body while wheeling on uneven pavements. 



She described it thus: "my back is a little bit bellt, 1 need to hold it firmly, and those rough 

surfaces make me exhausted". Also, living with a back which is not quite straight affects 

her respiratory system. When undertaking public travel, if she is transferred or lifted 

off and into her wheelchair several times, such movements make it difficult to breathe 

properly. In addition, the bio-body, sitting in the same position for long period, does 

not simply become fatigued but also pOSSibly develops pressure sores. Even though 

more wheelchair users are working in offices with regular office tasks and hours, it is 

essential to provide them with a space for lying down during the working period. "It is 

important for us, we Ileed to rest the back and bottom". The resting spot can be a typical bed 

placed in a semi-private area. It is crucial to include awareness of human needs into the 

details of the design process. 

The majority of built environment design and construction projects pay little attention 

to the diversity of bodies and capacities. Workplaces, in most cases, are created in 

accordance with the norm, oriented around able bodies and healthy workers, so that a 

resting space may be seen as an incompatible element. The work of Saeki et al. 

(2001:304) reveals that the absence of a space required by a mobility-impaired worker 

significantly affects their opportunity to live an equal life. They reveal how: 

[ ... J he [the subject] was employed as an office clerk accountant ... his working 
condition and environments were enough for his job. However, scoliosis of 
tire spine gradually progressed because of the sedentary work of accounting 
on a wheelchair all day. [' .. J three years after his employment, he felt very 
intense generalized fatigue, which was worse in the afternoon. He took a nap 
on a daily basis at his worksite. These symptoms progressed. At last he could 
not continue his job and resigned. 

In Tum's office, there is a resting space provided at the rear of the working area. When 

needs in space are realised in this way, the disabled person appears as an agent in 

creating 'their places'. In addition this is a way of embodying impaired bodies in the 

built environment. To a certain extent the recognition of built environmental 

requirements of people with different mobility abilities in the design and building 

process can lead to the elimination of social exclusion. 
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8·5 Rethinking the disabling process 

We have seen how the impaired body has interacted with the surrounding social and 

physical disabling elements. The following sections provide a consideration of how 

such disabling processes impact on disabled bodies and minds. How do such processes 

further circumscribe socio-spatiallife experience for the individual with an impaired 

body? 

8·5·1 INam-jai' and the recipient: "a disabling culture? 

Inaccessible built environments, in many aspects, construct a thin line between good 

intentions and equality. In 'Thai society, Nam-jai [,water-heart' or genuine generosity] and Hen

jai ['see the heart' or sympathy],64 have long been seen as the most admired cultural values 

(Kitiyadisai, 2005:20). However, in contemporary culture, where the perception of 

helping others and sympathy have been gradually blended with globalised meanings 

(see further discussion in Kitiyadisai, 2005:19-20), the understanding of sympathy as 

related to the positive desire of helping one other and sharing life in society is 

seemingly transformed. Disabled people regularly receive help from others who are 

without impairments. For Cahill and Eggleston (1994:306), assistance qualifies as 

sympathetic when it is a culturally recognised expression 'even ifnot motivated by sincere 

fellow-feeling or sentiment'. Regardless of whether assistance to disabled people by the 

public was requested or not, if such a situation takes place in a built environment with 

a lack of accessible facilities, it potentially sets up an inequality between the non

disabled (the givers) and disabled people (the recipients). In many cases, disabled 

people perceive themselves and are perceived to be recipients and are thus seen as 

burdensome. Inaccessible features, coupled with positive intentions aroused within the 

public in response to disabled bodies, potentially create greater problems for the 

'recipient'. For instance, a thoughtless reaction can lead to risk of injury, as experienced 

by Tum: 

64 Nam-jai means genuine kindness and generosity without expecting anything in return. This ref/ects the 
Buddhist teaching on kindness (Metta) and compassion (Karuna). On t.he other hand, hen-jai (see into the 
heart), which means understanding, sympathy and empathy, can be practically expressed by bt>ing willing 
to listen, being flexible and forgiving and accommodating towards one's fellow human beings in times of 
dis~ress (Kitiyadisai, K, 2005 'Privacy Rights and Protection; Foreign Values in a Modern Thai Context', 
EthiCS and IIl(01"ll1lltioll Technology, 7, (1), pp. 17-26. 



"ollce, in town, there was a stranger with good intel!tions who tried to help 
me while [ was negotiating with a crack on the pavement. He pllshed my 
chair from the back. It then suddenly tipped over. [ ... J not Dilly was I hurt, 
but it was so embarrassing." 

However, in a time of cultural transition, the value of the conventional Thai culture of 

Nam-jai is being challenged. There is a decline in genuine generosity when responding 

to less advantaged people. For instance, Turn often expressed feelings of oppression 

about asking for assistance from the strangers in public settings. One day, we were 

approaching an elevated train station where there was again no lift service. Tum 

intended to demonstrate how she managed to reach the platform when she was alone. 

She waited at the end of the escalator and sought someone to inform the security guard 

at the top. "Excllse me, can you please tell the guard that there is a disabled person who wallts 

to lise the Sky Train?" The man who was walking on the stair paused and nodded his 

head. We waited for about five minutes, then Tum had another try: "exClIse me, please 

call tile guard to help me to go up to the train". The woman stopped and nodded her head 

(Figure 8.15, Left). After some minutes, one security guard walked down. Since he 

knew that Tum needed to be carried up, he called for another member of staff. When 

that member of staff arrived, he said: "what's the matter ... I'm starving. I'm gonna have a 

meal". As the station lacked facilities for wheelchair users, passengers such as Turn 

were infrequent. The reaction of the service provider, perhaps, represented the way 

they would deal with a complex circumstance. The situation of the security guard65 

was understandable in that, although Nam-jai or Hen-jai still persist, the organisation 

and management systems for dealing with inaccessible facilities can actually worsen 

the situation. 

65 On this day, we visited this train station with a camera. I was informed by the head of the security guard 
that it violates safety rules to take a wheelchair user on the escalator. The only way Was to carry the 
disabled customer by the stairs. However, previously, staff who helped Tum had carried her in her 
wheelchair by the es:alator. They did not want to get into trouble so that we had to use the stairs that day. 
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Figure 8.1S The sequence of movements when Tum was being lifted up onto the bus 

(From left to right) planning how to negotiate with the stairs on the bus, requesting a stranger for 
assistance and being carried up onto the bus 

Likewise, requesting help from total strangers intemalises feelings of guilt and the 

sense of being a burden. A mode of transport that does not consider wheelchair use 

reinforces the oppression faced by the mobility impaired body. As the bus does not 

provide a low floor at the entrance doors, Tum needs to be carried up onto it by at least 

three people. The people who accompanied Tum reluctantly sought out passers-by to 

carry the wheelchair up onto the bus. One day, we managed to find two men in the 

vicinity of the bus stop who could help her get on the bus (Figure 8.16). As the traffic 

and people were in a hurry, requesting strangers to carry an electric wheelchair 

seemed a physical and psychological challenge. Tum reflected on this experience: "I 

always feel guilty about bothering many people. If it's not necessary I try not to travel a lot." 

Nevertheless, from another angle, receiving assistance even without requesting it can 

produce an unequal relationship. For wheelchair users, the difficulties in moving their 

bodies and physical environments that are hostile to their mode of mobility 'leave them 

hopelessly dependent on others' sympathetic assistance' (Cahill and Eggleston, 1994:306). 

This experience was observed when Tum was trying to use a wash basin in the 

shopping mall toilet. The counter was approximately 75 centimetres high and this 

made the water tap quite hard to reach. The press-type pillar tap was even more 

difficult to operate when it was almost out of reach. While Tum was awkwardly 

negotiating the sink, a woman pressed the tap for her. Tum said thank you to her 

(Figure 8.16, Right). The woman smiled back and left the room. The counter top was 
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designed to serve only those people of 'average' height, having a tap with a 'standard' 

reach and grip. The individual with a 'non-standard' height and reach involuntarily 

turned out to be a recipient of the sympathy or beneficence of others. 

Figure 8.16 Tum interacting with strangers in public places 

(Left) At the Sky Train station Tum is asking a lady to inform the security guard about assistance needed; 
(right) in the toilet in a shopping mall, a lady helps her to operate the tap 

As Turn often says when she either receives or is offered various forms of assistance 

from total strangers in public "it's not fun to be helped, even in minor ways. Bothering many 

people, I feel like a burden." It brought her a sense of guilt as a result. For Cahill and 

Eggleston (1994:307), this feeling has a micro-political implication. As a price for 

completing their daily activities in public places, the wheelchair user as recipient is 

obliged to repay the giver with 'emotional commodities such as gratitude, deference and 

future sympathy'. Transforming the public's reaction to disabled people appears to be a 

challenge that requires considerable investment of time. Nevertheless, Tynan (1997:9) 

argues that assistance can be seen as an unavoidable interaction throughout the course 

of human life, that a 'desire to help does not in any way degrade the person before them. All 

human beings require help at many moments in their lives'. If we seek to remove physical 

barriers having much to do with more direct experiences, this potentially reduces the 

number of times disabled people are the recipients of assistance, both with or without 

requests. 
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When we see the experiences of a disabled person at a micro scale, in this case, at the 

individual level, the disabled subjects do not necessarily embrace disability values in 

the same way as does society. Devlieger and Albrecht (2000) note that disabled people 

may have perceptions about themselves which are different from mainstream ideas 

about disability. Society's feelings about disabled people have links with pity (or 

'Songsaan' in Thai culture), but the disabled individual may not perceive such feelings in 

the same positive sense. 

8·S·2 Stigma of the wheelchair symbol and absence of the body 

One day, Tum, in her wheelchair, spoke to me while she was waiting for the embassy 

officer to process her visa application. The service counter in this visa bureau was 

about 1.3 metres high, which is above the visual level of a wheelchair user. Therefore 

Tum could not see the documents on the top of the counter from her position. She 

continued to wait next to that counter. It was only when the officer called the next 

customer for service that Tum realised that her document was completed. In returning, 

she said: 

"Sorry to keep you waiting, I didn't know that she handed me this paper. I 
couldn't see it at all ... that's why people usually think that those disabled 
people are dumb." 

Sitting in a wheelchair, in a situation where there is an absence of accessible design, can 

reinforce the impression of a person who has lost both physical and mental capacity. 

As Smithers (1990:264) points out, one aspect of using a wheelchair is that it is referred 

to as a powerful visible "stigma symbol" that 'can confirm public perceptions of the social 

identities of the occupants with attendant belief of dependence and possible mental 

incompetence'. It would have been much easier for Tum if the counter clerk had stood 

up to speak with her client. Furthermore, it would be more comfortable for both if the 

counter bar had been designed and built for various levels that respond to the different 

heights of customers. 

Another similar experience of being a 'nonperson' took place in a larger public space. 

This was at the train station. On one occasion, we were using the elevated train 

platform where the lift for disabled people is installed. However, the ticket counter 

307 i p" !J (' 



Chapter 8 I C;p 

only has a single level, which is higher than eye level when sitting in a wheelchair or 

for someone who has lower height than 'average' (Figure 8.17). 

Figure 8.17 The ticket office with a single counter-level that creates difficulties for whee1chair
using customers 

Such configurations emphasised that disabled bodies had been absent from the whole 

process, including design, construction and providing a service. After Tum had 

purchased her ticket,66 she was supposed to use a different entrance from others, where 

a security guard would ask to see a disability ticket. Clearly, the lack of general 

awareness of disability and wheelchair usage is a pervasive problem which is a 

frequent irritant to many disabled people, through the ways the service ignores the 

existence of disabled people when carrying out everyday activities (Butler and Bowlby, 

1997:428). The example above reveals how a minor error of design which has not 

considered the needs of disabled people effectively internalises individual oppression 

and social discrimination against them. Additionally, such a situation usually leads to 

the interpretation that the intemalisation of the impaired body is connected with 

ignorance. Neglecting the existence of disabled bodies, for Imrie (2001:234), is related to 

the way disabled people's habitus is characterised by a conception of 'dys-appearing 

66 Although this station provides a lift and a free ticket for wheelchair customers, they are nevertheless 
requested to prove their disabled identity. 
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bodies'. In other words, it is a notion that renders disabled people insignificant or 

'absent'. 

8·5·3 Socio-spatial barriers and self-exclusion 

Ultimately, navigating in the public arena where there is a multitude of social and 

physical barriers leaves disabled people with costs in terms of time, energy, personal 

safety and human dignity. In day-to-day life, Tum requires considerable energy to 

travel, transfer, and get on and off her wheelchair. Her hard work starts when she 

transfers from her bed to the wheelchair, and from her wheelchair to the toilet seat, to 

the bathing seat, back to the wheelchair, to the car seat, to the wheelchair - and on and 

on, until she is back in bed again. Such energy is not simply employed in transferring 

from the wheelchair: negotiating with uneven pavements or being carried is also 

exhausting. As Tum said: "there is really nothing that seems easy for me". It is undeniable 

that fatigue in impaired bodies is also related to illness: "if I stay olltside too long, I feel so 

exhallsted. Can't breathe properly." However, if the design and construction of the built 

environment deals carefully with various detailed requirements such as having 

transport that supports the wheelchair user without requiring them to be lifted or 

transferred, more even pavements, or graduating the different levels on the ground, 

these minor elements could considerably lessen the energy drained from people with 

mobility difficulties. Otherwise, those little obstacles, bit by bit, are continuously 

confining disabled people to their homes. As Tum described it after her long day: 'V 
there is /lot really a reaSO/l to, I fly /lot to go out". These oppressive experiences have been 

(re)produced from time to time and not only increase one's physical difficulties, but 

also reduce one's experience in public life. Yau et 01. (2004:956) point out that if the 

experience of travelling is negative, people may stop doing this. Thus, 'their overall 

enjoyment is diminished and their enthusiasm for future trips lessens'. 

8.6 Conclusion: flourishing human life in everyday places 

[ ... J disabled women can build the strength and determination to continue to 
fight for spaces of everyday life in which differences such as disability are 
viewed 'not' as something to be 'corrected' and avoided, but as part of the 
spectrum of human experiences that enrich all of our journeys through life 
and society (Chouinard, 1999:155). 
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The experience of disabled bodies in built environments has been regarded by some as 

a particular account of a certain group of people. Within such views, this group is often 

taken as a marginalised one. In fact, the vulnerability and frailty of the body are a 

common experience in everyone's life course (Breckenridge and Vogler, 2001). In other 

words, an 'able-body' is only a temporary situation within our lives. This way of 

understanding significantly increases determination about the concept of human 

flourishing as a basic human feature of all bodies, including impaired bodies. 

Changing physical barriers to accessible facilities is a phenomenon in the 

interrelationship between bodies and the built environment. These two elements 

cannot be separately analysed. As Imrie (2003:64) highlights, bodies are inscribed in a 

variety of ways in the built environment, and 'they are conjured in their (mutual) 

production, meaning, and transformation'. All day long Tum, is forced to keep actively 

thinking about the organisation of her journey through hostile environments. Although 

it seems there is less stress for routine activities, her experience in public places is 

limited. Such limitations are reinforced by both her physical and her mental struggles. 

Physically, she adapts her behavioural pattern, which affects her health. By performing 

day-to-day activities without taking breakfast, she takes a health risk. PsycholOgically, 

the need to put enormous concentration into planning for mobility, making a trip and 

time management considerably intemalises her limited capacities. All such constraints 

have lessened and spoiled the time she spends on everyday activities, thus lessening 

the flourishing of human life. 

It is true that impaired bodies accumulate social and cultural capital through practices 

in public built environments that deploy many strategies. In part, acquiring social and 

cultural capital is imposed by the inaccessible concrete spaces constructed within their 

community. The way disabled people are constructing their embodiment seems to be 

largely ignored almost as if they were in a parallel world, or cyber space. For Tum, 

most of her time is spent in the daily round, experiences that she performs in a routine 

built environment such as home, private transport, workplace, and other habitual 

public places that are accessible for her mode of mobility. However, she is also able to 

create a way of interacting with others: "most of tlze time at home I am online" and when 

asked about activities via internet, she replied "chatting with friends, some of them are 
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Nepalese or /ap(lIlese, or I meet people 011 a webboard". From time to time, we keep in touch 

through email conversations, mobile phone calls, as well as video conferencing (e.g. 

Skype67
). Although this information is not directly relevant to this account of the body

in-space, it can be seen as an alternative strategy for impaired bodies attempting to 

accumulate knowledge about embodiment with their community. Communication 

technology has the potential to act as an agency in creating accessibility in the built 

environment. 

We have also learnt that the majority of the difficulties faced by one wheelchair user 

are the result of inaccessible environments rather than due to her impairment. It is 

important to explore the links between structural conditions and the individual's lived 

experience of the process of disablement. An impaired person is not disabled by her 

physical condition. By contrast, the disabling conditions of the built environments 

around the impaired body perpetuate or reproduce health deterioration and increase 

social exclusion. Furthermore, the built environment, which responds to heterogeneous 

human capacities, plays a crucial role in human life. Asch (1998) points out that 

realising that disability is caused by both physical and social environments is a key 

factor for an individual with impairment when deciding whether to live or die. An 

individual understands that their struggle in life is not about the inherent limits of their 

condition but is due rather to the society that creates these limits. Therefore 

people may still choose to end life-sustaining treatments or to forgo extensive 
rehabilitation rather than undergo life in a world not truly hospitable and 
well-designed for those with disabilities (ibid.:9). 

In this respect, it is important to study disabled bodies in the built environment 

through the lived experience perspective. The socio-spatial experiences of disabled 

people can be an interpretation in themselves and of the environment surrounding 

them. The lives of disabled people have been observed and written about, as well as 

regulated, by the aspired-to normative society. Their lived experiences are often 

devalued, and so as Overboe (1999:18) contends: 

[The lived experience of disabled people is] reduced to a classification which 
demands that the able-bodied take some sort of action that implicitly or 
explicitly controls our lives. 

67 Skype is a software application that allows users to make voice and video calls over the fnternet. 
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We have seen the feelings, opinions, thoughts and reactions of disabled individuals 

with regard to the society that surrounds the self. A pivotal finding reveals that the 

built-environmental needs of disabled people have nothing to do with a mere 

speciality or difference of design or construction. In fact, the physical creations - which 

are constructed through the social process as a range of attitudinal barriers-restrict 

people with impaired bodies from having flourishing lives. Validating the lived 

experience of disabled people asserts the existence of their needs and experiences in 

the built environment through their own words. Furthermore, in research on disability 

and the experience in the built environment, Siebers (2008:121) contends that using 

experience as evidence can be a way to define the dominant theoretical position that 

focuses on the "difference' and 'identities' of [those] whose experience is being documented, 

and reproduces rather than contests given ideological systems'. Likewise, for Corker (1999), 

the lived experience of disabled people has often been simplified, in particular when 

failing to differentiate a relationship between disability and impairment. Therefore, 

there is need to understand the built environments of disabled people by emphasis on 

different forms of acquiring capital and on disabled people's social agency, as well as 

on attitudes and discriminatory production processes. 

Finally, the information supplied by a wheelchair user will offer valuable insights into 

the experiences of people with other forms of impairment within public built 

environments where the individual can share broader social life experience within 

their society. The theory of human agency or action requires an account of the body, an 

awareness that 'acting people are acting bodies' (Edwards and Imrie, 2003:242). This 

chapter presented the role of the body as agent interrelated and influenced by the 

surrounding social and physical environment. For Hughes and Paterson (1997:338), 

understanding disabled individuals' requirements is an essential approach because it 

constitutes a sense of diversity within difference and provides encouragement to the 

disability movement. 
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'W" erc, nfter nil, do universal hU1l1an rights /legin? 111 slIlnll plnces, closc 

to hOll/e so close anri so s1Imll thnt they CtlnJlot be seen on tiny Inaps of the 

war/d. Yet they nre the world of tile inriiviriunl persall; the ncighbo1lrhood lie 

lil'es in; the school or college he atlends; the factory, fnrm, or office w/I(?re he 

works. Such Ilre the plnces where cuery /I/an, womnn, Ilnd child seeks eqllal 

justice, eq1lal opportulIity, equal dignity without discril1lination. Unless 

these rights hnve meani7lg there, they ilave little menning Ilnywhere. Without 

concerted citi:en nction to uphold them close to home, we shnll look ill vnin 

for progress in the larger world.' 

Eleal10r Anna Roosevelt (1884 - 1962) 
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enVironment 

Introduction 

The interrelated concerns which have been discussed in the study include the 

theoretical-offering a way to including cultural elements in the social construction of 

disability concept and the resistance approach into the study about accessible built 

environment in Thai context; the contextual- the religious interpretation as weII as local 

political culture play important part in the process of creation disabling barriers; and the 

practical- the transformation of access issue by and for disabled people and their role as 

active agent in achieving accessible environment. All of these have been analysed to 

invite rethinking about spatial accessibility for disabled people in the Thai context. This 

final chapter reaches conclusions, reflects on the learning experience, discusses how the 

knowledge can be applied, and suggests possible agendas for future research. It seeks to 

provide linkages of all the research approaches, objectives, and findings. The chapter is 

divided into five main sections: contribution to knowledge; reflections on the research 

findings; the research approach and the position of disabled people; some ideas for key 

agents; and concluding thoughts. 

9·1 Key contributions by learning from disabled people 

The central aims of the study have been to explore how the understanding of disability 

influences and shapes the built environment and how disabled people negotiate and 

change their social and physical impediments. Regarding the previous debate on the 

social model of disability which views the problem of disability is not the disabled 

person, but the failure embedded in social structure, physical environment, policy and 
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service for disabled people (objective knowledge). To a certain extent such a perspective 

tends to ignore the experience of impairment conditions (subjective knowledge). This 

research, through participation with people with a range of impairments, invites 

rethinking the social model by adding the cultural elements as well as the individual 

impairment conditions in exploring physical spaces into the Thai context. The study 

draws out the local cultural variations such as contributing virtue or good deed to the 

King as way to making merit (Chapter 7). By so doing it can give rise to an achievement 

of accessible facilities development for disabled people. Further, an in-depth exploration 

of spatial experience of one wheelchair user, through the lived experience approach 

(Chapter 8), reinforces the idea derived from others' researches that although people 

who are defined in a similar type of disability, their knowledge and meanings about the 

places as well as their spatial requirements are not necessarily the same. By adopting the 

resistance approach in exploring the way disabled people negotiate their social and 

physical barriers, it helps to see mobility in public space of impaired bodies beyond their 

ways to overcome physical barriers. Many parts, it is a way to contest the predominant 

idea of 'disability' that connects to 'unable', 'passive' and 'personal problem'. The 

following sub-sections discuss these concepts which have been developed within the 

Thai context. 

9.1.1 Culture and the construction of disabling environments 

As mentioned earlier, the first contribution to knowledge has been to extend the social 

model of disability. The study identifies the socio-cultural elements can influence and 

shape the creation process of built environment. The meanings and value toward 

disability are also produced and reproduced through the cultural system. In Thai 

society, we have seen perceptions of 'Pi-gam' through the use of language, legal 

definitions of disabled persons, attitudes, and the core concern of this study: the creation 

of a built environment that segregates and excludes impaired bodies. 

Terzi (2004:146) highlights the social model in accounts from a postmodemist 

perspective as holding that '[ ... J no social phenomena, including impainnent and disability, 

exist independently from the "discursive practice" that has created it'. The production of the 

physical environment is part of the social process. There are various elements that shape 

the way society understands and treats its impaired-bodied people. Social, socio-
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political, socio-economic and especially cultural elements play important roles in the 

ways that disability is perceived differently in different circumstances. Buildings, 

footpaths or transport are not created with neutral meanings. However, those spatial 

elements are underpinned by notions that colour how disability is associated with 

individuals, such as medical problems or problems related to misfortune and the 

solutions to these. 

In Thailand, the Disability Rehabilitation Act 1991 and the Access Laws 1999 have come 

into force, but up to now the implications for disability of understanding the accessible 

physical environment have been largely unconsidered in the architecture and built 

environment disciplines. This thesis has suggested exploring the built environment for 

disabled people through the social constructionist perspective in Thai context. This 

suggests approaches to remedying inaccessibility that do not necessarily rely on features 

of the broader social structure, such as the legislative system, opportunities via economic 

development, and design techniques. Within the social constructionist approach, 

disabling processes occur every day at different scales such as through cultural 

representation e.g. language use of disability and media which refer to disabled people 

in the local context. Therefore, solutions for an enabling built environment require 

deeper understanding and critical interpretations of everyday practices. This is the 

background context in which the material environment is located. 

9·1.2 Politic;sing access problems: individual and collective agents 

Secondly, the study demonstrated impaired-bodied people's experiences by showing 

ways they negotiate and overcome their barriers. The study underlines the inclusive 

environment concept that can be applied to the Thai context. The 'Inclusive Design' and 

'Universal Design' concept regard a design process based on the participatory approach 

which includes people with various physical and psychological distinctive needs as 

'users' (such as Lawton, 2001; Keates et ai., 2000). The key actors are architects, property 

developers, and policy decision makers. The 'users', therefore, tend to become the 

consumers or clients who gain benefits from those service and product providers. 

This research has expanded these concepts by looking at the achievement of an 

accessible built environment through the resistance concept: an exploration of disabled 
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people's lived experience. This suggests that the spatial experiences of participants, to a 

certain extent, must have spaces for their voices in the research and design process. The 

knowledge then will be built upon first-hand spatial experiences. Furthermore, this 

approach identifies knowledge about how people with different capabilities are able to 

manage their physical environment by using a range of means in their daily lives. This 

strategy provides spatial knowledge that can complement specific contexts at the local 

level (such as culture and resource availabilities). To some degree, the people whose 

lives are analysed in the built environment discipline become co-producers rather than 

end-users. Recently, Imrie and Edwards (2007) brought a challenge in the field of built 

environment studies, emphasising the role of geography to develop spatial theory which 

transcends dualistic accounts such as social/individual, non-disabled people/disabled 

people, and oppressors/oppressed. They suggested opening a dialogue on the processes 

by which spaces are created which draws on 'Lefebvrian-inspired understanding of the 

production of space' (ibid.:635). This focuses on the interrelation of places and 

embodiment, that is, the lived experiences of different bodies in a local context. 

According to Dyck (2010:255) '[ulntil relatively recently, the body has received less attention 

than the environment'. This thesis has sought to develop ways to approach knowledge 

about spatial experience through addressing the body in space. Earlier there have been 

comments about how the social model can overemphasise the role of the built 

environment and social structure as key barriers for disabled people. Dyck suggests 

bringing the (impaired) body back into everyday spaces. In this respect, studying access 

to the built environment through the resistance concept introduces an understanding of 

how different bodies assign meanings and negotiate with the places and spaces 

surrounding them. In addition, as disability has been and is still perceived in Thai 

society as an individual struggle, the lived experience approach can be applied 

successfully in this context. We can start by exploring how an individual body with 

difference knows the world and how people overcome their spatial struggles with their 

own means. Therefore, this knowledge from one individual can be connected to another 

and extended to wider society. 

This account brings to mind a question raised by Gabel and Peters (2004:598): what does 

the resistance concept look like across different contexts? In Thailand, disabled people as 

a collective group have been able to justify their existence and achieve wide impacts 
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through disability movements that have included challenges to the state legislative 

system. Although this movement has created a great impact on public awareness and 

successfully lobbied powerful authorities, there is a question remaining about long-term 

effects. Disabled individuals have attempted to conduct their daily lives in public places. 

This is an effective tool in communicating with the public about their right to be integral 

members of SOciety. The spaces and places which are built based on a value of 'ableism' 

without disabled people in mind are frequently in conflict with the uses made of them 

by disabled individuals in everyday life. This resistance to the disabling built 

environment in Thai society can at times be characterised by acts, behaviours, and 

practices in spaces by individuals with different capabilities. Ultimately, I support the 

later work of Peters et al. (2009:554) which points out that the key characteristic which 

could be employed to propel the disabled people's movement forward is the process of 

resistance by which 'individuals shift from short-term tactics to long-term strategies'. This can 

be a pivotal initiative for other countries, where disability is associated with 

individualistic concerns. 

9·2 Reflections on the research findings 

The research findings reflect the three research objectives (Chapter 1.2). This discussion 

does not aim to summarise the previous chapters, but seeks to link together the research 

objectives, the findings and the author's learning experiences. 

9.2.1 Socio-cultural construction of everyday disabling environments 

This finding has been guided by the first objective: to explore how the understanding of 

'Pi-garn' shapes the construction process of the (disabling) built environment. In 

Thailand, disability is still perceived as an'individual problem. This perception regards 

persons with impairments as having something inherently wrong with them. The 

cultural system which is derived from religious interpretations about karmic misfortune 

as well as being embedded in the unequal power relationship between givers and 

recipients (e.g. action in merit making) perpetuates disabling and oppressive processes. 

In many cases, people believe that if disabled people improve themselves such as a 

number of opinions from respondents 'if they have been trained', 'their' struggles will be 
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over (Chapter 5.2.1). Thus, the issue of inaccessibility tends to be disconnected from the 

responsibility of society at large. In Chapters 8, for instance, we have seen that the 

service desks were designed with only one height for average body size of customers. 

These features prevent wheelchair users from using it equally as others without 

impairment. Such gaps in accessible facilities occur as everyday spatial phenomena. For 

Tum, disabling barriers are experienced when going to work, shopping, meeting other 

friends and travelling back home. Although the evidence of one wheelchair user as well 

as the personal dimension represents a specific case, these oppressive spatial experiences 

are seen as common struggles faced by disabled people in Thailand. 

Furthermore, the feeling of pity or 'Songsaan' for disability effectively shapes 

understanding about spaces for disabled people (Chapter 4.4.2). Such a feeling creates a 

sense that disabled people have an inferior position and it leads to an unequal 

relationship between non-disabled and disabled people (Chapter 5.2.3). Disabled people 

become passive recipients of acts of charity. Likewise, the perception of disabled people 

in the medical model as patients with ill-health effectively confines users with 

impairment to certain places. A comment from one non-disabled participant revealed 

that pubs and clubs are seen as 'inappropriate' venues for disabled groups. As a 

consequence, public bus routes for disabled users are only provided around hospitals, 

schools and other areas which are considered 'appropriate' for them (Chapter 6.1.1). The 

issue of accessing the physical environment cannot simply concentrate only on the 

physical aspect. We have seen that it is a significant part of the socio-cultural system. In 

several cases, the socially constructed understanding of disability creates spatial 

constraints for disabled people, which have been explored under the following theme. 

9.2.2 Cultural elements individualise and reinforce access problems 

This finding has been guided by the study's second aim: to investigate the spatial 

constraints and needs of disabled people. As disability is a socio-spatial construct 

(Kitchin, 1998) and a social experience (Freund, 2001), the notion that underpins the 

design concept of place making and spatial arrangement will be a crucial element in the 

creation of disabling built environments. The standardised design concept is influenced 

by an 'ableist' notion (Chapter 2.2) which creates a built environment that disables 

impaired-bodied individuals. Furthermore, the unequal power balance in the political 
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culture between the state and its citizens is reflected in the two-storey design of 

government offices. Buildings designed without any lifts frequently create impediments 

for mobility-impaired citizens (Chapter 4.5.1). This is evident from the spatial 

experiences reported by two wheelchair users, who find it difficult to enter a polling 

station and a seminar room, both situated on the upper floor (Chapter 6.3.2). 

We have seen that the understanding of disability in Thailand perpetuates an association 

with individual problems. As a consequence, solutions continuously revolve around 

what Oliver (1996) calls 'personal tragedy'. The value of investment in accessible facilities 

to help solve those personal troubles is questioned. Based on the judgement of the 

architect, the investment for disabled users in the building project is, therefore, decided 

according to a cost-benefit approach (Chapter 6.2.2). In the urban areas of Thailand, 

where access laws have now been brought into force, those potentially beneficial 

features are often misused. We have seen that a dropped kerb at the end of the footpath 

for wheelchair users is used as a motorbike ramp to ride on footpaths. Similarly, cars 

pass over the ramp to park on the footpath, almost hitting one wheelchair user (Chapter 

6.3.1). These scenarios clearly show that accessibility in contemporary Thai society 

cannot merely rely on legalisation and implementation. Rather, it requires a change of 

social attitude toward disability and solutions which are compatible with the existing 

socio-cultural, political and economic context. Additionally, it is important to reconsider 

the role of disabled people as agents of change, which is a key finding under the 

following theme. 

9·2.3 Achieving accessible environments: collective power and individual 
practices 

The findings of this final theme have been derived in line with the resistance theory and 

lived experience approach. This approach aims to investigate the processes by which 

disabled people have agency to overcome and change their struggles. The resistance 

approach helps us to see another angle in the position of disabled people. Barron 

(2001:444) notes that there are various possible patterns of action for people to be both 

active agents and passive victims in different situations. Thus, we have seen two forms 

of acts of resistance. Firstly, disabled people seek to change a perception that disability is 

simply an individual problem. They and their organisations collectively shift their 
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strategy from being a protest about their own agendas (e.g. forcing the government 

authorities for fair material distribution) to becoming a public interest issue. By merging 

their access agenda with a social campaign driven by public interest, as evident from 

Chapter 7, they have grasped the opportunity from a footpath improvement campaign 

to pass the success of the project to the King. In the process of participation with non

disabled actors, disabled people took a role as partners. This strategy sought to 

transform the perception of disabled people from that of passive to active partners in the 

social movement. 

The collective movement against state policy tends to be in the form of ad hoc networking 

and temporary campaigning. One major obstacle to disabled people assembling to 

occupy public space is the lack of public accessible facilities. Additionally, disabled 

groups disappeared from the public eye after their issues have been heard or their goal 

has been met. As a consequence, the public often believes that their voice has not been 

powerful enough and to a certain extent their agendas are understood as belonging to 

disabled people, rather than to society as a whole. Therefore, this form of movement still 

lacks public momentum in advancing their campaigns. 

Secondly, as disabling processes are everyday spatial phenomena, opportunities to 

change these oppressive encounters take place on a day-to-day basis. Although spatial 

behaviour at this micro scale can be seen as having little impact on society at large, it 

occurs every day. At an individual level (Chapter 8), we have seen that one wheelchair 

user going out, using facilities, and interacting with other people in public places 

becomes a Significant strategy for overcoming disabling barriers. Miss Tum often makes 

journeys on her own. She grasps opportunities when confronting barriers to articulate 

disabled people's needs. This provides more chances for the public to witness disabled 

people in everyday life. It challenges the predominant perception that disabled people 

are dependent. Her spatial experiences have shown us that when the public see more 

disabled people negotiating with spatial struggles, the understanding grows that 

disabling physical barriers, not their impairments, are the problem. 

Thailand is in the middle of a period of globalisation and modernisation, and the 

traditional religious-based interpretation of disability is coming into conflict with the 

way disabled people seek to articulate a new way of thinking. Therefore, it is crucial to 
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consider the social structural elements surrounding the construction of space. The 

inaccessibility issue in the public realm should no longer be regarded as a question of 

personal inability. I would suggest politicising inaccessibility issues in daily spatial 

practice. The legislation on the creation of accessible facilities should continue to be 

enforced, alongside the activities of disabled people in their social and physical spaces. 

Actions for change should not only involve formal political platforms such as group 

movements for access legislation or lobbies for law enforcement. They should also 

include the increased presence of disabled individuals in the public realm and the 

growth of knowledge of disabled people's spatial requirements. This is what leads to 

social and physical barriers being removed. This phenomenon will occur through a 

cyclical process, as in the cycle of change presented in the following figure. 

Accessible to the 
public spaces 

Production of 
accessible built 
environment 

Disabled people are 
visible in the public realm 

,--_____ CollL tlV 

• Merging access requ irements 
With social campaigns which 
Include publIC Interest 

,--------li,dlvldu I 
• GOing out and about 
• Negotiate With faCili ties and 
space In the publIC realm 

(Society) Perception of 
disability and accessible 

built environment 
(Re)Thlnklng about 
disabled people 

Disabled people are not necessarily 

dependent o r passive (recipients) 

Figure 9.1 Cycle of negotiating and overcoming disabling environments 

9.3 Research approach and position of disabled participants 

Studying spatial struggles through the first-hand experience of disabled participants is a 

helpful approach to transcending the representation of disabled people through negative 

imagery. The study facilitates an engagement with disabled participants through 

different stages of the research process. This aims to empower people with impairments 
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in two respects. Firstly, it offers a platform for disabled people's experiences to be voiced 

out in academic research through quotations from in-depth interviews and participant 

observation. In many cases, by providing transcription of disabled people's experiences, 

it reveals that their struggles are not only resulting in physical difficulties, but also 

expanding to oppressive experiences of human inequity. Secondly, the flexible research 

methods and tools which took a variety of different forms of ability of research 

participants into account help to generate disabled people's knowledge which is often 

posited as less important in academic arena. For instance, the study offered interviews 

through hand writing when having a conversation with one participant with hard of 

hearing who has not been trained for a sign language, or provided Internet-based 

conversation when interviewing one person with visual impairment who preferred not 

to reveal one's identity. 

Moreover the lived experience approach is important in building individual autonomy 

by including the voices of the participants who find it difficult to articulate in words 

their everyday struggles and personal requirements (Barron, 2001:432). For instance, in 

the Chapter 8, the volunteer feels confidence when she can manage her day-to-day 

activities at home. However, when being in public places, in many cases, her confidence 

is being lessened as well as she is disempowered because of both social and physical 

impediments. By writing about her life and how she is able to cope with these 

constraints, this can be an empowering research strategy. In addition, learning through 

this approach helps with the argument that the strong social model68 requires 

recognition of the health conditions of impaired bodies. Although I realised through the 

social model that a person in a wheelchair is disabled by, for example, the steps which 

impede their access to a building, I also learned that there are more issues, such as the 

individual's personality and the a priori knowledge of the self with impairment. Through 

acknowledging the capacities of the disabled person, it becomes possible to view 

disability as the consequence of an interaction between (impaired) bodies and disabling 

physical environments. In this regard, this approach can be a way to eliminate prejudice 

in research into the built environmental, where impaired people are disabled by a mere 

bodily dysfunction. 

68 This claim comes from disability studies scholars such as Shakespeare and Watson (2002) and Hughes and Paterson 
(1997). They comment on the strong sociaJ model that tends to overemphasise the ~~use of di~~ty ~ being embedded 
in social and political structures and simultaneously pays little attention to the conditions of bodily unpaument. 
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Recently, Chouinard et al. (2010:2) commented on approaches which emphasise 

individual difficulties as a consequence of impairment faced in the built environment 

that jailed to address the inherently "disabling" nature of the socio-spatial environment'. 

Gathering personal experiences in research projects and advocacy should be done 

'''with'' rather than 'jor" disabled people'. Furthermore, they suggest 'critical' research on 

disability and the built environment that centres on the significance of the social and 

cultural environment in shaping disabled people's lives. 

A key issue we have learnt about through this approach is how disabled people can be 

agents of change through spatial experiences. This research seeks to challenge the 

research approach taken in the built environmental disciplines. The research 'aboul' 

access for disabled people, which represents an image of struggle and inability to do 

things as a result of inaccessible facilities, potentially reinforces the tragedy model of 

disability or the ableist notion that they are disabled. In contrast, a research methodology 

which shows impaired bodies which are able to cope with and overcome their socio

spatial struggles can shift disabled people from a passive to an active role in research. 

f 
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• Researchers 
• Policy makers 

Process of building knowledge 
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Disabled people 
(as informants) 

• Built environment 
• Policy 

-Recipient(s) 

Figure 9.2 Disabled people in conventional research 'about' disability 

Figure 9.2 explains the role of disabled people in research underpinned by an ableist 

outlook and/ or using positivistic tools. This approach tends to regard disabled people as 

a 'source of information' and the struggles that disabled people face are 'neutrally out there' 

in the built environment. In this approach, the social and cultural elements have rarely 

been addressed as part of the context where the impaired body is located. Furthermore, 

the research agendas are often set by researcher or authorised actors. In this approach 

the lives of disabled people are analysed through a perspective that regards them as 
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subordinates (Imrie, 1996a:400). Thus, the outcome of the research has usually 

contributed little to improving their lives. 

• Arch itects 
• Builders 
• Researchers 

l Process of building knowledge 

• Policy makers 

l 
• Enabling built environment 
• Integrated policy 

Figure 9.3 Disabled people in emancipatory disability research 

• Knowledge of the 
spatial experiences 

Oliver (1992:103) suggests changing the social relationships of the researchers and the 

researched to 'offer the possibility of developing a social research enterprise which is relevant to, 

and significant in, the lives of those people who are the subjects of this enterprise'. By engaging 

with disabled people in the emancipatory disability approach, we have learnt that 

disabled people play roles as the experts because of their knowledge of spatial 

experiences (Figure 9.3). Therefore, disabled people have equal active roles as 

researchers or concerned actors such as in shaping research agendas. Consequently, the 

outcomes may include new ways of thinking about the existing built environment and 

policies which should enable everyone in society. Imrie (1996b:171) suggests that 

disabled people recognise empowerment through direct engagement with concerned 

actors such as service providers or decision makers. He notes that the: 'three fundamentals 

upon which an emancipatory politics should be based are reciprocity, gain and empowerment'. 

Disabled people should have the opportunity to influence. 

9.4 Some ideas for key agents 

9.4.1 Design academics and professionals 

There has been an increase in academic research on the lives of disabled people. 

However, even when their lives are the focal point of analysis, Laws (1994:9) points out 

that their knowledge has been denied 'outside the mainstream academic discourse as agents 

32 4 I P age 



Chapter 9 I Conclusion: towards an enabling environment 

or authors of knowledge'. Recognising the knowledge of disabled people in the academic 

arena is empowering to disabled people. In the process of oppression, disabled people 

are often marginalised by their knowledge being ignored. Yet, as suggested, they 

produce knowledge that can change the dominant social structures that oppress them. 

Thus the built environment discipline should integrate the spatial experiences of 

disabled people into its research agenda. Design studies could go further than focusing 

on the ergonomic or technical aspects, and should add consideration of the social aspect 

in the curriculum, course syllabus and pedagogical approach. Design students would 

then be able to understand the conditions surrounding problems of inaccessibility for 

disabled people. 

When we understand that the disabling built environment is embedded in the social 

process and disablement is its outcome, the study of architecture, planning or built 

environment related disciplines should not necessarily be divided up into 

'accessible/inaccessible built environment'. The subject should be the 'built 

environment' or I architectural design'. Likewise, the design curriculum and pedagogy in 

architecture schools may not necessarily address I accessibility' as a specific or special 

course. Rather, there should be a course of I architectural studies' that considers the 

whole range of people, regardless of their different bodies, ages, capabilities and other 

forms of identity. 

It is also important to highlight that listening to disabled people's voices speaking of 

their struggles and experiences provides deeper spatial knowledge. For instance, the 

spatial experience of a blind person have indicated how, while sighted people gain 

benefits from the portion of their taxes that pays for street lighting after dark, uneven, 

unrepaired pavements continue to blight the transit of the totally blind office worker 

who does not need those lights. This way of understanding the difficulties of different 

users should be included in all processes of design study and practice. Gleeson (1999) 

urges academics to engage seriously with the knowledge of marginalised social groups 

in a more practical way to broaden the boundary of intellectual knowledge. He quotes 

Chouinard: 

[tJhis means putting ourselves 'on the line' as academics who will not go along 
with the latest jashion' simply because it sells, and who take very seriously the 
notion that 'knowledge is power'. [ ... J This is not taking tlte 'moral Itigh 

3%5 I P age 



Chapter 9/ Conclusion: towards an enabling environment 

ground' but simply saying that if you want to help in struggles against 
oppression you have to 'connect' with the trenches (1999:203). 

9.4.2 Implications for access law and policy intervention 

In contemporary Thai society, the social process constructs a perception of disability in 

terms of individual struggles and solutions. Therefore, policy orientation tends to 

provide resources only for an individual who falls within the 'disability' criteria. 

However, we have seen that when disabled people come out and use public spaces 

every day, there is evidence that the physical barriers are eventually removed. Therefore 

access policy should reconsider welfare to support funds for travelling or encourage 

more public activities in which disabled people can participate. Likewise, disability 

policy should not only prOVide individually assistive equipment, but also a resource that 

supports and encourages more activities in public places, alongside the creation of 

accessible facilities. This has the potential to change the attitude of the public and they 

would then support more investment for their disabled peers. 

Furthermore, policy interventions should consider accessibility as a basic human right. 

Accessible facilities should not necessarily be provided only in particular kinds of places 

or depending on the size of buildings. There should be a consideration of those facilities 

relevant to all required activities in everyday life which disabled people are able to use 

by their own choice. For instance, this study presented a wheelchair user who requires at 

least two different sizes of wheelchair to use in different situations. Moreover, policies 

that affect the lives of disabled people must be explained and provided in such a way 

that users can be involved in dialogue about it. Failure to do so will be what Barron 

(2001:446) notes as 'one effective means of reinforcing the silencing of those within the disabled 

population who have few means of making their voices heard'. 

We have seen that disability policy in Thailand has been based on a welfare and 

charitable approach where implementation relies on recommendation and voluntary 

acts. Nevertheless, Thai disabled groups have sought to take part in the policy decision 

making process. A recent success in this regard was evident in the new Disability Act 

2007 (Thailand Government Gazette, 2007) where disabled representatives formed part 

of the law committee. However, the question remains of how disabled people generally 

can be involved in creating and commenting on the laws which affect their lives. Imrie 
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(1996b) suggest opening an opportunity for disabled people to have more influence. He 

draws on Healey in a challenge to move from "'hierarchical, techno-bureaucratic practice" to 

one with greater levels of local choices and decision making'(ibid.:166). 

9.4·3 Disabled people and organisations 

It is hoped that the messages in this thesis will reach disability activists. The movement 

for disabled people could consider agendas of relevance to the interests of wider society. 

While disability in Thailand still revolves around normalisation and individualisation 

foci, the idea that disability is a normal condition that everyone will encounter can 

strengthen disability campaigns. This has parallels with the campaign to promote a 

smoking ban in Thailand which successfully achieved its goal (Sthapitanonda, 2008). 

Non-government organisations merged this with the health issues for the society as a 

whole, in particular with the effects on passive smokers, rather than confining their 

campaign to a narrower emphasis on prevention of smoking. In this sense, a movement 

for accessible facilities can go beyond bringing benefits to a specific group. Furthermore, 

in a society where there is lack of compelling force to drive the movement for social 

change, Burkhalter and Castells (2009:43) propose raising awareness of urban problems 

through such means as by invoking internationalised issues, that highlight the need for 

people to have greater care for one other. Additionally, Lee (2002:144) suggests three key 

elements to consider to achieve the goal of a movement. First, a self-help organisation 

could resist the bureaucratised system entering everyday life. Second, the aim of the 

movement should include internationalist empowerment, such as consciousness-raising 

and a focus on quality of life. Third, the movement should be viewed as complex and 

flexible so that it can be adapted in form and content to input into the wider political 

system. In Bangkok, for instance, a campaign for improving footpaths for those who 

prefer to walk can be an issue which creates a quality pavement for all pedestrians. 

9.5 Concluding thoughts: towards an enabling environment 

The access movement in Thailand is in an interesting transitional period. It might not be 

possible to draw a succinct conclusion about something that is in such a state of 

transformation. Nevertheless, there are two issues which need to be discussed in 
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bringing my journey in this study to a close: areas for future research and some issues 

beyond disabling and enabling environments. 

9.5. f Areas for future research 

There is a reciprocal relationship of spatial experiences at micro and macro scales. Spatial 

management and the self confidence of disabled individuals have an interrelationship. 

There is the concept of acquiring social capital from spatial arrangements. At the small 

scale, a user-friendly configuration in private spaces leads to intemalisation of the 

dweller's capacity to cope with wider public spaces. Recently, Imrie (2010) notes that if 

disabled people are able to cope with barriers in domestic spaces, it shows that they are 

not passive. Likewise at the broader urban scale, the configuration of buildings and way 

the neighbourhood is planned affect social capital and physical and mental health. For 

Leyden (2003:1546), by defining social capital as having 'sodal networks and interactions 

that inspire trust and reciprodty among citizens', it is clear that the creation of 'walkable' 

neighbourhoods will generate better social capital than car-oriented settings. When 

people are able to walk from place to place in daily life, they know more neighbours and 

have more social engagement with others. Moreover, this aspect is of even greater 

importance for people who face health deterioration or illness. Planning and designing 

urban space that discourages walking and other physical activities significantly affects 

people's health such as the risk of obesity (Townshend and Lake, 2009). For future 

research, I would investigate more about the interrelationship between private and 

public spaces: how those spaces interrelate with the perception of the (bodily) self which 

affects the ways disabled individuals acquire their capital. 

In addition, the built environment is perceived as one of the key elements that provide 

the opportunity for disabled people to flourish as much as they would like. According to 

Burchardt (2004:738), the capabilities framework proposes to replace utility with 

capabilities as the object of value. Capabilities are opportunities to achieve particular 

states of being or undertake particular activities. An important research strategy in the 

capabilities approach is that the researcher needs to listen carefully to research 

participants as agents (Gilroy, 2006). Based on Martha Nussbaum's capabilities 

approach, Baylies (2002:733) points out that amongst the objectives of the good human 
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life (e.g. being able to move from place to place), the capabilities that individuals are able 

to achieve have systematic differences in different societies. 

9·5.2 Seyond disabling and enabling environments 

Disabled people can be understood as one disadvantaged social group alongside others 

who are oppressed by the dominant cultural outlook, such as low-income people, people 

who are gay!lesbian, and ethnic minorities. Imrie (2001:233) extends the dichotomy 

which defines people as able! disabled or normal! abnormal and underpins broader 

societal attitudes and responses. Sibley (2001:241) also describes a thinking system 

divided into binary opposition as a means of oppression. Frequently, the urban 

landscapes that are built drawing on 'ableist' notions impede and keep away people who 

fall into the opposite counterpart: disabled people in particular. They are oppressed 

through the approach used for the production of the city. We must reconsider this 

process as problematic for social justice. 

There is a requirement to have a 'politics of difference' for an 'unoppressive city' (Sibley, 

2001:247) which is open to everyone. This is a significant move in which people with 

differences are able to emphasise their specificities and their ways of being (Imrie, 

1996b:175). Sibley (2001:241) denotes a 'liminal space' as being a space of which we are on 

the threshold, ready to move across the limits. This provides an alternative to the 

dominant dualistic oppositions. To transcend the boundary of the two segregated 

meanings, Sibley suggests connecting the experiences of bodies to national politicS by 

understanding the city at a fine-grained level through everyday lived experience. 

Ideally, we are inviting 'life-world' knowledge about how people from oppressed groups 

know the world through their own meanings. In this sense, Laws (1994:29) urges that we 

need to recognise the potential power of the oppressed themselves and ask for the 

privilege of listening to their needs. The most important point is that the process which 

generates knowledge does not necessarily come from the existing dominant structure 

such as policy decision makers or the state authorities via the existing law system, nor 

from architects, planners and builders who are categorised as experts. This force 

emerges at all levels: as Gleeson proposes, it is a 'sub-politic' forces which is 'boiling up 

from below'. 
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[A] potentially important agent of modernisation whose political quest, in 

concert with other progressive struggles, might help to detllrone the 
unreasoning forms of power that have crafted unfair cities (2001 :263). 

There was a presage of the opportunity for this fonn of politics when the Independent 

Living Centre was established in Thailand in 2004. This organisation aims to empower 

people with impainnents, campaigning about attitudes and value given to disabled 

people within local communities, adapting the built environment to accommodate 

disabled dwellers, and supporting disabled people in accessing state resources at 

community level (IL Thailand, 2009). The strength of this organisation is that the 

disabled person's family members are encouraged to participate within its strategy. 

Furthermore, this is a home-based disability organisation. Therefore, disabled people, 

the majority of whom live in the rural provinces, have the opportunity to access its 

support. 

The personal passion of this research builds on my earlier Master degree thesis in 2000. I 

have experience of the serious requirement to include disability as a human right in the 

built environment discipline in Thailand. Human rights have been threatened as a 

consequence of the dichotomy created by a segregating outlook. For instance Sibley 

(2001) notes the city is dominated by the idea of creating 'purity' for an idealised urban 

life. Hence, the bodies which deviate from the 'norm' of society are often considered as 

'impure' or 'other'. These groups of people are often viewed as contaminating the city. I 

have seen beggars who have lost their sight or who expose a missing limb. Sometimes 

they are very old and accompanied by a little child through the streets in Bangkok. They 

are often removed from public view by local state officials, on occasions such as when 

the city is hosting an important international event. This shows that the authorities are 

aware of their existence, but there is need for better governance and a 'just city' for those 

people so that they do not need to be back there begging again. As Lefebvre et al. 

(1996:158) note, the city should not only be appreciated as providing a 'simple visiting 

right', but it should facilitate an opportunity to have a 'right to the urban life'. Hence, all 

people regardless of their differences should be able to lead a flourishing life within their 

society. 

Though many Thai disabled people and their organisations talk more often about 

human rights in promoting access to public facilities, the challenge is how to implant this 
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idea with the authorised actors and the public, as outlined by Topong (OSPM, 2004:342), 

the most influential access activist: 

Ii]n Thailand, we are not ready to acknowledge that disability is a Human 
Rights issue. Most people are still looking at disability through a charitable or 
sympathy mindset. The rights of disabled people are not only a struggle about 
having a law or not, but they are about how the laws have been misinterpreted. 
While our organisations cry out for basic rights, the public thinks that we ask 
for 'special rights' or 'privileges'. There has long been an ambiguous 
implication over facilities that should be provided to meet basic needs. For 
instance, to access a building, a wheelchair user needs a slope, ramp, and/or lift. 
If the person making the decision realised that there are various means for 
entering the building, not only stairs, tllen the rights of disabled persons will be 
ensured by accessible features. Therefore, such facilities should not be 
considered either 'special-needs features' or extra facilities because they are 
actually the only means we can access the building [emphasis added]. 

Disabled people in Thailand are struggling to make urban spaces respond to their spatial 

needs. I agree with Laws (1994:29) that the oppressed groups are not only fighting for 

their own cause, they are also attacking the power relationship which exploits and 

removes power from groups such as older people, children, and other marginalised 

categories. Thailand may need some time to achieve a fully enabling environment for 

everyone. A traditional religiOUS belief system is being challenged by modem scientific 

knowledge. The public spaces as well as mass media are increasingly occupied by people 

with differences. The voices of disabled people themselves are an extremely significant 

tool. These challenges continue. 
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Appendix A 

A.1 Profiles of disabled participants 

Names/Pseudonym Interview date Age Profile 

Anant 25 July 2007 45 
Wheelchair user, Radio Host in provincial 
rural 

Dham 7 August 2007 42 Blind person, Teacher 

Eard 22 August 2007 28 
Wheelchair user, Activist, Member of 
Independent Living Centre 

Jieb 4 August 2007 25 Wheelchair user, active member of DPI 

Kittichai 11 November 2008 44 Wheelchair user 

Krisana 7 August 2007 39 Wheelchair user, TV Host 

Mhoo 17 December 2008 45 Wheelchair user, State Official 

Monthian 10 September 2007 45-50 Blind, Activist, Disability Law Committee 

Ngampan 29 August 2007 45 Wheelchair user, Sister of an MP 

Nhong 14 December 2008 36 Blind, Activist 

Noi 4 August 2007 38 Wheelchair user, Active Member of DPI 

Paradon 26 August 2007 40-45 
Wheelchair user, Colonel, Disability Leader in 
provincial rural area 

Petch 1 August 2007 36 Wheelchair user, TV Host 

Pomme 4 September 2007 29 Visually-impaired person 

Prapas 22 August 2007 58 Deaf, Architect 

Saowaluk 4 August 2007 44 Wheelchair user, new Leader of DPl-AP 

Sawang 25 August 2007 31 
Wheelchair user, former officer of APCD 
Access Activist 

Supa 17 December 2008 40-45 Wheelchair user 
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Names/Pseudonym Interview date Age Profile 

Wheelchair user, Access Activist, Leader of 
Supomtham 30 August 2007 42 'Manud-Ior' Group, Teacher of a school for 

disabled students 

Teerawat 27 September 2008 44 
Wheelchair user, Leader of Independent 
Living in provincial rural area 

Topong 18 September 2006 47 Wheelchair user, former Leader of DPI-AP 

Tum July - August 2007 28 Wheelchair user, Active Member of DPI-AP 

Viriya 28 August 2007 57 
Blind, Activist, Disability Law Committee, 
University Lecturer 

Group Interview I: 

Noi, Sawang, Wit, Eh, 4 August 2007 23-44 Staff of the DPI-AP 

Jieb, Ying, Tum and Sao 

A.2 Profiles of non-disabled participants 

Names/Pseudonym Interview date Age Profile 

Atipu 27 August 2007 34 Project Architect 

Banpot 26 August 2007 49 Factory Owner 

Benja 
3 August 2007 55-60 

State Official in the Ministry of Education, 
Disability Law Committee 

Chakkrit 5 August 2007 46 Father of learning difficulty child 

Chard 31 July 2007 39 Lecturer in Architecture School 

Chat 30 July 2007 62 Lecturer in Architecture School 

Chokechai 29 July 2007 35 Designer 

Danu 8 September 2007 33 
Architect, State Official in Public Work Unit of 
BMA 

Jack 18 December 2009 38 Producer of TV programme 

Jon 8 October 2008 55-60 Social Activist, a Senator of Bangkok 

Jumnian 3 July 2007 66 Wife of physically-impaired person 

Kanin 24 August 2007 33 PhD Student in USA, University Lecturer 

Kawin 26 August 2007 18 University Student 

Father Sawang 11 September 2007 60-65 Buddhist monk in provincial rural area 
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Names/Pseudonym Interview date Age Profile 

Neung 
22 June 2007 37 Teacher of a school for disabled students in 

provincial rural area 

Nopadon 10 September 2007 50-55 University Lecturer in a school of Architecture 

Parichart 22 July 2007 63 Property Owner 

Pattaya 31 August 2007 65-70 University Lecturer 

Pek 3 August 2007 29 Office Worker 

Phecharat 20 August 2007 52 Blind, Entrepreneur 

Poom 21 August 2007 41 Wife of Santi, University Lecturer 

Puangkeaw 30 August 2007 61 Secretary of TDDF, Disability Law Committee 

Puangpetch 29 July 2007 46 University Lecturer in a school of Architecture 

Rattapol 25 August 2007 38 Office Worker 

Santi 2 August 2007 41 Project Initiator in a campaign 

Sirichai 8 September 2007 30 Architect in the Public Work Unit of the BMA 

Taxi drivers July-September 
N/A (Chatting while I was using the service) 

2007 

Thanit 23 August 2007 35-40 Office Worker 

Thawatchai 24 August 2007 43 University Lecturer in a school of Architecture 

Watchara 27 June 2007 45-50 Medical Professional, a representative of THPF 

Wirayut 1 August 2007 34 University Lecturer in a school of Architecture 

Yord-ying 23 November 200S 55-60 Head of a provincial municipality office 

Group Interview II: 

Aey and Noinah 
21 August 2007 35,29 University Lecture of a school of Architecture 

Group Interview III: 

Pleunpot and Adjana 
29 August 2007 45,30 Journalists 
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Appendix B 

B.1 A transcript of interview 

Profile Disability activist, staff of Independent Living Centre Code THlS 

WorIdview Disagreed with existing education system/ belief in having a Interview 22 Aug 07 
good structure, human rights disabled people should Date 
consider other issue for example woman minority HIV. It is 
important to consider diversity of approach in disability 
movement. She respects every sector in social movements for 
example rehabilitation, institutionalization medical and social 
model that should consider what and where the society are at 
the moment 

Keywords Human rights/ having our own identity but work with unity 

Participant: Eard 

Place: Nonthaburi 

Ideal themt'j keywords Conversations 

Disability Issue Antika: What do you think general people think about disabled people? 

-Attitude/ Eard: Our society quite sensitizes about story e.g. tragedy of being disabled. 77le 
Understandings/ disabled person if not be oppressed /:Jy other, they might get over optimistic 
Perception reaction e.g. there is s case of cookies which made /:Jy autistic baker, wheu non-

disabled just realize these are made /:Jy the disabled person, they thought it is 
more than delicious as usual cookies. I think it is too much for us. 

Belief in karmic misfortune about disability; I think it is the way people create 
their power upon the others. It patronizes the receiver. VVhen people fear of being 
disabled, they want to do something good for the disabled receiver that is they 
don't want to face like the disabled do. At the same time the giver is already have 
power to decide what to give upon the receiver (disabled people). 

Antika: What are the ideas you can think about when you hear about 
'Kon Pi-gam'? 

Eard: Some disabled people prefer to be a receiver as they want to secure their 
accessible resources. But we need to trade off [between pity and independent or 
equality, are we really ready for that? 

Antika: I've seen many non-disabled people pay sympathy for disabled 
people? 

How we equally respect the one that we feel pity or sorry upon them? Therefore, I 
don't mind if I have to trade offbetween some opportunity I call have but 
exchange with my pride and self-esteem. I believe in equity of people with 
differences. I used to be the great before I am disabled, when I was a centre of 
interest of people around me. But when I am in mil wheelchair, people still look at 
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Idea,! theme! keywords Conversations 

me, but in different way. This caused me to realize that everyone just needs the 
common basic thing, which is equity ofhumanity. 

The disabled people should NOT use their disadvantage as a tool to gain what 
they want. By this way it created more and more misunderstand and 
misconception of being disabled people. 

Antika: What do you think about when people connect disability with 
belief about karma? 

Some people told me 1 am disabled as it is my karmic fate. At the beginning 1 
conscious with this, but it doesn't make sense to me much. It sounds like I got 
drunk and woke up in the morning and found someone said to me that last nisht 
lowed their money hundred thousand! How could 1 know ifit is true? Can 1 not 
take this belief? No one can proof whether it (Karma) is true! 

Antika: As you've worked a lot with disabled people, how about our 
society's mindset of disability today? 

Eard: Thai culture thought that power belongs to the one that has beauty, 
money or "knowledge". Whereas people like me are ugly, poor and don't have 
proper knowledge. Therefore, the disability issue always deals with power. 

The problem among disabled group underpinned by some thoughts that we are 
poor, pitiful. Some disabled leader or activist use this disadvantage point to 
request from the society. Although they realized that if we use this way we will 
create misconception about disability, they did it as they gain a lot benefits e.g. 
extra quota for lottery selling. This result in oppression of ourselves as well as 
people who want to change society's mindset. 

Accessibility of the Built- Antika: Can you tell me about situation of access issue of disabled 
environment people? 

Acknowledge, Attitude Eard: There is no demanding toward accessible built-environment. If the 
and Understandings disabled want to go out they have to think that where to go what to do. The 
toward this issue disabled group, need to force ifnot the government don't understand why they 

asked for., Because there is a limitation of budget. The disabling need to go out to 
input Information about their needs for example long time ago when asking 

Access constraints and about disabled people general people think about the beggar, But the beggar 
needs doesn't need to move as much as the disable who sale lottery. And so the society 

court not understand why accessible environments are important to them. 

Access issue needed to consider the bigger structu reo If the disabled people don't 
have any business to go, then the transportation system never been developed. 
Another issue is about the choice of transportation. People with different ability 
in travelling should have their choice to travel. Universal Design is a good 
concept that considers all abilities in one process and product. This should be 
counted in the way policy decision makers decide the budget. They should 
consider all dimension of citizen when they making policy. 

Antika: You've mention about Universal Design, and you may know it is 
developed in the west and they talk about accessibility as human rights. 
Do you think these two issues are relevant? 

Bard: The way that disabled people have equal rights is that they call go 
everywhere as they need e.g. the state have to provide accessible school so that 
disabled child can be educated and they will know how to play game, then they 
enjoy skipping the class and go to the game shop as the shop is accessible for 
them. This is what I call equal rights. 

Antika: Can you tell me about your experience when going out and 
about? 
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Ideal theme! keywords 

Critical actors about access 
issue 

360 I ' 

Conversations 

Eard: I think we only need places that all people able to adapt a little to access 
but it should be easier for one who has disadvantage. I don't need perfect access 
for all people. Everyone can adapt their ability to access and have more choices. 

There is attitudinal barrier that the physical impairment could not go to school 
but actually going for study rather use eyes or brain than Feet. Whereas the blind 
can access greater education because the there has been and the national 
Organisations support emphasizing on education. The blind group started with 
creating the library not the factory or training centre for vocation as in the 
physical impaired groups 

Antika: What would you suggest? 

Eard: Accessing transportation is based on just a temporary measure such as 
compensate for fees while Accessible buses needs more budget and time. But 
disabled people don't need compensation; we actually need access to whole 
STRUCTURE, e.g. jobs, education, and spaceS. 

Antika: Who should take a role in creating accessible facilities? 

Eard: The state should act as supporter rather than the being patronage. The 
decision-makers like ministry, authority representative are in favour to make 
agreement with international organizations as they think this enhance their 
position when coming back. Disabled people and general public consider they 
concern very much toward disability issue. However, they hardly keep what they 
promise or signed. Many projects have never continued since it started. There 
also are no report or monitoring system, Thai people never claimed anything if 
the authority failed their promises. 

Antika: In some cases, disabled people try to report when they break 
their promise. 

Eard: 1 know, but the government often changes, [during this research Thailand 
has three governments], most of policy will be took action in short period, they 
tend to invest their energy and budget on short-term projects. Thai government 
also often changes ministry, but they should have someone who expert and 
understand as their advisor I mean government officials. 

Antika: Seems we can't rely much on the role of the state officials what 
about the disabled groups? 

Eard: Many disabled individuals don't want to work with the formal group 
because they don't want to be labelled as any kind of organisation. However, to 
build the network with non position is difficult; moreover the way to sustain it's 
still difficult. I trust in the good structure rather than having natural leadership 
or personal relationship in working process. 

Antika: How would you suggest? 

Eard: The disabled people need to have their spaces in the decision making 
process but to be careful that it is not just taking the part or to sit with them and 
listen to them (decision makers), but to have the decision togetller. Also til is 
doesn't mean that it is perfectly success ifwe have disabled representative, it is 
very much depend on what they think. The disabled representative is not 
necessary to preserve the disabled people rights. They can think the same as non
disabled people if they can find benefit that meet their needs. In this case the 
representative cannot guarantee we can count on them, for instance, the woman 
doesn't necessary to protect women's rights such as Margaret Thatcher, who 
made several policies that lessen women rights. In another case which happens 
with Rehabilitation Act 2007, it stated that the severe disabled person needs to 
have a guardian, who able to make decision for the disabled person. I really 
disappoint with this. The content extremely contrasts with Independent Living 
Concept. International Organisation can be a good pressure when our authority 
signed in agreement with them. 
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Conversations 

(About a campaign of footpath for disabled people on Rajdamri Road) 

Antika: How would you comment on this project? 

I quite not agree with Rajadamri Project in the way that citizens have to pay for 
this. It is kind of double pay for getting something public done. Why we have to 
pay again, particular, disabled people? Where that revenue, taxes have gone? 
Why don't they use the state's money? It is public responsibility, so it should use 
state's budget. I would agree if this project is temporary mechanism. This can be 
good model to show the state that the project like this is not too hard to get it 
done. The next project in the future, the actors should know where to get finance 
from. This project also shows that citizen cannot wait for your performance. But 
the positive thing about this project is that it creates leader and awareness of 
disable and access issue. If we have to pay for footpaths, why we have to pay for 
taxes? 

Antika: Who do you think should take a role on attitude and 
understanding about disability? 

Eard: For several time, the mainstream media mislead our image e.g. a news 
scoop presents on a popular TV channel 3 everyday, that we are totally disabled, 
poor, need help they will urge you to make donation. I'm afraid the audiences 
will gradually have wrong input about us. 

Disabled people or any organization who understand about disability issue 
should have their opportunity to input the society about disability. The problem I 
concern about the media that they are not independent. 

Drive in access movement Antika: Can you tell me about your work? 

Disability and access issue 
in political aspect 

Eard: I'm working with preservation of disabled people's human rights. We 
don't have to ask for nghts, we already had it! I'm just mainstreaming disabled 
group to realize we have it and how to use it. In my case, it happens when I have 
to compose a formal letter tofind a placefor my organization's event. The staff 
there ask me to write so called polite work as 'Anu-Kroah' [to help with pitiful] 
so I can gain help easier, then I decided not to write this word and find another 
place. Self-esteem andfaithful to you is really important. 

Antika: How do you find your job while you are not working as formal 
organisation? 

Eard: (advantage) Working as a group/org. you can ask for financial support 
from the state. Being individual activist, you can be neutral and able to stand on 
your own approach e.g. myself belief in human rights base and oppose pitiful. 

(disadvantage) Working as individual you have to set disability issue as not first 
priority because you have to earn for a living and it cost a lot for travel for 
disability movement. Some disabled persons cannot afford to go out for 
movement, although they realize it is important to do something. This doesn't 
mean that protest is the best way to change things. 

Antika: Can you share your experience in working with the government 
people? 

Eard: The state or government tries to secure their power. Toward tax and 
revenue to provide facilities and services for all citizenship. It is actually the duty 
of the government who volunteer to handle this job to lessen the gap between the 
better and the poorer. The state has to build mechanisms that equalize their 
citizens. Dr.Prawase [a senior citizen] said that the state don't want to 
decentralizes, otherwise they will lost their power. The new military's version of 
Constitution tries to provide benefit for all aspect toward disability issue to make 
them is acceptable. But at the same tl1ey increase their power, this doesn't helP.. 
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Ideal theme! keywords Conversations 

much. It has a limitation of achievement. 

Antika: I've been told that the Junta Government included disabled 
people into the new draft of Constitution. 

Eard: There is too much of the power of the state. Although the military 
government gave opportunity Jor disa/Jility e.g. Rehabilitation Act 2007, we 
never known when the tank will run on the road again. It is just the way they 
added disability issue they meet what disabled group requested. But it based on 
proportion rather than included us as mainstream issue in the new constitution 
they are writing. The power of military is important. They don't believe that 
people have their capacity to decide and force the former government. They coup 
and tom existing constitution. This new one put more power for the military. 
They only has one year in power, bu t they change many things, e.g. former 
government's policy. Although they give change about disability issue to be 
added in but they will go. 1 think it will be changed again. 

(Policy /Law implementation) 

Antika: what do you think it is the key struggle in working with the 
government sector? 

Eard: As far as 1 know, Thai people don't have any problem with welfare state 
approach. But they cannot trust if their revenue will reach its goal. They don't 
mind if they have to pay more for building accessible either facilities or services 
for disabled people. The authority focuses on short-term projects which can be 
done within the period they are in the positions. ThereJore many projects struggle 
with maintenance. We used to trace with the accessible buses project, we asked 
for the low buses, but the authority said that they concerned about flooding. [ the 
lower buses which is accessible for wheelchair users is claimed that it is 
troublesome when Bangkok usually has flooding in the city] 

Change in Society Antika: How does this change impact on attitude and understanding 
toward disability issue 

Eard: At the moment the trend is focusing understanding of disability, 1 noticed 
from the mainstream TV channel e.g. in soap opera, they leaded actor act as 
disabled people. Social evolution is important. It has been a law based on medical 
model; we couldn't blame who work on that basis, because at that time t/lere were 
a lot ofinputs in that direction. In this period, more and more people talked about 
human rights or rights of disabled people, it will change. The problem about this 
is that how the key actors who work with old approach will allow new one to play 
its role. Furthermore, the challenge is how we make them understand about the 
social model. For me 1 respect all kind of institution either rehabilitation 
institution or charitable institution as many of them serve the basic needs in 
different stage of social evolution. The charitable institution, Jor instance, help 
homeless and disabled people, it is better than let them die on the street. But 
nowadays, there is less number of beggars, so there is increasing of demand of the 
vocational training centres. At present there is the first disabled organisation 
which works on rights based approach. DPI-AP Jocus on access to built-
environment to ensure the rights of disabled people. 

Antika: How does this change impact on social movement, mechanism 
and structure? 

Eard: disabled people did not have a chance to choose or absence of opportunity 
we need to consider the structure for instance we create the personal assistant 
system and or so does the stunt equipment so that disabled people able 10 go to 
more places. Then the society Getting more familiar with high potl!l1tial disabled 
person. And whal about For disabled person who is not actually so good. 
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The following information from postal and online surveys has not been presented in 

the analysis chapters. 

B.2 Information from postal survey (N=169) 

Q: Al) Do you have any disabled person in the family or household? 

• Have 

• Do not have 

Not sure 

Q: B1) How many disabled population in Thailand? 

45 

40 

35 

30 

25 

20 

15 

10 

5 

o 

38.5% 

Less than 1% > 1% but < > 5% but < More than 
5% 10% 10% 

Q: B2) Have you heard about disabled people organisation? 

• Have known or involved with 

Never heard anything about 
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B.3 A postal questionnaire 
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8·4 Information from online survey (Disabled respondents N=55) 

Q: 1) Do you consider yourself have any difficulties of impairments? 

• Mobility 

• Visual 

Hearing 

Q: 2) Where do you regularly live? 

Rural 
provincial _ _ _ _ :::-:-

3% 

Q: 3) Please identify the obstacles when you travel (you may choose many that apply). 

40 

35 

30 

25 

20 

15 

10 

5 

0 

34.3% 

Inaccessible No/inadequate 
public transport transport 

available 

Inaccessible 
footpath 

No/inadequate I'm not allowed 
travel signage to travel 

No need to 
travel 
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Q: 4) What are your means of communication with other people? (Please rank from 1 as the most often) 

3 6 S/ Pa g e 
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70 

60 

50 

40 

30 

20 

10 

o 

60% 

By Via internet Travel to. .. Postal mail 
telephone 

Q: 5) How would you comment on the public facilities? 

70 
60% 

60 

50 
41.8% 

40 4.5% 

30 5.5% 

20 
18.2% 

10 

0 

Access to/use public Quality of pavement Access to public places 
transport on footpath e.g. hospital, market 

• High effective - Fair Poor Very poor 

3661 ~aCje 

49.1% 

1.8% 

Quality of sign in 
traffic, roads 
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Q: 6) Please identify how you need these features and facilities. (All numbers are presented in percentage (%)) 

90 

80 - Most need and neccessary _ Ivery much need _ Need sometime 
Not neccessary at all 

70 

60 60 60 60 58.2 58.2 

50 49.1 49 .1 
47 .2 

40 40 

30 

20 

10 

o 
Availability Even low level Taxi service Clearance Slope/ramp lift Presence of General Discount Audio Braille at Different Warning Escalator 
of public pavement buses that 

'disability people with fare of system in information tactile on blocks at 
transport on footpath accessible welcome all 

sign' gladly help service and building/lift board/sign pavement different 
for people 

goods for blind level on 
wheelchair 

pavement 

3671 ag£! 
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C1 The conditions of footpath on Rajdamri Road: before and after the 
project took place 

The following evidences are some examples of (Physical) changes after the proJeC! on Rajdamri Road ,",'as accomplished 
in overnber 1fXJ7. 
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