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1. Good morning everyone. This is the ninth year that I've been privileged to speak to you as part of your community work studies. If any of you are in the most unenviable position of listening to this for the ninth time, then I have some good news and some bad news. The bad news is that I'll be using quite a bit of the same material as I've used before, because I think it is still relevant and it's ageing gracefully. The good news is that this year I want to talk a bit about the rise and rise of social media, and its implications for people with disability. But I'll begin this morning by telling you a story from ancient India.

Once upon a time, there was a king who had Four sons, and one day they were discussing what particular skills they should master. They said to one another, "Let's search the earth and learn a special skill." So after they had agreed on a place where they would meet again, the four brothers started off, each going in a different direction. Time went by, and the brothers eventually met up again as they had planned; they asked one another what they had learned. "I have mastered a skill," said the first, "which makes it possible for me, if I have nothing but a piece of bone of some animal or other, to create the flesh that goes with it." "I," said the second, "know how to grow that creature's skin and hair if there is flesh on its bones." The third said, "and I am able to make its limbs if I have the flesh, the skin, and the hair." "And I," concluded the fourth triumphantly, "know how to give life to that creature once it is complete with limbs."

So saying, the four brothers went into the jungle to find a piece of bone so that they could demonstrate their special skills. As luck would have it, the bone they found was a lion's, but they didn't know that and so they picked it up. The first brother added flesh to the bone, the second grew skin and hair, the third completed it with matching legs, and the fourth gave the lion life. Shaking its heavy mane, the ferocious lion roared loudly, jumped up with its gaping mouth, razor‑sharp teeth, and merciless claws, and attacked his creators. He killed them all, and vanished into the jungle, licking his lips contentedly as he went.

Whenever I take a break from updating my Facebook status and tweeting about the agonies and ecstasies of looking for a new house to do a bit of serious thinking about cyber‑space, I recall those fairy‑tale brothers and how they were destroyed by their creation. You probably know that the term "cyberspace" was coined by William Gibson in his novel necromancer, which was published in 1984. Derived from the Greek "kyber", to navigate, in Necromancer cyberspace is a network of computers that underpin the bleak, depersonalised world where bioengineering has progressed to the point where the personalities of the dead are as real (or unreal) as those of the living. I'm sure that very few of us think of cyberspace in such pessimistic terms today: we see it rather as the gateway to knowledge, a facilitator of community building, and the bringer of a new world of equality and universal understanding. But cyberspace is also about boundaries: the boundary between reality and fantasy, the boundary between self and others, and the boundary between the various parts of our identity as an individual. In some ways, community work is about boundaries, too: the boundary between ourselves and our clients, the boundary that determines who is a member of our community and who isn't, and the boundaries that we construct in our own psyches between those people whom we regard as being like us, and those who we regard as different. If you remember only one thing from this lecture today, then here's the thing I'd like you to remember-the take-home message: navigating around and across these boundaries, whether they be in cyberspace or our community work, gives us a chance to create a space and a community of healing and connection, but if we allow ourselves to be seduced and robbed of our souls by the technology and the jargon and the theories, then we can easily lose sight of the people at the centre, including ourselves. We then end up with suburban and cyberspace communities that have no souls, and where that raging lion of isolation and intolerance prowls about unchecked.

And if we take the U out of "boundaries" we get "bondaries", which isn't exactly a word that you'll find in any dictionary, but it helps to remind us that some of the boundaries that we should reflect on are the self‑imposed ones, which act as bonds that shackle us to narrow thinking and conventional unwisdom. It's important to think in terms of "unboundaries" as well as boundaries.

2. One of the things that I've acquired over the past few years  is an active interest in analytical psychology, which is the collection of ideas and techniques developed by Carl Jung. Analytical psychology emphasises the importance of activities that nurture the soul, personality types (the inspiration for the Myers‑Brigs Type Inventory), the influence of personal and collective myth on our development as individuals and societies, and the reality of the collective unconscious that exists as a sort of pool or melting‑pot of ideas, themes and energies that come to the surface in our dreams, art, literature, and mythology. I'm very interested in exploring how Jung's ideas can shed light on cyberspace in general, and the way it impacts on people with disability in particular.

3. So it's probably a good time now to have a quiz: can you tell me the names of Cinderella's two sisters and stepmother? The fairy‑tale of Cinderella is probably one of the best‑loved, not just in English, but all over the world. There are over 700 versions of the Cinderella tale, spanning many countries, languages and historical periods. But most people have more chance of naming the seven dwarves than naming Cindy's siblings. This is because most versions don't, in fact, give them names: it's only in the Disney version that we find them named as Anastasia and Drizella (and her stepmother is called Lady Tremaine). There are other surprises, too: in the version of Cinderella in Grimm's Fairy Tales, there is no fairy godmother, and no coach, and Cinderella is helped by pigeons and other birds, who not only help her to complete the task that her step‑mother has set her (sorting lentils) but also provide her with the dress and glass slippers that she wears to the ball. Once the step‑sisters realise that the game is up and that Cindy-babe is set to marry the prince, they go with her to the wedding at the palace. But on the way there, the pigeons fly down and peck out an eye each from the two sisters, and on the way back, they peck out the remaining eyes, rendering the two sisters blind, in which state they remained for the rest of their lives as a "punishment for their wickedness and malice" (and they don't cal them Grimm's fairy tales for nothing).

4. One reason that we all love fairy tales is that they talk to us about aspects of human experience, and shed light on the dark and shadowy places in our own psyches. Whenever you come across those magical words "once upon a time", you can be pretty sure that you're about to enter not simply a fairy‑tale world, but the real world of our drives, motivations, fears, fantasies, complexes, neuroses, and beliefs. No‑one apart from Roald Dahl sits down to write a fairy‑tale: it's almost as if Cinderella, Snow White, Sleeping Beauty and all those other fairy tales have written themselves. And when we strip away the political correctness, one thing that we see time and again in fairy tales is the fear of disability, and the belief that disability is the most extreme form of punishment.

5. Why am I talking about fairy tales in a lecture about cyber‑space? A few years ago, David Halpern wrote an article in the New Statesman titled "Love your Cyber‑Neighbour as Yourself": he  notes that any new technology is always accompanied by both positive and negative consequences, and that most of these consequences are generally not anticipated. I might add that this sounds very much like those four brothers, who certainly didn't anticipate being eaten by a lion. In my view, we could anticipate more of these consequences if we focus on the deep‑seated psychological factors that things such as fairy‑tales reveal to us. In particular, if we realise just how much ambivalence there is towards disability, then we shouldn't be too quick to assume that cyber‑space will give us a virtual community that is free from discrimination. 

6. Now, I don't want to make this lecture too theoretical, but I do think it's worth spending a few minutes talking about cyber‑space, and how it compares with other types of space, and how people with disabilities can navigate around in it. As a student of Jungian psychology and a philosopher, one of the things I find most fascinating about cyber‑space in general, and social media in particular, is the way it has deepened what I call the "crisis of alterity" that is characteristic of much modern (sorry, post‑modern) discussion and reflection. Alterity means "otherness", and when I talk about a crisis in alterity, I mean that we are increasingly preoccupied with the "other" people around us: what do others think of us; what do we think of them? Are other people like us? Are all people equally "other" to us, or do we think that some people are more "other" or far from us than others. Do we or should we develop our identity by reference to our relationships with others, or are we autonomous individuals who agree with Margaret Thatcher that there is no such thing as society? Virtually from the time we are born, we project aspects of ourselves on to others, and our psychological radar system interprets the signals we receive back from others.

7. The strange relation between self and other is illustrated very well by a parable: there was an old couple who lived in a remote part of the Scottish highlands. They lived a very simple, isolated life, and had none of the trappings of our modern society. One day when the husband was away tending their sheep, the wife found a small mirror on the ground outside the house. She and her husband had never seen a mirror before, and she was fascinated to find that when she looked into it, she saw a young, beautiful, and smooth‑skinned woman. She decided not to tell her husband about the mirror, in case he was seduced by this woman, but her husband noticed that she spent longer and longer each day looking at this small piece of glass. He became jealous, and concluded that the glass must be magic, and that it must contain his wife's lover. One day, he managed to steal the mirror his wife was out, and although it pained him that he was no longer the object of his wife's affections after all their years together, he decided to take a look. He looked into the mirror, and exclaimed, "why? How could my wife have an affair with someone as old and wrinkled as that!" 

8. Of course, it's getting harder to imagine a life so cut-off from the modern world, now that we have the internet, and now that social media such as Facebook and Twitter are everywhere: the number of Facebook users now, for example, is greater than the population of many countries. So we are seeing the emergence of virtual nations without allegiance to traditional geographical units. Who is 'self( and who is (other( is not an easy question even to ask, let alone answer, in this world where we make friends at the click of a mouse and unfriend them just as quickly, or where we can have thousands of unknown followers on Twitter, who may know what we had for breakfast but not what we dream about or the anxiety we feel as we contemplate our mortality.

9. So what about disability? Do we think of people with a disability as "other", or "alien"? Are they strangers who come today and stay tomorrow, as the German sociologist Georg Simmel defined a stranger, or do we think of people with a disability as threats to the way we think about physical beauty or acceptable bodies? Remember what happened to Cinderella's sisters‑‑becoming blind is identified as the worst punishment.

10. These might seem rather abstract and irrelevant questions to be asking, but the way we individually and collectively answer those questions will make a big difference to the way we respond to people with a disability when we connect with them in our communities, whether as part of our professional activities or in our recreations‑‑or, indeed, whether we connect with them at all. Society has answered these questions: the answers are all around us in the many features of our environment that make it difficult or impossible for many people with a disability to participate richly and with dignity in our community life.

11. Back to cyber‑space. If we're among the optimists that David Halpern refers to in his article, then we might assume that people with a disability will be liberated by the anarchic freedom of cyber‑space. But if we remember what happened to Cinderella's sisters, and how their punishment reflects the deep and universal anxiety about disability, then I think we will be compelled to conclude that the acceptance of people with a disability in cyber‑space is much less certain.

12. A few years ago I started delving into the mysteries of internet social networking by using Skype. As I was thinking about material for this lecture, I wondered whether Skype was being replaced by Facebook and Windows Messenger, but when my 15-year-old daughter said she wanted a webcam so she could talk to her friend in China on Skype I figured it was still cool technology. One of the things you can do with Skype is to make yourself available for "random" calls from other Skype users. 

One day I received a message from a woman in Brazil, who was intrigued by the idea of talking with someone from Australia. It turned out that she was involved in the disability field, and was, in fact, doing a PhD comparing the situation of people with disabilities in a number of countries. We spoke for several hours all told, and she was interested in my work with the Human Rights Commission, and was even floating (or maybe "flirting" would be a more accurate description) the possibility of my visiting Brazil to present the Australian experience of disability rights to people there. By this point, I felt we had established a friendly rapport based on common interests, so I mentioned in passing that I have some personal knowledge of disability as I'm a blind person. There was a stunned and very loud silence, and that's the last I've heard of her. Obviously, her plans didn't include discussing disability with someone who actually has one (or, putting it phenomenologically, that should be "is one"). As a Jungian psychologist, I shouldn't really have been surprised by such a blunt and, on the face of it, irrational rejection, but I did find it quite disturbing (and a bit hurtful I must admit) that it should come from someone involved in the disability field and who certainly talked in terms of equality and acceptance. In real life, words do come easy, unli,ke in the FR David song.  And the more we study and research and learn to trade in the currency of academic discourse, the easier the words come. If your memories are up to it and you can take away a second thing from my lecture today, then it's this: take-home message #2: what we do matters more than what we say, and we heal the hurts of those we work with in our communities not even so much by what we do, but because of who we are.

13. I invite and challenge you to reflect on your own assumptions. I think it's true to say that most of us haven't realised that cyber‑space has fundamentally changed the dimensions of "the other". The other person on the end of our email or following us on Twitter may well have a disability, and we may never know unless they choose to tell us. I've spoken with a number of people with a disability who have joined one of the internet dating services. Most of them have received replies. The question that always arises is whether a person with a disability should disclose that fact to a potential cyber‑date, and, if so, at what point in the relationship. The reality is that most people with a disability face rejection, exclusion and discrimination almost every day, and while cyber‑space and social networking certainly do offer unprecedented opportunities for us to participate in the life of the cyber‑community, they also offer unprecedented opportunities for us to be rejected and excluded more brutally and more completely than ever before.

14. But on the other hand, for people with a disability, that disability is a part of life. It's not that we're (disabled people(, to use the term that is still favoured in some areas and by some people, but neither is disability really something that comes (with( or is separate from us. For me, being blind is a part of who I am‑‑it is existential, it shapes my epistemology, that is, the way I form concepts and ideas and acquire knowledge of the world around me. I can't just wake up one morning and say, (well, today I'm going to be a person without a disability just for the hell of it so I know how it feels(. So how meaningfully can I relate to someone if I choose not to reveal core aspects of who I am? But what if I just want to be flirtatious and frivolous and hang out on the Net with some groovy post‑modern chicks? How many personas do I need to have that bypass the blind, existential me?

15. Why have I been talking about this? Well, because it's important that we don't think access to cyber‑space and social media is just about technology, and standards. Access means full participation, and cyber‑space has social and communal dimensions that are just as important as being able to read a web page or a Twitter post. In fact, the latest developments in cyber‑space emphasise grassroots and community autonomy: cyber‑spaces like Facebook, Twitter, Linkedin and YouTube are in the hands of users, and will only be accessible if individual users, like you, want them to be. We can't shift the responsibility to someone "out there", even if we unfriend or unlike them ‑ the responsibility starts and ends with us. And even when we talk about standards and technology, it's the people factor‑‑that Cinderella dimension‑‑that generally determines whether or not access is achieved.

16. Pokemon story, In 1999, my 7‑year‑old son came into the loungeroom and asked" "dad, what's your favourite Pokemon?". Now, this question created a bit of a dilemma for me. On the one hand, I wanted to maintain my image as the wise, all‑knowing dad; but, on the other hand, the plain and simple fact was that I had absolutely no idea what a Pokemon was. So I resorted to that devious strategy that has been used by bewildered fathers since the dawn of civilisation. I said to my son, "well now: what's your favourite Pokemon?". He replied, "Pikachu". "well fancy that", I replied, "that's my favourite Pokemon too".

Later that night, after my son had gone to bed, I crept into my home office and went to the web to find out as much as I could about Pokemons. Some sites weren't accessible, but some were. In fact, I found a small site where I could buy the latest Pokemon cards that weren't available in Australia, and my son had an ecstatic birthday that year. 

17. For people who are blind, the web may be the only way we can access information. For example, there was no other way I could have obtained all the information I did about Pokemons, which, in turn, had a real impact on the way I related to my son at a time in his life when father‑son bonding was crucial. If that web site had been inaccessible, I could not have bought the Pokemon cards that gave my son such happiness, and for all I know, he'll remember that event for the rest of his life, and it may well have a positive effect on the way he relates to his own children in years to come. 

18. As a person who is blind, I can't just walk into a bookshop or music store and browse the shelves. Over the past few years I've made extensive use of Amazon.com‑‑in fact, I've single‑handedly made them profitable. But again, as with the Pokemon example, I'm doing no more than sighted people have always been able to do.

19. One of the key features of the information revolution is choice. This is perhaps best epitomised in Robert Schuller's phrase "if it's going to be, it's up to me". The internet, broadband communications, electronic publishing, and the other accoutrements of the cyber‑age are giving people more choices. I've heard people talk about cyber‑space as ushering in an infomocracy, where ordinary people living ordinary lives can make an extraordinary difference by writing on their Facebook wall, tweeting, Blogging or glogging, or signing an email petition.

20. OK, so if you've been paying attention you might be wondering whether I've actually been demolishing my theory that cyber‑space is just as fraught with fear and ambivalence about disability as any other community? If cyber‑space is a stage on which the Cinderella drama is endlessly played out in all its symbolism (as I believe it is), then where are the ugly sisters?

21. In 2000, my mother was diagnosed with breast cancer. Bad news for the family, worse for her, of course. Being internet‑literate I thought I'd find out some information on the web. I located an online book called First Aid Yourself: Essential Breast Cancer Websites (Special Edition) by Betsy Dance. I downloaded it, and opened it. On the first page, I read (blank), second page (blank). The book had been specially encrypted to protect copyright, which meant that access software could not get at the text.

22. Earlier this year I decided to sell my house. If nothing else, I thought it would make a good topic to tweet about and I figured I might get a few more friends on Facebook in the form of hopeful if opportunistic real estate agents. I was on the point of awarding the contract on my house to one particular agent who seemed less untrustworthy than the rest, but then she changed jobs and started working for a larger real estate agency that has a name that sounds very much like Mcgraths. Almost by accident, I discovered that their website included a feature that made part of it completely inaccessible to me as a blind person. In order to modify your buying criteria, you have to solve a Captcha, one of those distorted images that contain letters that you have to copy into an edit box to prove that you're a human and not a spambot. These are becoming increasingly common now, and they are one of the biggest accessibility problems that blind people experience when we use the internet. Captchas don't have to be visual alone - they can easily be made accessible. But this real estate agency, along with many other companies, government departments and organisations, chose not to incorporate those accessible features. I alerted them to it and noted that it was not a difficult problem to fix, and added that they in fact would need to fix it if they wanted my business. For the past several weeks they've been offering all sorts of excuses and promises, and they've even suggested that I'm penalising the individual agent by taking my business elsewhere. But the inaccessible Captcha is still there. And guess what: I am going to take my business somewhere else. I won't give a cent to a company that knowingly discriminates against me.

23. Choice is still alive and well in all these examples, but it is someone else's choice that I can't read these books or change my buying criteria on that real estate agency website. Pockets of cyber‑space are inaccessible only to the extent that people make them inaccessible. Cyber‑space doesn't become inaccessible by magic ‑ people make it like that. And it's in those inaccessible pockets and the philosophies and values that give rise to them, that you find Cinderella's sisters lurking and rubbing their pecked‑out eyes, and you also find that ferocious lion who is ever ready to devour us with prejudice, injustice and intolerance.

24. I've referred to social media and social networking a few times already this morning, so I'd like to focus on them specifically for a moment. I think there's a tendency to fence social media and social networking off from other parts of cyber-space, possibly because of the strong focus on the social rather than information and technology. But from an accessibility point of view, Facebook, Twitter, YouTube, and the rest are no different from the web or other areas of cyber-space. They can be accessible or inaccessible, inclusive or exclusionary, depending on the choices we make as individuals and as a community.

25. One aspect of social networking that has the potential to increase accessibility is what's known as the Twitter backchannel. Basically, this is where Twitter is used to provide real-time commentary and conversation during a lecture or presentation, in contrast with the front channel, which is the lecture or presentation itself. The Twittevangelists are telling us that the backchannel is here to stay, and if we want to remain relevant as lecturers or presenters, we'd better get with it sooner rather than later. I'm a little less evangelical than that because I remember some of the other proselytes of the information revolution who told me 20 years ago that books were obsolete, the paperless office was only a day away, and that government bureaucrats would be more up close and personal once they had an email address; but there's no doubt that social media generally is changing the way we communicate and interrelate in ways that might turn out to be profound indeed. And the Twitter backchannel does have a lot to offer people with disability: for example, it could be used to provide real-time captioning for Deaf people in the audience, or to provide descriptions of photos or slides for blind people present. And, more generally, it could provide a way for people who are not able to attend a lecture or event to nevertheless participate in it. But supposing a lecturer decides (as quite a few university lecturers are doing now) to capture what is being tweeted during a lecture and project it on a screen for everyone to see? Unless the projected content is accessible, blind people won't have access to it, and we'll be right back where we were 30 or more years ago. The technology itself doesn't dictate accessibility or inaccessibility, but people and the choices they make do.

26. I heard recently of an 8-year-old girl who said, (I wish Grandad was on Facebook, then I could wish him happy birthday(. I'm one of those technological immigrants who still has a vague idea how to use a telephone, and even though I have a Facebook presence, it isn't uppermost in my thoughts - yet. Some aspects of Facebook are easy for me to use as a blind person, but some aren't: it's not easy to change the privacy settings, and the homepage keeps changing every couple of days, so what I can access today may not be accessible by Friday. I wrote on someone's wall a while back, but I must have done something wrong, because it never showed up - who knows where it is now. I'm sure you can guess what's coming next: it's all about choice. Facebook could be much more accessible if the developers wanted it to be, and if the Facebook community generally started putting more pressure on the developers to think about all the people all the time, not just those who are clones of themselves. There are some signs that Facebook is starting to take accessibility more seriously, so let's keep our mouse buttons crossed that by this time next year I'l be able  to write on the wall of my choice.

27. Making cyber‑space accessible to people with disability is not difficult‑‑it's probably much easier than making the built environment accessible. There are good business and ethical reasons why all sections of the community should have full and independent access to cyber‑space, and by making it accessible to people with a disability, there are other benefits: people with slower internet connections and those who pay more for internet services such as those in rural areas (we don't have the NBN yet) will benefit because they can turn off the display of graphics; accessible websites will display more readily on smaller screens such as those found on mobile phones and iPads.

28. Access to cyber‑space is not a privilege, it is as much a right as access to a building. We all have a part to play in increasing awareness raising. Anita Roddick (founder of the Body Shop) put it well: "activism is the rent we pay for being on the planet". Disability has always been, is now, and probably always will be part of the human experience. One in 5 people in Australia has a disability, and the percentage is growing. Probably most of you will at some stage in your life, have direct experience of disability. It's all well and good to attend lectures about disability and accessibility, but it's also true that if you're not part of the solution, then you're part of the problem. Part of being a community worker involves building and strengthening the bonds that make our communities. If we cultivate an "access" frame of mind, and if we actively seek out opportunities to raise the profile of accessibility issues, then there is every chance that the world that we will bequeath to our children, and the world that we will know and experience as we grow older, will be accessible.

29. If you're familiar with some of the current developments in disability studies, you've probably detected resonances between my lecture and the ideas of theorists like Jerome Bickenbach and Kay Schriner, who advocate an approach to disability based on the concept of a spectrum of human variation. In this view, disability isn't some abnormal feature of the human condition but, rather, a normal part of it: it's a feature of our experience as infants, and most of us will return to it in old age. I think this perspective is especially helpful when we discuss disability and cyber‑space, because it encourages us to regard Facebook, Twitter, and the web as a set of very real and tangible connections between us all‑‑inaccessibility and the lack of attention to universal design therefore affects us all in one way or another.

30. I want to finish my lecture today with a story. There was once a young girl who lived in a Persian village. She had an adventurous disposition, and she liked to explore the hills and valleys near the village. One day she ventured further than usual, and she came upon a cave. She went into the cave, and as her eyes gradually became accustomed to the deep darkness inside, she was thrilled to see a large pearl shimmering on the floor. She bent down to pick it up, when she noticed that the pearl was clutched in the claws of a great and fierce-looking dragon. She stood still for a long time, trying to summon up the courage to fight the dragon and take the pearl. But eventually she sadly turned away: the dragon was just too terrible, and her fear was just too great.

Many years went by. The young girl grew older, and had many experiences. But she never forgot that wondrous pearl. She decided that before she grew too old she would go back and take a last look at the pearl. So she went all the way back to that Persian village, and once again found the cave. The pearl was still there, as enticing and lustrous as ever. But as she bent down, she noticed to her astonishment that that great and terrible dragon wasn't really a dragon at all, but just a harmless little pussycat. So she reached out her hand, and took the pearl.

The more we live life and face its many challenges, the easier it is to confront the dragons, wherever we find them. We all face dragons: for some, it's the fear of intimacy; for others, it's anorexia or depression; for almost all of us, we constantly confront the dragon of apathy and disengagement from the big issues. Discrimination is a dragon, too, and it can devour those who are disadvantaged and it can quench the genius and generosity of the human spirit. But this dragon, too, can be transformed into a harmless pussycat by the way we orient our actions and live our lives. Whenever we engage in community work, use Facebook or Twitter, or simply make new friends in the concrete world of hugs and hand-holdings, French perfume and real birthday presents tied with ribbon, we have a choice. We can choose to fight the dragon of discrimination, or we can allow discrimination to take an even firmer grip on society. I urge you, as you continue on this journey that we call our lives, to remember that pearl: in this case, the pearl is the achievement of a just, equal and inclusive society. 

31. Thank you for your attention this morning. I hope you'll be kind to me in the backchannel, and if you want to know about the unfolding saga of my house-moving, follow me on Twitter or be my friend on Facebook (I promise I won't unfriend you - at least not often, anyway).

