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Franz-Joseph, keep on chasing us!
It was the first meeting of the parliamentary group of the Austrian People’s Party (ÖVP) and I
was quite nervous when I had to take the microphone and introduce myself as a new Member
of Parliament. As I did not grab the microphone myself and looked around somewhat
helplessly, there was a longer pause. The auditorium went completely silent, all 79 Members
of Parliament stiffened in their chairs and stared expectantly at me. But nothing happened
until the MP sitting next to me took the microphone and held it close to my mouth. “I am
Franz-Joseph, 37 years old, media educator, author of children’s books and a cabaret
performer – now also in Parliament“, I stated briefely with a low voice. The MPs were
laughing, the tense atmosphere disappeared. “And he has a lovely one-year-old daughter!”,
added Elisabeth Gehrer with a broad smile.
Certainly, it was quite clear to everyone who saw me with my thin legs and curved spine
rolling around in Parliament on four wheels that I was not an ordinary politician. Peeking at
me, they discovered amazedly: I do not shake hands with anybody, when votes are taken in
Parliament I do not get up, I do not applaud when the Minister or even the Chancellor speaks,
I drink only with straws and sometimes I talk in such a low voice that nobody understands
me.
In the beginning my colleagues became very insecure. My fellow politicians were especially
confused by the fact that I could not shake hands with anybody due to my paralysed arms. For
them handshakes are a ritual per se. When we first met, they reached out their hand in a
friendly gesture. But since I could not take it, their hand remained helplessly suspended in the
air. This was embarrassing for me too. I tried to gloss over this awkward moment with raised
eyebrows and a particularly friendly smile. The message was understood, and soon the
greeting rituals changed: a pat on the back as colleagues do or a fond tipping with two fingers
on the back of my hand. It were precisely these little gestures that made me feel welcomed in
the party’s parliamentary group. All of a sudden, there were drinking straws on my place.
When I mentioned this to an assistant of the parliamentary group, she said: “Of course, I saw
that you need this“.
	
  

5

Surprising many, I started to deliver my maiden speech in the plenary session not with many
words but with a long pause. Slowly I rolled over the steep ramp towards the microphone.
Suddenly there was curious silence where people otherwise talk, discuss and rustle a
newspaper. The microphone was lowered. I looked around me, enjoyed the full attention of
Austrian parliamentarianism, then I took a deep breath and asked: “Do you hear me?“. The
MPs of all the four parties represented in the Austrian Parliament were nodding vehemently
and shouting loudly: Yes! Then I joked tentatively: “I have a low voice. But thanks God today
it is amplified by a sign language interpreter“. A short pause. Nobody laughed. What a pity,
they still have to learn to laugh about disability. After a longer statement on the Federal
Disability Equality Act, they got another chance to laugh. Again, I referred to the sign
language interpreter, whom I had asked to stand next to me and translate. “Today I start a
brief sign language course for MPs“, I announced and started with vocabulary like “I love
you”, “Budget Accompanying Act“ or “exploratory talks“. “General amusement” was noted
down in the parliamentary minutes. Then names such as Fischer, Khol, Prinzhorn and finally
Pilz were represented by vivid movements of the hands of the interpreter. Again, general
amusement, which I commented: “Regarding the sign for Pilz (the name of the MP literally
means “mushroom”), of course one does not know whether it is a chanterelle or a toxic
mushroom“. The Greens shouted: “We often do not know it ourselves“. I left my new –
political – stage with the words: “My name is Franz-Joseph – and it was a great pleasure“
(alluding to Emperor Francis Joseph who used this stereotype phrase). While I rolled up the
ramp accompanied by laughter and general applause, I thought with satisfaction: the first step
towards the legal recognition of sign language has been made.
At the beginning there was anger. After Federal President Klestil was sworn in, he hosted a
reception at the presidential residence in Hofburg. Congratulations and good wishes to all the
Members of Parliament. Finally the Federal President strode toward me, bent down deeply,
caringly grabbed my right hand with his two hands and stated: “I wish you a merry Christmas
– if this is at all possible“. Why shouldn’t it be possible, I thought, just because I am
wheelchair user? Before I could answer, the Federal President had disappeared. What was left
was the anger about the presidential pity I could well do without. Christmas started with an
unexpected, severe health problem. From one day to the other, my whole body was paralysed.
I could no longer move my arms, which shortly ago I had used to write, drink or eat, to type
on the computer or to drive my car. Also my voice failed me, I could not breathe properly and
I found it difficult to swallow. Finally, I ended up in the neurological department of Vienna’s
General Hospital. In the bed next to me an old man was dying. As I was told, his death
struggle had lasted already several weeks, his relatives had bidden farewell several times but
over and over medicine found new ways to delay death. I was diagnosed with a bone marrow
inflammation in the cervical spine. While cortisone was dripping into my veins from the
infusion bottle, I changed my opinion of Klestil. After all, he seemed to have expressed great
presidential wisdom. In the night before I was discharged from hospital, the old man died and
I decided to commit myself to terminal care issues.
Very often my colleagues ask me: “How is it going?“. I find it increasingly difficult to
answer. Before, I simply said in an open and honest way: “Thanks, I’m rolling fine“,
demonstrating that life in a wheelchair can be good. But my new colleagues only get the
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answer: “Thanks, unfortunately not so great” or “Oh, so-so“. The reactions are accordingly: “I
think you are admirable“, “…nice that you exist, you are our guardian angel“ or “…that you
undergo all the troubles“. Clarification on my part is urgently required. But it is a complex
and unsolved problem to explain that you suffer from a disease but not from a disability.
My recent experiences in Parliament raise new questions for me. In the Economic Committee
I had asked for the floor but then my voice failed dismally. In the Constitutional Committee I
submitted a motion and had to sign it immediately and on the spot. Desperately I looked for
my parliamentary assistant, who somehow placed a ball pen between my fingers so that I
could make a few lines on the paper. I find it more and more difficult to make phone calls,
hold long speeches or argue heatedly. Can I still be a politician under these circumstances?
But on the other hand, who would deny that the world-famous scientist Steven Hawking is
capable of doing research and teaching at university? Hawking is unable to speak, his body is
paralysed and he can move only one finger. He uses this finger to control his computer, with
which he writes. The computer reads out the speeches written by Hawking. This could well be
a future scenario for the Austrian Parliament. People will get used also to this. Just half a year
ago, it seemed unthinkable that an assistant raised the hand of the MP during a vote.
Political work still makes sense to me. I am taken seriously and I succeeded in turning the
spotlight on important issues when it came to adopting the Vocational Training Act or to
enshrining the Disability Equality Act in the coalition agreement. And this fact was praised in
the ÖVP’s parliamentary group by none other than Wolfgang Schüssel (Austrian Chancellor,
2000-2007), who encouraged me: “Franz-Joseph, keep on chasing us!“. Sure! Because a lot
still remains to be done.
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