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	“I	have	a	right	to	vote.”	
 

“I have a right to vote. I am just as intelligent as the people outside. The 

people in Calderstones watch the news and know what is going on in the 

world.”  

 

These words were reported as spoken by Miss Irene McCabe, a former 

Calderstones resident, at a local authority hearing in May 1981. Held in the Ribble 

Valley Council Chamber in Clitheroe, the mental health charity, MIND, was 

attempting to overthrown the council decision to refuse the majority of those living in 

Calderstones the right to vote. Irene’s statement gets to the heart of the arguments 

which were aired during a campaign to win the vote for those living in Calderstones. 

In a nutshell, the debates centred on issues about ‘rights’ and ‘mental capacity’; and 

of these two aspects the key one was that of rights.  

 

Calderstones, with the involvement of MIND, forced the issue of those of those aged 

18 and above living at the institution having as much right to vote as anyone else in 

society. In 1978 Calderstones had registered 110 individuals on the local electoral 

roll. It was reported that 88 of these voted in the general election of May 1979 – the 

one in which Margeret Thatcher came to power. When new electoral lists were being 

drawn up later in that year, Calderstones at first put forward the names of over 1000 

people.This number included most of those who resided there. David Brandon of 

MIND stated that, ‘They are entitled to vote the same as anyone else.’ Fuelled by 

this sense of entitlement, this sense of rights, the campaign to win the vote at 

Calderstones took over two years to play out in the face of local authority opposition.  

 

The key legal issue was whether by living in what was termed a ‘mental hospital’ an 

individual was a ‘patient’ in need of therapeutic medical treatment. If defined as 

patients who were hospitalised because of ‘a mental disorder’ or ‘mental illness’ then 

under the law they were denied the vote. Calderstones and MIND argued that most 

of those residing in the institution only did so because there was nowhere else for 

them to go. These people were not patients who had to be there because they were 

suffering from ‘a mental disorder’; they were ‘residents’.  
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In Blackburn County Court in September 1981, MIND and Calderstones supported 

three men from Calderstones to make the case for the right to vote for those living in 

the institution. As Tom McLean says in the audio clip they won the court case but 

also did not win. The judge ruled that these three individuals had the right to vote, 

even though living in a hospital, but this did not apply to everyone in Calderstones. It 

was not a precedent. For each person living at Calderstones to be registered to vote 

(whether they did or not)  the institution had to supply medical information proving 

they were not ‘patients’. This was not the ideal outcome for the campaigners, but did 

mean that legally people could not be excluded from voting merely because they 

lived in an institution such as Calderstones.  

 

One postscript to this story is that in 1982 Jimmy McIntosh, James McNab and Alec 

Greenhill, all residing at Gogarburn Hospital, won a similar case at the Sheriff Court 

in Edinburgh.  

 

(This account is largely based upon reports in the Clitheroe Advertiser 1979 – 1981)  
 
 
 
 
 


