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Abstract

Research on disability in the so-called majority world remains scarce, and that which exists, conti-
nues to be dominated by Western epistemologies and methods, transferred indiscriminately from the
global North to the global South'. Unfortunately, the cultural and contextual relevance of these ap-
proaches remain largely unquestioned, a dynamic premised on the assumption that theories and
methods bred in Western spaces are not only superior but applicable to all and sundry. This is what
we term the neocolonisation of research. In order to challenge this, our paper takes up Tuhiwai
Smith’s (1999) call for decolonizing research, by exploring the potential for a conceptual framework
blending elements from poststructuralism, post and neo-colonialism, and Hardt and Negri’'s (2000)
work on Empire to engage more meaningfully with the study of disability across global contexts.

Keywords : global disability, poverty, critical disability studies, international development, decolo-
nizing methodologies

Résumeé

Les recherches réalisées dans le soi-disant « monde majoritaire » sur le phénomene du handicap sont
encore aujourd’hui plutét rares. Elles restent pour la plupart inféodées aux épistémologies et aux mé-
thodes occidentales et leurs résultats sont exportés sans discernement par les pays du Nord vers
ceux de 'hémisphére sud?. La pertinence culturelle et contextuelle de ces approches demeurent mal-
heureusement largement incontestées dans le « monde majoritaire », cette situation se fondant sur la
présomption que les théories et les méthodes développées en Occident sont supérieures et s’ap-
pliguent en tout lieu et auprés de tous. Nous appelons ce phénomeéne la néocolonisation de la re-
cherche. Le présent article vise a renverser cet état de fait en répondant a I'appel de Tuhiwai Smith’s
(1999) en faveur de la recherche décolonisatrice. Il explorera tout le potentiel d’'un modéle conceptuel
fusionnant des éléments des approches post-structuralistes, post et néo-colonialistes, de méme que
les travaux de Hardt et Negri (2000) sur 'Empire, et ce, de fagon a réellement s’engager dans une
réflexion sur le handicap en tant que phénomeéne global.

Mots-clés : handicap comme phénoméne global, pauvreté, études critiques dans le champ du handi-
cap, développement international, méthodes décolonisatrices

In this paper, the terms "majority world" and "global South" are used interchangeably. These delineate a divide with their
opposite, the global North or the West, and hence with rich and powerful countries, a power that is a function of and mani-
fest in history, ideologies, economics and politics among others. The terms do not simply connote geographical, but also
economic, political, cultural and social disparities. The implication is that the existence of a poor, subjugated South and its
subjects is reflected in, maintained and indeed necessitated by a dominant global North and vice-versa. The South, is a
space that exists both physically and ontologically.

2 Dans cet article, les concepts de « monde majoritaire » et de « pays de I'némisphére sud » sont utilisés de maniére inter-
changeable. lls décrivent I'existence d’un clivage avec les pays de I'hémisphére nord ou I'Occident, donc les pays riches et
puissants, lesquels exercent un pouvoir qui peut s’observer dans I'histoire, les idéologies, 'économie et la politique, etc. Ce
terme ne fait pas uniquement référence aux différences géographiques, mais également aux inégalités économiques, poli-
tiques, culturelles et sociales. L’existence de pays de 'hémisphére sud pauvres et soumis, au méme titre que les sujets y
vivant, est maintenue et rendue nécessaire par celle de pays de I'hémisphére nord privilégiés et vice-versa. Le Sud est un
espace qui existe donc physiquement et ontologiquement.
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Doing Disability Research in the Majority World :

an Alternative Framework and the Quest for Decolonising Methods

Introduction

he lives of disabled people based in

the global South have received ques-

tionable interest from disability and

development studies. Despite a sub-

stantial number of organisational do-
cuments published around the theme of "disa-
bility and development", research on disability
in the majority world in the West remains par-
ticularly underdeveloped. Furthermore, disa-
bled people are hardly, if ever, considered in
research on other populations such as women,
ethnic minorities, refugees, and those living
with HIV/AIDS. This is an unfortunate negli-
gence considering that disabled people consti-
tute a substantial proportion of these and other
societal groups.

Research exclusions are particularly evident in
Western disability studies. This, however, has
not stopped the almost wholesale exportation
of concepts from the Western tool kit to various
parts of the globe. Grech (2009, 2011) argues
that the place of Western perspectives needs
to be questioned and repositioned. We argue
here that streamlining disability theory and ho-
mogenising the disability experience across
peoples, nations, cultures and locations, only
provides a superficial comfort zone for those
attempting to "do research" on disability in the
global South.

We argue that this exportation of frameworks
and inferences from the Western context re-
flects the continued domination of Western
knowledge and practices and their imposition
on others forged by centuries of pillaging and
"othering". This is what Alatas (2006, p.61, 63)
calls "academic neo-imperialism" or "academic
neo-colonialism" to describe "a centre-peri-
phery continuum in the social sciences", predi-
cated on the economic, political and cultural
prowess of the centre, forged by centuries of
pillaging and "othering", and maintained by the
unstoppable hand of unequal globalising forces
and markets not so free.

Furthermore, epistemological imposition leads

to what we call epistemological rejections, spe-
cifically of those that contradict and question.
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There have been many contributions from the
South as well as those from other fields (see
for example Ghai, 2002; Ingstad & Whyte,
1995, 2007; Miles, 2007), but which are igno-
red, rejected or intentionally silenced. Contribu-
tions that are not written in English remain ef-
fectively ignored (see Miles, 2007) because
they do not reference "standard" disability stu-
dies literature, do not use "adequate" termino-
logy and concepts, are written in non-Western
institutions (academic or other), or simply be-
cause they are not considered "academic"
enough.

This is perhaps not dissimilar to the ethno-
graphic enterprise itself, embedded in the colo-
nial process of domination (see Goodley,
2004). Tuhiwai Smith (1999, p. 8) explains how
much ethnographic research served to repre-
sent an "Other to a general audience back in
Europe, which became fixed in the milieu of
cultural ideas... stories which told of savagery
and primitivism, generated further interest, and
therefore further opportunities, to represent the
Other again” to the end of ruling and controlling
them more efficiently. This colonial gaze is in-
deed perpetuated in contemporary research
with a range of Southern subjects including
disabled people who remain the subjects of a
Western gaze. Ethnocentric research is not
readily concerned with comprehending any-
thing about the complex realities out there, but
instead risks ordering and dominating to fit our
own reality in here : "knowledge" accessible to
and for consumption by the Western academy.
Little if anything challenges or shifts the fixities
of these epistemologies or methods-research is
colonised and re/neocolonised at the core.

We are not too hopeful that the neocolonial
mechanisms of research are likely to change
any time soon. We do believe however that
research can be conducted differently, in ways
that take up Tuhiwai Smith’s call for "decoloni-
sing methods", for use in research on disability
in the global South. The result is what we call a
decolonising open framework. Informed by
elements of poststructuralism, post/neocolonia-
lism, and work on Empire, our aims are simple
as we grapple with the idea of research that
could be culturally, contextually, historically and
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power sensitive. Our approach is neither com-
prehensive nor exclusive, but puts forward an
alternative conceptual space to probe, critique
and extend from. This project is in the spirit of
two recent (2010 and 2011) conferences held
at Manchester Metropolitan University, UK?,
promoting the idea that decolonising research
needs to take off with the decolonising of
thought itself.

Decolonising research

In a forthcoming publication, Goodley and Run-
swick-Cole (2011) argue that :

Just as colonial research has challenged
the tendency to consider "the ‘native’ as
object for enthusiastic information-retrie-
val and thus denying its own worlding"
and, simultaneously, being driven by
"nostalgia for lost origins" (Spivak, 1985
p. 245), similar challenges have been
adopted to disability research which
have measured the loss and adjustment
of disabled people, while simultaneously
trying to give a voice to the articulate
"victim" in research. Disabled people,
people of colour and gay, transsexual
and queer people, exemplify communi-
ties that have been medicalised, patho-
logised, exoticised, belittled, stereo-
typed, excluded and objectified by re-
search.

The majority and disability worlds share this
experience of pathologisation. In order to chal-
lenge such demonisation, disabled people and
people located as majority world subjects have
responded by developing new and exciting
approaches to colonising and medicalising re-
search. "Writing back" is a term employed by
the postcolonial writer Tuhiwai Smith (1992)
and refers to the re-introducing of minority per-
spectives into research production in order to
change the colonizing and pathologising ten-
dencies of expert and professionally-led re-
search programs. Writing back, following Fan-
on (1993, p.30), involves people "freeing them-
selves from the analyses of exploitative re-
search and the categorization of parasitical

3 Available to : http://disabilityworld.wordpress.com/

researchers". It evokes change in the doings of
research : to seek new assumptions, methods
and relationships in which research is neither
colonizing nor reductive but decolonizing and
expansive. Fanon (1993, p.12-13) describes
this as a process of socio-diagnosis : of waging
war on both levels of the socio-economic and
psychological. Disablism, homophobia and ra-
cism, can seriously threaten the ontological
lives of disabled, black and queer people.

Decolonising research has a number of ambi-
tions. The first is a methodological aim associ-
ated with opening up the mode of research
production in ways that meaningfully involve
co-researchers who, previously, would be
known simply as subjects of research. Disabi-
lity studies shares this approach to shifting re-
search from a mode of engagement where
research is owned by an often sole, non-
disabled researcher to a mode where a com-
munity of co-researchers work together to-
wards an emancipatory aim (see special issue
of Disability, Handicap & Society, vol. 7, no. 2,
1992). A visualisation of this shift in research
production is provided in Goodley (2011,
p. 24). (see Figure on next page)

Developing more participatory and emancipa-
tory approaches, challenges the hegemonic
position that the academy holds, and invites
participants to occupy more directive roles in
research.

Clearly, re-locating disability studies research
in the majority world is an essential part of the
package of a decolonising critique. The second
aim of relates to the epistemological, ontologi-
cal and theoretical concepts that undergird our
approach to the understanding of disability.
While Tuhiwai Smith (1992) emphasises the
indigenous foundations of knowledge that must
be tapped into, recent developments within
social theory have emphasised the hybridised
and glocal formation of knowledge. The (disa-
bled) subject of the majority world is already a
hybridised figure (Fanon, 1976). As Fanon
(1976, p. 55) suggests, a colonised people is
never alone and its frontiers remain open to
new ideas and echoes from the world outside.
Decolonising research therefore attends to the

>y >
g

< 45



Doing Disability Research in the Majority World :
an Alternative Framework and the Quest for Decolonising Methods

FIGURE 1 : RESEARCH AS PARTICIPATORY AND EMANCIPATORY

Disability studies research can be conceived as a continuum :

Knowledge Shared

Knowledge

Action

Research

e.g. An academic analyses e.g. Researchers work with e.g. Disabled people’s Organisations

the constitution of normalcy a self-advocacy group to work with researchers to measure
(Davis, 1995) develop inclusive research and eradicated disablism
practices (Doherty and al., (Arthur and Zarb, 1995a)
2005)
Non-participatory Participatory Emancipatory

Researcher-led Researcher
invites participants
into research

Co-researchers

ways in which the majority world or disabled
subject of research is, in actuality, a resistant
and sophisticated phenomenon. Yet, in order to
engage with and recognise this sophistication
then decolonising research must draw on
equally sophisticated and responsive social
theories of disability, neo/post/colonialism, and
minority/majority/global worlds.

Theoretical frameworks for decolonising
research

Over the next sections we look at the potential
for a conceptual framework to inform research
on disability in the majority world, in ways that
draw on concepts and theories from poststruc-
turalism, postcolonial theory and the concept of
Empire.

- Poststructuralism
Ouir first theoretical encounter appears to be at

one with our conception of the majority world
as a complex entity/space. Post-structuralism
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is a response to structuralism, or rather the
search for deep, objective and universal struc-
tures and meaning, to engage instead in the
troubling of grand meta-narratives and a con-
scious move towards "an ontological emphasis
on uncertainty, instability, hybridity, contingen-
cy, embodiment and reflexivity" (Corker &
Shakespeare, 2002, p.4). It provides a useful
avenue to highlight and problematise a number
of metanarratives that continue to appear in the
disability and majority world debate. These
include, amongst others; materialist conceptu-
alisations of disability conceived in the global
North that are simplistically applied to the glo-
bal South; international development and po-
verty reduction measures that ignore cultural
and historical complexity; modernist views of a
"developing" world as one failing/unable to
adopt Western prescribed strategies of deve-
lopment; and Western notions such as rehabili-
tation, human and disability rights, and inde-
pendent living among others. An emphasis on
uncertainty is necessary in spaces that defy
certainty, whose histories, societies, politics,
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economies resist any attempts at homogenisa-
tion or simplification.

Post-structuralism calls for the troubling of
foundationalist assumptions in disciplinary
knowledge, as well as the relationships of lan-
guage to power and institutions. This stance
destabilises for example British disability stu-
dies emphasis on the capitalist origins of disa-
blism, instead opening up the analyses to
complex local discourses around disability; the
intersections between local societies and com-
munities, politics, economics and cultures and
ideologies; and the role of inter/national as-
pects in the construction of a disabled subject.
Whether it is the heterogeneous ways in which
local communities (and especially disabled
people themselves) speak about and under-
stand disability (these can vary within coun-
tries, and sometimes even within region) and
personhood, or the discourses used by munici-
pal authorities and national policies, these are
some of the many issues that arise in research.
We need a theoretical lens capable of dealing
with local understandings of disability, even
when disability is equated with impairment (see
for example Ghai, 2002). Grech (2008), for
example, shows how disability in Guatemala is
often understood as impairment and, in some
cases as pain by disabled people living in ex-
treme poverty. A focus on the body is not sur-
prising in contexts where survival is predicated
on having a healthy body able to work in the
most strenuous conditions. Impairment mat-
tered to the people Grech spoke to because
health and social protection systems were of-
ten not existent or was inaccessible, and be-
cause the harsh infrastructure, especially in
rural areas, made it impossible to negotiate the
most basic of mobility, for some more than oth-
ers. But Grech found conceptualisations of
impairment/disability varied even within one
country, dependent on interactions with as-
pects such as place (urban/rural), types of la-
bour activities, the presence or otherwise of
relative interdependence within extended com-
munities.

Derrida’s (1978) work on deconstruction is
concerned with how meanings are established,
and the dynamics operating in this process,

adopting an approach of rigorous rhetorical
analysis, displacing dominant philosophical
categories (Prasad, 2005). Deconstruction
seeks to dig out and decenter hierarchical
texts, which are never neutral, and can only be
understood in relation to other texts. These
power centers in the disability and majority
world debate are many, and require research-
ers to be alert. Discourses and practices such
as international development and development
strategies; the role of institutions (e.g. the
World Bank and the International Monetary
Fund (IMF)); poverty and poverty reduction;
neoliberalism and the market all require decon-
struction®. This allows us to expose how the
discourses of the Western centre are posi-
tioned within a framework of oppositional, hier-
archical and power loaded binaries (e.g. civi-
lized/uncivilized, dis/abled; North/South, man/
woman, developed/undeveloped, rich/ poor).
Derrida notes how the first term (e.g. civilized)
is considered superior to the second (uncivi-
lized), and how the first necessitates the sec-
ond for its own definition, and is therefore de-
pendent on its opposite- necessary and conse-
quential. Corker and Shakespeare (2002, p.7),
argue that deconstruction unravels the under-
pinnings of binary oppositions, revealing how
"normativism needs disability for its own defini-
tion : a person without an impairment can de-
fine himself as normal only in opposition to
what he is not- a person with an impairment.
Disability is not excluded from normativism; it is
integral to its very assertion". This is extremely
important, especially at the most micro (field)
levels, highlighting the need to engage with

4 The structural adjustments imposed on debt-ridden
countries in the South by the IMF and the World Bank,
as conditions for lending (often to furnish other debts),
are classic examples of how neoliberal strategies are
packaged and promoted as "development”, the state to
be reached by those designated as "underdeveloped" or
"undeveloped", a state determined by those considered
"developed" or "superior"- the way of the West. In this
case, shifts towards the free market through the remo-
val of import tariffs, subsidies, mass privatisation and
the cuts in public goods, continue to impoverish and im-
pose much suffering on poor nations, unable to partici-
pate in a global market that never intended to include
them on an equal footing in the first place. Instead they
remain simply the inferior and exploit social/economic/
cultural "other" against which rich countries continue to
assert and measure their prowess.
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discourse not restricted to disability, but also to
understand the category "non-disabled" within
context. One question we could pose is : how
are disability/developing/indigenous bound to-
gether as related parts of a binary that stands/
sits in direct opposition to the purportedly able/
developed/metropolitan of the global North?

Increasingly globalised ableist processes cre-
ate a corporeal standard, which presumes
ablebodiedness, inaugurates the norm and pu-
rifies the ableist ideal :

Internalised ableism means that to emu-
late the norm, the disabled individual is
required to embrace, indeed to assume,
an "identity" other than one’s own. | am
not implying that people have only one
true or real essence. Indeed, identity
formation is in a constant state of fluidi-
ty, multiplicity and (re) formation [but]
the desire to emulate the Other (the
norm) establishes and maintains a wide
gap between those who are loathed and
that which is desired (Campbell, 2009,

p. 21)

Goodley (2011, p. 9) argues that poststructura-
lism demonstrates modernity’s privileging of
one (abled, sighted, independent) over the oth-
er (disabled, blind, dependent), in which the
one is upheld as the transcendental signifier :
the ideal sign around which all others can be
anchored :

"Man, Freedom, Democracy, Indepen-
dence, Authority, Order" (Eagleton,
1983, p. 131). The one becomes the
pole around which to expound logocen-
tricism (commitment to reason) and tel-
eology (realising an end point). "Man"
constructs "woman" as his opposite.
Equally "man is what he is only by virtue
of ceaselessly shutting out this other or
opposite, defining himself in antithesis to
it, and his whole identity is therefore
caught up and put at risk in the very
gesture by which he seeks to assert his
unique, autonomous existence" (Eagle-
ton, 1983, p.132). Discourses of patriar-
chy retain their potency through advan-
cing man over women. Poststructuralism
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prises open these binary opposites —
these dualisms — to ask how one has
become empowered through compari-
son with, and denigration of, the other :

FIGURE 2 : GOODLEY (2011, P. 104-105)

ONE OTHER
Man Woman
Reason Passion
Normal Abnormal
Mind Body
Self Others
Able Disabled
Healthy Diseased
White Black
European Oriental
Coloniser Colonised
Global North Global South
Science Chaos

This can be extended to the notion that the
non-poor require poor people in order to define
themselves, or more broadly how these deline-
ations continue to separate the "First" and
"Third World". Therefore, research itself can
become "a deconstructive process of contest-
ing and troubling particular forms of founda-
tionalism" (Thomas & Corker, 2002, p. 28),
foundations on which disabled people in the
global South (other) face erasure by disability
studies of the global North (one).

Foucault’'s (1977, 1979, 1980) conceptualisa-
tion of power is critical here. Power is not the
exclusive property of an individual, group or
institution, but works strategically through mul-
tiple structures and relationships. Power is, and
comes from everywhere. Our examination of
power pushes us to attend to micro levels, to
an "ascending analysis of power" (Prasad,
2005, p. 252), as opposed to focusing only on
macro and centralised (cascading) forms of
power. This includes power through house-
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holds, families, groups and communities. At-
tending to these levels is important in research
with poor people in the majority world, because
these are often the principal, if not only interac-
tions, because people have little more than
other people to depend on, because formal
safety nets are virtually non-existent, and be-
cause these are contexts where communities
and families, for better or for worse, still exist,
matter, and remain the enablers of survival
(see Grech, 2010, 2012) :

Look around you, the nothingness, no
one comes here, not the government,
not the mayor, not anybody, they are the
powerful ones, and we are only a vote
for them to get rich, not even human...
the poor know only each other and their
families, these are the two elements that
enable you to live...because the go-
vernment or the rich people do not know
us... when you have no one to give you
anything, when all you see are poor
people, we have to help each other or
we die, we help each other to eat, we
share the little that we have, and the rest
is up to God, because death is always
round the corner... the reality of poverty.
(Francisco, disabled man Guatemala)

Foucault’'s analysis allows us to engage with
power across meso (e.g. local and regional
government and municipal authorities) and
more macro levels (e.g. global and economic
developments). In the case of disability, dis-
course assuming the almost unavoidable exis-
tence of negative attitudes and behaviour to-
wards disabled people, and the consequent
powerlessness of the latter, can be too easily
capitalised on by national and international
Non-governmental organizations (NGOs) to
legitimise their entry and intervention, obtain
funding and move into these areas :

Subjectivity is a constant social process
of generation... the material practices
set out for the subject in the context of
the institution (be they kneeling down to
pray or changing hundreds of diapers)
are the production processes of subjec-
tivity... the institutions provide above all
a discrete place (the home, the chapel,

the classroom, the shop floor) where the
production of subjectivity is enacted.
(Hardt & Negri, 2000, p.190)

The subijectivities of citizens of the Global
North and South are shaped through proces-
ses of biopower that experience rapid global
expansion through the capitalist "free" market.
Biopower regulates life from the interior of sub-
jects, a power which subjects embrace and
reactivate from their own accord (Rustin, 2002,
p. 453). Ideas from psychiatry, psychology and
education, for example, know no fixed bounda-
ries as they are caught up in plural pan-
national exchanges of information and commu-
nication. Empire refers to a globalised biopoli-
tical machine (Hardt & Negri, 2000, p. 40) —
or biopolitical capitalism (Abbinnett, 2007,
p. 51) — through which theories and practices
of subjectivity spread across the globe : infect-
ing or affecting citizens in every corner of the
world. Newly formed diagnoses and impair-
ment labels generated through supranational
organisations like the World Health Organisa-
tion (WHO) spread across the globe informing
citizens. But, more generally, Hardt and Negri
share Foucault's view that biopower is produc-
tive : giving rise to subjectivities and discourses
through which we become-in-the-world (Shil-
drick, 2009). This analysis of power therefore,
enables us "to participate in the politics of
everyday life by clarifying the nature of the mi-
cropractices that constitute modern power" in a
way that allows the "disclosing points of pos-
sible intervention and resistance and thus help-
ing to empower others to take advantage of
them" (Ball, 1992, p. 30-31). One may question
for example : how helpful or indeed useful if at
all, is a diagnosis of Attention deficit hyperacti-
vity disorder (ADHD), autism or dyslexia in ru-
ral subsistence level communities in the majori-
ty world, where these labels have little or no
currency?

Resistance emerges as a critical aspect in
Foucault’s view of power, because his concep-
tualisation is one of power as a source of pres-
sure, and that can contemporaneously be chal-
lenged. This in turn calls for the need to exa-
mine resistance in itself as a diagnostic of
power. Methodologically, this implies a con-
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scious examination of dynamic and local forms
of resistance, not only limited to material ones,
but also discursive. Examples include recent
popular resistance to neoliberalism and globa-
lisation in Latin America, and more micro and
every day resistances for example to local poli-
tics and practices within communities. Macleod
(2006) for instance looks at silence as a form of
resistance in Guatemala by indigenous people,
the intention of which is to subvert hegemonic
discourses. She observes how not expressing
an opinion, not talking, is a strategy adopted
when the conditions for them to be heard and
respected are not provided. This is their read-
ing of power and how they resist, and which
means that reading these silences becomes
just as important as learning to listen. Perhaps,
and more critically it forces us to look at the
resistances by disabled people themselves as
well as their families, through whatever means
are at their disposal.

Discourse is critical in Foucault’'s analysis of
power, since it is through discourse that power
and knowledge are moulded into one another
(see Foucault, 1980). The implications for ma-
jority world research are again many, including
those of looking at the types of knowledge and
disciplines that emerge; the power and condi-
tions underlying them; the ways in which these
are simultaneously forms of social power. What
emerges therefore is the quest to reveal the
internal rules governing and structuring dis-
course - the "order of discourse" (Foucault,
1971). This usefully opens a space for looking
into the discourses on poverty and disability
and the ideological and practical assumptions,
conditions, power relations and institutions un-
der which such discourses arise (e.g. the do-
minance of the West in academia and interven-
tion in poverty "reduction" and medicalisation
through international organisations).

Discourse enables the formation of statements
as well as providing the conditions for social
action, with the implication that an analysis of
discourse also necessitates an analysis of
practices. Foucault's work therefore shifts "at-
tention to how changes in discourse correlate
with changes in institutional practice" and
which lead us to see, and be attentive "to the
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power of language and ideas, to their imbed-
dedness in networks of social and political con-
trol" (Welch, 1985, p. 16-17). In the framework
that we propose, therefore a discursive analy-
sis forces us to look at the ways in which peo-
ple talk about and construct among others,
poverty and disability, their interactions, as well
as the institutional or other social locations of
interventions and at which power and domina-
tion is manifest at both macro and micro levels.
Indeed as Escobar (1995) clearly articulates,
"there is no materiality that is not mediated by
discourse, as there is no discourse that is unre-
lated to materialities".

Post/neocolonialism

The second part of our framework blends ele-
ments of postcolonial theory with what we refer
to as neocolonialism. Postcolonialism draws on
various epistemological positions, in particular
on poststructuralism as well as Marxist political
economy. This is manifest in the postcolonial
emphasis on representation, identity, history,
decentering, suspicion of metanarratives and
questioning of authority (see for example Said,
1978, 1993). More broadly, postcolonial theory
is concerned with the impacts and legacies of
colonialism (discursive and material), and the
subjugation and domination of non-European
peoples by European imperial powers (notably
British and French), the ideological foundations
legitimising this domination (race and culture),
and the colonial lineages from which contem-
porary modes of imperialism flow. Colonialism
is perhaps the only experience that ties the
countries of the global South, even if the time-
lines, dynamics and many other aspects of
conquest differ (Grech, 2011, 2012). Important-
ly, it provides perhaps the most important land-
scape against which the contemporary settings
that draw researchers to the global South in the
first place (in particular the disproportionate
presence of poverty and extreme poverty) can,
and indeed must be understood. This includes
the contemporary renegotiations of colonial
processes and power disparities, of a globali-
sation buttressed by institutions such as the
World Bank and IMF, which maintains the he-
gemony of the West, and reinforces and cre-
ates new forms of imperialism (e.g. neolibera-
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lism). Postcolonial theory can therefore provide
a useful perspective on : the construction and
contestation of power relationships; the globali-
sation agenda and its linkages to contemporary
global power disparities and the latter’s histori-
cal lineages to Western imperialism; the often
less visible and negative impacts of globalisa-
tion (economically, socially and culturally); as
well as the local forms of resistance to these
hegemonic forces (see Prasad, 2005). But
these forms of imperialism are found at nation-
al and local level, and hence at more micro le-
vels, and engaging local authors in maintaining
domination (e.g. the urban elite and associated
oligarchies), which means postcolonial theory
helps cross cut the macro (e.g. globalisation)
and the more micro and objective realities and
impacts, because these are the spaces where
the "conflicting pulls of forces which are global-
izing and fragmenting" are experienced (Childs
& Williams, 1997, p. 21).

Postcolonial theory also persists in its endea-
vour to challenge Eurocentrism, defined as "the
unshaken belief (shared by people of both Eu-
ropean and non-European descent) that Euro-
pean ideas and institutions constitute the bed-
rock of civilization and should be adopted by
the rest of the world" (Prasad, 2005, p. 270,
italics in original). This forces us to question the
epistemologies and methodologies that we
adopt, their provenance, and the implications
for those we use them with, or perhaps more
aptly, impose them on.

Edward Said’s (1978) seminal work on "Orien-
talism", highlights modes of imagining and re-
presenting other cultures and peoples, and the
institutionalization of these images. Said’s work
extends beyond material violence in the pro-
cess of domination, to look at the ways in
which certain places and people are represen-
ted, and these images institutionalised. As Said
puts it : the "system[s] of discourse by which
the ‘world’ is divided, administered, plundered,
by which humanity is thrust into pigeonholes,
by which ‘we’ are ‘human’ and ‘they’ are not"
(1976, p. 41). These images are created
through televised media or the internet, and
with disability more specifically, Western aca-
demics and international organisations. Na-

tional organisations and elites in Southern con-
texts also continue to contribute to the proli-
feration of images. Grech (2009) for example
argues that there is a discernible pattern in the
representation of disabled people as invariably
oppressed, hidden or neglected in the global
South that has more to do with the homoge-
nised view of these countries as undeveloped,
perhaps even inhuman, unable to care "like we
do", even when these communities and fami-
lies single-handedly permit the survival of their
disabled people in the harshest of living condi-
tions. Usefully, postcolonial elements enable us
to question our own representations of these
non-Western subjects, whether in our own writ-
ings, discourse, and/or the words we adopt
(e.g. to refer to disabled people) when actually
conducting our own fieldwork. Importantly, they
push us to at how these representations inter-
act with, are influenced by those of others (for
example gatekeepers who are sometimes
wealthier and from other areas), and important-
ly interact with, contradict, impose on, or are
simply discredited by the people’s representa-
tions of themselves and their communities.

Understanding such subjects and places in
terms of hybridity, also offers possibilities.
While much doubt and contradiction surround
this term, its definition, and usage, the only
point of agreement is that hybridity’s origins lie
in the movement of colonisers to the locations
they colonised, the migration of colonised peo-
ple to territories of the colonial powers in post-
colonial times, and the increasing global capi-
talism and associated transnational flows of
people, information, commodities and capital
(Ashcroft et al., 2006). The latter is what Hardt
and Negri (2000) refer to as Empire. Hybridity
problematises boundaries and totalising forms
of cultural understandings and notions of na-
tional identity, place and space both historically
and in contemporary times. It recognises inter-
dependent processes involving mutuality, im-
pacting both coloniser and colonised, and
where elements of both survive and perpetuate
themselves (see Bhabha, 1994).

When recognising a hybridized culture, we can
move beyond the essentialised notions of a
fixed, pure and authentic culture. Garcia Can-
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clini’s (2005) work on cultural hybridity from the
field of cultural studies emphasises the hetero-
geneity not only of Latin America and its re-
gions, but above all of the cultural mixtures or
hybridizations between the old (the traditional)
and the new (the modern). This provides pow-
erful analytical power to the condition of many
contexts in the global South at the intersection
of the global and the local, while acknowledg-
ing the persistent inequalities. Arias (2008)
stresses how a simplistic view of an "authentic"
Maya identity in Guatemala, one that existed
prior to the conquest by the Spanish, is not
only inauthentic, but ignores the fact that Ma-
yas and their identities reflect the influence of
modern technology and globalization. The in-
digenous Maya in Guatemala, blend and live in
spaces that epitomise multiple hybridities :
Catholic-Mayan beliefs; economic hybrids
combining elements of natural and market
economies; hybrid clothing; hybrid tools and
food. The insight that Garcia-Canclini urges us
to seek alternative ways of conceptualising,
representing, reading, and researching con-
texts at various crossroads of a hybrid moder-
nity. These are the places "where traditions
have not yet disappeared and modernity has
not completely arrived", where "what is modern
explodes and gets combined with what is not
modern; it is affirmed and debated at the same
time" (2005, p.1, 266) and where a multiplicity
of groups adopt elements peculiar to their own
situation, country, region or sector. Grech
(2008) illustrates how in Guatemala, rural disa-
bled people often utilised herbal medicines,
and resorted to natural healers (curanderos),
prior to or even alongside ordinary medicalisa-
tion, as a strategy to try and "cure" the impair-
ment. These practices satisfy both cultural as
well as economic purposes, with many poor
Guatemalans unable to access to adequate
health care and medication.

Hybridity leads to us to question and challenge
our own limited epistemologies and ideas (in-
cluding definitions of disability), to be open to
and consider the many alternatives that emer-
ge in complex local contexts and cultures. Im-
portantly, it alerts to the fact that the spaces
and people we are talking about, are not im-
penetrable to global influences nor simply as-
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similated or antagonistic to global processes.
Importantly, hybridity points to a state of affairs,
where local people do not necessarily want to
revert to whatever is perceived as pre-modern,
pre-industrial, or even pre-capitalist (indeed if
these exist at all), but may instead borrow, ne-
gotiate, and adapt what works for them, in the
perpetual process of transculturation. This has
in fact led to the popularisation of the term
"glocalization" in recent years, especially in the
business sector (see also Appadurai, 1996).
These have serious implications for research
on disability, because these are the spaces
that disabled poor people inhabit, and where
our own, and especially fixed conceptual
frameworks, may meet contexts that defy our
understandings, either because they are diffe-
rent to Western ones, or because we are not
flexible to considering the possibility of alterna-
tives. These hybrid spaces may also be sites of
resistance at the most micro levels. Exploring
these resistances is crucial not least in the
ways in which households and communities
offer potential for critical support to disabled
people.

Hybridity is no nirvana. Hybrid spaces are in-
deed unequal spaces. Critics such as Brah and
Coombes (2000, p. 1) in fact describe hybridity
as an "uncritical celebration of the traces of
cultural syncretism which assumes a symbiotic
relationship without paying attention to eco-
nomic, political, and social inequalities". There-
fore, similar to critics such as Nederveen Pie-
terse (2001), we acknowledge that hybridity is
not detached from, but instead remains bound
to the history of colonialism, notions of bounda-
ries, and may risk returning to its hegemonic
colonial roots of separation and segregation.
These relationships are many on the ground :
those between poor families and communities
and wealthier members, local and national poli-
ticians, and so on. But also even within poor
communities, we would need to look at those
marginalised on the basis of race, ethnicity,
and many other strands, and which in turn
problematises even further the often homoge-
nised category "disabled".
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- Neocolonialism

Spaces of the global South are well described
as neocolonial contexts (rather than postcolo-
nial). The Eurocentric global capitalism initiated
by colonialism, continues its trail of hegemony
and unequal distribution between and within
countries, with racial differentiation sustaining
its logic and path. As Morafia et al. (2008,
p. 11-12) articulate when speaking about Latin
America, "both globalization and neoliberalism
stand as new incarnations of neocolonialism,
and capitalism continues to be the structuring
principle which, by ruling all aspects of national
and international relations, not only allows for
but requires the perpetuation of coloniality".
The consideration of the neocolonial becomes
critical because postcolonial studies (with its
almost unmoveable focus on the colonial peri-
od in British and French colonies), remains
substantially disengaged from contemporary or
post-independence imperialism and associated
political, cultural and economic domination, or
more aptly the neocolonial process. McClintock
(1994) is emphatic : "post-colonialism is une-
venly developed globally... Can most of the
world’s countries be said, in any meaningful or
theoretically rigorous sense, to share a single
‘common past’, or single common ‘condition’,
called the ‘post-colonial condition’ or ‘post-
coloniality’™ (p. 294). She goes on to remind us
that "the term ‘post-colonialism’ is, in many
cases, prematurely celebratory" (p. 294). While
Ashcroft et al. (2006, p. 5) state that "perhaps
the ultimate and unavoidable future of post-
colonial studies, lies in its relation to glo-
balization", this statement reads more as an
apology than a statement of intent. Indeed,
there remain huge gaps in postcolonial theory
when it comes to engaging with the effects of
globalisation and contemporary domination and
the linkages to the colonial, perhaps evident in
the lack of engagement with and use of the
term "imperialism" (other than the work of Ed-
ward Said). The rise of the United States (US)
as an international hegemonic power (through
domination of international markets, imperial
foreign policy, and political and military inter-
ventions; the establishment of the "develop-
ment" sector post World War Il and its agen-
cies (e.g. the World Bank, the WTO and the

IMF); and a plethora of trade and monetary
policies (notably the neoliberal globalisation
project) are clear examples. These neocolonial
practices have led countries of the South into
extraordinary debt, inflicted much suffering,
and continue to maintain the threat of foreign
intervention an impending reality. These and
many more mechanisms (including conflict and
wars), continue to ensure the hegemony of the
West, reinforcing and creating new forms of
imperialism (see for example Hardt and Negri,
2000). As McMicheal (2008, p. 274) clearly
articulates, "colonialism became historically
illegitimate”, but "global power relations did not
disappear; they transmuted". In this process of
transmutation, as Coronil (2008, p. 416) sug-
gests there has been a shift from Eurocentrism
to "globalcentrism, a process that ‘dissolves
the West' into the market and crystallize it in
less visible transnational modules of concen-
trated financial and political power". Many of
these were in fact concerns articulated much
earlier by dependency theorists in Latin Ameri-
ca in the 1970s (for example Frank, 1966, Dos
Santos, 1970), who stated that underdevelop-
ment was a result of an international system of
political, economic and trade structures favour-
ing the rich countries (core), through exploita-
tion and extraction of surpluses of the poor
countries (the periphery) largely through multi-
national corporations (the process of develop-
ment itself), leaving no profits for reinvestment.

The emphasis on neocolonialism is critical in
our framework, first of all in pushing us to look
at the contemporary forms of domination, in
particular globalisation and the way it diffuses
into the most micro of levels, and hence to ex-
plore the linkages of these. Importantly, it ena-
bles us to look at other mechanisms such as
international discourse around disability and
poverty, the authors (e.g. development and
disability studies academics), the means of
transmission (e.g. international NGOs), how
this discourse is adopted/imposed on Southern
partners, the funding mechanisms that encou-
rage these, the roles of Western knowledge
(and assumptions about it) and academia in
maintaining the power of Western discourse,
interactions with discourse and strategies at
even community levels, and how the latter are
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often discredited as charlatanry or "not expert
enough". Overall, the focus on a state that we
articulate as neocolonial, still allows us to root
our analysis of power in one that has long line-
ages, that has never gone away, and forces us
to keep on looking at continuous modes of sub-
jugation and its perpetuation.

Conclusions

In this paper, we have tried to develop a
framework engaging poststructuralism, post
and neo-colonialism and notions around em-
pire that opens critical spaces for looking at
disability in the global South. We emphasised
that the key word is "open", and which means
that this framework is far from complete, and
does not intend to. We indeed start off with the
premise that we are engaging with a debate
that still struggles to be afforded the space to
occur, a debate about which we often know too
little (but assume we know more), a debate
about spaces (geographical, cultural, social,
economic, epistemological, ontological) too
complex to be distilled. More specifically, this is
a space that continues to see more than its fair
share of ideas and methodologies developed in
other spaces and places, and transferred indis-
criminately.

The framework we propose, is little more than
a willingness to emphasise uncertainty, reflexi-
vity and continuous questioning, because a
Critical Global Disability Studies (Grech, 2011,
2012) though much needed, is yet to emerge.
The way we do research may be a start. De-
colonising research necessitates attention to
complexity, heterogeneity, and the dynamic
nature of these spaces, because the transfe-
rence of epistemologies and methodologies
from the West to the rest will not do, because
the starting point is the decolonisation of re-
search, but this necessitates first the decolonis-
ing of our own epistemologies, perhaps our
own minds. A critical global disability studies
constitutes a space to tackle static colonial
certainties and offer in their place dynamic neo-
colonial uncertainties, lessons, questions and
ambivalences.
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