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ambivalent, conflicting and in process (ibid.). This diversity and uniqueness of 

experience emerges in stark contrast, as well as in political response. to foregoing 

disability research. which has latterly been extensively criticised within social model 

theorising on disability. A considerable legacy of disability research, predominantly 

rooted in empiricist biomedical methodological principles, and strongly associated 

with individualistic modes of attribution, has come to be rejected as oppressive by 

critical disability studies authors (e.g. Barnes, 1992, 1996; Morris, 1992; 

Shakespeare, 1994,1996; Zarb, 1992). Morris (1992). in her critique of this research 

legacy. draws attention to how more traditional models "do not easily allow a space 

within research for the absent subject" (Morris. 1992, p.159). Such medicalised 

analyses, it is argued, potentially manifest in the "voice of medicine" drowning out the 

"voice of the life-world" (Kleinman, 1986, p.129), rendering research material which is 

experienced by persons with disabilities as objectifying, alien, and alienating (Morris. 

1992. p.159). 

The need for articulation of an "emancipatory paradigm" for disability research has 

been voiced (Zarb, 1992, p.127). Such an orientation would seek to facilitate a 

process of research authorship being taken by disabled people. rendering a new and 

legitimately subjective ownership of the definition of oppression. and of social reality 

(MOrriS, 1992, p.159). Accounts which provide experiences, images and insights into 

the ways in which "disabled people, and others, make sense of, cope with, manage 

and overcome disabling social and physical barriers" (Finkelstein & French, 1993, 

p.32) have the ability to imbue the body of disability studies research with an 

immediacy, authenticity and viscerality which may bring critique, as well as credence, 

to developing theoretical frameworks. The admission of such research represents a 

divergence from initial theoretical routes mapped by social model theorists, whose 

explicit rejection of methodological individualism also embraced a militant discarding 

of "psychologically inclined" modes of explanation (Shakespeare, 1994, p.283). 

"Materialist" SOCiological analyses (e.g. Oliver, 1990), are argued to have rendered a 

reduction of the "social body" to "physical capital" (Bourdieu. 1986 in Corker & 

French, 1999, pAl. coalescing as research which is estranged and unembodied. 

Morris (1992) believes that the paucity of cultural representations· research·based or 

otherwise· of experiences of illness, ageing, pain, or physical or intellectual 

impairments, relates to the fear that the nature and universality of these experiences 

evokes (MOrriS, 1992, p.1). The neg Jed of conceptual attention to impairment within 

social model theory could be accounted for similarly (Shakespeare, 1994, p.283). 
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Zola (1982) argues that the need to deny or obscure human frailty or fallibi)ity is a 

Western cultural artefact (Zola, 1982, p. 12-13). It is, further, a damaging side-effect 

of this denial that it renders a depletion of the human resources universally needed to 

deal with the fallibility which is an inevitable part of ontogeny. The need, however, for 

the distanCing and disavowal of impairment, pain, illness or death maintains the 

exertion of manifold social forces which serve to "mute the vocabulary of experience" 

(ibid.). 

Earlier, I noted the hitherto axiomatic imperative to "not talk about impairment", for 

fear that such utterances would be misappropriated for the perpetuation of 

oppressive discourses and institutions (Darke, 1988 in Corker & French, 1999, p.3). 

Here, Lourde (1990), with reference to gender oppreSSion, completes a poignant and 

ironic, but not unfamiliar, double-bind, by urging us to the contrary - she writes: " ... if 

we do not define ourselves for ourselves, we will be defined by others - for their use 

and to our detriment" (Lourde, 1990 in Morris, 1992, p.1). Brown (1996), reflecting 

on the potentially oppressive appropriation of gender research, comments 

phlegmatically that "social science is usually about someone else or something out 

there" {Brown, 1996, p.129}, thus reaffirming the need for vigilance regarding the risk 

of objectification, and the crucial importance of primary authorship. 

Perhaps the most significant contribution which phenomenological accounts of 

disability can make lie in the ability of this form of research to capture and elaborate 

the subtle aspects of experience which would otherwise fall into the cracks between 

theoretical concepts. French (1993b) describes how aspects of her experience of 

partial sight cannot be satisfactorily ascribed to "impairment", yet are also not able to 

be altered by manipulation of social or environmental factors (French, 1993b, p.17). 

Rather, these aspects of experience occupy a "middle ground', simply embodying 

part of the subjective space from which she experiences and acts upon the world. If 

a process is to be facilitated whereby persons with disabilities increaSingly occupy a 

position of full and legitimate participation in the production of culture, it is 

fundamental and imperative that formal and informal discourses be coloured with a 

sense of the social and experiential worlds of persons with impairments. I emphasise 

strongly. however. that the inclusiveness which I advocate is not one based on a 

focal"addition" of images and experiences of impairment in popular and academic 

culture. By contrast, it is an inclusiveness born of an embracing of human diversity 

on a myriad of levels, which acknowledges the self-evident appropriateness of 

multiplicity in cultural productions and representations. such that individuals 
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occupying a range of worlds and predicaments are assured that not only their 

experiences, but their selves, exist. Furthermore, such mirroring fumishes 

individuals with an intemalisable experience of their lives being worthy of 

contemplation, and with evidence that suffering and struggle are not always natural, 

but instead the consequences of asymmetric distributions of power (Griffin, 1982 in 

Moris, 1992, p.163). Phenomenological research has the potential, thus, to 

substantiate within individuals a sense of the intersubjective legitimacy of 

experiences of struggle, such that feelings of dissatisfaction, discomfort, grief, anger, 

and rage, are not attributed to madness or defects in personality, but regarded as 

sane responses to pervasive and deeply insinuated oppression (Morris, 1992, p.163). 

Morris (1991) frames the imperative as follows: ''We can insist that society disables 

us by its prejudice and its failure to meet the needs created by disability, but to deny 

the personal experience of disability is, in the end, to collude in our oppression" 

(Morris, 1991 in French, 1993b, p.18). 

Thus, the long-standing antipathy which sociological accounts of disability have 

maintained toward narrativity have come to be ever more emphatically challenged by 

voices of disability experience which urge us to recognise not only the complexity of 

socially embedded experience, but also the imperative to the self-authorship of 

disability identity (Thomas, 1999, pA9). Somers (1994) recapitulates: " ... it is 

through narrativity that we come to know, understand, and make sense of the world, 

and it is through narratives and narrativity that we constitute our social identities" 

(Somers, 1994 in Thomas, 1999, p.SO). The re-entry of the individua.l into disability 

studies which is heralded and affirmed by this recognition of the potential role of 

narrative research, may be regarded as one which has occurred in the face of 

considerable resistance, relating to the risk of the oppressive misappropriation of 

accounts of disability experience. Put another way, it was long felt within the ranks of 

a highly politicised social model disability movement that experiential accounts of 

disability could be misused as confirmation of the legitimacy and appropriateness of 

oppressive institutional and discursive structures, rooted in categOrical and 

essentialist notions of disability identity. Such notions, which permeate the history of 

institutional medical responses to disability, have also characterised a legacy of 

psychoanalytic research writing on the psychological "sequelae" of impairment. It 

was also with regard to this literature that the emergence of the social model 

represented a thorough and militant disidentification with the medical-institutional 

status quo. The history, thus, of psychoanalytiC writing on disability reflects a 

tradition of "individualising" research rooted in essentialist notions of the relationship 
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between impairment and psychic functioning, resulting, with the rise of the social 

model, in a theoretical split which rendered the expulsion of psychoanalytic ideas 

from disability theorising on political grounds. Latterly, however, writers such as 

Marks (1999a, 1999b) and Sinason (1992), rooted in a critical and societally 

contextualised understanding of disability, have inCl'9asingly come to advocate the 

careful re-incorporation of psychoanalytic concepts and tools into disability studies, 

with care to preclude the oppressive misappropriations of old. Crucially, these 

concepts and frameworks are increasingly utilised not simply in the exploration of the 

psychic correlates of disability (if such exist), but rather in developing understandings 

of unconscious meanings, evocations and defence structures associated with ideas 

and images of disability in broader society, in order that such understandings may be 

used to interrogate the unconscious shaping of oppressive disability-related 

institutions and beliefs. I tum, now, to a consideration of psychoanalytic contributions 

to the study of disability. I am in the following chapter, as indeed throughout this 

dissertation, deeply indebted to the work of Deborah Marks (1999a and 1999b). 

Whilst I bring my own reading to the literature at hand, she has been responsible for 

bringing together what were hitherto disparate orientations and writers, particularly 

with regard to the re-admission of psychoanalytic thought into disability studies. 

Readers familiar with her work will clearly recognise her influence, for which I am 

grateful. 
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chapter two 
Theoretical Orientation II: 

Psychoanalysis and Disabi lity 

Outline 

The current chapter, forming as it does the (lengthy) thrust of the theoretical 

propositions of this dissertation, requires some preparatory outlining. It will proceed 

as follows: I begin by sketching the essence of psychoanalytic writing on disability 

prior to the emergence of the social critique, followed by an introduction to the "new" 

psychoanalysis of disability, focusing as it does on the influence of unconscious 

meanings of disability on societal responses to impaired persons. I reflect at various 

stages on what are, ostenSibly, social model or social psychological interpretations of 

disability, but with an attitude of revisiting these ideas within a psychoanalytic frame 

of reference. The central symbolic issue of dependency versus independence, 

pertaining as it does as much to the human condition as to the disability experience. 

is critically considered, leading on to a more systematic treatment of defence 

mechanisms relevant to the analyses of responses to disability. I then take a critical 

look at altruistic behaviour surrounding disability. attempting to interpret unconscious 

motivations underpinning this, as well as the (universal) need for definitive 

identification of an undervalued "other" in society. Lastly, I tum to how disablist 

ideology has psychically situated impaired individuals, considering the notion of 

internalised oppression, and the contradictions of "denial" and "acceptance", The 

reality of insoluble struggle and loss associated with impairment, an experience 

always in danger of being lost amidst the socia-political wrangling and symbolic 

hyper-vigilance surrounding disability, is then touched upon, to be more thoroughly 

considered in Disability,. psychology and psycholhetapy. 
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