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Between adaptation and emancipation -

the awkward dichotomy of pedagogy

Diverse structures and institutions of the socyakem are to a significant extent shaped by
the signifying practices for various phenomena tredcategories of individuals. One such social
category, created within the cultural and pedagaiigcourse, is disability and the disabled - the

subject matter of special pedagogy.

Disability, in view of contemporary definitions, i@ process of “becoming disabled”,
between the very moment of biological impairmend éime consequential changes in relationship
with the environmerit This approach highlights the adaptational charaof the relationship
between an individual and its environment, and tifies the essence of disability as the interaction
between the individual traits of a disabled indixatland the existential niche this person livés in
This, in turn, entails a certain approach in pedggwhich postulates thajppropriate support of a
disabled person's development and relevant changlee environment can let them enter the social

sphere and adapt to “normalized” life as part efdbmmunity.

The category of physical or mental disability magoabe perceived as a kind of construct
and “social fact”, to which certain meanings arsigrsed; meanings which reveal social values and
attitudes towards the disabled. Disability maylnestunderstood in a wider context - as a culturally
and socially induced process of creating and egpeiing the meanings of one's own disability. The
daily life of the disabled may hence be treated‘astruggle for meanings and definitions of

disability”, alternative to those prevailing in sety” .

The discourse of the special pedagogy defines tlaés gf special education as supporting
personal development, normalizing conditions ofnly and creating opportunities for the best
possible adaptation to universally accepted strastand social roles. In recent decades, this has
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been best reflected by the idea of educationalsacihl integration of the disabfed he reason for
this adaptational approach (and a self-fulfillingoghecy at the same time), implemented in
educational practice, is a notion that the disaldeel not able and not competent enough to
participate in social life. This well establishedlibf, both in society and the scientific world,
ascribes a certain odium of abnormality to the ldesh — “otherness”, understood as a certain kind

of deficiency.

The adaptational and assimilatory tendencies tosvird disabled may be associated with
the phenomenon dableism a deep-rooted process of devaluating disabifitgaciety. Ableism
may result in a thoughtless acceptation of a nathan “it is better to walk than crawl, speak than
sign, read print rather than Braille, speak on own rather than with somebody's hélpThis
stance is exemplified by a remark from J. Watsaat tfinding bright sides to disability is like
praising the advantages of extreme povértyhe consequence of such thinking is a convidfian
disability is a negative state which should betadand eliminated. The acceptance of the disabled
is possible only if they try to be like us, or @een better than us (we accept them when they are
capable of “performing the impossible”).

Pedagogic relationships, created in the area dadptatdional rationality” (a term coined by
R. Kwasnica), tend to search for a clear picture of ourleo In the social sphere, this picture is
influenced mainly by the “hierarchy of action”, whi requires effectiveness of action based on
pragmatic and utilitarian knowled§élo put it into the language of direct interperslorelations, as
mentioned by H.G. Gadamer, the meeting of a teaghéra student (as a conversation, dialogue,
encounter of two worlds) intrinsically entails andar of a lack of true listening and the danger of
“half-dead” dialogues in which the relation withadiner man is based on a patronizing claim of
knowing and understanding our interlocutor bettesnt he ever will. This type of relation,
expressing the pedagogic ‘dialectic of care’, eibila desire to dominate the other person, and

delegitimize any claims of his o¥n
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We could risk a statement that the aspirationsntwrhalize” the disabled, implemented in
the name of inclusiveness and integration, and tmeesaa kind of tool to normalize their lives, may
be perceived as an aspiration (as in any othergogjlzal relation) to create a homogenic society, in
which everyone will function according to similardaunquestioned rules, universally recognized as
normal. Seemingly neutral terms connected withribigon of social integration and normalization
of the lives of the disablet,which usually mean adaptation to the culturahd#ads of a “normal
life”, conceal ideological notions. For how can define a normal life? What indicates such life?
Which manifestations of human existence fulfill #réeria of normality and which do not? There
is no unequivocal answer to these crucial socicklgind philosophical questions. A usual answer
is that to live normally is to live like us (theulfy fit” majority), act like us, speak like us, @n
generally do what everybody does. In this casec#tegory of “normal life” depends on a certain
cultural standard of activity, characteristic dlifastyle preferred in a given culture. Meaningsl an
values involved in such notions often result inrenfconviction that such projects ensure a happy
and satisfying life for the disabled. For our parg, the society, should try to adjust the strietur
and conditions of their lives, so that they can kteuour model through “active participation”.

Here, we may rather somewhat “perversely” arguedhah person has a right not only to a
normal life, but also to a life according to onetmscience and limitations, a rightlte different
and a right to implement one's own cultural prgeaft existence, including those alternative to the
mainstream model. This “distinctness” does not h&veentail fundamental otherness and
strangeness, perceived as a negative differencparaahto normality. In this context, the notion of
emancipation in the area of pedagogy and specidhgmgyy (leaving aside any attempts at a
“scientific” definition) would mean abandoning thperception and expression of reality in the
structural paradigm which constructs a certain abgective knowledge about the world, and
divides the world into dual categories of true#algood/bad, norm/pathology, right/wrong, putting
these notions in a somewhat ontological position.nB means does such an approach mean, as
some might suppose, a dangerous relativity of s moral norms, potentially dangerous to the
social order. It entails creating a space for d#ffie perspectives and meanings, where each local
perspective of the world and each understandingnefs own participation in this world can be

expressed, and, most importantly, heard and ligtéme
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Nowadays, such understanding of cognitive and kdardamentals of emancipation is
presented by post-structuralism. This way of thgki to use a gross oversimplification,
understands social life as a field of struggle leetmvvarious discourses; in other words — a struggle
between diverse representations and interpretatimnseality. According to Z. Melosik’.
poststructuralist perspective offers an alternasipproach to the question of identity construction
and moves the focus from the transmission of remadgle patterns for shaping and transforming
individuals, to the presentation of various podgies and limitations, legitimized by the actual
experiences of individual people. Local and contekted character of this discourse enables the
emancipation of diverse groups, providing them veilace for new alternative meanings beyond

the prevailing interpretation of the world.

Emancipatory rationality (coming back to the idé&oKwasnica) concentrates on personal
rather than utilitarian values. It does not perea®ality as a finite structure which may be cogdiz
and perfected, and therefore we may not resolygheng in a certain and definitive fashion. In
emancipatory thinking an ongoing search is a furefdal value and the principle of human
existence. According to Kwaica, both types of rationality, emancipatory amthational, are
always present in the human experience as theaketastructs (Webber-esque ideal types), which

come to the forefront depending on the contextiéocultural and historicat.

If we acknowledge that emancipation has a certalnevand should be included in the area
of education and social life, then an awkward qoastrises for special education teachers. How, if
at all, shall we implement the idea of emancipatbthe disabled, people which we should support
in the first place? Would it not entail for themethealization of their oppression and social
exclusion first, and only then the emancipationnfréhese? Posing such questions itself, the
guestions which are purposefully exaggerated, makesvare that asking how and who we should
emancipate puts us in the sphere of instrumentainglity, since we ask for means and ways of

adaptation to some conceived “emancipation projecbe implemented.

Preparing ourselves for emancipation, “learning(ifisuch term can be used at all, even in
inverted commas) may be thus realized only in thengts of creating cognitive and social space
for coexistence, within the context of educatiortierpersonal relations and institutions. This space
according to A. Szahaj, would have a character obmstructive community, for which internal
diversity is both a virtue and value; its shape bodlers always being a matter of negotiations,
compromise, choice, conscious acceptance, andneotaipproval. In this communitgloseness is
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not a necessity, and distance does not have to alearation™?.
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