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Learning Disability and Inclusion Phobia

The social position of learning disabled people has shifted rapidly over the last
twenty years, from long-stay institutions, first into community homes and day
centres, and now to a currently emerging goal of ‘ordinary lives’ for individuals
using person-centred support and personal budgets. These approaches pro-
mise to replace a century and a half of ‘scientific’ pathological models based on
expert assessment, and of the accompanying segregated social administration
which determined how and where people led their lives, and who they were.

This innovative volume explains how concepts of learning disability, intellectual
disability and autism first came about, describes their more recent evolution
in the formal disciplines of psychology, and shows the direct relevance of this
historical knowledge to present and future policy, practice and research.
Goodey argues that learning disability is not a historically stable category and
different people are considered ‘learning disabled’ as it changes over time.
Using psychological and anthropological theory, he identifies the deeper lying
pathology as ‘inclusion phobia’, in which the tendency of human societies to
establish an ingroup and to assign outgroups reaches an extreme point. Thus
the disability we call ‘intellectual’ is a concept essential only to an era in
which to be human is essentially to be deemed intelligent, autonomous and
capable of rational choice.

Interweaving the author’s historical scholarship with his practice-based
experience in the field, Learning Disability and Inclusion Phobia challenges
myths about the past as well as about present-day concepts, exposing both the
historical continuities and the radical discontinuities in thinking about learn-
ing disability.

C. F. Goodey is Honorary Fellow at the Centre for Medical Humanities,
University of Leicester, having previously held teaching and research posts
elsewhere in the UK at Ruskin College, the Open University and University
College London Institute of Education. He is also an independent consultant
on learning disability services for local government and national organizations.
He is the author of A History of Intelligence and ‘Intellectual Disability’: The
Shaping of Psychology in Early Modern Europe.
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‘Ahab had cherished a wild vindictiveness against the whale ... He at last came
to identify with him, not only all his bodily woes, but all his intellectual and
spiritual exasperations. ... As in his narrow-flowing monomania not one jot of
Ahab’s broad madness had been left behind; so in that broad madness not one
jot of his great natural intellect had perished. ... Now in his heart Ahab had
some glimpse of this, namely: all my means are sane, my motive and my object
mad.’

Herman Melville, Moby Dick, Chapter 41.
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A note on terminology

Several dozen different terms have been used even within the last century.
This book employs three of them, occasionally even on the same page. If that
seems complicated, it is not my fault. It reflects the real world. In many
English-speaking countries the term ‘learning disability’ is restricted to spe-
cific issues such as dyslexia or attention deficit, as distinct from more general
terms such as ‘intellectual disability’, or ‘developmental disability’ which
overlaps with physical impairment. However, in the UK where this book was
written, all three phrases are for everyday purposes synonymous. Learning
disability is the one most often encountered, and is therefore used in the title,
and throughout the book wherever the context is neutral.

As for ‘intellectual disability’, this tends to be confined to university
departments. If I walked into a roomful of people and their families or even
local practitioners in this country and asked ‘Is this the intellectual disability
session?’ they would think I had stumbled into the wrong room. It is a parti-
cularly loaded label. It comes from cognitive psychology, a sub-discipline that
has the temporary privilege of telling doctors, other professionals, the academy,
and via them the rest of us, what intelligence is and therefore who we are. It
encourages us to think that human beings, as a species, are defined exclusively
by the capacity for information processing, logical reasoning and abstraction
(categories whose basis in reality is, as we shall see, less certain than might be
thought), rather than their capacity for, say, beauty, morals, or personal
authenticity. I use the term ‘intellectual disability’ in places where those particular
categories, or something like them, are being discussed.

Finally, when I have actual individuals in mind here, they are ‘people with
learning difficulties’. In the self-advocacy movement that is the term they
most often want to be known by. If we are going to put people in boxes for
the time being, it is the worst label apart from all the rest.
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1 Introduction

What is learning disability? Any textbook will tell you. What is its place in the
broader picture human beings have of each other? That is another question,
and answers are needed. Doctors, psychologists, teachers, social workers,
advocates, researchers, students, and last but first the people who currently
carry the label, their families and friends: all of us need that bigger picture,
and the longer view. We can understand practice, policy and research only in
the context of time and place. Knowing where we all stand in that picture,
where the idea of learning disability came from and where it may be going, is
crucial to improving the lives of all of us. Without such an understanding, we
operate in the dark.

Yet learning disability, as a concept, is usually spoken about as if what it is
and what causes it can be taken for granted. Consider mental illness, by way
of contrast. Currently its experts are in one of their periodic upheavals about
what causes anomalies in the way people think and behave, and how to classify
them. Genetic explanations, which have prevailed for a generation or more, are
being challenged by a new wave of researchers who are once again doubting
whether disorders such as neurosis, paranoia or bi-polar are something that is
‘wrong’ with people in a medical sense, rather than the result of what has
happened to them over the course of their lives in society. Even so, those same
experts would not dream of extending such doubts to Down’s syndrome,
Fragile X, autism or any such label, which seem without question to be innate
and largely unalterable identities. But could these conditions, too, be just
something that has happened to people over the course of their lives?

The answer is obviously No — as long as we just squint at the question
through the tiny chink of our present moment in history. On the one hand,
although the environment in its broad sense (from epigenetic factors at the
early cellular stage through to life chances and education) may play some part
in how people turn out, and can alter their basic abilities for better or worse
just as it can for the rest of us, present forms of social organization seriously
complicate life for some. On the other hand, although learning disability
seems pre-set in individuals rather than something that just happens to them
along the way, this does not exclude the possibility that it is something that
has happened along the way to human cultures. Indeed, an exploration of the
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past confirms this. Go back far enough and there were no such people, as we
shall see later — at least, not in the historical record. So how do we know
‘they’ were there at all?

If this book deconstructs the concept of learning disability, that is only one
of its aims, and a secondary one at that. Just being sceptical and leaving
things at that is no good to anyone. Its chief aim, with the demolition work
done, is to reconstruct the concept as something else entirely, and to draw
some consequences from this for the future in terms of policy and of people’s
lives. The past is relevant because reconstruction is the historian’s core task, and
because working with written archives can sometimes be as exact a science as
working in a genetics lab. The book proposes that learning disability, as we
see it today, is root and branch the product of a more general social phobia; and
it proposes that this phobia, rather than learning disability as such, should be the
object of our anxiety and the primary target of social and political action.

To define learning disability, we must first realize that under its various names
it has been an idea on the move, with a starting point at a certain historical
conjuncture and perhaps a future finishing point too. And even more than
that, it is a shape-shifter. Definitions are transitory, and the people thus
defined do not constitute some fixed and separate subspecies of humanity. Let
two or three generations pass, and the individuals thus classified, along with their
typical characteristics, will have changed. The underlying category, under
whatever label (there have been literally dozens), is not cross-historical, and
its modern version gradually disappears the further back we investigate. Not
only is it a category on the move, it is just one in a broader pattern of other,
equally shifting ways of people putting each other into boxes that may at first
sight bear no relation to learning disability. The one thing they do have in
common is that they are status categories. Learning disability is a passing phase
in the broader history of how human beings represent themselves to themselves,
and to their fellows — a history that undergoes constant and almost total
transformation in the long term.

History helps us to isolate learning disability and intelligence and hold
them up for more thorough inspection. It enables us to compare and contrast.
I cannot promise the reader a cosy chronological ride from the caveman to
the computer. The category and the people it describes are not hard facts of
nature; they are current but temporary manifestations of a more resilient and
long-term pathological condition observable at times across history in the
extreme urge to exclude. Each chapter has some chronological sections, their
purpose being to describe the changes in character of the population subjected to
the phobia; but they only make sense when set alongside that pathological
urge, whose unchanging structural presence is visible at most points in past or
present. My illustrations from history and from the present are therefore often
interwoven.

This may induce whiplash, but that is preferable to the alternative. Describing
things only in the order in which they happened leads us astray. It encourages
fables: for example that everything is getting better and better (as many
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biologists or medical professionals might see it), or that everything is getting
worse and worse (as many social theorists might). Since my aim is to make
good the fragility of the concept of learning disability by reconstructing it as
the outcome of a more fundamental and long-lasting social pathology, most
of the chapters conclude with history rather than starting with it. The fragility
of our basic concepts is laid bare first, before building work can be under-
taken on sounder historical foundations. Today needs yesterday to prepare
for tomorrow.

I have brought together the two strands of my own background, in quali-
tative research around policy and advocacy on the one hand and in the aca-
demic history of ideas on the other. The first of these will be familiar territory
for many readers, unlike the second, which is under-researched and which I
broached in detail in an earlier book.' (Readers interested in the primary
sources behind my historical summaries here should refer to the original.)
That book left two questions hanging. First, if learning disability is not a
permanent fact of nature, is the urge to exclude? The present book goes some
but not all of the way to answering that unanswerable question. The second
question concerns how the history of ideas interacts with social history. The only
way we can understand either is with the aid of the other. It was important in
the first book to make good the lack of research into the conceptual frameworks
of the distant past and to compare those ideas with our own. Nevertheless, ideas
do not make history unless real people, dominated by material social forces, are
making it with them; these feature in the present book.

As for the future, the one thing a historical approach does tell us is that if
things were so completely different in the past, they can be different again in
the future. Even my own experience, that of a single lifetime, spans segregated
long-stay institutions, their closure, the development of personalized support, the
slow but tangible subordination of professional assessment to person-centred
planning, the government’s policy aim of ‘ordinary lives’ together with the
backdoor reappearance of smaller-scale private institutions, and the introduction
of and resistances to ordinary (mainstream) education. And even that one
lifetime is no time at all in terms of the cultural changes we shall be looking
at. Many of the people incarcerated in Western institutions even within the
last century would not fit the learning disability category of today. Precursor
categories such as the ‘feeble-minded’ contained unmarried mothers, their
children, minor delinquents, misfits from chaotic families, waifs and strays, as
well as some whom we would now label learning disabled.

And just as people who did, even then, fit our current category have emerged
from their dungeons into daylight shared with everyone else, we are now creating
a future in which there are new justifications for putting people away, by
inventing categories, labels and institutions specifically for them. The autistic
spectrum, non-existent two generations ago, and its associated system of special
schools and private residential assessment and treatment centres, is an example.
If the rapid turnover both in psychological categories and characteristics and
in their corresponding social arrangements is visible to a living, still practising
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individual, how much more of a turnover can we expect from looking at the
past or projecting into the future?

The point is to let this view of the link between past and future inform our
thinking about the present. At various points in this book you may encounter
some idea so bizarrely obsolete that you ask yourself, what has this got to do
with me? Behind that thought is another, unexamined belief: that the only
elements of the past that matter are the ones that look like the present. We
have a huge investment in this assumption that present ideas are a modern
improvement on primitive forebears. Why else work in the field? Nevertheless
our present moment is ambiguous. On the one hand, there are oral historians
like John Able, who tells us how he left his long-stay hospital for a place in
the community,” or Mabel Cooper, who left the institution where for a quarter of
a century she had slept in a locked sixty-bed dormitory with first-come-first-
served clothes and toothbrushes to live an ordinary life in her own flat,
shopping on her own, enjoying the company of children for the first time, and
obtaining an honorary degree from the Open University.> Barb Goode, from
a similar starting-point, wound up at the United Nations, delivering a speech
on self-advocacy.* Yet while thousands of people like these have been liberated
and found public attitudes more accepting than when they were first put
away, we continue to hone the pre-natal diagnostic techniques whose aim is to
prevent lives before they even begin.

The obvious question then arises: John, Mabel, Barb, do we want you around
or don’t we? However, this book does not engage in ethical debate. The questions
start further back. Who and what is it we are actually talking about? Arguing
about values will not get us far if we do not answer this question first. It is
usually bypassed, not only by teachers and social workers whose knowledge
of people with learning difficulties comes from direct involvement in their lives,
but equally by doctors and psychologists, i.e. by those from whom we might
expect the sort of knowledge that is precise, scientific, stable, and value-free.
Consequently, at present, the person just is the label or category — no questions
asked.

Plenty of critical questions about the general concept of disability, usually
omitting learning disability, have been raised over the past generation. Read-
ers familiar with this work will be familiar with some of the questions I raise
here too, though I am not particularly concerned with theory of the linguistic
variety (Foucault, Deleuze, etc.) that dominates such discussions. Doubts
have been raised as to whether theory of this kind, particularly when applied
to learning disability as distinct from mental illness, is actually Foucauldian at
all.® Certainly its focus on language and its wariness of political action tend
to inject a strong dose of pessimism about what can be achieved; and as
someone whose motivation springs from close encounters with the profes-
sional opposition to person-centred service planning and desegregated
schooling, I doubt whether discouragement is something I ever needed more of.
Keen-eyed readers will no doubt detect a number of theoretical influences
behind what I have written.
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Chapter 2 states my starting hypothesis and does in fact discuss various
ideas from psychiatry, anthropology and social psychology that might help to
frame the rest of the discussion, while taking their limitations into account.
Chapter 3 looks at the present fragility and past relativity of the concept of
intelligence without which that of intellectual or learning disability could not
exist. Chapter 4 examines the place of learning disability within the wider
concept of difference, and the steps by which it came to occupy such a central
position there. Chapter 5 discusses the role of biology and its relationship to
the eugenic impulse in the modern construction of learning disability, noting
how precarious is the very notion of a ‘cause’. Chapter 6 identifies cognitive
development as a characteristically modern notion which the concept of
learning disability reinforces and vice-versa, and probes its religious as well as
socio-economic roots. Chapter 7 places assessment and measurement in the
wider context of general forms of discrimination, and traces the historical path
by which these cross-historical forms became embedded within the very concept
of learning disability. Chapter 8 analyses the very recent arrival of autism,
contrasts it sharply with previous usages of the term, and investigates its
future prospects as a replacement paradigm for learning disability. Chapter 9
lays out the wider framework of social anxieties and moral panics, historical and
current, from which autism has emerged. Chapter 10 sets out the prospects for
future work.

The more sharply defined our concept of learning disability, the more
inevitable the segregating practices that go with it. Both concept and practice,
from their Western origins, have taken over much of the rest of the world.
Alongside Canada, the UK now has probably the most emancipatory adult
policy directives around, which in pockets are being translated into practice.
Yet the resistance runs deeper than can be imagined, and the examples I
provide of that excluding urge from the UK show how prevalent its highly
disturbing symptoms are here too. They must be all the clearer to readers in
places where closed and segregated institutions are still the unquestioned
norm. The urge to exclude on grounds of intelligence thrives in the modern
world. Yet the practical case has been made and proven for including people
in the same kinds of educational, employment and friendship groups as
everyone else, demonstrating in practical detail how it can be and is (occa-
sionally) done, without leaving anyone in the lurch.® We can close down all spe-
cial schools, public segregated institutions and private care homes overnight,
with the people in them becoming part of ordinary life. The problem is not
doing it, but wanting it. This book says why.

Notes

1 C. Goodey (2011). 4 History of Intelligence and ‘Intellectual Disability’: The Shaping
of Psychology in Early Modern Europe. Farnham: Ashgate.

2 J. Able (2008). Cold Stone Floors and Carbolic Soap. www.richmond.gov.uk/our_
times_newsletter_march_09.pdf; and www.richmond.gov.uk/our_times_autumn_ 2008.
pdf. Retrieved 14 April 2014.
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3 M. Cooper (2012). I'd Like to Know Why. Ashill: Clover Press.

4 B. Goode (2011). The Goode Life: Memoirs of Disability Rights Activist Barb
Goode. Vancouver: Spectrum.

5 M. Simpson (2013). Modernity and the Appearance of Idiocy: Intellectual Disability
as a Regime of Truth. Lampeter: Mellen.

6 See for example J. O’Brien and C. Lyle O’Brien (2006). Implementing Person
Centred Planning: Voices of Experience. Toronto: Inclusion Press; S. Taylor et al.
(1987). The Nonrestrictive Environment: On Community Integration of Persons with
the Most Severe Disabilities. Syracuse, NY: Human Policy Press. M. Falvey et al.
(1997). All My Life’s a Circle. Using the Tools: Circles, Maps and Paths. Toronto:
Inclusion Press; L. Jordan and C. Goodey (1996). Human Rights and School
Change. Bristol: CSIE.



2 Exclusion

Jonny, Micah and Tej can look at each other and each knows what the other
one is going to do next. They delight in joke routines. They high-five, do man
hugs and ask each other what they’ve been doing. They call round uninvited
bringing beers and invite each other to birthday parties. They are in their
twenties and all in paid employment — one in the motor trade, one on a city
farm and one in theatre design. They would all be upset if one of them lost
touch; they give to each other, and appreciate what the other gives. Jonny, the
common friend (Micah and Tej see each other less often), is particularly
funny and charismatic. Those close to him say ‘it’s an honour to receive his
attention’. He is delighted in turn when he sees the others. He speaks less by
using words than by making trilling noises and dancing up and down on the
spot or rushing round the room. Micah and Tej have known him since they
were at school together. Micah met him in primary school. When he was ten,
he brought his new bike round to show Jonny — so when he passed his driving
test Jonny was the first person he drove round to, to show him the car. Jonny
met Tej at secondary school, a highly successful flagship comprehensive in
East London. Jonny’s mother facilitated visits when they were younger. Now
they choose to be with each other. They are natural and unembarrassed when
doing ordinary or extraordinary things outside the house.

That is what friendship is, as distinct from doing boy scout duties or
volunteering. At the start of this century, the UK became the first country in
the world to promote friendship as a policy goal — in fact its chief policy goal
alongside deinstitutionalization and ordinary lives, and the more familiar
‘rights’ and ‘independence’ — for adults with learning difficulties.” This was
greeted with scepticism and some resistance from institutions on the ground,
from professionals and administrators across to voluntary organizations and
even the advocacy movement. Negative criticism in the academy has likewise
come from across the range, from radicals to conservatives. I do not see it as
my job to defend principles that assume the full humanity of everyone, and I
shall not be doing so here. Nor, however, having nodded approval of the
policy, am I going to pass hastily on to anticipate its failure in practice. The
eventual outcomes of policy will depend on the nuts and bolts of future local
activity, which lie outside the scope of this book. It is not simply the case that
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governments issue a policy and people carry it out. Individual aspects of it
may break off and have an influence on their own, or get turned inside out
and then have an influence, or get lost completely. Instead, my main object for
analysis is that resistance mentality, together with its long historical context
and possible future ones.

Being sceptical about received opinion is a necessary starting-point for
research of any kind. But being sceptical about policy can sometimes be a screen
for lack of scepticism about the basic concepts one is using, which is a more
difficult business. For example, there are those who regard the policy as a
‘recipe for failure’ because it ‘excludes’ the more profoundly disabled. In what
way does it exclude them? Because, it is said, they are not capable of friendship.?
Admittedly, the authors go on to qualify this with the phrase ‘friendship as
commonly understood’. But who is it that forms this commonalty? Centuries ago,
the peer community of normal, cognitive capacity was defined by possession of
what were known as ‘the common ideas’ — a set of unchanging principles
covering philosophy, mathematics and religion. It was the community that
considered itself the intellectual elite inasmuch as it was also the gently born
social elite. The cognitively deficient, those who did not possess the common
ideas, were thus a good 75 per cent of the population. Today’s population,
now explained not so much by their lack of ideas as their lack of the psy-
chological mechanisms behind them, are a tiny 1 per cent or so. But in both
cases their definition as deficient comes down to ingroup members’ mutual
recognition of each other as a distinct community.

The historical example is important because it enables us to see present
criticism of the policy as circular. We shall come across many circularities in
the course of this book. What is friendship ‘as commonly understood’? That
which a profoundly learning disabled person cannot understand. What is a
profoundly learning disabled person? Someone who cannot understand friend-
ship as commonly understood. Seen in this light, the accusation that this
particular government policy excludes people seems to be a projection of the
critics’ own urge to exclude, just as the medieval elite did.

Take another policy goal, paid employment. James came out of a long-stay
institution with ‘complex needs’, an IQ below 40 and a reputation for
aggression and waywardness. The normal route would have been for him to
go into sheltered housing and day services. His paid supporters warned that
paid employment was not suitable for someone like James, who carried such a
long list of negatives. In any case, they had not asked him if he wanted it; as
is so often the case, the anger that fuelled his aggression was precisely the
result of his not being listened to or valued. And it turned out that he wanted
to work. He now has two part-time jobs amounting to full time, at a legal
wage. One fulfils his manual skills, which he uses to help look after the
appearance of a large and precious Tudor building. The other is as a greeter
at the forecourt and cafe of a large recreational site where young children and
families visit. He is adept at making them feel comfortable and at home, and
his particular sense of humour is just right. The necessary ‘reasonable
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adjustments’ required for both jobs under equalities legislation turn out to be
minimal; on occasions when he leaves his post because he is feeling bad, he is
told to get back on the job because he is getting paid for it, and he does so.

Those with conservative values, especially in the medical arena, who consider
learning disability a disease, assume it to be a self-evident absurdity that someone
like James could hold down a properly paid job. Actually, though, he does.
And if he can, why can’t anyone else like him? Meanwhile, for many radical
social theorists opposed to that medical model, the goal of paid employment
is anathema because it is an example of capitalism gone mad. They assume
that people like James are being forced to compete for jobs. It seems as if they
are offering a critique of neo-liberal economics, but as we shall see later it is
James who in this instance is offering the more fundamental critique.

Surely a policy that can unite the strangest of bedfellows in opposition must be
wrong? Either that, or something else is going on. Ordinary lives demand
ordinary people. Are those labelled with learning disabilities really not ordinary
people? Not like the rest of us? And what would lead you or me to hold that
position? The idea that everyone means everyone does not amount to holding
a position at all. It goes without saying. It does not require justification. People
are people. A position is only taken — the first move is made — by someone
who feels like drawing boundaries. The onus is on that person, the one who
thinks there needs to be some sort of subclassification within the realm of
what we habitually call human. What accounts for that urge? A cynical
answer might be that the disparate objectors are united by their reliance on a
concept of learning disability which they assume to be stable and without
which they would either be out of work or forced to change their ways. But
self-interest cannot be the final explanation. Salary, professional status or
simply being too lazy to think through what one is doing are never more than
pointers to something deeper. Moreover we can also count within the profes-
sions (and perhaps even the academy) on some fearless individuals trying to
remedy injustice and break down barriers of segregation and exclusion.

Outgroups and their boundaries

What is ordinary life? Of course it is different in different eras and places, and we
shall be looking here at our own. The possibility that in talking about people with
learning difficulties we might be talking about ordinary people, and the stimulus
for recognizing this in UK policy and legislation, has come from the people
who know them best: from families, and in more recent history from advocates
and professionals concerned with the closure of long-stay hospitals.

Why then are some ordinary people not wanted? The next two chapters will
show how unstable and transitory a concept learning disability is, but it still needs
a working definition. And defining a concept demands that we look at it first
in context, alongside other comparable concepts, before trying to say what it
is in and of itself. My initial approach to the question above, then, is to consider
what other disorders of mind and behaviour are related to learning disability,
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and how. The very fact that we have such a concept is evidence for a general
disorder that seems to run across societies and results in the creation of social
outgroups. Let’s call it inclusion phobia, if only because inclusion is a familiar
term that features in current policy-making. True, inclusion is now referred to
in so many social and political contexts as to seem nebulous and suspect. But in
the learning disability field it has quite separate origins that are very specific.
Here inclusion was coined to describe the optimum outcome of the closure of
segregated institutions. To regard it as suspect in this field too, by transference —
to hint that no such thing can be or actually is being practised in formal
social institutions such as employment, education or other aspects of people’s
social lives — is a prevarication, itself typical of inclusion phobia. As for that
word phobia, it may be objected that my use of it here is just satirical, or at
best a rhetorical flourish aimed at making the thing sound more scientific
than it really is. Even if that were the case, it would be no more rhetorical or
less scientific than most other existing psychiatric categories.

One could easily argue that an urge to exclude is displayed towards outgroups
of all sorts, not only people with learning difficulties. These various specific urges
have something in common: they are all projections of anxiety not only on to
the object of fear, to the physical presence of outgroup members, but also to
their objectification, that is, to the initial process of conceptualizing them as a
group. Not just broad theories of marginalization but the entire record of
anthropological research shows that such ingroup/outgroup patterns, along
with their exclusionary mentalities, are a structural feature of all complex
societies. Especially with the passage of time, the patterns can seem arbitrary.
Take racism. If it persists today it is because, as experiments in social psychology
have suggested, differences in skin colour, though inessential in themselves,
are so obvious to the naked eye that they just happen to be a convenient trigger
for reinforcing a prior, colour-blind desire to maintain existing ingroup/outgroup
structures of some more material kind (networks of wealth, professional
status, etc.).” That is to say: differences based on skin colour are not essential
to the social structures of Western societies today, but nor are they the mere
residue of the bygone structures to which they were once essential.

By contrast, learning disability does have an essential relationship to present
structures. It provokes a pathological state which ingroups arrive at only
sometimes: a war footing, where the objective is to annihilate the threat which
a particular group represents to the ingroup’s own core idea of who they are.
The target in such cases is not just any outgroup but a special case: what I
shall call, to borrow a term, an extreme outgroup.* Hence the attempt to
eliminate outgroup members or potential members, as an underlying princi-
ple. Physical impairment may be similar in this respect (AFP tests for spina
bifida are a case in point); but supposed bodily perfection is less intrinsic to
modern ideal forms of self-representation because unlike learning disability it
does not place a question mark over a person’s species membership. Nor am I
indulging in special pleading for people with learning difficulties as against
others marginalized on similarly ‘intellectual’ grounds such as old people with



Exclusion 11

dementia or the long-term mentally ill, to whom much of what I am saying is
also relevant. It is the birth-to-death identity of learning disability that lies at
the heart of inclusion phobia; it is the vortex that sucks down those other
groups with them, and is therefore the one that needs to be dealt with.

Inclusion phobia in action

Extreme pathological fear may seem an exaggerated description of everyday
events. When the young man behind the bank counter pleasantly asks me, about
the person I am with, ‘Can he sign his name?” is it really equivalent to our
fear of the alien that just jumped out of John Hurt’s chest? Yes. Both constitute a
recognition that there are ‘perilous substances ... dreadful bits of otherness
which manage somehow to insinuate themselves at the core of one’s being’.’
The phobia can be mild, but it is still a phobia.

In terms of social organization it has more severe effects than that. Inclusion
phobia in action displays many of the features of narcissistic bullying directed
at any seemingly weaker individual naive enough to seek parity, a lightning
skill for mendacity, and an ability to represent these as rational. Take the
village primary school that meets with the parents of six-year-old Alisha. The
headteacher says it does not have the extra human resources to ‘meet Alisha’s
needs’. The parents report visiting a school in another area, which said it
would be happy to have Alisha within its existing arrangements. Should they
be forced to move house? Ignoring this response, the headteacher then says
her presence will be detrimental to the other children. For example, ‘She
won’t be able to sit still in assembly’. Her parents ask how many six-year-olds
do. Without pause or answer the headteacher moves sideways again. The
school will need building works, a changing room; the embarrassed local
authority adviser calls her bluff and suggests the authority might provide it. The
headteacher therefore jumps to a speech about there being two segregated
(special) schools in the area that would be so much better for Alisha, and
offers to set up visits for the parents. The parents are driven to ask, “‘Why don’t
you want her here? to which the headteacher says repeatedly, ‘Oh but we do
want her here. Why do you keep saying that? The parents decline her offer,
though the unsolicited appointments arrive anyway.

The parents’ first reaction is that the school is being unreasonable. But even this
is an inadequate description, itself rooted in the same dominant ideology that
excludes her. The school’s reaction to Alisha is not unreasonable, it is insane.
Observe the behaviour more closely. Typically objection a, once satisfactorily
met, will jump to objection b and likewise to ¢ and so on (often returning to «
again, as if it had not already been dealt with), without any connection
between them other than their source in the phobia itself. The answer to the
question about the school not wanting her is clearly schizoid. The word
unreasonable suggests, not lack of sanity, but that the offending party can be
reasoned out of such a pattern of bullying by referring them to some universally
accepted norm. In cases like Alisha’s, however, that will not work, because
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reason itself, and universally accepted norms in general, exist by virtue of the
a priori exclusion of people like her. The headteacher’s behaviour meets psy-
chiatry’s formal definitional criteria for anxiety disorder and specific phobia:
namely, that ‘the anxiety must be out of proportion to the actual danger or
threat ... after cultural contextual factors are taken into account’ [my italics].®

In the case of inclusion phobia, that ‘cultural context’ is the entire modern era
and its dominant ideology. That is why equalities law in this field, whatever the
letter of it, rarely achieves what persuasion has failed to achieve. Parents or
advocates pursuing inclusion will recognize the frustration here, at an institution’s
evidently non-negotiable position. And contrary to the platitude that inclu-
sion is only for children of university educated professionals like Alisha’s who
can negotiate the system, it is in fact harder for them; they are more likely to
have imbibed those rational norms, so resisting the irrationality of segregation
is harder and more shocking than it is for working-class people. Most parents,
of whatever social class, having received the phobia’s negative messages from
day one of diagnosis, either do not even realize that legally their child is
entitled to a place in the local school whatever her difficulties, or abandon the idea
at the slightest hint of equivocation from it. However, working-class parents,
if they get as far as Alisha’s, are at least more likely to recognize street-level
bullying when they see it. In practice, the best way for an ally or advocate to
stiffen the sinews has always been to remind the parents of what is already
deeply felt knowledge: you're not mad, they are. The very act of demanding a
place where all the other local children are, grounded as it is in the reality of
the child’s full species membership, constitutes a challenge to the sufferer’s
delusion to the contrary — a challenge that unfortunately tends to provoke
further negative stereotyping of the excluded individual.

Historical change and ‘radical evil’

Before the modern era the extreme outgroups were different, as we shall see;
more than one could be conceived or targeted at the same time; and they
tended to be localized. Today the power of the phobia is reinforced by the global
reach and significance of its core concern, which is the human intellect. The
very idea of a universal human nature defined by a species-specific intellect was
the novel founding principle of the modern era, from the eighteenth-century
Enlightenment onwards. Yet from the beginning, this view of what it is to be
human bore within itself, necessarily, its own particular way of fashioning and
rejecting others. The idea of learning disability and of a person thus disabled
is the distilled essence of this. The Enlightenment’s friendliest critic, Immanuel
Kant, could already see that the idealization of human reason might be an
excuse for abusing others; he clearly thought this latter tendency might be
some permanent condition of humanity (he called it ‘radical evil’, seeing it as
the secular equivalent of original sin).’

The concept of learning disability, as the modern era’s own expression of
inclusion phobia, is nevertheless the culmination of a process whose roots lie
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further back than the Enlightenment. Its characteristics have derived from those
of other outgroups that have come and gone in tandem with changes in the
ingroup and its self-appointed characteristics, while inclusion phobia has
remained the continuing factor. That is why the latter has to be the starting-
point for knowing anything about its more temporary phenomena, of which
learning disability is just one. In the search for stable knowledge in our field,
it provides the most long-lasting historical foundation we can find. By com-
parison with inclusion phobia, learning disability itself, being a recent and
unstable category, is an unreliable conceptual tool for present-day practice.

This is not disability denial. As materialist histories of physical disability
demonstrate too, it is not mere concepts but actual complexities of economic
and social organization that create the kind of person who is disabled from
negotiating them and who may need support in order to belong.® In this
respect, people were right to criticize the anti-psychiatry movement of the
1960s and 1970s for putting mental illness under a purely social category such
as ‘deviancy’, or worse, an ‘alternative lifestyle’. What mentally ill people
have to fear is not ‘wanton intervention’ but neglect.” However, learning
disability is something else again. In this case wanton intervention, in the
form of separate (special) provision and exclusion from the ordinary life of
mainstream social institutions, is neglect. Certainly all the long-term histor-
ical transformations in the casting and re-casting of extreme outgroups make
it reasonable to ask: what is real about learning disability? Even if it cannot
be dismissed as just an alternative lifestyle, were any such people recognized
in the distant past?

The answer, as I have suggested, is No. Even if that were not the case, the
fact that the question remains largely unasked is itself indicative. What we do
know is that classifying a human group by intellectual criteria is today’s prevailing
symptom of inclusion phobia. Intellectual disability is vital to the dominant
ingroup because of its relationship to the quality which that group, as currently
constituted, attributes to itself and which it therefore employs as its core defi-
nition of the human species as a whole. Intellectual ability, or intelligence, is in
modern societies the foremost claim to status based on permanent inner
attributes, as distinct from temporary outward ones such as power or wealth.
As a subjective possession, personal intelligence is seen to correspond with the
neutral, objective and permanent rationality of these societies’ scientific
knowledge systems. There has always been something convenient, not to say
magical, about the way the sciences of the mind get these two realms, sub-
jective and objective, to match up. Intelligence, like other ingroup qualities of
the past, entails an extreme group in which that quality is incurably absent,
and the absence scientifically demonstrable. Yet historical research shows that
the intelligence is a historically contingent notion. It is not a natural human
property that has simply been represented in different ways across history. It is
of itself a new arrival: a form of cultural self-representation that grew from
and usurped earlier forms of self-representation. The same therefore must go
for intellectual disability, the negative status marker.
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In its motivations inclusion phobia is narcissistic. In lieu of genuine objectivity
the definition of a property such as intelligence and likewise the definition of its
absence can only be modelled on the self-determined characteristics and
standpoint of the person doing the defining. The mundane behaviours exhibited
by the phobia — gossip, discrimination, scapegoating, accusatory bullying,
segregation, and physical elimination or prevention — are strong and taken for
granted in modern social structures. They occur in situations of inequality
generally, but with the extreme outgroup they display their especially patho-
logical nature by being in inverse proportion to the size and capacity of the
population targeted. The mere request by someone to be included in what
everyone else does often induces a mad anger, which will be recognizable to
anyone who has been in Alisha’s position. Her parents’ willingness to persist
means they are only a small group within an already small minority (‘pro-
foundly’ disabled) within the small learning disabled minority — but that group’s
experience is normal.

Beware of ethics

To repeat: this book does not adopt an ethical standpoint and is not about ethics
at all. It is no good wishing narcissistic bullies would be nicer to you. Before that
can happen, there is a need to analyse, understand and predict their behaviour.
Ethical debates, as presently constituted, only hinder that analysis. My focus
will be on sanity. Bioethics and philosophical ethics in general, inasmuch as
they are perceived to be specially relevant to the field, are themselves partly the
product of inclusion phobia. They are only present because a tacit question has
already been raised. To be or not to be? It can only be answered with another
and prior question: why should such an existential issue arise in the first place?
Ethics, as a discipline, does not hang around in the air for most lives or
potential lives. The answer is: only because of the existence already of an
underlying urge to exclude, irrespective of the object of exclusion, which is a
moveable feast.

Modern debates about life and death, in relation to people with learning dif-
ficulties and where physical suffering does not apply, emerge from within the
phobia; they are intrinsic to an irrational complex in which ethical justifica-
tions, biological knowledge and psychological presuppositions are folded into
each other. The same is true at the other end of the intelligence spectrum,
where an ethical stance is already encoded in the very nature of genetic
enhancement, superintelligence and transhumanism.'® The roots of this com-
plex lie, as we shall see later, in medieval theology and its theories of the
immortality of the soul. For the moment let us ask: who are the conservatives
here? The impression given is that those who resist genetic enhancement and
elimination are. In fact quite the opposite may be true.

The specifically modern and ‘extreme’ element in bioethics appears in the way
we separate ethics from morals and even set them in opposition to each other.
In fact they are the same word, the first Greek the second Latin, for what was
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once one and the same debate: namely, what is the good life. The Greeks’
answer, by contrast with today’s greatest happiness principle, was roughly that
it is ‘the way we do things here’ (that is why they also provide the etymological
root for our words ‘ethos’ and ‘mores’). In the remote academic heights this
remains the case. The exam paper one university philosophy department calls
ethics another calls moral philosophy and vice-versa. In common usage, how-
ever, ethics has now become the term used to describe how medicine, official
public discourse, and the law frame a decision, while morals tends to be the term
applied to decisions that buck the trend: lay, private, unreasonable. The med-
ical profession in particular, aided by media prominence given the Pro-Life
movement, tends to spin this by referring it to the debate between science and
faith, imputing religious motives to ‘moral’ decisions. The elevation of ethics
into a system of political brokerage of human existence and non-existence is
the marginalization of morals. Ethics belongs to power, morals to a regrettable
heterodoxy.

A paired example will suffice. It is September 2012. The abortion debate, as
tepid in the UK as it is hot in the USA, stirs briefly: the British Secretary of
State for Health has aired the idea of restricting the legal time-limit to within
12 weeks, on the grounds that only 9 per cent of abortions occur later and are
usually due to the discovery of Down’s syndrome. In fact the law already allows
an exception in such cases, which therefore means, for him, ‘In that case, it’s
OK’ — exactly as it does for the right-to-choose movement whose anger he
has sparked. In that same week The Archers, a notoriously middle-of-the road
radio soap, features 46-year-old Vicky who, pregnant with her first child,
learns that it has Down’s syndrome and wants to give birth. The baby’s arrival
ushers in a positive storyline (religion is not mentioned). In the respective
media discussions that follow, the secretary of state’s decision is about ethics,
Vicky’s about her morals.

Ethical debates as currently framed are a diversion from the prior task, which
is to find a firm knowledge base. So where do we look for one? If learning
disability is a medium-term historical contingency and the more essential,
long-lasting pathology is that tendency of a phobic dominant ideology to
create extreme albeit unstable outgroups as a way of valorizing itself, is there
an existing theory that would help us understand how it works?

Inclusion phobia, contamination disgust and fear of pollution

Possible elements for a coherent theory of inclusion phobia are scattered across
various fields. The various approaches, which we are going to look at in more
detail, can contribute to a stable knowledge base because they all hint at the
historical permanence of the disorder, and because all of them locate what is
wrong not in the extreme outgroup but in the ingroup. Some but not all the
authors go so far as to suggest, like Kant, that the disorder is rooted in human
nature. Typically, inclusion phobia exhibits an urge both to categorize other
people and to create real-life institutions and practices; the conceptual and
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social segregation are mutually interdependent processes. None of the authors,
though, mentions learning disability as a case in point, let alone the case — a
limitation certainly, and perhaps itself a symptom.

DSMS lists fear of contamination and dirt under obsessive compulsive disorder.
Stanley Rachman, the leading authority on OCD, describes it as ‘extra-
ordinarily persistent, variable ... culturally accepted and even prescribed’, and
as we shall see constantly with regard to both learning disability and intelligence,
‘tinged with magical thinking’. It can ‘be established without [having any
actual] physical contact’ with dirty, impure things or with ‘people regarded as
untouchables (culturally or personally defined)’. Those affected by the phobia may
‘seal off parts of their homes and even lock up rooms that contain contaminated
material’.!' The symptoms, then, are inseparably individual and social. Obsessive
individuals seal off their homes, obsessive societies seal off their ordinary
institutions — the places where we study, work and interact socially.

Disgust, which is closely associated with fear of contamination, seems to be
chiefly a group disorder.'? Anthropologists such as Mary Douglas have identified
this fear of dirt as the organizing principle in recognizing anomaly, across all
societies.”® It leads to ‘anxiety and from there to suppression or avoidance’,
and hence to socio-cultural ‘rituals of separation’. Douglas’s maxim runs: fear
of dirt is universal but what is considered dirt changes. Her widely known
work has been applied to many topics. As she herself says, the notion of dirt
is ‘a kind of omnibus compendium which includes all the rejected elements of
ordered systems’. All you have to do, it seems, is identify something people
like to steer clear of and then put it down to their fear of dirt. At the applied
level, then, her theory is a key that will open any door, not specific enough to
account on its own for learning disability. In fact she does not mention it.
Ironically, it is precisely the failure of any of the approaches discussed here to
identify it as one of their examples of extreme otherness that corroborates
another of Douglas’s important principles, namely, that fear of impurity is an
unconscious common denominator of social practices and group mentalities.
Clearly, then, that goes for the mentality of the human sciences themselves.
Certain functions link all extreme outgroups, particularly that of reinforcing
the ingroup’s self-esteem and codifying its own status; so, through a concept
such as intellectual disability, the ingroup justifies and rationalizes its own
disorder to itself. However, in attempting to define this disability specifically,
we need to distinguish its characteristics more clearly from the generality of
other excluded groups.

Feelings of disgust towards people with learning difficulties derive from
feelings of disgust about animals and animality. These feelings are not necessarily
a universal human characteristic, as they seem not to be universally present in
non-Western cultures. Fear of animals is one of DSM’s main subdivisions of
specific phobia, and is linked to fear of death. Research in which people are
prompted with reminders of death has shown that their fears can be correlated
with an increased reaction of disgust at animals. The need of human beings to
distinguish themselves from other animals springs from an anxiety about their
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own mortality; animality reminds them about this and is therefore threatening.'*
Disgust, especially at members of the same species, seems not to occur in other
animals.'> Under experimental conditions, extreme outgroup clusters are per-
ceived to be less than human, or fully non-human. One of the clusters in this
study was disabled people. (The experiment did not distinguish between physical
and intellectual disability and was based on subjects’ viewing of visual images
which naturally exhibit physical features better than cognitive ones.'®) We shall
see later how such feelings have previous origins in the medieval idea of the
ladder of nature. The abstract desire of modern societies for the human race to
develop towards increasing intellectual perfection can be seen as an expression
and continuation of this.

Rachman recognizes ‘associations between the [individual] fear of con-
tamination and social fears and phobias’. Social psychologists such as Henri
Tajfel go further, insisting that individual states of mind are not ‘bricks from
which an adequate social psychology can be built: the derivations [of out-
group theory are] in the opposite direction’.!” Douglas’s theory of purity and
danger takes us further still. It helps us to see the conceptualization of learn-
ing disability as one piece of evidence for a collective disorder (one might say
psychosis) which expresses itself in obsessive attempts to verify its fear that
out there, in the darkness always just beyond the searchlight of pathology, is a
gathering invasion of dirt, embodied in an army of creatures who are only pre-
tending to be human and who must therefore be precisely tracked, categorized,
subcategorized, labelled, assessed, segregated, and eliminated. And what Douglas
regards as a structural feature can also be traced as a historical process. The
actual traits of this group — the crucial features that have filled the extreme
outgroup template over time — slowly but surely change and in the long term
are transformed utterly.

Inclusion phobia as false consciousness

Some psychiatrists, identifying ‘false consciousness’ as a core symptom of
schizophrenia, have seen it not only as an individual disorder but also as a
group one, typical of powerful ingroups. Joseph Gabel studied under Eugeéne
Minkowski, an early authority on schizophrenia and former assistant of
Eugen Bleuler (inventor of the terms schizophrenia and autism). He describes
how alongside the characteristic paranoid delusions and split thinking of the
schizoid disorders, false consciousness displays human thought paralysed and
frozen in time, in an ‘autistic’ state abstracted from reality. Linking the personal
to the political, Gabel diagnoses a ‘schizophrenic structure of ideological
thought’ in the dominant ideologies of modern capitalist society.'® The denial
of history is necessary to these regimes, since any awareness of major historical
change would expose the ‘fatuity’ of their privileged, ingroup world view and
reveal that they were merely temporary occupants of its restricted social
niche. It is not just that ruling elites manipulate history to suit their own
agendas. All economically and politically dominant ingroups suffer from the
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same kind of dysfunction as the individual schizophrenic, exhibiting ‘thought
enclosed within itself ... unchanged by experience’. The ingroup’s view of
what is socially normal, then, corresponds with the relentless ‘logic of schi-
zophrenia’ in the individual psyche. Another way of putting this is to say that
each individual member of the dominant ingroup is ‘caught up in the “logic”
of ... persecution from the persecutor’s standpoint, and cannot break away’.'”
This logic, says Gabel, ignores the experience of ‘lived time’. In shutting down
the temporal dimensions of thought, it blanks out the prospect of radical
future change.

This disordered, excess logic involves a lopsided emphasis on classification
and labelling. If we think about this in terms of an intelligent ingroup (that is,
the group of all those with normal intelligence and above), we can begin to
see how inclusion phobia can take the form of delusions exhibiting themselves
through the psychology of intelligence. The more evidence-based they are, the
more delusional they are: a symptom of ‘morbid rationalism’ and of what
Gabel, following Minkowski, calls an excess of ‘the identificatory function’.
It dresses these up as ‘the normal,” allowing the latter to take on a ‘social
sacredness’ that ‘lives under the sign of identity’, where identity is fixed and
non-temporal.° It is true that labelling can sometimes ‘start off as a healthy
limiting concept’, but it ends up as a ‘universe eternally immutable’. Here again
the characteristics of this social disorder correspond with the ‘delusional,
autistic’ state of the schizophrenic’s individual disorder.

Although Gabel’s Marxist view of history as dialectic tells him the ultimate
outgroup is the proletariat, the one he most often cites here is the one that
inspired his researches, the Jews in Nazi Europe. Racist false consciousness
denies history by building a ‘pseudo-history’ which, instead of explaining the
Jews through their historical arrival and the gradual construction of a Jewish
identity, ‘claims to explain history through the Jew’. We could say, similarly,
that explanatory claims about human nature (as human intelligence) can only
be made through positing a fixed intellectually disabled identity that exists in
nature and needs to be fought against. Such a claim is implicit in evolutionary
psychology, cognitive genetics and bioethics, and across the range of the
human sciences in general.

Nevertheless, there are limits to how far false consciousness theory can help
us understand inclusion phobia. Gabel cannot escape the restricted perspective
of modernism, which distorts historical time by enshrining it in individual
development and social progress. A perspective like this is clearly incapable of
interrogating present concepts of intellectual disability, which is defined precisely
by the fact that it hinders development and progress. Gabel’s Marxism was of the
humanist variety that emphasizes history and time over structural permanence,
but it takes away with one hand what it delivers with the other. It asserts that
human nature, albeit universal, is not immutable and cross-historical, but
reproduces and changes, as particular outcomes of particular eras.”! This
apparently Marxist formula, which actually goes back to the Enlightenment,
assumes that the overall effect of change is progressive, tending towards social
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and therefore intellectual perfection as the next stage in history. A negative
like disability clearly does not belong in this picture.

Moreover, Gabel’s only historical example of false consciousness turns out
to be contemporary with himself. The paradigmatic outgroup targeted by
false consciousness is a racial and religious other. However, the centrality of
intelligence and thus intellectual disability in modern societies is such that the
Holocaust, with its roots in late medieval anti-semitism (when the Jews were
indeed an extreme outgroup), can be seen rather as a temporary digression
from that broader historical trend, within which Nazism was a deviant and
only spuriously ‘rational’ anomaly. Gabel is more interested in history as
dialectic — a broad theoretical axiom — than in specifying concrete changes in
a shifting multiplicity of ingroup/outgroup relations. What his account of false
consciousness does none the less provide, even though it does not mention
intelligence or learning disability, is some analytical tools for understanding
how disability arrived among us and has come to be defined the way it is.

Inclusion phobia and the great incarceration

Another perspective on inclusion phobia could come from the already well
established genre of the history of segregated institutions, though in fact it gives
us a somewhat restricted and distorting picture. Even at their modern height,
let alone in the middle ages, these institutions did not incarcerate the majority
of adults labelled with learning disability or anything like it. The basic entry
criterion for a medieval almshouse or lazar house was poverty more than
intelligence.”” In any case these were partly mainstream institutions, since they
were open to and involved in the society’s commercial and social networks.?
It is modern historians who have promoted the theme of sheer physical sepa-
rateness, mirroring our own segregationist values. And most importantly, the
launching-point for modern historical theory has been an entirely different
category, the mentally ill. The psychiatrist Jacques Lacan claimed that the
madman who thinks he is a king is no crazier than the king who thinks he is
a king, but even in such radical circles it would be thought highly unusual, or
mere playfulness, to add: the person with learning difficulties who thinks he is
intelligent is no stupider than the intelligent person who thinks he is intelligent.
Even though the history of mental illness has led by association to a sub-genre of
the institutional history of people with learning difficulties, it ignores the quite
separate and distinctive nature of their conceptual history. An exception can
be made of some historians who have pointed out how important it is that
many nineteenth- and twentieth-century inmates were there partly on grounds of
their social class or personal economic circumstances.”* But it still leaves open
the idea that the category of learning disability itself indicates a cross-historical
natural kind.

The Foucauldian theory of a ‘great incarceration’ as a grand historical
moment may be lopsided, but it has a role in accounting for inclusion phobia
because it too argues that ‘the explanation [has] to be sought not among the
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victims, but among the persecutors’, and that this forces us to confront the poli-
tical face of the phobia.?® Shoring up Foucault’s rather ramshackle approach to
history with some actual scholarship, R. I. Moore has revealed the medieval
antecedents of institutional segregation as the start of ‘the formation of a
persecutory society’. On the one hand, the codification of extreme outgroups —
in this case Jews, heretics and lepers — was becoming tighter, while on the
other hand the conceptual characteristics describing such groups remained
loose enough to meander from one group to another. Moore sees the perse-
cuting ingroup as a unified power, a type that exists prior to any construction
of particular types of outgroup. Its impulse is to create receptacles for its
phobias about ‘filth, stench and putrefaction’, and the Devil. Consequently
ghettoization, sequestration of property, disinheritance, and ultimately physi-
cal liquidation — the brute facts of social administration — are the shared fate
of all such groups, imposed by an ingroup in whose own mental disorder the
final explanation must be sought.?

Moore takes the important step of aiming at a precise periodization. If the urge
to persecute and the consequent firming up of categories became more intense
after 1200 Ap, this was not just a gradual evolution out of some vague Dark
Ages barbarism but a concrete juncture in the economic and cultural history
of Western Europe. I argue in the next chapter that the beginnings of this
trend lie somewhat further back, with the growth of Empire among the later
Romans. Nevertheless, whatever the precise dating, to organize detail it is
necessary to establish major landmarks, and the late middle ages was one of them.

Moore identifies the new set of ingroup characteristics in this period as those
of a rising literate clerical caste. The /iterati (effectively this meant literate in
Latin) were the first generation to have been educated in the first universities.
Their theological and philosophical studies defined what goes on in the human
mind as a process of logical reasoning, information-processing and the making
of abstractions — a list of items which, though familiar enough to a modern
cognitive scientist, was then novel. But not coincidental. Those were precisely
the skills that many of them would apply in their subsequent day jobs, as
clerks meeting the rapidly expanding bureaucratic requirements of church and
state administration. Abstraction and information-processing, after all, are a
kind of mental filing (as illustrated today by all those odd-one-out questions
in intelligence tests). Was there not a place among medieval outgroups, then,
for a human category defined by the inability to reason logically, to abstract
or to process information? One that would therefore correspond to modern, cog-
nitive definitions of disability? It would surely have been an obvious projection of
their own skills, for the clerical caste to make.

The medieval term idiota was not equivalent to our own; all it signified was
someone who could not write or perhaps read, or even any lay person.”’ In
the courts it applied in a more technical sense to a certain type of incompe-
tence, though obviously that would only entail people of sufficient standing to
have affairs that demanded competence as a matter of record; it was therefore
not a cognitive definition as such. Moreover, as Moore (perhaps unwittingly)
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indicates, it was not sharply distinguished from mental illness. Medieval law
did not define a category that corresponds precisely with today’s learning
disability, and although signs of some conceptual shift towards it can some-
times be detected, retrospective diagnosis is tricky business.?® Several centuries
were needed before a separate and pure solution of idiocy would be pre-
cipitated from the medieval concoction of loosely bounded human labels
whose characteristics were often interchangeable from one to another. The
clerical caste might secondarily ascribe deficiencies in logical reasoning and
abstraction to Jews, heretics and lepers, and even more to the laity in general,
but these common characteristics did not yet define a cognitive type on its
own. Nevertheless, clerical stereotypes were the start of something significant.

Moore’s sociological and institutional approach, like the other theories
cited in this chapter, takes us some way towards an explanation for inclusion
phobia, but without a forward reference to learning disability it is incomplete.
It would be in keeping with social theory’s focus on marginalized people to
say that only those with learning difficulties themselves can go the whole way
to explaining inclusion phobia. However, they are absent not only from
mainstream institutions, and not only from the academic community, but from
social theory itself. What might Foucault’s view of them have been? Even Moore
is struck by ‘his readiness to accept for the leper houses of medieval Europe
the positivist account of their history and functions that he had rejected for
the lunatic asylums which took their place’.? If Foucault had ever been asked
how he saw learning disability, it would either have to be in a positive medical
slot (a disease, as the medical profession still largely conceives it) along with
leprosy, or as an undifferentiated sub-set of mental illness. Social theory has
thus not dealt with the specificity of learning disability.

While the historical perspective of a great incarceration over the last two
centuries has been also a great awakening, its ahistorical weakness is that it
reduces specific outgroup categories to a mélange of marginalizations in which
the core distinctiveness of learning disability and the fate of people categorized
in this way, and therefore the best shot at identifying and explaining modern
inclusion phobia across the board, are lost.

Inclusion phobia and the scapegoat mechanism

Another feature of inclusion phobia is what anthropologists call the scapegoat
mechanism. This concept has been employed to explain how the persecution
of outgroups is an attempt to deny mortality and how linguistic symbols
create negative stereotypes as a way of raising the status of the stereotyper;*’
in René Girard’s work, which has a religious strand, it describes how scape-
goating offers the prospect of cure, on the grounds that it is only inclusion of
the once-scapegoated victim that can effect social healing.>' The scapegoat is
not just another Other. Girard’s theory aims at specificity, at a ‘typology of
the stereotypes of persecution’.®” It is also a teleological theory: that is, its
future is contained and predicted in its present. This time we are heading
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somewhere: not Power is Everywhere, more the Book of Revelation. The
scapegoat myths which Girard reviews, from the Old Testament’s Job via
Sophocles’s Oedipus to Wagner’s Parsifal, show that religion is important to
explaining inclusion phobia because it holds out the prospect of salvation.

The themes of contamination by dirt, poison, bestiality or monstrosity
(‘confusion of animals and men’) occur frequently in mythology. The theory
of a scapegoat mechanism is useful inasmuch as it focuses clearly on the most
extreme outgroups. Girard explains their formation as resulting from a ‘crisis
of differentiation’. Persecutors are convinced that a tiny number of people,
despite their weakness, can ruin a whole society.”® The scapegoat mechanism
is a projection of the animosity between the rival groups of a society on to a
smaller group that is consequently expelled and persecuted. This is necessary
at crisis points when the contending parties in a community become ‘“undif-
ferentiated, deprived of all that distinguishes one person from another in time
and space’, with the result that ‘all are equally disordered in the same place
and at the same time’. Douglas too says that ‘pollution dangers strike when
form has been attacked’.**

Whereas the Foucauldians tend to see the late middle ages as the arrival of
something nastier (a stricter urge to classify) out of a previously loose system
of categorizations, scapegoating theory sees green shoots of renewal. In the
early modern era, it says, belief in occult forces starts to wane; the search for
someone to blame continues, but ‘looks for a more substantial cause ... The
lightweight quality of magic as a cause is anchored to materiality and there-
fore to “scientific” logic’.**> One example is alchemy, whose magical, ‘demoniac’
elements early scientists succeeding in tying to the material world, and which
became what we now know as chemistry. It is certainly confirmed in the
learning disability field by pre-natal diagnosis, where a historical residue of
devil beliefs is anchored, not dissipated, by present-day genetic explanations.*®
At the same time, says Girard, we are now all on the way to being cured of
our scapegoating urges. With his interest in mass salvation, Girard is the only
one of these theorists to look into the crystal ball. ‘A formidable revolution is
about to take place’, he says.>” Over the course of European history ‘repre-
sentations of persecution from the persecutor’s standpoint gradually weaken
and disappear’. Moreover, his shining example is our increased social acceptance
of the disabled. He does not distinguish between physical and learning dis-
ability here. It seems the latter has not occurred to him; for example, although
Parsifal is about a scapegoat who turns into a saviour, Girard omits to say
that Parsifal starts life as a nameless fool.

Like the other theories, Girard’s is hampered by this lacuna. He writes about
the persecutor’s perspective being ‘imposed’ over others. However, learning
disability is hardly a perspective at all, imposed or otherwise, it is, as it seems
to us, a quasi-universal truth. The persecutor is the intelligence society as a
whole, that is, the 99 per cent of the population not learning disabled. Girard
sees an equivalence between the inherently religious promise of his theory, as
cure or salvation, and the rise of modern science’s search for natural causes:
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‘To lead men to the patient exploration of natural causes, men must first be
turned away from their victims, and this can only be done by showing them that
from now on persecutors “hate without cause™’. Yet ‘hating without cause’ seems
a perfectly adequate description of what modern science’s biotechnicians and
segregating social administrators routinely do in relation to learning disability.
The category of people incapable of scientific inquiry into natural causes,
because of their lack of the logical, abstracting and information-processing
abilities that constitute such inquiry, is the ghost in the scapegoat mechanism.

Inclusion phobia and experimental verification

With Girard’s quasi-religious anthropological theory we seem to have drifted a
long way from the phobia’s scientific profile, with which we started out. So let us
see if we can tie it back down. Rachman and DSMS5 describe a version of
inclusion phobia in individuals. Can experimental psychology do this for groups?

In even the most basic of mental operations — in the act of perception, for
example — values are a contributory, organizing factor, as a seminal paper,
moreover one dealing largely with intelligence, demonstrated half a century
ago.®® On this basis experimental researchers subsequently succeeding in
finding that the more extreme the instance of an observed outgroup category,
the more accessible it is to memory retrieval. Since it is more striking and
therefore over-represented in an ingroup’s memory and judgment, it thereby
comes to define the category.®® This phobic escalation in the mechanics of
categorization applies ‘in all social divisions between “us” and “them,” i.e. in
all social categorizations in which distinctions are made between the individual’s
own group and the outgroups’.*® Research has shown gossip to be an important
building-block in this area of social cognition. A/l modes of categorization that
reinforce outgroups — not just class-based and religious, but psychiatric too —
can be seen as a formalization of gossip. A primary function of gossip is to
spot ‘free riders’, those who contribute nothing to social endeavour but get the
same benefits as those who do.*! Historical evidence supports this — an example
being the Nazis’s ‘useless eaters’, the label they applied to the ‘feeble-minded’
people used as the guinea-pigs for the technology of the Holocaust.*?

Successfully replicated social psychology experiments have shown that the
very act of creating and labelling a category necessarily entails pre-judging it.
Even with something as value-free as the relative length of groups of lines drawn
on a page, people will judge accurately (i.e. mistakes will be randomly distributed)
only as long as the lines remain unlabelled. Call one group of lines A and
another B in advance, and preferences will creep in, as well as the exaggeration
of differences. All the more so, then, with social categories, which inevitably
contain some prior investment of value. Further along the spectrum from
prejudice comes stereotyping, says Tajfel (author of those experiments), and
at the end, the dehumanization and elimination of the outgroup.*?

From this it is possible to conclude that inclusion phobia and the concept of
intellectual disability are the malignant outgrowth of our adaptive cognitive
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functioning. Philosophers more generally have written about ‘the violence of
naming’. The act of labelling an object, the founding gesture of social order, is
also the violent imposition of an inherent inequality through language.** Any
language thus founded (including that of intelligence, and especially its repre-
sentation as science) is rooted in an arbitrary, irrational act that renders
people inherently unequal. So the argument runs. Can we apply this speculation
from critical social theory, lacking as usual any joined-up historical specifi-
cities, to the concrete pathways which inclusion phobia has taken over the
centuries?

Tajfel thought so, or something like it. For him, the dehumanization of others
does not just come from an aggregate of individual mind-sets but from a shared
ingroup affiliation, and from the relations between it and the outgroup; it is
the function of intergroup situations, which are inherently unstable. Hence, he
says, facts from history are as relevant, and as verifiable, as facts from experi-
ment.*> He goes so far as to say that the scientific explanation of social change is
the core component in building a ‘rational model’ of social phenomena.*® As a
test case, it will beat the ‘blood and guts’ examples furnished by sociobiology or
evolutionary psychology every time. Adaptive cognitive functioning should be
seen as a ‘shared psychological process of social change’ in which the acceptability
of ingroup behaviour towards outgroups undergoes constant transformation.*’
(The prime example once again — both Tajfel’s and Gabel’s families had been
murdered in the Holocaust — is the sudden spike in anti-semitism in the Nazi
period and its ensuing downturn.) The categorization process is a continual search
not only to establish coherence, but also to maintain it, by always re-establishing
it anew.

Thus, as well as being rooted in social change, the processes of categorization
have a certain structural permanence, in the sense that a ‘theory of contents
of [outgroup] stereotypes’ is possible. “Where there is dirt there is system’, as
Douglas also reminds us.*® Tajfel divides the contents into those characteristics
which are already ‘assumed to be situational, transitional and flexible, and
those which are assumed to be inherent and immutable’. Stereotypes are on
the one hand in a continual state of breaking up and reassembling under
social pressures, but on the other hand bring order and simplicity to random
variation. Thus, although social change will destroy the usefulness of one
system of status differentiation, in supplying a replacement it demonstrates
the possibility and survival of a general theory of how the content of outgroup
categories arises, if not of their actual content. The common cross-historical
thread is the danger they pose: threats to ingroup self-representation and
status are formed in new ways at particular historical moments.** (Tajfel’s
work teems with examples, but learning disability is not one of them.)

In his explanation of why ingroup/outgroup characteristics and relationships
change Tajfel does not say, simplistically, that the social trumps the individual.
Individual histories are intrinsic to socio-historical changes in the ingroup/
outgroup dynamic, expressing a general process of socialization. The individual’s
self-image ‘derives from his knowledge of his membership of a social group,
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together with the value and emotional significance attached to that member-
ship’.®® As we shall see, it is collective self-image and self-esteem alone that
constitute what is currently called intelligence — and therefore intellectual
disability.

Inclusion phobia: the effectiveness of existing approaches

Along with the authors cited above, I take the pathology to lie in the ingroup
and its creation of outgroup categories, rather than in the people thus cate-
gorized. Inclusion phobia, because it exists at a deeper cultural level and has
a more permanent historical presence than intellectual disability, is the more stable
of the two conditions, and is therefore the more appropriate launching-point for
research into the other.

Is there a cure? Simply naming it is a start. The theoretical approaches
examined above have, as well as some common strengths, some common
limitations. Let us start with the latter. The problem is twofold. First, several
of the theories that locate the problem within the ingroup and its act of
categorizing and labelling others nevertheless belong to that same broad set of
mind-sciences whose research has been responsible for the categorizing and
labelling in the first place. Not a fatal handicap (after all, the disorder lies
only in those subdisciplines that employ concepts of intelligence), but a significant
one. Second, they all ignore learning disability. This seems perverse, since within
present systems of social organization and status representation, this way of
categorizing people is the clearest of all possible illustrations of how an
extreme outgroup is created. Clear, that is, as long as one is not stationed
behind the pillar of one’s own self-esteem.

The two shortcomings are interconnected. Categorization and labelling may
lend order to an otherwise chaotic human universe, but as Tajfel himself points
out, the fact that they then go on to become stereotypical and therefore delu-
sional does not prevent the delusions from invading the research community
itself.”! Existing categories, he says, impose a forced choice of definitional
criteria on upcoming researchers, imposing some things and ignoring others
(nothing illustrates this better than his own failure to mention learning dis-
ability). Any discipline that starts out from scientific concepts of subjective
intelligence and thus, unavoidably, of an intellectually disabled outgroup, must
itself be in some delusionary state. The objective, seemingly neutral rationality of
any experiment in the psychology of intelligence becomes no more than a tacit
but illicit guarantee of the rationality of the subject doing the experimenting.
Psychiatry itself accounts for intellectual disability and anxiety disorder (in
our version of it, inclusion phobia) at the same taxonomic level as each other.
Yet a scientific discipline that by now undoubtedly classifies as phobic the
exclusion of Jews or lepers has the conceptual segregation and (ultimately)
elimination of certain ‘intellectually’ disabled people as the rationale for its own
very existence. Intellectual disability is the first condition listed in DSMS5. The
order is not alphabetical, but no reason is given for the order in which disorders
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do appear. We must assume that pole position is allocated to intellectual disability
because on the circuit of normalcy it is the one condition that does not even
make the starting grid.

In each of the above theories of outgroup exclusion we could effectively
substitute learning disability for some of the illustrations. So why do none of
them mention it? Is it just accidental forgetting, or is it because people with
learning difficulties (let’s say in this case profound or severe ones) do not even
qualify as an outgroup, let alone an ingroup? In other words, the people thus
labelled do not in the last resort qualify as human. The common view of all
the authors is that criteria for categorization are derived from social and cul-
tural contexts. An outgroup for Tajfel can be a group of people you do not
identify with (ballroom dancers, golfers), a group you positively wish to avoid
being identified with (Essex boys, rednecks), or the one group you would do
everything in your power not to be identified with because it would be a
matter of life and death (Jews in mid-century Europe). But in addition to
these kinds of discrimination, public discussion of which has sparked attitu-
dinal changes over a relatively limited timespan (for example the attainment
of political citizenship by women, the European working classes or black
Americans), a whole era will also have at its core a largely unrecognized but
precisely thereby a primary outgroup. That is because, historically, the very
conceptualization of such an outgroup accounts for the identity of the ingroup.
The above authors regard their cited objects of exclusion as temporary victims
whose lot in life can be remedied in the medium historical term. What
remains invisible is not our core outgroup’s existence as such (after all, the
label certainly exists) but the fact that actually it is just as much if not more of
a historical contingency as those other, secondary outgroups such as women,
unskilled labourers or black people. They are secondary in the sense that they
have an escape route from their excluded status. And in the recent past the
escape route has consisted in being able to show precisely that they are not
intellectually disabled, do not have lower 1Qs, and are therefore not like that
tiny, genuinely pathological residuum of people over there.

The problem is that learning disability and the people it denotes expose the
historically contingent nature of the ingroup itself and its claim to status,
threatening not only its social dominance but the means of self-representation
(‘intelligence’) by which that dominance is obtained and maintained. Hence
the need to represent the purely psychological elements of the outgroup’s
identity as a quasi-biological, unchanging natural kind; without that, the
ingroup’s own status could not be natural or permanent either. That is why
learning disability is excluded from the realm of social explanations and theories
that have sought to remove the ‘natural’ label from existing outgroup differences
such as race and gender, and why it is absent from the very argument, from
outgroup theory as such.

This exclusion from the possibility of argument runs right across the theore-
tical and political spectrum. If you are a Foucauldian or some other radical
social theorist, you may be used to arguing, for example, that psychology is
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socially constructed, not a hard science like physics or chemistry but a merely
human science, or more likely a mere set of power-driven prejudices. In such
cases the relationship between observer and observed can easily flip; it is possible
to ask who is mad and who is sane within the clinical relationship, or at least
to define sanity merely as absence of madness (this is almost routine in current
psychiatry). But you have to have a modicum of intelligence in order to do so.
Intelligence and intellectual disability, by contrast, form the intergroup rela-
tionship that for the present moment cannot be flipped. The presuppositions
behind it are absolute.

This becomes clear in the forums where academia and practice meet. There
is a fine line between radical critique and disengagement. Policy initiatives may
try, for example, to tackle inclusion phobia by closing segregated provisions.
Confronted with optimistic social policies like this within an existing regime
of power, radical social theorists may often be found in opposition, lined up
alongside medical-model positivists in a Coalition of No Tomorrow. What the
doctor sees as wild-eyed radicalism the Foucauldian or social constructionist
sees as a naive surrender to neo-liberalism, but their doubt is the same: how
can someone disabled in their intellect survive in a brutal world? One group is
against the possibilities of change because it is conservative and has an urge
to protect people, the other because change within any existing regime of
power is self-evidently impossible. Hence this is a minority that is excluded even
from the idea that outgroups can challenge their own marginalization — they are
excluded from the ingroup of outgroups, so to speak.

Not only that: they are precisely the outgroup that should be most crucial
to the theory, since cognitive ability — attributed first to elite clerical adminis-
trators and now to virtually all its subjects — is what convinces the average
citizen they have power when they do not. Grant people a specious but quasi-
autonomous sphere like this, in the form of meritocratic intelligence or
rational consent, and you strengthen their bonds to the power of the state and
the markets. Where disability is concerned, to charge governments with neo-
liberalism for aiming at paid employment for people with profound learning
difficulties (the chance for people with moderate ones would also be a fine thing)
is to accept neo-liberalism as an excluding system. It lies within the very
definition of such a system to exclude people who can’t work or obtain a job
through the markets. As Douglas points out, the urge to maintain purity of
caste and ingroup cleanliness is rooted in the division of labour.’* To endorse
the idea that people with learning difficulties lie outside a capitalist labour
market is thereby to help maintain in its present state the very mechanism you
consider to be an excluding one, and thus to endorse the very thing you
appear to be challenging. A call for people to have jobs may sound naive, but
demonstrates the possibility of historical change, by challenging the reification
mechanisms of a division of labour whose current state is regarded as being
as fixed in nature.

The omission of learning disability from these authors’ lists of category
mistakes and delusions goes hand in hand with their omission of a detailed
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historical perspective on the particularities of change among outgroups, even the
ones they do mention. Restoring the first omission should lead to a restoration
of the second, and vice-versa. The creation and exclusion of outgroups may be
a collective ingroup disorder, but where the topic is intelligence itself, the word
‘collective’ indicates not just an ingroup but an ingroup so far in the majority
as to be considered a species: intelligence is central to the rationality of modern
social life, but precisely as such it is also presented as the core natural element
in what it is to be human. If the roughly 1 per cent sector of the population
with learning difficulties is the primary outgroup of the modern era, then the
ingroup is the entire number of those within the band of normal intelligence
and above. The distinction between social ingroup (99 per cent) and natural
species (100 per cent) having been elided, it is easy to fall for the trick.

The antidote is an awareness of the conceptual history of inclusion phobia.
A theoretical account of it has to be something quite different from what
Foucault or social constructionism can offer. Although Moore itemizes certain
shifts in outgroup patterns, in the last resort he demotes the detailed historical
process on which such a theory has to be built, in favour of structure. His
overall picture is largely static, or at best identifies just one big historical
landmark. We cannot understand the crucial stage of learning disability in the
longer trajectory of inclusion phobia unless we know how it was born or even
that it was born in the first place, at some point through that trajectory, and
how it progressed from its formerly relative status, as at most a secondary
aspect of other outgroup categories, to the key role it now occupies as an
extreme outgroup among the forms of human self-representation

The importance of that history is therefore, on the one hand, that in terms of
actual content extreme outgroups of the distant past have characteristics quite
different from today’s learning disabled group (thus learning disability is modern),
but that, on the other hand, there is a concrete, traceable continuity from one
extreme outgroup to the next, from those of the distant past till the present
day. What fuels that continuity and creates the links in the historical chain, in
tandem with the changing material conditions of socio-economic organization, is
inclusion phobia. It is in the very acting out of the phobia, and thus in the crea-
tion and exclusion of learning disability and the people it denotes, that we build for
ourselves what Ludwig Wittgenstein called a ‘form of life’ distinguishable from
that of other animals: that is to say, a species culture (for the moment, one that is
centred on the idea of human intelligence). We then jump to a further claim,
which Wittgenstein was alert to and which — precisely with regard to ‘feeble-
minded’ people — he refuted: that this culture defines our position in nature.>®

The fact that learning disability as the characteristic of the core outgroup
did not emerge until three centuries ago, and therefore that it may disappear
in the future, shows how history can contribute to understanding present-day
policies and practices and to acting on them. Gabel calls the ingroup’s denial
of history ‘autistic’, but provides little in the way of detail himself, only a
broad theory of change as dialectic. Girard provides a greater variety of
instances. But both are skewed by their teleological approaches, that is, the
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prospect of salvation — in Gabel’s case Marxist, in Girard’s case Christian.
Moore too provides detail, but in his case it is skewed by the opposite, dystopian
prospect: the inevitable and everlasting grip of institutional power. Tajfel’s
experiments showing how any act of labelling is intrinsically an attribution of
value would probably pass the falsifiability test that signifies an exact science,
but they ignore the possibility that learning disability might be their most
potent test case.

Leaving aside these criticisms, each of the above approaches supplies
invaluable insights that will be applied in what follows. Obsessive-compulsive
fears of pollution; morbid rationalism and excess of the identificatory function;
schizoid and paranoid thinking; static, ‘spatialized’ systems for classifying live
human relationships; scapegoating and the crisis of differentiation; labelling
as inherently value-driven: all these concepts will help us to understand how
in the long term, learning disability — the concept, the description, the diagnosis,
the corresponding social arrangements — is evidence of a collective disorder.
No one can say whether inclusion phobia and its tendency to extremes is
characteristic of human societies in general. What we can do is give a detailed
account of what has happened to it along the way, to use this as the basis
for discerning underlying patterns in the concepts we apply in the learning
disability field today, and to think about their future.
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3 Intelligence

We have seen where learning disability stands in relation to inclusion phobia, the
more fundamental condition that generates it. Another approach to defining it
would be to define what it excludes: intellectual ability, and intelligence. We
have not yet said what intelligence is, in precise scientific terms. Physics, for
example, has Newton’s law of universal gravitation, chemistry Boyle’s law of
the volume and pressure of gases, and biology Darwin’s law of evolution.
Does the psychology of intelligence have its own equivalent law, one that
governs its existence and provides an equally watertight foundation? What
does it say? And who was its author? The empirical evidence from history tells us
that the answers are respectively no, nothing, and no one. The definition of
intelligence is at best a matter of consensus: not a consensus about the definition
of something we know is there, but about whether it is there at all. This must
therefore apply likewise to learning disability, since the relationship between
the two is polar.

The problem is that consensuses do not last. Consensual means political: a
provisional agreement, based not on experimental verification but on the
relative authority of whoever is making the definition. The ingroup’s essential
possession is always up for grabs. With its constant ability to disappear and
re-emerge as something entirely other, the concept of intelligence does not belong
in the realm of science; it is a classic case of magic, as an anthropologist would
describe it.! We have already seen how it starts from the relationship of
human beings to animals, and from the phobic rituals of domination over
them present in all the monotheistic religions.

Intelligence is something we share with animals but perhaps have more of;
or it is completely different from animal intelligence; or animals do not have
any; or, looking forwards, it is something computers that simulate the human
brain (or vice-versa) share with us. From this, just about anything can be
extracted by way of definition. For many in the professions it is an individual
possession, for the more community-minded it is primarily ‘social intelligence’.
For behaviourists it is an external descriptor of behaviours, for cognitivists an
internal process. For Alfred Binet it is attention span, judgment, critical spirit,
and abstraction, for Jean Piaget it is logical reasoning. It has also been
information-processing (the acquisition, storing and retrieval of conceptual
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information);” or a general cognitive ability that is also innate;> or an ability to
modify the structure of one’s cognitive functioning in order to adapt to external
change;* or an assembly of seven discrete items (linguistic, logical-mathematical,
spatial, musical, bodily-kinaesthetic, interpersonal, and intrapersonal intelli-
gences);’ or three (operations, content, products);® or a different three (analytic,
creative, practical) focused on adaptive behaviour;’ or four (planning, attention,
simultaneous processing and successive processing);® or two (practical and
creative);” or a hundred and eighty.'” To these we can add problem-solving,
forethought, consciousness, communication, and we have barely started. If the
reader detects the research-lite hand of Google in some of the above, that is
the whole point: the different hits would extend almost infinitely.

Psychologists now tend to deal with this problem of definition liberally. Robert
Sternberg, one of the above, admitted that upon asking a couple of dozen
authorities for a definition he got a couple of dozen different ones.!' The
American Psychological Association’s taskforce, set up precisely to achieve
stability on this issue, cited him and added: ‘No such conceptualization has yet
answered all the important questions and none commands universal assent.”!?
Hence each new piece of research into intelligence must start by a qualifier of
the following kind: ‘Our working definition of intelligence is essentially that
offered by x.”!* In this particular example, x had listed ‘the ability to reason,
plan, solve problems, think abstractly, comprehend complex ideas, learning
quickly and learn from experience’, ending even more vaguely with “catching
on”, “making sense” of things, or “figuring out” what to do’. If a definition offered
by x (here, the educational psychologist Professor Linda Gottfredson'?) is
valid, why not a definition offered by y (myself), or z (Jonny)?

The giant research programmes of cognitive genetics consider it legitimate
to proceed without clarity, and without even the APA’s desire for clarity,
about what intelligence is. The idea that definitions of it are relative is familiar
enough, but we can easily be fooled by the many ways in which that obvious
relativity is finessed. The inviolable importance of a generally accepted con-
cept of intelligence in the modern world leads people to run with the hare and
hunt with the hounds. Sternberg himself, for example, explains the problem
by paraphrasing the well known ‘elephant’ story. Three blind men, coming
across an elephant for the first time and feeling it all over, each have a dif-
ferent impression: the one feeling its leg says it is like a tree, the one feeling its
trunk like a snake, the one feeling its side like a wall. So who is right? Sternberg
gives the impression of being about to say that intelligence is therefore a relative
concept. But he does not, simply leaving his readers to infer that he has dealt
with the problem when he has not. In any case, it is a misrepresentation. The
original story said that the blind man thinks the elephant is a tree, or a snake, or
a wall, not that it is /ike a tree etc. And Sternberg, since he himself offers one
of the above definitions, certainly does think it is something.

Any one definition of intelligence will usually be a general heading, comprising
several discrete items. The question then arises, what is the boundary separ-
ating the items which can be added to intelligence under that definition from
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those which cannot? If a definition of intelligence can extend from activity a to
activity b, what is there to stop it extending to ¢, d, ¢, ad infinitum? Answers
can only be regressive: that is, the criterion for drawing that boundary can only
be ‘intelligence’, the very concept whose definition begged the question in the first
place.!® In some cases this is accommodated by the addition of an adjective to
those aspects that seem not to belong (hence ‘emotional intelligence’, ‘moral
intelligence’, ‘spiritual intelligence’, etc.). But this only spins out the original
problem. In effect, definitions will coalesce temporarily around a limited number
of observable human activities, with no clear boundary between these and other
contemporary activities, capabilities or behaviours deemed to lie outside it.

Intelligence and dogmatism

Some of the founders of psychometrics went further and acknowledged the
pointlessness of trying to reach a definition.'® The substance of what it mea-
sures is irrelevant. Its scientific basis is predetermined by the fact that it
appears to be measurable. Measurability, all on its own, guarantees that it is a real,
positive entity. As it can be counted, it can be anything one likes, and most
likely a mix of the unexamined presuppositions any particular researcher brings
to the table. Nevertheless, the application of psychometrics to research progra-
mmes in behavioural and cognitive genetics, which probe the biological causes
of intelligence and intellectual disability, has captured the public imagination
through the media, where its prestidigitators, backed by large research funds,
become spokesmen for a whole society.

It was a century ago that the idea of genetic inheritance was first attached
to notions of a ‘general’ intelligence, or g (sporting the same initial as physicists
use for gravity). The political stimulus for sharpening up definitions of intelli-
gence was a panic about its deficiencies. In the early twentieth century Charles
Spearman, following Francis Galton, was alarmed like his peer elite about the
rate of breeding of the unskilled working class and of non-white colonial
populations. He injected some statistical sophistication, but the legerdemain
remained simple. It went as follows. Hypothesis: There is a general intelli-
gence, and if so, the performances of discrete human abilities will correlate.
Method: Choose certain discrete abilities and measure the performances.
Result: They correlate. Conclusion: There is a general intelligence, and it
consists of these discrete abilities.

Spearman’s present-day descendants trace the same circle, and the launching-
point for research in cognitive and behavioural genetics has, again, been
deficiency (this time, mainly language disorder and autism). By no means all
of them believe in g, the reducibility of all modular abilities to a single measure.
But they all assume the existence of intelligence as such, as a scientific object.
Its conceptually unstable character doesn’t matter, they say, because the
heritability rate is generally consistent across every kind of test. Intelligence
is whatever intelligence tests measure. What is intelligence? Whatever is
measured by intelligence tests. What do these tests measure? Intelligence.
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Critics have reduced the biogenetic position to absurdity like this many times,
but satire is not enough. As anyone who has had a relationship with a mentally
ill person knows, there is no point in directly challenging the logic or veracity
of an individual’s disordered picture of the world. When the disorder is that
of a whole dominant ideology, the far more interesting question is how the
exposure of some spurious argument — not just by radical social critics but
even by some in the field'” — is ignored by otherwise sane people. Etiquette in
the hard sciences resembles that of duelling. Like calling a gentleman a liar or
villain, challenging someone’s scientific evidence demands the satisfaction of
an immediate response, and this is normally given. Not when intelligence is
part of the discussion, however. Critics are not answered but blanked. When
the initial sequencing of the human genome led to wild predictions about
genetic cures for disorders of the mind, many warned about the political and
historical instability of psychiatric categories. In a minor contribution I poin-
ted out, to an audience with an interest in science, the coincidence between
the dropping of the ‘hysteria’ label from DSM and the rise of the feminist
movement.'® Having given the wrong number for the edition in which it had
disappeared, I was pursued mercilessly and quite rightly until I confessed my
mistake, but my actual challenge, equally a matter of fact, was ignored.

This illustration is not offered by way of complaint but on the contrary to
illustrate the absolute normality of a non-response. Where the challenge
involves something to do with the mind, defendants do not respond or amend
as they would if they had made wrong observations of DNA by mistaking base
pair CLDN17 for base pair CLDN18. The reason they do not feel obliged is
because the issue is not one of biochemical fact in that sense. Yet when the
same people announce some DNA-related finding about the causes of intelli-
gence, suddenly it is a matter of biochemical fact. This schizoid position must
be explained as an endemic disorder of minds suffering from inclusion
phobia. The refusal to entertain disconfirmatory evidence is in fact typical of
disorders in which there is a paranoid anxiety about some threat, arising in
the course of an emotional interaction that enmeshes psychotic processes with
pre-existing beliefs (‘immigrants all get free housing’ is a familiar example)."®
The exact nature of that threat will be discussed in the next chapter.

Existing controversy on the difference between fact and opinion in this field
is centred on the opposition between nature and nurture. This controversy is a
diversion, however. The current estimate of cognitive geneticists is that herit-
ability and environment each contribute around 50 per cent.?® This figure looks
suspiciously round. Could it just be an artefact, originating from the fact that
there are only two items, nature and nurture, to choose from? (The question of
why just two, and why these two, is dealt with in Chapter 5.) The opposition
between nature and nurture seems to reflect a political opposition, between
right-wing justifications of social inequality on grounds of unequal intelligence
and left-wing optimism about levelling out genetic inheritance with equal edu-
cational opportunities. Researchers themselves usually disown any such narrow
political allegiances. The presenter of a public radio programme discussing
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the variability of definitions of intelligence, science communicator and editor
of Nature Dr Adam Rutherford, claimed that what goes on in the laboratory
is unbiased; the politics only starts outside.?' But the prior question is not just
what goes on in the lab but what is present there in the first place. Intelligence
is there, and it is an unstable, already political concept at root.

The issue is not, as the popular science communicators present it, the rela-
tionship of DNA to nurture, nor politics of the right-left sort. The weakness in
cognitive genetics lies deeper. It is the more basic assumption that the two types
of research, into biochemistry and into the mind, can work with each other in
the first place. Rutherford defended experimental practice on the grounds that
‘When we say that this or that person is clever, we sort of know what we
mean.” Now a laboratory normally operates on the basis of what researchers
actually do know. Its existence has been verified by scientific method. What
they ‘sort of” know is another matter. Compressing them into a single aim, to
establish biochemical causes of intelligence, is no guarantee that the two
realms of knowledge involved are capable of joining up. As the well funded
roofer who has tried and failed to mend your leaky guttering will tell you,
bonding new plastic to old lead is tricky. If intelligence is a matter of opinion
(what we sort of know), no theory that bonds it to DNA (what we do know)
is falsifiable. The rules of scientific method do not and cannot apply in this
kind of experiment, because there are no conceivable circumstances under
which its conclusions can be challenged (again, I do not expect an answer).

Rutherford interviewed another well-known science communicator, Professor
Steve Jones, who rightly warned: “We are entitled to our own opinions, but
not to our own facts.” Comparing arguments for the primary influence of nurture
with those for the existence of God, he went on to say that ‘if somebody has
decided to believe something — whatever the evidence — then there is nothing
you can do about it’ so there is no point even bothering to argue with them,
any more than with our notional insane person. Yet what intelligence is, is
opinion rather than fact, and in the above case it was the one Jones himself
opted to believe in.

This is where history rides to the rescue. Perhaps it is possible to engage
with disordered minds after all. The historian R. G. Collingwood is well
known for pointing out how important our ‘absolute presuppositions’ are. For
people of any era, certain things were or are beyond question. There has been
a prior, unwitting decision to believe. Absolute presuppositions are the very
ground you are standing on. This is what makes them absolute rather than
relative. People do not even find it necessary to propose them as true; to do so
could provoke awareness of the possibility that they might not be. To speak
about ‘sort of’ knowing what intelligence is betrays subconscious anxiety
about the chasm that might just open up beneath the speaker’s feet, especially as
it is a presupposition based on ingroup self-esteem.

The historian’s task is to explore and reconstruct the past as an outcome of
these unquestionable beliefs. We shall examine shortly the absolute pre-
suppositions which existed around status and inclusion phobia in the period
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immediately before the modern era (‘modern’ for a historian means roughly
the seventeenth century onwards) and the triumph of human reason or intelli-
gence that went with it. The presuppositions of the past may seem entirely
obsolete, scarcely capable of being grasped and hence not worth studying. But
Collingwood also pointed out that it might be difficult to get round the back
of our own without being able to get round the back of them, and vice-
versa.”? Intelligence is an example. Studying the past is useful because it helps
us to trace, via gradual, concrete links in a historical chain, the move towards
the modern concept of a specifically human intelligence and its elevation into
the object of a sacred rite. It also helps us to project into the future, if only to
ask at what point this absolute presupposition of our own will have been
replaced by something else.

Intelligence and scepticism

All research worth the name starts off by questioning existing knowledge.
There is no limit on how deep a question can go. Are the basic categories we
currently work with in the field of learning disability a foundation for
knowledge, or are they just received opinion?

At the dawn of the modern era, René Descartes made the classic statement
of scepticism, which fed into the origins of modern science:

If someone with a basket of apples was worried that some of them might
be rotten and wanted to remove them, so that the rest would not rot too,
how would he go about it? Wouldn’t he start by emptying the basket
completely? Wouldn’t he then examine every apple in turn, and put back
only the ones he could see were not affected?”’

The key word is ‘completely’. Every item has to be removed for inspection.
And for us that includes the very notions of intelligence and learning dis-
ability. Do these things really exist, or are they just delusions? We have seen that
most research on our topic, sociological as well as psychomedical, ignores
Descartes’ warning. We take it for granted that intelligence, and therefore
intellectual disability and the identity of the people it describes, are sound
apples, even if we cannot say convincingly what they are. If the definition of
intelligence is exclusively down to consensus and politics, the same must go
for its polar opposite. The APA, in setting itself that task of defining intelli-
gence, unwittingly revealed how this works when it excused its failure to do so
by saying, ‘Scientific research rarely begins with fully agreed definitions,
though it may eventually lead to them’. The delusion here is that what goes
on in a seminar room and what goes on in a specimen chamber belong in the
same class of things.

How does this kind of scepticism contribute to social action? It is not
unusual to encounter criticisms of the way the concept is used in practice.
Intelligence, and likewise its deficiencies, may seem not to refer to anything
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real, in the sense of having a permanent existence in nature and an unchanging
historical identity, but their conceptual hollowness does not mean we can ignore
them. They are the delusions of a whole society and its power structures.
Categorizations of our fellow human beings, even if merely verbal, and how-
ever illusory they may be, have a direct effect on our lives. Even if categories
are only what we want them to mean, they also help to construct exclusive
social institutions, spread phobic but apparently normal ways of thinking and
doing things, and set criteria for future research and funding. The only way to
avoid the normality of exclusion, to negotiate the crevasse in mainstream life,
culture and institutions down which some of our fellow human beings vanish,
is to set them within a historical and with that a future perspective. It means
looking in detail at how specific conceptual categories came to be as they are
now, others having been discarded or avoided: by catching them in flight, so
to speak. It can help us to intervene effectively in the here and now and in
people’s future prospects.

If, on the one hand, the long historical perspective shows how ingroup
anxieties long ago were about things so entirely different that they bear no
relation to a modern concept such as human intelligence, or to the population
excluded by it, on the other hand that perspective reveals a continuous trail of
categories, a concrete historical totality, within one particular phase of which
we find ourselves today. Trawling the historical record we find fruit sound
enough to go back in the basket — it just turns out not to be apples.

Particular forms of social organization throw up and require abilities that
involve a more or less ‘pure’ thinking, separable from other human activities.
That is not in question. What is in question is people’s ideas about what
forms and frames its content, and therefore the existence of intelligence as a cross-
historical object. Ideas about its historical permanence often take the closed
circular form which Gabel regards as typically schizoid. For example, psy-
chology is the study of the mind, yet what we study it with is also the mind.
How can one and the same thing be both the thing investigated and the thing
that is doing the investigating? In medieval and Renaissance philosophy, the
mind was in its ideal state when ‘the understanding understands the under-
standing’. As the philosopher Thomas Hobbes pointed out, this is as absurd
as saying that ‘sight sees sight’, or ‘hearing hears hearing’. It collapses in on
itself. In what sense were those medieval thinkers doing psychology? They
were not making everyday case studies of people’s minds; they were referring
instead to the blessed state of the human soul after death, and to occasional
moments of extra-saintly contemplation by themselves. All discussion could
be referred back to the operations of divine reason: a transcendent intelli-
gence entirely free from contamination by the body and the senses, which
would otherwise distort it.

Modern psychology is nevertheless the direct descendant of medieval phi-
losophy and theology. The circular thinking whereby the investigative tool of
a discipline is made of the same stuff as the thing it investigates has material
social effects. It acts like a stockade, closing off and protecting the entire
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knowledge system of an era as it turns its back defensively on any social
relationships that might threaten it. This is what Gabel defines as the ‘autistic’
element in the thinking of a social class or ingroup maintaining its power.
Intelligence, as a claim to define the human species, is defending a whole way
of life. The notional 1 per cent of people whose character breeds fear of con-
tamination through their association with what lies beyond the purity of the
ingroup circle, like the 75 per cent of labouring and money-grubbing masses
positioned beyond the medieval elite, evoke the mess and dirt of bodily
appetites. As mere bodies, they contaminate the sacredness of intelligence.

The medieval thinkers’ phobic disgust continues today in transhumanism, a
quasi-religious area of study that predicts and aims at ridding ourselves of our
corporeal identities. The very word ‘transhuman’ is in fact an old one. It was
first coined by Dante to describe the narrator’s state of being when at the end of
The Divine Comedy he comes to face to face with God. The link to leading
present-day transhumanists is not so obscure. Professor Nick Bostrom, a
researcher on techniques for discarding bodily influence through cyborgization,
continues to cite Anglican bishops in support of this aim, and unwittingly
exposes the phobic motives: ‘I am apt to think, if we knew what it was to be
an angel for one hour, we should return to this world ... with vastly more
loathing and reluctance than we would now descend into a loathsome dun-
geon or sepulchre.’®* Such ideas are even discussed in the same institutions
now as then. The same Oxford University whose medieval theologians once
hosted the theory of the immortal soul and its aspiration to a bodiless, angelic
state in which communication would took place directly by thought transference,
now hosts Professor Bostrom’s Future of Humanity Institute, which examines
the technical possibilities for ‘superintelligence’ and the transformation of
human beings into pure software that can migrate to other galaxies.

Similarly, the heterodox medieval doctrine of mortalism, which said that
the soul dies with the body and only revives and reunites with it at the Day of
Judgement, has clear a link forward to cryonics and the MIT neuroscientists’
vision of ‘uploading’ our brains so that they can be scanned and reanimated
after death in a computer simulation which, once invented, will be able to
resurrect our individual consciousnesses in a matrix where virtual bodies and
minds can live forever.?

Intelligence and religious delusion

All the definitions of intelligence cited above start with some version of the
formula: ‘Intelligence is ...” This is an example of what logicians call deductive
reasoning: the starting-point is a general premise (in this case, the existence of
intelligence), from which logical consequences are drawn. Modern science
finds this way of reasoning inadequate. The train of thought that follows, how-
ever logical in itself, will be flawed because the premise remains unexamined and
therefore can turn out to be a chimera. In the medieval university, where logic
was part of the core curriculum, the paradigm case for deductive reasoning
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was ‘God is ...” You presupposed the existence of God, then said who he was
and why he had to exist. Substitute any psychological category for God, and
the same problem will arise by analogy: ‘Emotion is ...", ‘Imagination is ...’,
for example. Anyone can complete these predicates with anything they like,
having presupposed the prior existence of that category.

‘Intelligence is ...", however, is a special case. This is more than an analogy.
The God of medieval philosophy was Intelligence, by definition. And then,
from the late seventeenth century through to the establishment of the modern
psychological disciplines, God the Divine Intelligence imperceptibly became
human intelligence. Our modern category of intelligence is not like the concept
of God, it is the concept of God, by historical derivation. Professor Robert
Plomin, currently a major recipient of cognitive genetics funding in the UK,
is the direct intellectual descendant of Charles Spearman, the early-twentieth-
century inventor of ‘general’ intelligence, who was the descendant of the leading
thirteenth-century theologian St Thomas Aquinas, who in turn was a recipient
of divine wisdom. However secular our modern conceptions of what it is to
be human may seem, there are certain things we grasp not by analysing but by
worshipping them. Intelligence is one. Divine reason has not been secularized,
its sanctity has simply been transferred to human beings, as a species.

The notion of an intelligence that is peculiar to humans as a biological
species is scarcely three centuries old. It is in fact only one of the many dif-
ferent ways in which we have represented ourselves to ourselves and to each
other. During that period, modes of human self-representation changed and
competed. In this process intelligence added itself to the stock of prime materials
from which ingroup/outgroup categories are made and remade. A succession
of individual thinkers has defined it and redefined it as what they themselves
possess. In the modern era it has won out, and is now so universal and
entrenched that we are incapable of seeing it for what is in essence: namely, a
temporary and historically contingent sub-set of the ultimately non-specific
claim to be above certain other people. If some individuals do not have more
or less of it than others, it cannot exist: hence it is a product of Girard’s ‘crisis
of differentiation’.*

And so, finally, we have arrived at the point of definition. Intelligence is a
claim to status. To make this absolutely clear: it is not the kind of claim to
status that can refer back to some prior, verifiable collateral (like wealth, for
example). It is a status claim and nothing else. When we say intelligent we
mean better, i.e. better than someone else. The two words are identical and
cannot be separated. It is not that if you are more intelligent, you have higher
status as a result; nor is it just that the word is loaded with value, as are all
terms used to describe human qualities. ‘Intelligent’ and ‘better’ are synonyms.
Intelligence is the act of pulling rank rather than any substantive reason for doing
so. No more than that — but also no less, since such abstract claims to status are a
formative part of dominant ideologies and social structures, alongside mate-
rial conditions and in interaction with them, and they have a direct impact on
people’s lives.
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In fact our whole descriptive framework for intelligence and the study of it
is a continuation, in pseudo-secular terms, of the medieval view of the cosmos as
a hierarchical ladder of nature. At the very top stood divine perfection. All forms
of life were by degrees closer to or further off from this perfection which con-
sisted of reason. Our usual perspective is to lump ideas like this with religious
or primitive ideas in general, and to contrast them with those of the modern
human sciences. Nevertheless, a passage can be traced in concrete detail from
thirteenth-century schools of theology to our own futurological institutes, a
passage during which there has been no epistemological revolution of the
kind that occurred in physics, chemistry or even (despite the best efforts of the
evolutionary psychologists) biology, that might call the ladder of nature and
its hierarchy of value in question.

The aspiration to cosmic immortality and angelic cyborgization seeks
reassurance in concepts of intellectual disability and the possibility of eliminating
it. The ladder of nature, still embedded in the psychology of intelligence, tells us
that being intellectually disabled marks a lesser degree of perfection. But
intelligence is merely the temporary conceptual occupant of a rung that exists
before any substance or content has been announced. What being intelligent
means, once the substance of some specific behaviour or ability has actually
entered the discussion, is that this particular ability is of superior value for the
era you live in. And so the same goes for the outgroup, which will simply consist
of people who are of less value in that specific sense. Even across the present
‘cognitive’ moment, we have little consensus about what cognition itself con-
sists of; even in the medium term cognitive ability and its correspondingly
disabled outgroup are categories as unstable as intelligence itself.

Intelligence and empire

The idea of nature as a hierarchical ladder belongs in a nexus of material social
relations. To understand inclusion phobia and ingroup/outgroup formation we
have to focus on social history as well as ideas — and more precisely the inter-
penetration between the two. In the history of religious ideas, the superiority
we feel over other animals on the ladder of nature reflects the superiority of
some of us feel over other human beings. But that superiority is also embedded
in the detailed history of administrative practices. In fact, the conceptualization
and possibly the very existence of the most frequently cited components of cog-
nitive ability — information processing, logical reasoning, abstraction — arise
directly out of those practices.

The key moment is the rise of empire in the late Roman period, alongside the
spread of Christianity. Some preliminaries are necessary, though. Before that,
the professional educators of Athens and its mercantile power base, known as
Sophists, had already conceived something like an information-processing model
which we know about from a drily ironic description of it by Plato. The thinking
process in a human being, they said, is like a wax tablet on which impressions
are inscribed; some are deeper, some fainter, and thus more or less fit to
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accommodate, retain or retrieve the information acquired. Some people had
deficient mental wax. Deficiency might overlap with lack of legal or political
status (slaves, women, non-citizens), but might also be attributed to artisans,
who were citizens and had the vote. The overlap between psychological category
and social identity was still hazy. In fact even slaves and women belonged in
some sense, since the city-state was a society whose model of difference was
rooted in integration (each deficient or politically marginalized group had a
positive social function) rather than exclusion.

The Greeks are usually thought of as great minds who started us all off
down the road of psychology, or as primitives whose naive ideas we have jet-
tisoned. Mostly they were neither. Nevertheless, that information-processing
model does point to some historical continuity from then till now: namely, the
assumption that what goes on internally, in the mind, can be described by
whatever information technology is around in the external, material world.
What features in the discussion of mental and intellectual processes is often
just the internalization of something that has a prior existence in the external
world. The student listening to a lecture about the mind being a wax tablet
would have been scribbling his notes on his personal wax tablet — the writing
technology of the time. There is an obvious parallel between saying in 400 BC
that the mind is like a wax tablet, in 1200 AD a blank sheet of paper, and in
2000 ap a computer tablet. Greek information-processing theory was a pre-
cursor to modern cognitive theory in just this sense: the historical constant is
that both are instances of the same techno-fallacy.

Aside from this, we get the first inklings of a specifically modern Western
concept of intelligence not from ancient Greece or even the early Roman
republic but from the later (Roman) growth of settled empire, from the first
century Ap onwards, that is. The interaction between social history and the
history of ideas becomes clearer with the unprecedented expansion of settled
empire and its extraordinary organizational demands. The republic had run a
Mediterranean empire of sorts, but its ramshackle political organization and
infrastructures were still those of a local city-state. As the system of empire
spread, however, the establishment of adequate administrative and legal sys-
tems began to sow the seeds of modern bureaucracy. A jurisdiction that stretched
from Cairo to Carlisle demanded a universal system of office-holding among
locals, to administer property law, taxation, censuses and the rest.*’

Alongside the introduction of these external controls, people’s inner natures
and thought processes were also coming gradually under the far-flung scrutiny of
Christianity. An orderly system of remote power embedded in local institutions
of law and politics required a corresponding form of religion. Here too are some
of the important roots of modern intelligence. The idea of the unknown has a
social significance everywhere, as Douglas reminds us. In simple societies
shamans, and in complex ones priests, to be followed by the mind-sciences,
control the distinction between absence and presence, and use this power to
deal with contamination. They are in charge of prohibitions and exclusions,
acting in support of an unknown, because remote, God, or an unknown,
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because remote, centre of administration. As this elite ‘shuttle[s] back and
forth’ between the human world and an immaterial, invisible world of the
‘spirit” or ‘mind’ beyond the grasp of ordinary people, its successful exercise of
authority hangs on its role as provider of solutions to problems arising in
social arrangements.?®

‘Prohibitions’, says Douglas ‘trace [both] the cosmic order and the ideal
social order’. Exclusions too, we might add. Christianity’s practical means for
the systemization and supervision of people’s inner, intellectual natures took
the form of the catechism. Early on, the people tested by this kind of baseline
assessment would have been mainly apprentice theologians, at a fairly high level
(not local priests, for example, who tended to be illiterate). They were very few,
but they would also be the ones who, if found deficient, would contaminate
the purity of the ecclesiastical elite and its institutions, and whom it was
therefore crucial to exclude.

What were the core ideas in which these apprentices were trained? During
the third century AD two seminal ideas about the mind, associated with two
key figures, arose: (1) the establishment of Intelligence or (depending on con-
text) Intellect as a general, overarching entity; and (2) the definition of man as
a ‘rational animal’.

The first of these was due to school of thought headed by a philosopher
named Plotinus, who had absorbed and radically altered Greek thought in
this field. He uncoupled the realm of the unknown from local deities and
recreated it on a grand unitary scale. For a Roman imperial administration
espousing Christianity, that realm now consisted of the Divine Intellect, in its
supreme self-contemplating state. Plotinus transmitted this idea on to the
medieval knowledge systems, via the Arab philosophers; the modern concept
of a general intelligence is a long-term historical descendant of his unashamedly
circular theory. Of course the concept of intelligence per se underwent many
transformations in the centuries in between. It is above all in methods of
exclusion that we find the stable historical perspective in which to set it.

The second seminal idea came from a student of Plotinus named Porphyry,
who coined the formula ‘Man is a rational animal.” In doing so, he took a
major step on the path towards the modern cognitive concept of man,
pinpointing human beings on the ladder of nature at an overlapping mid-
point between the animal realm and divine reason. His ubiquitous phrase
became the founding principle of medieval cosmology, and subsequently of
what we now call the human sciences. It was the focal point of a system for
the organization of knowledge, including knowledge about human beings,
that would last.

If the shaman’s method is to mediate between the unknown and the here
and now, as a way of fixing social problems, in a complex imperial society it
had to be adjusted to the extended character of that society’s rule. Ways of
describing and categorizing people, while remaining in touch with the mys-
tical and spirit world, had to be made more systematic as social and political
relations became more stretched, geographically and commercially. It should
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come as no surprise, then, to find that Plotinus and Porphyry, both hardcore
mystics, were also personal friends of highly pragmatic emperors. The sixth-
century writer Boethius, to whom medieval Europe owed its knowledge of
Porphyry’s formula, had been a Roman consul. The idea that intelligence
marked the place of human beings in the distribution of natural species was
thus a political principle before it became a psychological one. No wonder
man was a rational animal, when the people responsible for organizing this
place for him in a system of natural categories were those at the centre of power,
responsible for organizing the extended social relations of empire’s outreach
and for bringing remote populations into line.

Intelligence and bureaucracy

Nevertheless, in this formula reason still overlapped with the divine intellect,
and was accessed only secondarily by human beings. Once the late medieval
structures of imperial, ecclesiastical and legal administration required a profes-
sional clerical caste, only then could the idea begin to grow of a specifically
human reasoning that had a separate, objective, observable existence and a
tightly classifiable place in the natural world. The people who modelled it
were, of course, that caste. Information-processing, logical reasoning and
abstraction: these were bureaucratic organizational procedures out there in
the external world first; only subsequently did one social group start to inter-
nalize these things in the subjective picture it had of itself, and from there to
think of them as skills characteristic of the human species.

The need to file things in the external, material world leads to the idea of
filing internal mental ones (‘abstraction’); the magic circle of intelligence and its
ingroup is then sealed when that internalized process is itself re-externalized,
as an objective fact of psychology. This illustrates the broader process within
the mind sciences in general by which thinghood is attributed to the invisible,
intangible qualities of human relationships; pre-existing objective structures
are identified and located within the human individual by a process of meta-
phorical extension, and once that is done they are reified as ‘psychological
objects’.?’

When theologians and philosophers in the first universities maintained that
information-processing and the rest were archetypally human, they meant
they themselves were the archetypal humans, as did their ex-students embarking
on careers in administration and the professions. The latter, finding themselves
in a social hierarchy that had been founded on military skill and whose cor-
responding internal quality was honour, launched the process in which the
key internal quality came to be the new human reason instead; centuries later,
these people have expanded to become a caste to which everyone — or almost
everyone — belongs.

The caste was rooted in material interests. Roman-style remote administration
was continued by the empires around the Mediterranean that followed, then
became tighter and more unified through the system of extended landholding
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we call feudalism. A patrilineal system of inheritance came to predominate.
The clerical caste’s position within the elite was subordinate because their
elder brothers inherited the land and thus also the primary internal and personal
attributes of honour and bloodline. Some clerks’ paternity made their own status
honourable too, albeit less so, and this ruled out dishonourable alternative
careers such as trade or banking (that is, in theory — actual social history is
another matter and there was plenty of social mixing). It was therefore all the
more urgent for them to pursue their own characteristic status claim. The first
church fathers had not boasted about how clever they were. But skilled, lit-
erate administrators and other professionals created a human intellect in their
own image to place at the centre of the natural world, because it offered them
the capture, by alternative means, of a status initially barred to them. It also
gave many of them the chance to benefit from the internationalization of
trade sparked by the Crusades, which demanded their skills as it increased the
power of ambient wealth and capitalist enterprise in proportion to landholding.
In this alliance between self-interest and self-esteem, everyday cleverness was
ascending the scale of value, with serious consequences for those who were
unclever in such matters.

The nobility, itself not always very ancient, saw the rising clerical and pro-
fessional class as upstarts, threatening its own position which it had come to
regard as natural. Literacy and numeracy, rather than honour, became the
route to power for people whose birth had denied it to them. Clerks with pens
replaced enforcers with swords as the local agents of government, as it became
more unified and replaced oral procedures with written ones. As Moore puts it,
the professionalization of government created a ‘rival system of loyalties and
values’.*® However, that is not entirely how the history of status and self-
representation works. Once these professionals, joined now by people of even
humbler origin, acquired landed estates or a title, they were quite happy to
spout their own lines about honour and genealogy. These lines became more
emphatic, not less, as the modern era approached. That, and not just a fash-
ion for the classics, was why jobbing lawyers in the eighteenth century sat for
their portraits dressed as Julius Caesar. They even claimed descent from him
by blood. It is true, as Moore continues, that they also had ‘above all their
own flag — reason — in whose name they claimed to rule’. But in their minds,
their reason melded with their honour, and vice-versa. That was how ingroup
status was expanded but also refurbished with a new kind of halo, and outgroup
status reassigned accordingly.

Abstraction and logical reasoning: historical contingencies

Psychology as a distinct discipline has promoted abstraction and logical reasoning
as the archetypal abilities of the human subject. Their first formal description
coincides with the founding of the first universities around 1200, and it was
from them too that the idea of human intelligence as a species marker began
to emerge. For our purposes here we can treat the various terms — intelligence,
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intellect, reason, understanding — as interchangeable, even if at the time their
meanings were distinct. According to the leading medieval thinkers no mere
human can access divine reason because the soul — broadly what we mean
today by the mind — has not only a rational part but a ‘sensitive’ part too, i.e.
tied to the senses and bodily appetites. Original sin meant that the latter
always prevail, so that our need to rely for knowledge on our external bodily
senses means that any intellectual abilities that are merely human are cor-
rupted by their interactions with the world of matter. Some thinkers drove in
the thin end of a wedge here, claiming that a mortal philosopher at the top of
his game might just occasionally be able to hook up with the divine intellect.
By the nineteenth century this kind of optimism had prevailed, and the divinity
of the rational soul, now dressed up as something entirely secular, was finally
attributed to the human species as a whole.

Abstraction, at this time, meant sorting the particular into the general by
selecting what various things have in common. Particular objects, perceived
by the senses, could be allocated to discrete conceptual categories, known as
universals — a way of sorting sameness and difference. A moment’s thought
will tell us that the categories into which we sort inanimate objects, let alone
human beings, arise through cultural and historical serendipity. We have
ready quips such as ‘Intelligence is knowing a tomato is a fruit, wisdom is
knowing not to put one in a fruit salad.” In non-Western cultures too, modern
systems of categorization can likewise get subverted.?!

Anthropologists are especially fond of just-so stories about distant peoples
who classify things differently from the way modern societies do. Relativism of
this sort, however, does not fully answer doubts about the ontological status of
abstraction. The history of inclusion phobia allows for a more effective critique.
The Greeks had been fond of creating abstract nouns out of ordinary ones (e.g.
politeia, ‘polity’ or ‘form of government’, out of polis, ‘city’). However, they
had no abstract noun that meant ‘abstraction’. It was only the medieval phi-
losophers who came up with a dedicated term. Reflecting the clerical admin-
istrator’s day job at a higher intellectual level, abstraction has subsequently
become ever more important to the psychology of intelligence, which sees
‘same and different’ as the root of cognition. One glance at current forms of
assessment such as WISC tests will show how refined the notion of abstraction
has since become. Its historical context shows that it started out as a disparate
array of things. It was born as and subliminally remains, all at once: (a) the
sorting of particular instances under general headings; (b) the ‘abstraction’ (in
the sense of separation) of divine intellect, or today a perfectible general
intelligence, from the world of matter; but above all (c) a practical means of
categorizing people, often for the purposes of control and decontamination.

As for logical reasoning, this too is usually seen as starting with the Greeks.
But with them, logic was an objective system for the construction of arguments.
That was all. They had no precise concept of some corresponding logic that
might be going on within the individual mind. It was the late middle ages,
rather, when logical reasoning became seen as a process within the human
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subject. And the human subject then became itself an object of that subject’s
own study, thus closing the circle we now take for granted. Moreover the
definition of ‘man’, as in ‘man is a rational animal’, became the paradigmatic
illustration of objective logical procedure, from which other illustrations were
derived. Textbooks on logic in general usually began with that particular
illustration. From the sixteenth century this ersatz logic, spuriously attributed
to Aristotle, formed the backbone of the proliferating genre of professional
manuals for people working in law, medicine and the church.

The main purpose of its apparently neutral principles was to give scientific
credence to their own expertise and status, and the idea of a logical reasoning
within the individual is now one of the absolute presuppositions of the human
sciences. Piaget termed it ‘mental logic’. The rigorous flavour of the phrase
seems to confirm as scientific his own arbitrary description of what this
supreme human ability is.*> More recently, there is ‘mental logic theory’,
which considers cognition as a ‘machine’.** Such descriptions of what is to be
human remain ways of locating the species on the medieval ladder of nature.
Historically, the idea of mental logic as a possession of the individual mind
arose jointly with the social aspirations of the people claiming to have it.

From the elite world of that original professional and clerical caste, it too
has now become the property of ‘everyone’. Again, this may seem to make
the history too elastic. True, between the twelfth and twenty-first centuries
there has been a total transformation of the content and methods of logic
considered as an objective, self-standing system; the medieval syllogism has
given way to modern mathematical and symbolic logic. But there is also
continuity. Common to the twelfth and twenty-first centuries is the idea of
logic as the subject, object and method, all at once, of the psychology of
cognition. Several hundred years ago, this blancmange started to be the jus-
tification for deciding what is and is not reasonable in the everyday practices of
law, religion, medicine, and eventually of the classification of human cognitive
and behavioural types.

Intelligence and the consecration of status

The elements of social history I have referred to so far are connected to high-
level discussion about how human beings fit within the cosmological frame of
nature. Coming down to earth a little, how did intelligence start to play such
a central role in the everyday ways people have of representing themselves to
each other?

The existence of a specifically human intelligence was of course recognized
outside the sanctified world of the social, educational and religious elites.
Cleverness and wit of some sort were crucial to the rapidly increasing division
of labour and expansion of trade.** However, this sort of quality had at first
none of the divine overtones that the philosophers’ ‘reason’ and ‘intelligence’
had. Nor could it. If it had, some of that sacredness would have rubbed off on
to its plebeian possessors, and that would have devalued the aspirational caste
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above them. The everyday wit required for business transactions or manual
occupations had a negative profile in those higher echelons. The many self-help
gurus of the time, who penned conduct manuals for the elite and especially its
new arrivals, dismissed it as low cunning, where ‘low’ was both a social and a
moral judgment on precisely the skills those new arrivals had exercised in
order to ascend. Meanwhile, in religion, everyday reasoning was positively
harmful, to be ejected from the mind of anyone trying to contemplate divinity or,
as the Reformation demanded, to communicate personally with God. In such
contexts it was a pollutant.

At a certain point it began to transcend its vulgar and profane origins. This
sacralization of everyday wit was also the secularization of divine reason.
They intertwine, are part of a single process, from the late sixteenth century
onwards, with a particularly sharp turn at the end of the seventeenth. More
and more, everyday abilities could bestow you with social merit; thus they were
becoming sanctified in their own right, at the same time as the higher-level
concept of ‘intelligence’ to which they increasingly contributed was being
relocated to the secular realm of the sciences.

To explain this history in a little more detail, we need some structural fra-
mework. I have said above that intelligence is a claim to status as such, not to
the kind of status that refers to some verifiable object with a prior and separate
existence. In this sense it is like celebrity. Just as some celebrities are famous
for being famous, the ingroup is intelligent by virtue of its intelligence. Rather
than offering concrete collateral for status, it is what I have explained in detail
elsewhere as a mode of status: a channelling process, through which certain
arbitrarily chosen characteristics or abilities become a supreme abstract qual-
ity demanding worship from others.*®> The halo is so dazzling as to prevent
looking at it long enough to see what it is made of, if anything.

There have been other such modes, aside from intelligence. During the six-
teenth and early seventeenth centuries, the chief status icons were grace (religious)
and honour (secular). Gradually, wit and a specifically human intelligence
started to compete with them ideologically, while at a deeper level collabor-
ating with them to maintain and/or restructure social hierarchies. Most readers
of this book would not think of honour or grace as objects belonging to the
same class of things as intelligence, but as superstitions or at best obsolete
curiosities. Although their presence is still acknowledged in certain cultures
(Hispanic or South Asian in the first case, religious sects in the second), they
are rarely seen as quantifiable and measurable properties of the mind, in the
way we regard intelligence. Yet they were seen that way four or five centuries
ago, when they dominated Western European cultures. Moreover, they had
that same ‘modal’ social function, mediating between the realm of some real
concrete collateral or social power and that of status as a purely abstract goal.

In the case of honour elites, the collateral was possession of ancestral land.
Accordingly, honour was also a component part of your soul or mind, a reified
internalization of the landed estate. It was fixed, and thus predetermined, by
the quality of certain natural particles in your blood (a notion successfully
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cited in the British courts as recently as the 1960s, when a hereditary peer first
tried to renounce his title). If it was confirmed and certified by your possession
of a title, it was also empirically verifiable by a science known as Blazon. True,
there was a passing nod to the idea that the odd commoner might cultivate
enough ‘virtue’ to earn himself a title, as long as he topped this up with ser-
vices to the state or flat cash. Honour, as the sign of gentle status, guaranteed
your biological separation from that large outgroup of the plebeian rabble.
Being a gentleman entitled you to rule; in your group privilege of ‘magistracy’
lay the good of the commonwealth as a whole. Honour was as real a category
as intelligence, and indeed partly encompassed it. If you were born a gentleman,
your honourable station just was your superior intellect: the word ability
denoted, indiscriminately, both intellectual prowess and possession of land
(the Latin word potentia covered both). They were a single concept, and to
lack one kind of ability was to lack the other.

Status was also a matter of local social histories, between whose cracks
conceptual history tends to sprout. The sanctification of intelligence grew
from sixteenth- and seventeenth-century social processes whose roots lay in the
centralizing tendencies of the absolute state, as it sought the aura of respect
necessary for its self-protection. This had once been obtained from popular
acclaim for exemplary rulers and only lasted as long as living memory; now it
was available through the approbation of the literate professional who could
record and thus preserve the ruling class’ legitimations of its own power.

In religious contexts, elites saw themselves as superior because they possessed
grace. This was an inner ability that was also predetermined by God, and
likewise restricted to a small distinct group. It was fixed in your biological
nature, ‘seminally’ (i.e. at conception or before), with a passing nod to the idea
that some people — Bunyan’s Pilgrim, for example — might be able to work at
acquiring it. In theory, grace guaranteed your elite status in this life and salvation
in the next, as one of the ‘elect’. It separated you from the surrounding outgroup,
the herd of hell-bound ‘reprobates’. In seventeenth-century England it entitled
you to membership of a ‘rule of the saints’ by which you could lay down the
law on other people’s behaviour, for their own good. Grace was as real as
honour or intelligence. Moreover, you could usually assume that elect status was
passed on to your children, like a hereditary title. It consisted of three things:
regeneration (becoming a new man), justification (having this confirmed by
divine law) and sanctification (the ability to sustain it). The first two were
instantaneous and imposed from without by God. Sanctification, however —
we shall come across it again — was a gradual process and came from within,
from your own efforts once you were regenerated. Hence it was also called
‘habitual grace’. Although in theory it was hubristic to seek to know who
(including yourself) was elect and who not, it was a proxy sign that could be
assessed on a regular basis by having the priest question you on your catechism.

The papacy sought power to prescribe memory, as a way of preserving itself
and projecting its line of authority into the future; it did so by replacing local
communities’ informal elevation of a few extra-holy individuals with the
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official process of canonization. (Likewise when the cult of relics disappeared,
it was not because reason had triumphed over superstition but because of the
intellectual centre’s distaste for any grass-roots claim to authenticity that
came from unlearned ‘idiots’, local custom, or the geographical margins.*®)
Protestantism subsequently located sainthood within elect individuals. Their
state of preparation for grace would in the eighteenth century become a rea-
soned faith, which in turn has since become secular reason per se, distributed
among a meritocratic mass of reasoning individuals.

Modern meritocratic elites, likewise, are superior because they possess
intelligence. Once more, this is a predetermined inner ability. It too is fixed
‘seminally’ (this time of the genetic type) — with a passing nod again to nurture
and personal effort. Intelligence gives you social status, separating your DNA
from that of the common herd who don’t make the grades because they are not
naturally equipped for upward mobility. It entitles you, as a somebody with
more of it, to talk first (and down) to run-of-the-mill nobodies with less or
none of it. And few of us would challenge the general consensus that requir-
ing intellectual ability from people who run things is for the good of society.
Intelligence appears to be a real category, just as honour and grace did to
our sixteenth-century forebears, because like them it is measurable. We shall
see in Chapter 7 the precise forms in which these latter were ‘scientifically’
assessed.

This historical evolution enables us to see how the claim to natural intel-
lectual ability and the claim to social status are identical. It’s not that a claim to
social superiority can be used to support a spurious claim to intellectual super-
iority, or vice-versa. A claim to one just is a claim to the other. Modern,
intelligence-based meritocracy is a passing contortion in the spectacular his-
torical circus of posturings about status. As quaint in its way as grace and
honour, the thing we call intelligence reveals itself to be a self-referential bid
for status and that is all.

On a long historical view, intelligence is no more a biological or natural
kind, and cognitive science no less a pseudo-science, than grace or honour.
The difference between past elites and today’s rule by exam-passers is not
between less and more social mobility, rooted in natural and thus justifiable
distinctions, but between alternative expressions of a single purpose: closing
off privilege. And if today’s meritocrat is the new aristocrat, yesterday’s aristo-
crat was the old meritocrat. Tudor gentry, heraldically assessed and certified,
were still anxious to cultivate book learning as well, if only because most
could not trace their bloodline back more than a few decades. They started to
cultivate virtue, and intellectual virtue in particular, only once they became
alarmed by the sudden spike in social mobility around them. Too many ‘new
men’ (the dismissive phrase of the period) were being granted coats of arms
by his/her gracious majesty, in return for professional assistance or a gratuity.
As for the religious elite, that phrase ‘new man’ had an entirely different
connotation: it meant being born again. But this elite too, like the supposedly old
nobility, were under the threat of being swamped. The Book of Revelation’s
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estimate of 144,000 elect could not accommodate the aspirational influx of all
those who, thrust upwards by the rapid spread of literate Bible study, began
to suspect they too were in grace.

The victorious emergence of intelligence from the other two modes went
with cultural changes that saw professional merit and its diffusion across
increasing social strata begin to usurp or merge with that of elect status and
of rule by hereditary line. The most radical early ideas about political democracy
dovetailed with the idea that grace might extend to all, not just the elect.
During the English Revolution of the mid-seventeenth century one of its out-
standing figures, Gerrard Winstanley, a socialist and an advocate of universal
suffrage as well as a religious visionary, consciously substituted the word
Reason wherever his readers would expect to find the word God. ‘The spirit
of the Father is pure Reason’ he says, and ‘therefore man is called a rational
creature’ because God dwells in every creature and ‘supremely in man’.>” But
Reason here is not a metonym for God. When Winstanley says ‘Reason is the
King of righteousness’ he means it literally, like the French revolutionaries
who would set up altars to Reason a century later. In making a point of this
substitution, he is anticipating something far more characteristically modern:
that the common factor in definitions of intelligence which extend to ‘everyone’
is not its secular, everyday character but its sacredness.

The ingroup created out of intelligence went further than its predecessor
groups in establishing an extraordinarily wide base, where its social definition
was now aligned with that of the natural species. The outgroup, correspondingly,
has reduced in size to the point of sheer pathology. Its species membership is
no longer questioned rhetorically, like the sixteenth-century ‘multitude’ constantly
described as bestial by its superiors, but scientifically, via the new, statistically
based concept of the abnormal.*® When ‘idiot’ had meant a lay person — neither
owning land nor professionally initiated in law, medicine or the church, but
clever enough (or not) to make their way in the world — its pathological sense
only applied to members of the elite who were incompetent to manage their
estates. Meanwhile honour and grace entailed specific outgroups of their own,
whose dangerous contaminating potential meant they had to be weeded out
by assessment: people without ancestry in the first case, and reprobates pre-
destined for hell, in the second. Negative types were thus plentiful — the
majority of the population, in fact. If intelligence belongs to the same con-
ceptual category as honour and grace and sprang out of them and from the
competition between them, the same holds true for their respective outgroups,
as we shall now see.
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4 Difference

Inclusion phobia creates an abstract template of difference, whose specific
outgroup occupants periodically change and are reinvented. This chapter is
about how learning disability has come to fit the template. The fact that we
started with intelligence and are only now moving on to the outgroup is not
because we are following normal textbook procedure, in which intelligence is
a given and learning disability, as the absence of it, trails along behind.' That
would be to fall in with the intelligent ingroup’s view of itself as a natural
species, from which exceptions to the rule derive. Here, the purpose of putting
intelligence first was entirely different. It was to demonstrate that the concept
of intelligence too is a primary product of inclusion phobia.

In fact the sequence often runs from disability fo intelligence. Here,
for example, is Douglas Detterman, co-author of the ‘two dozen definitions’
questionnaire, on the difficulty of defining intelligence:

Words like moron, idiot and imbecile all started off as scientific terms,
but they’ve been corrupted by common use ... So I think a better
approach is to define things like general intelligence, or g, where we have
a mathematical definition, and where we can attempt to get a scientific
explanation of the construct.’

The ‘obviously’ scientific status of the former is the trigger for reconstituting
that of the latter. This is true even at a precise and detailed level, as we shall
see: the designation of new outgroup characteristics leads to a refashioning of
the ingroup. Each of its status claims is etched in place by the existence of its
respective outgroup; they give the illusion of substantive, determinate and
permanent form to what is, albeit in the long term, transient. In the case of
bodily disease, historians of medicine have noted how routinely the pathological
determines the normal.> So much the more, then, in the case of intellectual
states, where the pathological characteristics can be arbitrary. At the very least,
the notions of intellectual ability and disability are binary but co-dependent
opposites, holding each other up in a static abstraction typical of dominant
ideologies: a form of ‘splitting’ that would qualify for Gabel’s description of
ideology as schizoid. In so doing they form the ultimate kind of difference.
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There is of course another way of looking at difference. We could celebrate
it, as diversity. This seems radical and enlightened: a central principle of today’s
liberal democracies is that difference is persecuted, and that this situation should
be remedied. Black/white, straight/gay, male/female binaries should become two-
way streets, transcending inequality and discrimination. But the notion of
diversity is actually no more than an abstract expression of liberal democracy’s
status quo, whose basis lies in competence and rational consent. All social sys-
tems accommodate difference in some way, because all social systems can only
function through the existence of more than one group — even if relationships
between them are unequal because some groups are situated at the margins. But
the kind of difference that qualifies someone for membership of an extreme
outgroup, and thus as the target of inclusion phobia, is not some inequality
within a whole system but a difference that by definition lies outside it.

Girard explains this through scapegoating theory. The scapegoated group —
whatever features may constitute it at a particular point in history — is the
product, he says, of the structural crisis created by an impending lack of dif-
ference within a social system. The threat represented by the intrusion of
an extreme outgroup into the system, says Girard, is that the latter might
then ‘differ from its own difference’, i.e. not contain any difference at all — in
which case it would cease to exist as a system.* The present system, however,
is surely the meritocratic one whose rationale and very existence is constituted
by intelligence and a reasoning autonomy. What does this social and con-
ceptual system exclude? Obviously learning disability, but Girard does not
mention it. Instead, he gets into a complicated analogy about physical dis-
ability instead. The human body is a whole system of anatomical differences
and usually, he says, we do not see that as a problem, whereas difference
as physical disability is ‘terrifying’. It seems to threaten the entire system
by ‘disturbing the differences that surround it’. It ‘reveals ... the system[’s]
relativity, its fragility, and its mortality’: not an alternative norm, but
abnormality.

Now it is true that the exclusion of people with physical disabilities is typical
of a mainstream culture such as our own that reacts obsessively against bodily
impairments and their intimations of mortality. But an external constraint
such as the built environment does not allocate to that individual an inferior
place on the ladder of nature, at least not directly. Yes, social structures are
like anatomical, physical structures, but with learning disability Girard could
have got the real thing. We see here how the extreme outgroup, lying by
definition outside a whole system (in our own case, the intelligence society),
remains largely unacknowledged even within existing theories of exclusion, let
alone in the dominant ideology’s sermons about diversity. As for learning
disability’s own radical advocates and activists, the difficulty of seeing inclusion
phobia as the primary disorder, or of seeing a prospect for doing anything about
it, sucks many of them too into those same anodyne liberal pieties. For people
with learning difficulties (as currently defined), neither orthodox political
pluralism nor radical relativism is a level playing field.
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The difference targeted by inclusion phobia in its present state is focused on
the mind. This, unlike bodily difference, is invisible, which means it is a prime
source for magic and shamanism. The concrete make-up of this invisible realm is
a series of internalizations of external phenomena, as we saw above for intel-
ligence. Two examples of this kind of conceptual prestidigitation will suffice,
both drawn from the field of education.

One is the classification of learning disability as a special educational need.
In social policy, the idea of needs surfaced in the concepts and practices of
the post-war welfare state, and drew partly on Victorian philanthropy. It
referred to constraints on a person’s life that were largely external and beyond
their control, the chief example being poverty. William Beveridge’s term for
such externalities, however, had been ‘evils’. Here we get a whiff of the essentially
religious origins of utilitarianism, rooted as it originally was in fear of the Devil.?
‘Needs’ was the politicians’ substitute term. It has transferred the implicitly
negative value from those external social structures to the internal realm of the
individual child, subjectivizing it as a poverty of the inner person. When a school
says, as it so often does when pronouncing on diversity, “We believe in inclusion
as long as we can meet the child’s needs’, it certainly sounds better than ‘as long
as they are not evil’. It is nevertheless an excluding formula because it opens up
the possibility of an ultimate or extreme outsider whose needs cannot be met: not
just an excluding system but a system that necessarily creates exclusion through
the creation of an entirely negative identity.

A second example is ‘barriers’. This term originally entered education through
the literature on inclusive schooling, which coined the phrase ‘barriers to
inclusion’ to denote the obstacles thrown up by excluding systems.® It did not take
long for the UK Department of Education, having in the interim accepted the
surface language of inclusion, to be routinely using the phrase ‘barriers to
learning’ to denote an internal feature of the child. Where possible, such
barriers are to be overcome (cured) by pedagogical intervention. Tacitly, then,
this still marks out a separate conceptual and of course geographical space
for incurables, whose internal barriers are not capable of being overcome.

Ability and disability: chicken or egg?

Exclusion on intellectual grounds always appears to be after the event, as if it
were the inevitable response to some natural disaster. Yet the educational,
clinical and developmental psychologies that underpin it are not some per-
manent objective science that one day turned its hand to excluding people:
their very coming into being was result of a prior urge to exclude. In historical
perspective, the causal relationship between the binary opposites intelligence
and intellectual disability operates in both directions at once. Certain key
moments in the historical emergence of learning disability as the template’s
chief occupant illustrate this.

One example — it seems obscure but do hold on, because it is a critical
moment — comes from the early seventeenth century, when a concept of ‘natural
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intellectual disability’ lasting inevitably from birth to death first appeared. Its
roots are political but also religious. Initially proposed by a dissident group of
French Protestants, it formed part of their battle for converts against an
oppressive Catholic state. They realized that their fellow Protestants’ doctrine
of predestination (God had determined prenatally who was elected for salva-
tion and who were the hellbound reprobates) was hardly attractive. The state’s
Jesuit propagandists ridiculed it. How could an all-loving God be so nasty?
Orthodox Protestants warned their dissident colleagues against making any
concessions to the optimism of the Catholic Jesuits. Squeezed by these twin
pressures, the radicals formed the hypothesis that certain individuals might
exist who had an intellectual defect which Nature, not God, was the cause of,
which lasted their whole lifetime and formed their identity. It was determi-
nistic and unalterable, and could no longer be conceived as curable by pro-
vidence, as previously. Unlike reprobates, however, these people were excused
from God’s judgment. From these small beginnings, this way of opposing
ingroup and essential outgroup would soon overtake that between elect and
reprobate.

Something similar happened in the English religious and educational culture
too, and it was perhaps the most important foundation for modern intellectual
ability and disability. Only once ‘natural disability’ had been thought up did
the logical inference occur: a quasi-sacred ability might exist that was located
entirely within ‘natural man’, a phrase that had formerly indicated a creature
corrupted by original sin but now became something positive. This humanis-
tic theory would help transform the minority Calvinist ‘elect’ into the
Enlightenment ideal of humans as reasoners and, later, as the vast category of
people of normal intelligence and above. The route to heaven now came from
using one’s own reason, alongside the odd bit of revelation. That is why it was
a critical moment. More than philosophers, it was religious preachers and
educators who, having eventually bowed before this principle on all sides of
the religious spectrum, channelled it into the mainstream of cultural life in
Western Europe and across the Atlantic.

Another historical example, a more or less direct offshoot of the first, came
on the threshold of the modern psychological disciplines. At the start of the
twentieth century a newly secular French state, replacing the inclusively
minded Catholic church schools with a state education system, commissioned
the psychologist Alfred Binet to help give it a rational structure. Rational
structure meant categorization and segregation. Binet’s absolute but unarti-
culated presupposition was that certain children have a deficiency in their
very nature. As in the previous example, deficiency was a priori. He then
pondered, deductively, a list of the things that might define it. And only via
this process did he then start to identify a positive, intelligent counterpart.
The latter, the normal population, went on to become the material for his first
tests, in which he recalibrated the human part of the ladder of nature as the
first modern intelligence scale. The tests’ ultimate task, though, was to expose
(‘help’) the deficient. The loop was thus completed and reinforced.
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Binet’s invention of mental age scores may have lent an air of precision and
neutrality to the binary opposition, but his thought process clearly shows that
he sculpted intelligence out of disability rather than the other way round. The
researches of Lev Vygotsky, another landmark figure in the psychology of
education (though he was opposed to the use of ability scales), followed a
similar trajectory. His early researches, in a Soviet education system similarly
caught up in secularization and modernization, were into what he called
‘defectology’ (the word has no value connotations in Russian). This fed
directly into his later account of normal functions. Again, these then looped
back finally, to help tighten his initially loose category of defectiveness.’

A third and more up-to-date example comes from current brain research and
cognitive efficiency theory.® First, the absolute presupposition: that learning dis-
ability exists, as a psychological object or natural kind, together with the assump-
tion that slower means deficient (speed and ease of learning are synonymous in
cognitivist definitions of intelligence). Second comes the selection of certain
people labelled already as having a learning disability, the hypothesis being
that they will exhibit abnormally slow movements of neurons across synapses.
Third, their slow movement is confirmed by observation. Fourth, they become
the prior indicators by which the researcher is then able to establish a set of
norms of correlation between the mental and the material (brain) components
of the research. Fifth, this correlation is then used to pinpoint normal intelligence.
Sixth, the norm, thus established as the stable reference-point, enables the
researcher to go back and allocate more precise identifying characteristics
to those who are deficient. Finally, the circularities are locked in by a standar-
dized assessment. As an extra benefit, the scientific status of ‘mind’ within the
mind-body duality has been reinforced.

Such circularities are again characteristic of a mindset dominated by inclusion
phobia, in a state of abstract detachment that Gabel in his description of false
consciousness calls autistic. The fact that the research subjects themselves are
often people labelled with autism should not be thought of as simply ironic.
Rather, it indicates that the autism category is a projection of the researchers’
own state of mind.

Social construction and the social model

How we conceive of intellectual disability, then, plays an active role in how
we conceive of intelligence. So in what sense are such differences a matter of
social construction? The various versions of social construction theory — some
stronger, some weaker — have in common a concern with identity and
inequality. Dealing as they do with difference in a whole range of identities,
when they do concern learning disability they borrow their language from
those others — from race, gender, sexuality, etc. — as if people with learning
difficulties were just another excluded group within the system, rather than
one that actually defines the system as a whole by lying outside it and
describing its boundaries.
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The strong version of the theory sees the learning disability category as
simply arbitrary — not only in historical terms but here and now. This occa-
sionally rings true in real life. Sometimes a learning disability will be no more
than the product of funding regimes (this has played a role for example in the
recent rise of autism’). Whenever I visit a segregated school for children
with severe learning difficulties, I can usually count on seeing a child who is
completely normal by anyone’s definition of the word, and who has drifted
there perhaps owing to a variety of personal circumstances that fortuitously
coincide with the host institution’s need for numbers.

For example, I am shown round a summer playscheme at a school in a
North London suburb. The headteacher tells me it is for ‘complex needs and
SLD’, then, at a different point in the conversation, ‘mainly autistic’. When
the cut-off point for this or that type of special school was determined by IQ
then at least you knew where you stood. The decline of IQ testing in school
placement in favour of management fiat has provided an even greater licence
to be creative. Evidence of this comes from 12-year-old Liam. He accom-
panies the headteacher and me on the mandatory school tour. He is the first
to greet me, with ‘It’s nice to see you here’ and then ‘Not everybody is in
because they said it’s going to be the hottest day of the year today.” He has
lots of sensible things to say about what we are looking at as we go through,
though the headteacher blanks his fully social speech as if it’s extraneous
chatter. I have to doublecheck with her to confirm that he is on the school
roll. Her explanation for his being there is that ‘80 per cent of the parents have
got special needs themselves, they all live in the south-east of the borough’ (the
working-class area). When I probe for more detail, she says ‘Poor parenting
skills and things like that.’

I move on to another playscheme, a couple of miles away. There are no
non-disabled children here, not even brothers and sisters. Some ten- and
eleven-year-olds are in reins. Even within this segregated playground there is
further segregation, a fenced-off area with a staff member permanently sta-
tioned at the combination lock. It has to be unlocked to let us in, and locked
after us. It is not clear who is being protected, those inside or those outside.
Two eleven-year-olds are pouring sand into buckets. ‘We’re making jam tarts,’
says one. ‘Can I have one? I ask. “They’re pretend,” says his friend. Later I
(stupidly) ask, ‘Are you going to sell them to people? ‘They’re pretend,
comes the exasperated reply again.

The strong version of the theory, then, asks “Who is actually the idiot here?
However, it is usually the theory’s weaker version that one encounters: some-
thing real lies beneath the learning disability label, but it can only be viewed
through the prism of a particular social or cultural standpoint, since knowl-
edge is ‘not something people possess in their heads but rather something
people do together’.'” Indian railway stations, for example, are micro-cultures
of the vulnerable and dispossessed, among whom people with microcephaly
or Down’s syndrome congregate. Living there as they please, they get casual
support from fellow-citizens who would not accord it to the hundreds of other



60 Difference

destitute wanderers.!! A story widely reported at seminars on the developing
countries tells of some earnest Western practitioners who, noting a lack of
facilities for children with learning difficulties in Tanzania, set up a special
school. Recruiting a teenager with Down’s syndrome, they thought they had
overcome his reluctant father, only for the boy to fail to show. Upon enquiry, the
father’s response was: ‘If he’s at school, who’s going to help me run the shop?’

Who gets locked in a cage and who gets to run the shop has always
depended on shared but shifting cultural meanings around status, as well as
on the concrete social context and on the kind of life chances that everyone
else is subject to, in any era. The weaker type of constructionism thus often
evokes respect for other cultu