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Abstract: In the text, the author demonstrated that regardless of the prevailing regime, the State, 
by relying on separate laws for people with disabilities (or any other minority group), has created 
and continues to create colonies of sorts. In the first part of the article, the author presented the 
difference between postcolonialism and neo-colonialism in relation to people with disabilities and 
in Disability Studies. Afterward, he highlighted the illusory nature of research and, above all, ed-
ucational activities in favor of people with disabilities. He argues that in the case of this group of 
people, we are dealing with neo-colonial pedagogy rather than a postcolonial one.
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Society recognizes only slaves and rulers—rulers 

who impose their content and forms, and slaves, 

whom these forms are imposed upon. It does not 

recognize independent human beings who have 

no strength to be rulers and will not accept being 

a slave. [Elzenberg 1994:413 (trans. MJ)]

Regardless of the prevailing system of 
power, the State, based on a separate 
law for people with disabilities (or any 
other minority group), has created and 
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continues to create colonies of sorts.1 Our experi-
ence, feelings, knowledge, and perception show us 
that legal regulations and top-down paradigma-
tization of areas of knowledge are mostly mean-
ingless, resulting only in the fact that people with 
disabilities become slaves to the system of areas 
and fields colonized by able-bodied and strong 
groups, who toss them “pieces and scraps of free-
doms” from time to time, which are not necessarily 
adapted to their needs (see: Rzeźnicka-Krupa 2009; 
Zakrzewska-Manterys 2010; Jabłoński 2016; 2018). 
People with disabilities, as well as other minority 
groups, face the fact that educational researchers 
were late to recognize the importance of culture 

1 Some authors, including Zenon Gajdzica, use the term “re-
serve.” It assumes that the reserves generate and identify prob-
lems, or are the results thereof. Parallel to the context of this 
approach are the concepts of understanding disability. People 
with disabilities can, like the able-bodied, take the areas with 
the approval of society, often as a result of their own activity 
and smart action, or be “exiled” to such areas (Gajdzica 2013:16-
17). Zenon Gajdzica follows a concept developed by Goffman 
(2011), assuming that: 1) GOOD is the absence of territorial re-
strictions for people with disabilities manifested in their full 
participation in culture and other commonly available bene-
fits, in the absence of restrictions in fulfilling valuable social 
roles, in full access to education, and in social respect; 2) DE-
MANDS constitute laws, customs, and norms, both formal 
and informal, defined by the able-bodied majority, a system 
of social empowerment and access to valuable roles, as well 
as control and use of other goods controlled by them; 3) CLI-
ENT is a person with disabilities, who can also act as their own 
AGENT; 4) OBSTACLES are common barriers (architectural, 
social, cultural, educational, legal); 5) AUTHOR (counter-cli-
ent) is the able-bodied society, particularly its part which does 
not recognize the needs and potential of people with disabili-
ties; 6) AGENTS are specialists, social workers, professionals, 
representatives of people with disabilities, who are usually 
able-bodied representatives of society representing its inter-
ests (Gajdzica 2013:15). Personally, I believe that a closer and 
more accurate term to describe a given place and a certain way 
of “socio-cultural interaction” is the term colony, which is re-
ferred to as a land or area under the control of a given state, 
usually an overseas territory, dependent on that state, serving 
as an area of its political expansion and economic exploitation. 
A place of forced residence, isolated from society, for example, 
a colony of people suffering from leprosy. Colonialism—“the 
policy or practice of acquiring full or partial political control 
over another country, occupying it with settlers, and exploiting 
it economically” (Oxford Dictionary [https://www.lexico.com/
en/definition/colonialism; retrieved January 02, 2021]). 

and cultural differences as key components of suc-
cessful research practice and beliefs.2 Peculiar at-
tempts to allow a person with a disability to speak, 
which so far existed as subordinate through the 
implementation of, for example, concepts such as 
self-advocacy and independent living focus on 
a person with a disability in the background, their 
subjective choices, and independent life to the ex-
tent possible. Being your own advocate in charge 
of your own affairs and independent life are the 
slogans of the creators of these concepts. There-
fore, the key research issues of power relations, 
initiation, benefits, representation, legitimacy, and 
responsibility continue to be addressed within the 
framework of goals, concerns, and interests of the 
researcher’s culture (cf. Bishop 2009:167-207 [about 
Kaupapa Māori]). The ongoing neo-colonial dom-
inance of the majority’s interests of the able-bod-
ied in research and social activities aimed towards 
people with disabilities continues. Despite appear-
ances, the spaces of people with disabilities are not 
postcolonial in nature, but rather neo-colonial, as 
the contemporary strategies of enslavement/colo-
nization have become more sophisticated, which 
I will try to present in the following paper. We 
must remember that the term “postcolonial” does 
not refer to people who are at the very bottom of 
this hierarchy, who still operate on the distant, eco-
nomic outskirts of the nation-state—in other words, 
there is nothing “post” about their colonization 
(Loomba 2011:25). The precarious situation often 
stems from the conviction that the dependence on 
the able-bodied is the only “right” way to live (see: 
Wlazło 2014). This illusion of sorts has a significant 
impact on the attempts to demystify the selected 
social activities presented in the paper below. 

2 Concerning the culture of people with disabilities, a debate is 
ongoing as to whether it is appropriate to talk about the culture 
or the group (see: Barnes and Mercer 2008:120-124). 
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The main goal of the text is to show the difference 
between postcolonialism and neo-colonialism in 
the context of social research on people with dis-
abilities. Asking the question of whether we are 
dealing with specific postcolonialism in relation 
to this social group, which implies decolonialism, 
that is, as we read in the Oxford English Dictio-
nary—withdrawal of colonial powers from their former 
colonies; gaining political or economic independence by 
the colonies (as cited in Kennedy 2014:12). It should 
be remembered that the keywords in this defini-
tion are “withdraw” and “gain,” terms that evoke 
the association with a peaceful financial transaction 
carried out with mutual consent; the associations 
are strengthened by the synonym of decoloniza-
tion suggested by the dictionary—transfer (handing 
over), the word referring to legal language, meaning 
the transfer of property from one person to another 
(Kennedy 2014:12). Are we dealing with neo-colo-
nialism by exposing/pointing to the illusory nature 
of research and, above all, mock activities in areas 
such as economy, social policy, and education? 

On Colonial Discourse

According to Peter Pels, three different ways of de-
fining colonialism can be found in anthropology. It 
is interpreted as: 1. the next stage of development, 
the ongoing modernization process; 2. a political 
strategy or experience of exploitation and domina-
tion; 3. an open field of battle and negotiation (Pels 
1997:164).

The various and disproportionate ways of under-
standing colonialism indicate that its meaning is 
not predetermined, nor is it a foregone conclusion. 
Referring to the definitions presented by Pels, the 
first of them can be considered as an exemplification 
of the interpretation made from the point of view 

of the Enlightenment modernization discourse; the 
second is an expression of its criticism, embedded 
in Marxist theory; the third, in turn, brings to mind 
postcolonial reflection stimulated by post-political-
ism (see: Songin-Mokrzan 2014:83).

Ben-Ari distinguishes at least three types of reflec-
tion focused on tracing the connections between the 
science of the Other and colonialism. The first is to 
consider anthropology in terms of a practical disci-
pline focused on the production of knowledge that 
can be applied in a specific social environment. The 
second is focused on the search for connections be-
tween theory (mainly the evolutionist and function-
alist models) and colonialism. The third deals with 
the role that our discipline has played in the pro-
duction and in sustaining the “colonial discourse” 
(Ben-Ari 1999:383). It must be remembered, though, 
that colonial discourse itself is not a new, fashion-
able synonym for colonialism—it signals a new way 
of conceptualizing the interaction of cultural, intel-
lectual, economic, and political processes in the for-
mation, perpetuation, and dismantling of colonial-
ism (Loomba 2011:70).

“De-Colonization of the Minds”

Bill Ashcroft’s introduction to The Empire Writes 
Back (1989:1)—a seminal work in postcolonial stud-
ies—reminds us that “more than three-quarters of 
the people living in the world today have had their 
lives shaped by the experience of colonialism.” The 
(post-)colonial condition, apart from species, race, 
class, caste, and gender identification, may be treat-
ed as one of the basic determinants of contemporary 
understanding of individual and group human sub-
jectivity, with the ultimate goal of postcolonial re-
search being—as the Kenyan writer, Ngũgĩwa Thi-
ong’o (1986), puts it—decolonizing the minds. 
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This decolonization is linked to the criticism of Eu-
rocentrism, common in the whole of postcolonial 
studies, albeit carried out in different manners and 
understood in a variety of ways, as well as to the 
(unrealistic) project of “provincialization of Eu-
rope” by means of promoting postcolonial kinds of 
knowledge (knowledge of resistance) using postco-
lonial literature, history, art, and science, contest-
ing the Eurocentric way of knowing with its essen-
tialism, metanarratives, universalism, the idea of 
progress and purpose, as well as thinking in bina-
ry opposites as an ideology legitimizing imperial 
dominance (Seth, Gandhi, and Dutton 1998:8-9). 

When faced with quite strong criticism, the colo-
nial authorities and their successors were interested 
in propagating a selective and censored version of 
events, showing decolonization as a rational process 
carried out at the will of the political elites, whose 
decisions confirmed the legitimacy of the govern-
ments they represented and the logic of the interna-
tional system against which they demanded loyalty 
(see: Kennedy 2014).

Contextuality of Postcolonialism

Mina Davis Caulfield, in an article published in 
Reinventing Anthropology, suggests that the concept 
of subordinate exploitation should be presented in 
a much broader context, not only in relation to eco-
nomic, but also social and cultural aspects of the 
relationship between the West and the non-West. 
The author thus draws attention to the fact that as 
a result of the influx of new market and cultural 
patterns, not only traditional social structures are 
changing, but also local norms and values, strat-
egies of action, and ways of defining the cultural 
and ethnic identity of the subjects (see: Caulfield 
1972:197).

The critical analysis of the effects of colonialism on 
both the colonizers and the colonized, carried out 
while constantly keeping in mind the superiority of 
Europe over cultures and territories colonized by its 
empires, needs to take a look at the issues of pre-
senting and perpetuating stereotypical ideas of the 
“other” and the role these representations played in 
the formation of the postcolonial subject. As Samu-
el P. Huntington (2007:66) pointed out, people from 
outside the Western civilization remember very 
well that the West won the world not by the superi-
ority of its ideas or values or religion, but rather by 
its superiority in applying organized violence.

These days, however, postcolonialism is also 
understood as an intellectual approach charac-
terized by constant criticism of institutions that 
have the tools to exert coercion/pressure on peo-
ple. This approach to postcolonialism was postu-
lated by Michel Foucault (1987; 2006), as well as 
Noam Chomsky (2008; 2018), among many others. 
Postcolonialists (see: Gandhi 2008; Young 2012) 
stress that there is no room for thinking in terms 
of progress and the conviction that there are “bet-
ter times” coming after years of oppression. We 
also need to keep in mind that postcolonial the-
ory pays particular attention to the consequenc-
es of colonialism. The apparent persistence of the 
colonial system and the stigma of colonial past, 
which resonates in contemporary culture on the 
macro-scale in independent states and on the 
micro-scale in various minority groups, still is 
one of the key issues for their identity, as well as 
manifests itself in the form of new, neo-colonial 
forms of subordination, causing tension not only 
between the colonizer and the colonized, but also 
illuminating that: “there is a certain tension be-
tween those who consider postcolonialism to be 
a geo-historical phenomenon and those who see 
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it as a theory offering ideologically charged re-
search directives stemming primarily from var-
ious forms of Marxism, post-structuralism, and 
deconstruction” (Domańska 2008:6 [trans. MJ]). 

The postcolonial perspective becomes possible to 
apply in the analysis and description of the phenom-
ena involved in the relations of power/domination 
and subordination, the superiority of the colonizer 
over the cultures and territories colonized by the 
empire. The common ground for many of the pos-
sible approaches and definitions of postcolonialism 
is its nature as a critical discourse in which an ef-
fort is made to read and understand individual and 
collective subjectivities intertwined with the expe-
rience of colonization, decolonization, exclusion, or 
hybridization, entangled in the relations of subordi-
nation and domination, located in the social space 
in marginal or central positions (see: Krzemińska 
2019:325).

Postcolonialism should assume a specific decon-
struction of the existing world by, for example, in-
troducing alternative knowledge into power struc-
tures. As Robert Young (2012:19-20) observes, it aims 
to change people’s thinking and behavior and to cre-
ate fairer relationships between the peoples of the 
world. Postcolonialism disturbs the world order. It 
threatens privileges and power. Its radical program 
assumes the demand for equality and prosperity for 
all beings on earth.

However, there is a risk, and it is quite great, that 
the process of decolonization does not necessarily 
involve the rejection or denial of imperialism. Nei-
ther has it led to the complete exit of empires from 
the political scene. Most often, they have just reborn 
in a new shape (see: Kennedy 2014). And in this situ-
ation, we should speak of neo-colonialism.

Neo-Colonialism

As we read in Kennedy’s Decolonization (2014:110), 
the most striking example of neo-colonialism is 
perhaps France’s relationship with its former hold-
ings in Western and Central Africa. This territory 
was called Françafrique and its relations with the 
metropolis were characterized by the slogan partir 
pour mieux rester (leave to stay). Their natural re-
sources were still exploited under secret contracts 
with French companies, and French specialists had 
a disproportionate influence on the business and 
bureaucratic system of these countries. France re-
tained control of military bases in the region and 
used the troops stationed there to intervene in the 
internal affairs of Western and Central African 
states. Since 1960, the French have carried out over 
twenty military actions in this territory, thanks to 
which governments cooperating with Paris retained 
power and less submissive ones were overthrown 
(Kennedy 2014:110). So we are dealing with the illu-
sion of decolonization, where actually neo-colonial-
ism as an idea came out earlier than postcolonialism 
and is connected with the direct consequences of 
the decolonization process. While postcolonialism 
may be understood as an epistemological guideline 
allowing researchers to better understand the social, 
political, and economic situation of countries, which 
emerged as a result of decolonization, neo-colonial-
ism may be defined as both the political strategy of 
former empires towards their former territories, as 
well as the state of countries, which emerged as a re-
sult of decolonization (Crozier 1964:11).

One of the most important voices that showcased 
the essence of neo-colonialism was the President 
of Ghana, Kwame Nkrumah, one of the main ideo-
logues of so-called African socialism, who held of-
fice from July 01, 1960 to February 24, 1966. Speaking 
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of neo-colonialism, he claimed that, “The essence 
of neo-colonialism is that the State which is subject 
to it is, in theory, independent and has all the out-
ward trappings of international sovereignty. In real-
ity, its economic system and thus its political policy 
is directed from outside” (as cited in Malendowski 
2000:321 [trans. MJ]). It is thus apparent that any at-
tempt at showing the difference between post and 
neo-colonialism is quite a difficult task, which will 
probably result in the reader getting lost in the ter-
minology. I believe that for the sake of the discourse 
presented in this paper, we also need to cover the 
difference between imperialism and colonialism. 
The differences between these two approaches and 
systems are defined in a variety of ways, depend-
ing on their historical varieties. One useful way of 
distinguishing these systems’ concerns refers to the 
spatial, instead of temporal, criteria. 

[We can thus] think of imperialism or neo-imperi-

alism as the phenomenon that originates in the me-

tropolis, the process which leads to domination and 

control. Its result, or what happens in the colonies as 

a consequence of imperial domination, is colonialism 

or neo-colonialism. Thus the imperial country is the 

“metropole” from which power flows, and the colony 

or neo-colony is the place which it penetrates and con-

trols. Imperialism can function without formal colo-

nies (as in United States imperialism today [as well as 

Russian imperialism and imperialism exhibited by 

some European countries]), but colonialism cannot. 

[Loomba 2005:12 (sentence in bold added)]

These different understandings of colonialism and im-

perialism complicate the meanings of the term “postco-

lonial,” a term that is the subject of an ongoing debate. It 

might seem that because the age of colonialism is over, 

and because the descendants of once-colonized peoples 

live everywhere, the whole world is postcolonial…To be-

gin with, the prefix “post” complicates matters because 

it implies an “aftermath” in two senses—temporal, as 

in coming after, and ideological, as in supplanting. It is 

the second implication which critics of the term have 

found contestable: if the inequities of colonial rule have 

not been erased, it is perhaps premature to proclaim the 

demise of colonialism. A country may be both postco-

lonial (in the sense of being formally independent) 

and neo-colonial (in the sense of remaining econom-

ically and/or culturally dependent) at the same time. 

[Loomba 2005:12 (emphasis added)]

Thanks to this the next question arises: Is the State 
really/realistically about helping people with disabil-
ities? Or does help happen while realizing your own 
political ambitions and fighting for your own life sta-
bility? By using the violence, which I understand af-
ter Slavoj Žižek as a kind of objective violence called 
systemic violence, that is, a feature of all systems 
whose task is to maintain a level of normality in so-
ciety. We do not see it because it organizes the real-
ity (it is contained in social, economic, and political 
systems) (see: Žižek 2010:5-6; Misiarz-Filipek 2015:10), 
which consists of making the appearance that some-
thing is necessary when in fact it is voluntary. Each 
entity subjected to objective violence says: I have no 
choice as to what his social role demands of him, he 
persists in “bad faith.” We can easily imagine the 
circumstances in which this confession will be true 
to the extent that there is no choice in this particular 
role (Berger 1988:135-137).

These are modern neo-colonialists (e.g., technocrats, 
eurocrats, professionals, etc.) who in order to avoid 
the social-cultural collapse of colonialism rebuild it 
in a rational way, making their subjects dependent 
on their own charity, which is omnipresent in al-
most every area of social life. According to Piotr 
Nowak (2014:4-5 [trans. MJ]),
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It is difficult to defend oneself from the organized 

“charity” of neo-colonizers, disguising themselves 

as philanthropists. Neither officials nor politicians 

can protect us since they were the first to fall prey 

to them. Neither can we find help from our teachers 

or respected authorities—they also took from them. 

There is no good way out of this impasse—the im-

passe of philanthropy—which has affected the whole 

of Europe. However, one thing is certain—nothing 

is free. We paid for our wealth with our freedom, 

faith gave way to the need for miracles, the mystery 

was dispelled by the seemingly unlimited access to 

knowledge and information.

Although intellectuals declare their intention to al-
low the voices of once colonized peoples and their 
descendants to be heard, in fact, they close off both 
their voices, as well as a legitimate place from which 
those critics can speak (Jacoby 1995:30). 

Summarizing this part, one may be tempted to say 
that the basic difference between postcolonialism and 
neo-colonialism is that neo-colonialism “tears off the 
mask” of decolonization, which, in fact, does not exist 
and cannot be said to have any (POST!) colonialism.

In such a situation, despite the visible changes in the 
socio-cultural space, people with disabilities seem 
to still be found. They occupy a social position the 
designation of which is being colonized by so-called 
able-bodied society, which, as a culture of “superi-
ority”/dominant, because it grows on the foundation 
of “normality,” exercises power over the “subordi-
nate” intellectually disabled (Krzemińska 2019:322).

People with disabilities, assuming their location in the 
socio-cultural space, seem to succumb to the domina-
tion and power of the able-bodied part of society, in-
cluding intentionally established institutions and en-

tities operating within it, acting as professionals. This 
is because, by situating themselves in a privileged 
position, they fund/establish certain frameworks and 
boundaries in which a person with a disability can ex-
ist. At the same time, they launch a specific repertoire 
of actions and practices undertaken against it, which 
take the form of a decolonization process.

A person called intellectually disabled occupies an un-
usual place in society. It is commonly known that this 
is an unfavorable place, because a person classified in 
this way is not only not treated as a valuable person 
in society, but is most often even excluded from the 
mainstream of the modern world (Żółkowska 2013:40).

Neo-Colonial Educational Practices—We 
Are as Disabled as We Agree to Be

Undoubtedly, the end of the 20th century and the 
beginning of the 21st century brought a completely 
different approach to this issue, including the birth 
of interdisciplinary Disability Studies, breaking the 
one-sided approach to this phenomenon (Barnes, 
Oliver, and Barton 2002). Colin Barnes points out 
that the scientific sources of the ontology of dis-
ability studies arose on the wave of criticism of the 
social model of disability because “it is argued that 
the conceptual distinction between impairment and 
disability upon which the social model rests is false” 
(Barnes 2003; Podgórska-Jachnik 2016:13-36). In the 
area of   special education in Poland, the dominant 
way of practicing this discipline still remains, root-
ed in the scientistic way of thinking, a structuring 
approach in the light of which disability is a phe-
nomenon determined by specific features available 
to us in the objectifying act of cognition, implement-
ed in the context of dividing reality into the sphere 
of what is normal and what is pathological (see: 
Canguilhem 2000; Kosek-Nita and Raś 2000).
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These processes in contemporary discourses gain 
a more general social and cultural perspective due 
to the fact that they are characterized as affecting not 
only disabled people, but also other minority social 
groups, which, due to specific social mechanisms, are 
discriminated against, marginalized, and excluded 
from the mainstream of social life, and the universal 
game for status and power. The changes and trans-
formations that have taken place in contemporary hu-
manities and in the understanding of certain funda-
mental notions that shape it (including the categories of 
identity and the issue of social practices that construct 
the subjectivity of individuals) have resulted in a re-
orientation of the area of   research interests and ways 
of exploring the social world and the world of culture. 
Where the most important seems to be the search for 
social and cultural mechanisms of constructing these 
meanings, shaping practices applied to people rec-
ognized as disabled, and thus launching attempts to 
understand what the phenomenon of disability is and 
how it is perceived in different communities, groups, 
cultures, in other words—what meanings shape the 
individual and social identity based around damages 
and dysfunctions of “body and mind” and what so-
cial consequences may be (Rzeźnicka-Krupa 2009:12).

Contemporary trends in the approach to the issue of 
disability describe the assumptions of interdisciplin-
ary studies on disability and the inclusive movement 
in contemporary society. A special distinguishing fea-
ture of the new approach is the recognition and devel-
opment of the concept of subjectivity and autonomy 
of people with disabilities, but also the identification 
of new determinants of inequality and exclusion. The 
multiple of this exclusion, caused by the coexistence 
of several factors, is the basis for the theory of the in-
teraction of oppressive factors in social systems built 
on domination and submission. Dorota Krzemińska 
(2012:55) writes about forcing people with disabilities 

into the strategies of “dependent and unhelpful crip-
ples” when stating that a colonized intellectually dis-
abled is most often seen as an incapable, dependent, 
requiring constant control—as such, a wide practical 
and operational sphere needs to be launched for them, 
which in its repertoire of various offers designed for 
an intellectually disabled adult will create conditions 
for their continuous improvement—to improve be-
coming a constant task imposed throughout life. And 
it is none other than a paternalistic parent, an overpro-
tective professional—they prepare a whole range of as-
sistance offers, making them addicted to themselves, 
or otherwise colonizing a disabled person.

The mentee is doomed to a repertoire of undertak-
ings and activities planned by an able-bodied thera-
pist “who in his zealous pursuit of the rehabilitation 
mission designs activities that do not necessarily cor-
respond to the actual needs of the disabled person” 
(Krzemińska 2012:56 [trans. MJ]). Are we dealing 
with a case where concepts such as “ethnic” (dis-
ability, etc.) postcolonial have become a metonym for 
something fashionable and marginalized at the same 
time? Do we not notice this regularity consisting in 
the fact that the name of the study on disability may 
become a carrier and attractive model for conducting 
social and cultural research in Poland for special ed-
ucators and sociologists? Unfortunately, it exists only 
in the declarative layer of scientists, in view of a com-
pletely different reality and research paradigms in 
which given academics exist.

For if academics declaring that they conduct studies 
on disability ignore social and cultural constructs 
and models of disability, and in fact conduct re-
search in a clinical model focused on therapy and 
repair, one can be sure that they do not pursue 
studies on disability, despite previous declarations 
(Borowska-Beszta 2016:38).
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Neo-Colonial System Violence

The essence of neo-colonialism in education is based 
on excluding a part of the group, for example, due to 
health or disability, from the rights available to the 
general public, while building the conviction among 
teachers, educators, and parents that it has to be done 
and that it is what is best for them. While a devel-
opmental matrix is still applied to the lives of peo-
ple with disabilities, as proposed by great theorists 
of developmental psychology, I consider such a way 
of using the developmental approach to research into 
adulthood of people with disabilities to be a waste 
of an opportunity to create a new paradigm in the 
study of issues concerning disability, as well as 
a theoretical approach, which may not contribute to 
progress in providing effective assistance in the de-
velopment of people (Kowalik 2012:39). In addition, 
pathology serves as a way to adjust, as a reaction to 
factors harmful to the system and a way of dealing 
with them in such a way as to keep the system alive 
(Kościelska 1995:197). Unfortunately, as it turns out, 
it does not bother anyone that the right of their chil-
dren and students has been restricted, and what is 
most puzzling is that it has been restricted—in my 
opinion—in breach of the applicable law in Poland. 
As Bogusław Śliwerski (2011:10) pointed out, “We 
are dealing with a situation where self-government 
stands against self-government, or pseudo-self-gov-
ernment, or self-government only appearing to be 
self-government, in a way that divided self-gov-
ernment into individual entities,” or into groups of 
able-bodied students, students with mild intellectual 
disabilities, excluding, among others, students with 
moderate and severe intellectual disabilities from the 
process of creating student government in schools. To 
quote Article 85, item 8 of the Education Law of 2016, 
which states that, “The Minister in charge of educa-
tion shall specify, by means of a regulation, the types 

of schools and institutions in which no student gov-
ernment is established due to the necessity of using 
a special organization of educational activities and 
working methods in the school or institution, as well 
as due to reasons concerning the upbringing, care, 
and resocialization.”3 Such a list of types of schools 
and institutions was laid out in the regulation of 
February 23, 2007 by the then Minister of National 
Education, Roman Giertych. The list includes special 
schools for children and young people with moder-
ate and severe mental disabilities, special education 
centers for children and young people with moderate 
and severe mental disabilities, centers for children 
and young people with profound mental disabilities, 
as well as children and young people with multiple 
intellectual disabilities, enabling them to fulfill their 
obligation to receive one year of preschool education, 
compulsory schooling and compulsory education, 
correctional facilities and youth shelters, and schools 
in penal institutions.

What is interesting is that when I asked the Ministry 
of National Education about what kind of research, 
consultations, and other sources allowed the deci-
sion whether these schools and these groups of stu-
dents are not able to create a student government, to 
date, I have only received information confirming 
the functioning and treatment of people with dis-
abilities by the authorities (in this case, the Minis-
try of National Education) according to the medical 
paradigm and objectifying them. In response to my 
question, I received what follows:

In my professional opinion, any initiative to reinforce 

the methodological and scientific basis for the identifi-

cation and correct application of subjective regulations 

3 See: https://isap.sejm.gov.pl/isap.nsf/DocDetails.xsp?id=W-
DU20170000059 [trans. MJ]. Retrieved January 02, 2021.

Maciej Jabłoński

https://isap.sejm.gov.pl/isap.nsf/DocDetails.xsp?id=WDU20170000059
https://isap.sejm.gov.pl/isap.nsf/DocDetails.xsp?id=WDU20170000059


Qualitative Sociology Review • www.qualitativesociologyreview.org 105

(regarding student governments in this case) is positive, 

which is why I encourage you to continue your work. 

In particular and in the context of the quoted articles of 

the Constitution, it is worth noting that the principle of 

equality is not absolute. In this context, we may consid-

er the reasons and premises which could have been the 

basis for the legislation obliging the Minister to exclude 

some institutions from the regulation (perhaps there are 

no students in some of them, perhaps in some cases it is 

due to medical considerations, etc.). [official e-mail cor-

respondence with the Ministry of National Education, 

2015-03-05 (trans. MJ, emphasis added)] 

It is this above statement that is very important and 
shows the specific colonial aspirations of power, 
which is entangled in dependence on tendencies 
and influences: the past—“traditionalism” and the 
present—“postmodernity,” “medicalization” and 
“humanization,” objectification and recovery of 
subjectivity. As we can see, the past of thinking in 
the context of people with disabilities still has a nor-
mative dimension confirmed by people of science. 
As we see, some researchers of student government 
hold a similar belief. Mariusz Grążawski (2011:32 
[trans. MJ]) states that the “list of exemptions is 
therefore significant, but seems justified.”

In the above situation, I contacted the Ministry of Na-
tional Education and Mariusz Grążawski and asked 
them to present research, public consultations, et cet-
era, which would in any way confirm their belief in 
the justified nature of excluding a particular group of 
students from the possibility of creating student gov-
ernments. To this day, I have received no response 
from Grążawski. The Ministry of National Educa-
tion, after my repeated reminders, replied that 

The Ministry of National Education conducted a new 

query in the archives of the Ministry of National Ed-

ucation and at the level of individual departments 

of the Ministry of National Education. On the basis 

of the information obtained, it appears that the doc-

uments describing the process of creating the final 

wording of the above-mentioned regulation have not 

been preserved. We should consider that the above 

situation was caused by the following circumstances:

– the obligation to archive the final document, includ-

ing the definitive text of the regulation with the sig-

natures of the leading department and other cooper-

ating departments (the document was provided) and, 

accordingly, the lack of justification for archiving pre-

liminary versions, working documents, and drafts;

– the obligation to include an impact assessment in 

the justification to the regulation, which must de-

scribe the results of public consultations;

– nearly a decade since the content of the regulation 

was drafted, along with the fundamental organi-

zational and staffing changes that occurred during 

that period at the Ministry of National Education. 

[official letter no. DKO-WEK.431.22.2016.AK, 2016-10-

16 (trans. MJ)]

It is puzzling that no documents from public consul-
tations concerning an issue as important as student 
government have been preserved in the archives of 
the Ministry of National Education. All while we 
know perfectly well that the idea of

civil society is implemented mainly in a process of 

creative cooperation and negotiation—in a process 

involving subjects free from cultural, religious, and 

philosophical prejudices. There are no managers or 

subordinates in self-government. There are only those 

who have committed themselves to do something for 

the common good and there are all those who control 

and evaluate it. Both parties need to benefit from it. 

Self-government that does not benefit everyone is no 

self-government. [Radziewicz 1985:12 (trans. MJ)] 
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Another aspect, which I consider to be even more 
puzzling, is the fact that the said regulation of Feb-
ruary 23, 2007, on the types of schools and estab-
lishments which do not have a student government, 
namely, item 2 of the said regulation—Public Con-
sultation on Regulatory Impact Assessment, reads: 
“In the course of the public consultations, the Polish 
Teachers’ Union (PTU) made a comment. The com-
ment was taken into account” (Regulation of the 
Minister of National Education of February 23, 2007, 
Regulatory Impact Assessment [trans. MJ]). 

Therefore, I contacted the PTU via e-mail, asking for 
an opportunity to access the documents concerning 
the public consultations carried out. It turned out, 
which was particularly surprising, that the PTU 
claims that in the given year, namely, 2007, it did not 
participate in any public consultations for the Min-
istry of National Education. 

As one may see, in this particular case, we have nor-
mative acts, which result in far-reaching consequenc-
es for a large group of students. However, neither 
the Ministry of National Education nor the PTU is 
able to present documents from the public consulta-
tions. I have a feeling that someone has tried, and, 
unfortunately, is still trying to, as philosopher Harry 
Gordon Frankfurt would say, bullshit us. “The bull-
shitter may not deceive us, or even intend to do so, 
either about the facts or about what he takes the facts 
to be. What he does necessarily attempt to deceive us 
about is his enterprise. His only indispensably dis-
tinctive characteristic is that in a certain way he mis-
represents what he is up to” (Frankfurt 2005). 

The Ministry tried to prove that for the sake of the 
welfare of these students, they would not get to form 
their student government, while, in my opinion, 
depriving young people of the possibility to learn 

about governing themselves is a kind of an assault 
on their freedom. According to Aleksander Kamińs-
ki (1965:9 [trans. MJ]), self-government

is a variation of the principle postulating to lead the 

student to independent and conscious management 

of their own conduct and behavior, in other words, 

to self-discipline as a form higher than the principle 

of external punishment, leading to an upbringing in 

an attitude of obedience and submission. Upbringing 

focused on self-discipline postulates placing the stu-

dent in an independent position, in situations requir-

ing them to make choices.

Instead of a Conclusion

At this point, I believe, it is worth our while to recall 
the ethical views of Tadeusz Kotarbiński (1976:36-
37, 63-67). On the one hand, he strongly highlighted 
the ideal of a friendly guardian, a person sensitive 
to one’s needs, particularly those of people under 
their care, offering their reliable support. On the 
other hand, as a proponent of practical realism, he 
interpreted care primarily as a defense against evil, 
in accordance with the medical principle of primum 
non nocere. In the case of protection from harm and 
suffering, I prevent negative states, but my merits 
seem negligible because they boil down to prevent-
ing evil from happening in the real world. When 
morality is understood as a duty to promote good-
ness, when I help, I bring about a certain good, we 
realize positive values—the source of merit. There-
fore, when analyzing the duty to help, one should 
first determine whether it is more important to stop 
the expansion of evil than to promote good. 

Should we, as caretakers, educators, parents, (SOCI-
ETY), constantly protect children from the undisclosed 
“evil” of undefined colonialists, as well as constantly 
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criticize the system? Or should we teach self-reliance 
and trust the subordinate subjects that they can create 
the good by becoming responsible for themselves, and 
show them that self-inflicted dependence and self-ex-
clusion are tantamount to constantly running away 
from freedom? However, the choice is up to each of us.

An important question is whether contemporary 
education is post or rather neo-colonial. It is diffi-
cult to give a clear answer to this question. Howev-
er, the above example (although briefly described) 
shows that the educational system is more neo-co-
lonial rather than postcolonial. The consequence of 
such actions is exactly this neo-colonialism, which 
is based on the fact that the colonized people colo-
nize themselves. The one who colonizes (the Minis-
try of National Education) offers people goods that 
are received with gratitude and willingness. To this 
end, the first art, which people need to train, is the 
art of giving. We need to learn to give in order to get 
as much as we can. The “final solution” of the “an-

thropological question” is, therefore, brought about 
by giving, not extermination. It turns out that this 
is, in fact, the case, and as the additional value of 
the outlined discourse is the fact that we begin to 
understand the need to reflect on the condition of 
living with disabilities, being excluded, or subordi-
nate in the context of neo-colonial pedagogy.

The peculiar entanglement in the appearance of pseu-
do-help and the attempt to show the mystification of 
the “traditional” pattern of discipline allows us to 
take a closer look at the social situation and locations 
occupied in the (public) space by people without dis-
abilities and those with intellectual disabilities. “This 
prompts us to review the relations of subordination 
and dependence prevailing here, to reflect on the 
specificity of their (non-) symmetry, the placement of 
certain entities on the central or (with) marginalized/
peripheral positions, with a critical look at the succes-
sion of the existing knowledge and related practices 
and legacies” (Krzemińska 2019:325 [trans. MJ]).
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