
Questions of Competence
Culture,Classification and Intellectual Disability

Intellectual disability – more commonly described as ‘mental retarda-
tion’ or ‘learning difficulties’ – is a socially constructed phenomenon
that varies in important respects cross-culturally. This collection of orig-
inal essays examines the classification of people as competent and
incompetent in the United States, England, Wales, Greece, Greenland,
Uganda and Belize. The contributors, anthropologists and sociologists,
argue that it is time for a new understanding of intellectual disability. In
contrast to medical and psychological models, a social model of intellec-
tual disability emphasises the cultural and individual variability of
incompetence, the intimate relationship between cultural categories of
competence and incompetence, and the role of social interaction and
networks in its social construction. This book is a timely and original
contribution to ongoing theoretical and policy debates about disability.

  is Professor of Sociological Studies at the
University of Sheffield. He is the author of Lads, Citizens and Ordinary
Kids (1983), Racism and Recruitment (1986), Pierre Bourdieu (1992),
Social Identity (1996), and Rethinking Ethnicity (1997). He has done
anthropological fieldwork in Northern Ireland, England, Wales and
Denmark.
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cialises in political economy, socialisation, ‘race’ and gender; her culture
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Greece and Ireland. She is currently working for the North-Western
Health Board, Ireland, as Counsellor for the Handicapped, and doing her
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with Charles Jedrej), and Protecting the Arctic: Indigenous Peoples and
Cultural Survival (Harwood Academic Publishers, 1998).

   has been engaged in field research on mis-
fortune and health in eastern Uganda at intervals since 1969. She is co-
editor, with B. Ingstad, of Disability and Culture (University of California
Press) and author of Questioning Misfortune:The Pragmatics of Uncertainty
in Eastern Uganda, (Cambridge University Press), a study of Bunyole. As
Professor at the Institute of Anthropology, University of Copenhagen, she
is also involved in applied health research and research training in
Uganda through a programme supported by the Danish International
Development Agency.
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