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Abstract

This article, based on eighteen months of fieldwork with an organization of women with
disabilities in Uganda, considers discourses about bodilymental variation that circulated
among members and non-members of the organization. I identify two common discourses,
based on the words obulema (disability) and abaceke (weak people). The terms are
linguistically and conceptually divergent. Obulema (disability) is an individual condition,
referencing a non-normative embodied state that conveys disadvantage. Conversely,
recognizing someone as an omuceke (a weak person) requires attending to a person’s
bodymind and their socio-economic circumstances and relationships. While obulema is an
objectified individual category connected to citizenship and defined through the legal-
political realm, whether someone is an omuceke is determined interpersonally. Following
Oche Onazi’s suggestion that rights-based and relational approaches to disability justice,
while fundamentally different, might not be incompatible, I investigate their interaction
during a land dispute between a woman with visual impairment and her neighbours.
I combine analysis of how different ways of talking about bodilymental difference invoke
divergent logical forms of obligations with attention to the relational contexts in which these
obligations apply in practice. This novel approach offers a resource for understanding the
complex intersections between discourses about bodymind variation, particularly in
postcolonial settings.

Résumé

Basé sur dix-huit mois de travail de terrain auprès d’une organisation de femmes en situation
de handicap en Ouganda, cet article examine les discours sur la diversité corporelle et
mentale qui circulaient parmi les membres et les non-membres de l’organisation. L’auteur
identifie deux discours courants, basés sur les mots obulema (handicap) et abaceke (personne
faible). Ces termes divergent sur les plans linguistique et conceptuel. Obulema (handicap) est
un état individuel faisant référence à un état incarné non normatif qui traduit un
désavantage. À l’inverse, reconnaître une personne comme omuceke (personne faible)
nécessite de prêter attention à son corps et à son esprit, ainsi qu’à sa situation socio-

© The Author(s), 2025. Published by Cambridge University Press on behalf of The International African Institute. This is
an Open Access article, distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution licence (https://
creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/), which permits unrestricted re-use, distribution and reproduction, provided
the original article is properly cited.

Africa (2025), 95, 21–41
doi:10.1017/S0001972025000130

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0001972025000130 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://orcid.org/0000-0002-4571-1557
mailto:jm121@soas.ac.uk
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0001972025000130
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog?doi=https://doi.org/10.1017/S0001972025000130&domain=pdf
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0001972025000130


économique et à ses relations. Alors que obulema est une catégorie individuelle objectivée,
liée à la citoyenneté et définie dans la sphère politico-juridique, le fait d’être ou non omuceke
se détermine de manière interpersonnelle. À l’instar de la suggestion d’Oche Onazi selon
laquelle les approches de la justice du handicap fondées sur les droits et relationnelles, bien
que fondamentalement différentes, pourraient ne pas être incompatibles, l’auteur étudie leur
interaction lors d’un litige foncier entre une femme déficiente visuelle et ses voisins.
Il analyse comment des manières différentes de parler de différence corporelle et mentale
invoquent des formes logiques divergentes d’obligations axées sur les contextes relationnels
dans lesquels ces obligations s’appliquent dans la pratique. Cette approche novatrice offre
une ressource pour comprendre les intersections complexes entre les discours sur la
diversité corporelle et mentale, notamment dans les contextes postcoloniaux.

Resumo

Este artigo, baseado em dezoito meses de trabalho de campo com uma organização de
mulheres com deficiência no Uganda, analisa discursos sobre a variação corporal que
circulam entre membros e não membros da organização. Identifico dois discursos comuns,
baseados nas palavras obulema (deficiência) e abaceke (pessoas fracas). Os termos são
linguística e concetualmente divergentes. Obulema (deficiência) é uma condição individual,
referindo-se a um estado corporizado não-normativo que transmite desvantagem. Por outro
lado, o reconhecimento de alguém como omuceke (pessoa fraca) requer a atenção ao corpo-
mente da pessoa e às suas circunstâncias e relações socioeconómicas. Enquanto obulema é
uma categoria individual objectivada ligada à cidadania e definida através do domínio
jurídico-político, o facto de alguém ser ou não um omuceke é determinado interpessoalmente.
Seguindo a sugestão de Oche Onazi de que as abordagens baseadas em direitos e relacionais
de justiça no domínio da deficiência, embora fundamentalmente diferentes, podem não ser
incompatíveis, investigo a sua interação durante uma disputa de terras entre uma mulher
com deficiência visual e os seus vizinhos. Combino a análise da forma como diferentes formas
de falar sobre a diferença corporal e mental invocam formas lógicas divergentes de
obrigações com a atenção aos contextos relacionais em que essas obrigações se aplicam na
prática. Esta nova abordagem oferece um recurso para compreender as complexas
intersecções entre os discursos sobre a variação corpo-mente, particularmente em contextos
pós-coloniais.

Introduction
In 2018, I spoke with Safia, the treasurer of a Ugandan grass-roots organization of
women with disabilities called Tusobora,1 about another of my research participants,
Atugonza. Atugonza was a man who lived with epilepsy and worked carrying water
and rubbish for stallholders in Kicweka market, where Tusobora was based.
Atugonza’s epilepsy had remained untreated over many years, and those close to him
described a gradual decline in his social and intellectual engagement. Atugonza
himself talked of fits ‘gripping’ him and making him omuceke (a weak person). During
fieldwork over the past year, I had paid close attention to how my interlocutors
conceptualized marked bodilymental2 differences – forms of non-normative

1 I use pseudonyms throughout this article.
2 I use ‘bodymind’ and ‘bodilymental’ following Price (2015) to refer to embodiment without

suggesting that an easy distinction between ‘physical’ and ‘mental’ processes can be made.
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embodiment that are culturally elaborated as meaningfully different – and had
identified several distinct discourses. Using a word that I had observed frequently,
I asked Safia, who herself used a wheelchair, what she thought Atugonza’s ekizibu
(problem) was. She responded with a long list of issues: he had to walk into Kicweka
every day from his village, he did not get enough food, his family did not have land.
After a pause, she added, unprompted, that he also had a problem with his head,
calling this ‘oburwaire’ (sickness). I asked her whether, because of this ‘sickness’ or
‘problem’, he was ‘omuntu owain’obulema’, a person with disability. She replied ‘kwaha,
baitu ain’ekizibu’ (no, but he has a problem).

In Ugandan legislation, by contrast, Atugonza would count as a ‘person with
disability’, being included under the subcategory ‘Mental disability including
psychiatric disability and learning disability’ in the medicalized list of conditions
in Schedule 3 (Persons with Disabilities Act 2019). However, most of my interlocutors
agreed with Safia, and he had never joined one of the organizations of persons with
disabilities (OPDs) that have proliferated in Uganda since the 1990s. As Safia’s words
show, however, ‘disability’ is not the only way people in Kicweka thought about
bodilymental differences, nor the only way an argument for special treatment based
on them could be phrased.

The term ‘disability’ emerged in Industrial Revolution-era Euro-America as a way
of grouping radically different bodilymental experiences through (perceived)
incapacity for standardized forms of work, in the context of the profit maximization
imperatives of capitalism (Friedner and Weingarten 2019: 486; McRuer 2006: 92–3;
Russell and Malhotra 2002: 212–13). It was introduced to African countries (including
Uganda) through colonial and postcolonial infrastructures including the state and
international organizations (Whyte and Muyinda 2022: 423; Zoanni 2021: 174–5). As a
relatively recently introduced concept in the region, it necessarily coexists with other
ways of understanding bodilymental difference, leading researchers to grapple with
multiple epistemologies and ‘awkward translations’ between divergent terminologies
(Livingston 2006: 113).3 Nevertheless, the relationships between ‘disability’ and
alternative concepts of bodymind variation have received little attention – perhaps,
as Lavern argues, because of the complexity of studying such overlaps (Lavern 2021),
especially in the context of epistemic inequalities.

This article, based on eighteen months of fieldwork with Tusobora, considers the
discourses about bodilymental variation that circulated among members and
non-members of the organization in and around the market, focusing particularly on
the practical politics of making claims to resources and social belonging. The word
obulema (disability) was commonly used by the core members of Tusobora and others
who were familiar with them, including people working within Uganda’s system of
political representation for people with disabilities, and in NGOs. However, it was rare
outside these groups. Omuceke (a weak person) and the related term ekizibu
(a problem) formed a more common and widely known discourse used to refer to

I conceptualize the bodymind as a ‘lived situation’, a ‘continuously : : : re-constituted’ historical
embodied position that implies both freedom and constraint (Bakare-Yusuf 2003: 8).

3 Researchers also note the presence of flexible ‘explanatory’ approaches to healing, under which
identified causes and treatments are offered as ‘conditional certainties’ open to reinterpretation (Whyte
1997: 23, 83; Ingstad 1995: 253–4).
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people living with the types of marked bodymind differences that obulema also
referred to. However, the two terms are linguistically and conceptually divergent.
Obulema (disability) is an individual condition, referencing a non-normative embodied
state that conveys disadvantage. To recognize someone as an omuceke (a weak person),
by contrast, requires attending to a person’s bodymind and their socio-economic
circumstances and relationships. While obulema is primarily an objectified individual
category connected to citizenship and defined in relation to the legal-political realm,
whether someone is an omuceke is determined interpersonally, in a relational setting.

Despite recurrent calls to ‘centre epistemologies of the south’ (Afeworki Abay and
Wechuli 2022: 31; Erevelles 2011; Meekosha 2011), most research into how disability is
conceptualized still focuses overwhelmingly on models developed in the global North,
such as medical, social and human rights models (see, for example, Meyers 2019;
Lawson and Beckett 2021; Brocco 2024: 10). These models also have practical effects.
The Ugandan government, like many in the global South, is highly influenced by the
UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (CRPD). ‘Omuntu
owain’obulema’ (a person with disability), the phrase commonly used within
Ugandan OPDs, is a direct translation of the English phrase used in the CRPD, which
was adopted without change into Ugandan legislation (which is also in English). As an
international human rights instrument, the CRPD conceptualizes disability rights as
rights provided by the state, entailing an individualist citizenship-based approach to
what ‘disability’ and ‘people with disabilities’ are (Meyers 2020). In this article,
I describe this (and other conceptually similar approaches) as ‘legal-political’
concepts of disability.

Some recent works critique the individualist basis of legal-political approaches,
pointing out evident misfits between the liberal-individual tradition of citizenship as
equal status in rights and interdependence-based forms of social belonging, which
exist in many places, including Uganda and the USA (Meyers 2020; Schalk 2022: 7).
Schalk and other theorists propose conceptualizing disability justice in another way,
through interdependence and collective access (Berne 2015; Onazi 2019; Schalk 2022:
92–5). I classify this group of approaches as ‘relational’ concepts of disability. Onazi,
developing Gyekye’s African communitarian philosophy into a proposal for disability
justice based on relational obligations, argues that in Gyekye’s relational community
‘[t]he relational character of the individual, which is grounded upon his or her natural
sociality, not only provides justifications for obligations, but also the orientation of
individuals to those they share a community with’ (Onazi 2019: 143). This approach
resonates with the omuceke discourse I describe. My research clarifies that, in the
setting I worked in, the ‘orientation of individuals to those they share a community
with’ and the obligations entailed attach not to categories of people, but to specific
others with whom the self emerges through an ongoing history of interaction. This is
in stark contrast to legal obligations, which apply based on ‘category work’ performed
to fit into fixed abstract definitions (Friedner et al. 2018: 5).

Importantly, Onazi suggests that relational and individualist rights-based
approaches to disability justice, while fundamentally different, might not be
incompatible (Onazi 2019: 130). Following his insight, this article gives a practical
account of how two radically different ways of understanding bodymind-related
disadvantage intersect, focusing on how models of disability and/or non-normative
embodiment operate in people’s lives and the effects they create (as advocated by
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Businge 2016: 817).4 The concepts of ‘disability’ and omuceke (a weak person) both
played vital roles in my interlocutors’ lives, but they were used in different situations,
with different roles and effects. My contributions lie in analysing the discourses’
different accounts of obligation and rights, and tracing how they invoke diverging
types of relationships. This allows me to show why people with disabilities might use
both discourses, despite their sometimes contradictory implications. It also enables
me to differentiate within the category ‘people with disabilities’, showing the
differences (and inequalities) that ideas about embodiment can generate, especially
when materialized through powerful postcolonial and neocolonial infrastructures.

Disability in Uganda: methodological and contextual notes
Uganda has a unique system of political representation for people with disabilities,
established by President Museveni’s National Resistance Movement (NRM) govern-
ment through a constitution in 1995 and subsequent legislation in 1997. This
mandates reserved places in parliament and local councils for people with disabilities,
who are elected through a complex system of OPDs (Ndeezi 2004; Modern 2021: 26–8).
As the only country in the world with such institutionalized involvement of people
with disabilities in local government, Uganda offers an important setting for
investigating legal-political approaches to disability. Historians of the Ugandan
‘disability movement’ attribute the inclusion of its concerns in the constitution to
national and international factors: the activities of local OPDs, with support from a
‘women’s caucus’ funded by foreign donors (Katsui 2020),5 and political influence from
the army and injured veterans in the (post-)conflict setting (Muriaas and Wang 2012:
320). Influences from international discourses are evident in Ugandan legislation. The
Persons with Disabilities Act 2006 (updated in 2019) contains a CRPD-inspired ‘hybrid’
approach to disability, which welds a ‘social model’-influenced overall definition,
recognizing the role of environmental factors in disabling people, to a list of
qualifying ‘categories of disabilities’ expressed as medical conditions (Kett and
Ministry of Gender, Labour and Social Development 2020: 10).

In its early days, the NRM government included ‘formerly marginalized groups’,
especially women, in its governance structures, aiming to appear to be a more
inclusive ‘state power with a difference’ and win over a divided population, as well as
international donors (Mamdani 1996: 200, 209). As the culmination of this policy,
people with disabilities were one of three ‘special interest groups’ that were allocated
reserved places in local councils in 1997 (along with women and youth).
Consequently, these groups are conceptually associated with the NRM and
Museveni (Ahikire 2017). This context encourages ‘civil’ or ‘quiet’ politics among
people with disabilities involved with the government system, which diverges from
the liberal model of individuals making claims on the state, at times causing conflict
with international NGO-promoted disability advocacy strategies (Modern 2021: 39–43,
234; see also Whyte and Siu 2015 on ‘civil’ politics in Ugandan healthcare).

4 See also Meyers (2019) for an exploration of how the social model of disability impacts identity
among different groups of people with disabilities (in this case, in Nicaragua).

5 The years 1983–92 were the United Nations Decade of Disabled Persons (Zoanni 2021: 174–5).
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Data used in this article were collected during eighteen months of participant
observation with a small grass-roots OPD called Tusobora between 2017 and 2019,
which I undertook following a six-month period spent intensively studying the
languages Runyoro and Ugandan Sign Language. During the fieldwork period, I spent
most days in the market where Tusobora was based, conducting participant
observation or interviews. I also followed members of Tusobora as they moved to
other settings, including home villages, local council offices, meetings of NGOs and
OPDs, and commercial hubs. Tusobora members interacted most with two elements of
disability-related infrastructure. One was the councillors for people with disabilities.
Tusobora’s secretary was a councillor for women with disabilities at the municipal
level. She worked closely with the other councillors and a civil servant, the
community development officer (CDO), who also frequently visited the market to
discuss policy and activities with Tusobora members. I consequently attended council
meetings, council away days, and constituent advice and advocacy sessions with two
councillors for people with disabilities.

The second was a government programme called the ‘Special Grant’ (administered
by the CDO), which funded people with disabilities to set up or expand small
businesses. This was the only government initiative specifically targeting people with
disabilities, although they could also access other projects such as the Uganda Women
Entrepreneurship Programme. Few of the government’s legislative commitments on
disability were realized: for example, there was no evident attempt to make medical
or education services accessible or to tackle discrimination by employers (see also
Nett 2023: 181). Special Grant payments were small (around 200,000 UGX (£40) for
each individual), so only a limited set of micro-businesses could be established using
this route. People with disabilities in the town therefore predominantly ran small
market stalls (the occupation of all Tusobora’s core members) or worked as self- or
casually employed tailors, knitters, hairdressers or carpenters. Many had been
trained in these skills through a livelihoods project targeting people with disabilities,
run by an international NGO (similar programmes are common across Uganda: see
Schuler 2020).

I also interviewed and carried out participant observation with people with
disabilities who spent time in the market but were not members of an OPD, many of
whom lived with impairments affecting cognition and communication, like Atugonza.
Although the Persons with Disabilities Act’s list of ‘categories of disabilities’ includes
‘Mental disability including psychiatric disability and learning disability’, in practice
people living with impairments considered to affect cognition rarely accessed the
representative system of councillors or the Special Grant and NGO training
programmes. Earlier research also noted low engagement in Ugandan disability
infrastructure among people living with ‘mental’ impairments (Ndeezi 2004; Yeo 2001:
23). While investigating the differential engagement of subgroups of people with
disabilities, I paid attention to interactional patterns and linguistic tropes, allowing
me to map different uses of discourses about embodiment between core, peripheral
and non-members of Tusobora, using continuous case comparison.

The main ethnographic section of this article presents a legal case, during which a
councillor for people with disabilities represented a rural constituent accused of
encroaching on her neighbours’ land. I attended the hearing with the councillor and
recorded it (with permission from all participants). I also interviewed some
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participants in Runyoro and English before and after the hearing. Although I was not
fully fluent in Runyoro, I was able to follow proceedings with ease. Data presented are
based on my contemporaneous notes, as well as a close study of the audio recording of
the hearing, which included checking my interpretations of complex or technical
utterances with bilingual native speakers. Neither the councillor nor his constituent
belonged to Tusobora, although both were well known to Tusobora members due to
their involvement in the wider network of OPDs and political representation in the
town. The case study is presented here, alongside discussion of more everyday
experiences of discourses about bodilymental variation, because participants in the
case explicitly presented a range of claim-making narratives based on having obulema
(disability) and being omuceke (a weak person), allowing me to illustrate how they
differ, diverge and come together. In addition, it allows me to explore a core element
of the Ugandan representational system for people with disabilities that has so far
remained understudied: how councillors represent their constituents.

The next two sections look at the discourses about bodilymental difference my
interlocutors used. I demonstrate how the specifics of the government and NGO
infrastructure affected these concepts and the consequences of their use, including
how they are implicated in the relative exclusion of people living with cognitive or
communicative differences.

Obulema (disability)
Ugandan legislation is in English, using the terms ‘disability’ and ‘people with
disabilities’. In Runyoro, the predominant spoken language in Bunyoro, the term used
to translate ‘disability’ is obulema. This is likely a recent introduction to the language
and is not widely used (see Zoanni 2021: 174 on cognate Luganda terms). It is part of a
longer phrase, ‘abantu abaina kwina obulema’ (people who have disability), used almost
exclusively by disability rights advocates. However, obulema is formed from the more
common word omulema, which means ‘a lame person’.6 The linguistic difference is the
noun class. Omulema, which contains the particle -mu-, is a personal noun, while
obulema has the particle -bu-, which in this case makes it an abstract stative noun.
The -mu- category indicates a person; -bu- indicates a state. Where omulema makes
‘lameness’ a characteristic of the person, with the term obulema one can refer to
disability without talking about a specific person – ‘disability’, not ‘a disabled person’.
Consequently, it is possible to consider a person’s status as ‘disabled’ separately to the
contextual, personal and relational details of their life. This makes the term
particularly suitable for abstract categorization, including the biopolitical governance
involved in contemporary Ugandan statecraft. Despite deriving from a word for a
specific impairment, obulema has now been generalized among disability advocates
and can be used for all types of physical and sensory impairments. This change is
associated with the growing importance of disability as a social category in Uganda
between 1981 and 2008, the main period of the NRM government’s infrastructure

6 Omulema literally means ‘a failed person’ and can be pejorative. Most disability activists therefore
object to it; however, they also acknowledge that it is conventionalized – people using it in everyday life
do not register its discriminatory derivation. Activists who object to it in certain contexts also use it
themselves at other times.

Africa 27

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0001972025000130 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0001972025000130


development (Zoanni 2021: 174–5).7 Obulema is also, however, associated with people
who are directly engaged with government representation or programmes for people
with disabilities, and is primarily a legal or bureaucratic category.

This usage is encouraged by technical processes involved in accessing government
grants. To qualify for the Special Grant, people with disabilities must form a group
and register with the government. They then submit an application, the core of which
is a list of the members with accompanying photographs and descriptions of their
individual projects, each with a budget. The list of members specifies their position in
the organization (for example, chairperson, secretary, member, etc.) and impairment
type.8 Members of OPDs were so accustomed to writing their impairment group on
documentation, I sometimes witnessed them mistakenly enter it on forms that in fact
asked for other information. Members were taking part in a bureaucratic exercise of
categorization demanded by organizations that were themselves subject to audit and
had to provide evidence that they had reached appropriate ‘beneficiaries’. For the
local government, audit was by central government; for NGOs, their funders. The
appropriateness of beneficiaries was determined on a purely individual basis, through
a depersonalized bodilymental assessment. Anyone who qualified within the
government’s definition of ‘person with disabilities’ was a possible recipient, but
there was no specific obligation to a particular disabled person, so anyone could also
be turned away, for example if the annual budget had been exhausted.

Processes for accessing funding located ‘disability’ firmly in the bodyminds of
individuals affected. However, aspects of a more social understanding of disability
also featured within the bureaucratic complex. During a training session, the CDO
argued that the Special Grant had been established because people with disabilities
were discriminated against in employment, so they should be enabled to become self-
employed (see Nalule 2012: 43–4 for a similar argument). Clearly, he thought social
arrangements caused at least some of the problems associated with disability. Like the
Persons with Disabilities Act, local government operated with a hybrid social and
medical concept of disability. However, the more important aspect of how obulema/
disability was conceived was its association with a certain type of relationship and
form of obligation: that between an individual person with disabilities and the state.
For the state, the key characteristic was its abstract biopolitical form of qualification,
which engaged the state’s duty towards a citizen living with disability.9 For people
with disabilities, the relational context of obulema produced a reciprocal obligation to
support the state, including politically,10 and by using the business inputs provided

7 Historical information about disability terminology in Ugandan languages is scarce. Nalule reports
that the first time people living with different forms of impairment were served by the same institution
was 1963 (Nalule 2012: 3).

8 The occasional NGO programmes that target people with disabilities in the area use similar
processes.

9 This duty, however, was profoundly limited by the resource-scarce environment, as the expected
contribution was small, taking the form of a share of the Special Grant and other occasional programmes
such as one-off distribution of sacks of rice for ‘vulnerable’ people.

10 The area in which I carried out fieldwork is historically supportive of the NRM government. It is
likely that the sense of obligation to support the state politically that my interlocutors expressed would
be modified or absent in opposition areas of the country (see, for example, Muyinda 2013: 177 on
Acholiland).
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responsibly. Consequently, economic behaviour was highly regulated in the group,
with the core members presenting themselves as diligent and parsimonious managers
of the resources they had been given (see chapters 1 and 2 in Modern 2021; see also
Schuler 2020: 125–6). The leadership judged members, and each other, against a strict
standard encapsulated by the term ‘active’, widely used in Uganda to mean being
clever, enterprising, hardworking and persistent.

The disciplinary aspect of the concept profoundly affected the make-up of group
membership. Figure 1 shows the beneficiary list from an application Tusobora
submitted to an NGO, specifying each member’s impairment type. Most listed
members are categorized as ‘physical’ or ‘deaf’, a few ‘blind’. The ‘qualifying
impairments’ listed in the Persons with Disabilities Act include ‘Mental disability
including psychiatric disability and learning disability’. However, only one member,
Akugiziibwe, is listed as having a ‘mental’ impairment, and her entry reads ‘mental/
physical’. Akugiziibwe lived with partial paralysis, was described as a ‘slow learner’,
and periodically experienced intense mental distress. She was a member of Tusobora
because of her physical impairment, and most members considered her ‘slow
learning’ and intermittent distress irrelevant to her membership.11 Although she was
formally a member of the group, she was marginalized within it and often excluded
from its funding and projects because she was not thought to be able to manage a
business, the core activity of the group and of much of the wider disability-related
infrastructure. No members of Tusobora were included because of experiences that
could be considered ‘mental’ or ‘cognitive’; nor did I find any such members in other
OPDs in the town.

Abaceke (weak people)
People thought to be ‘mad’ or ‘slow’, like Akugiziibwe and Atugonza (the man with
epilepsy discussed in the introduction), were more often referred to using the
alternative abaceke12 (weak people) discourse. This discourse, which could refer to
all types of impairment referenced in the Persons with Disabilities Act, also
incorporated the terms ebizibu (problems) and oburwaire (illness). For example, the
effects epilepsy had on Atugonza were variously described as ‘ekizibu13 ky’obwongo’
(a problem of the head) and ‘oburwaire’ (sickness), and both he and others told me he
was ‘omuceke’ (a weak person), in part because of his illness (see also Whyte 1998:
171). However, the main difference is not semantic range, but how the discourses
are applied to people. Somebody who is ‘omuntu owaina obulema’ (a person with
disabilities) will be so even if their social and economic situation changes
dramatically, because the category refers only to their bodilymental state. By
contrast, someone is assessed to be ‘omuceke’ (a weak person) in social context.
Bodilymental impairment alone is insufficient; other factors, such as poverty,
landlessness or orphanhood (all suggesting social isolation), must be involved, and

11 An exception was the group’s secretary, who had written the list in Figure 1. The secretary was
more familiar with legislation and more extensively networked with national and international disability
advocates than most group members, and as a result was aware of external pressure to include people
living with ‘mental’ impairments.

12 ‘Abaceke’ is plural; the singular is ‘omuceke’, meaning ‘a weak person’.
13 ‘Ekizibu’ is singular; the plural is ‘ebizibu’.
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the discourse can also apply to people who do not live with bodilymental
impairment but have a combination of other types of problem. The core members of
Tusobora were not normally considered abaceke, even though many did experience
bodily ‘weakness’, because they had businesses and families: they were not isolated
or extremely poor. Older people were often abaceke (weak people), especially if they
experienced economic injustice and physical infirmity together; I heard the term

Figure 1. Tusobora beneficiary list from an application to an NGO.
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used frequently about older people dispossessed of land in intra-family land
disputes. Using a walking stick (omwigo) was an important symbol in this context,
used to justify the claim to be an omuceke and therefore deserving of special
consideration.

Talk about someone being omuceke (a weak person) or having many ebizibu
(problems) often formed part of an argument that they were entitled to assistance.
The discourse draws on a complex system for understanding and dealing with
misfortune, which stresses social factors because an individual’s personhood is not
separate from that of others but emerges in social interaction (Whyte 1997: 60; see
also philosophical accounts in Gyekye 1997; Onazi 2019). It is based on the idea,
common in Bunyoro, that sharing history with someone creates obligation towards
them, and breaching that obligation is dangerous. In the 1950s, Beattie glossed this
idea as ‘neighbourliness’, writing that, in this mode of sociality:

People should live near to and help one another, even though they are not
related as kin, and a man who lives apart from his fellows lays himself open to
suspicion of sorcery. Eating and, especially, drinking beer together express the
friendly relations which should subsist between neighbours. (Beattie 1959: 83)

This system creates a constant flow of small goods, especially foodstuffs, between
households, at least in rural areas where food is grown rather than purchased.

Expectations of neighbourliness included providing support for one’s ‘weak’
neighbours. For some abaceke (weak people), like Akugiziibwe, these everyday
contributions provided a substantial proportion of household subsistence.
Akugiziibwe undertook a deliberate strategy of creating relationships that could
carry this obligation, placing herself in others’ social space through repeated acts of
asking, giving, receiving and service (similar strategies are described in Monteith
2018: S19–S20; Scherz 2014: 88; further detail is given in Modern 2021: 179–92). This
system is not analogous to ‘charity’, which in this area is understood to be a
disposition to help people in need outside of specific obligations to that person and
therefore applies most appropriately to strangers (Scherz 2014: 25). Rather, helping
abaceke was obligatory, and the experiential force of the obligation was explained
through the effects of long-term co-residence and familiarity. Akugiziibwe’s
neighbours explicitly disavowed having a generalized disposition to help; instead,
one told me that seeing Akugiziibwe hungry ‘caused her pain’, while others felt
obliged because, as they put it, ‘we have ever been together’. In saying this, they
demonstrated that their intersubjective history had linked their affective states in a
very concrete way.

The obligation to help an omuceke is fundamentally different to the abstract legal
obligation of the state to assist ‘abantu abaina obulema’ (people with disabilities). It
attaches not to a category of people, but to a particular person with whom the self is
socially related, and it is invoked by a specific historical-relational context. Again, the
linguistic details are illuminating. In Runyoro and similar Bantu languages, virtually
any descriptive personal noun can be made into a stative noun by replacing the ‘mu’
prefix with ‘bu’, as omulema (a lame person) is turned into obulema (disability). But
I almost never heard people do this with the word omuceke. Even those who regularly
used obulema rarely said obuceke, which would mean weakness. Instead, people talked
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about an individual omuceke or a specific, collective group of abaceke (for example,
‘Kicweka haroh’abaceke baingi [There are many weak people in Kicweka]’). They talked
about an instance of being weak, not the concept of weakness, because being weak was
socially meaningful specifically within relationships.

Claiming ‘disability’ and being ‘a weak person’ in a land dispute
The following case study, in which I describe a legal process involving Dorcas, a
woman living with visual impairment in a village near the town in which Tusobora
was based, illustrates the contrast between obulema/disability and abaceke/weak
people. I focus on the language used about Dorcas’s embodiment, and the types of
relationship and obligation different ways of talking about it invoked. Dorcas had
been accused of encroaching on her neighbour and co-clansperson’s land. Her adult
daughter had been briefly arrested for ‘malicious damage’ because she had cut down
part of the neighbour’s maize crop and planted her own groundnuts instead. Dorcas
and her daughter (who lived elsewhere but sometimes cultivated food at her mother’s
home) claimed the land was theirs and their neighbours had moved the boundary
stones. All the parties were summoned to a hearing at a local council14 to determine
the facts of the case and correct the boundaries.

Dorcas was well networked with organizations of people with disabilities,
especially the district union of blind people. When she received the summons, she
telephoned one of the district councillors for people with disabilities, who also
belonged to the union of blind people, and asked him to represent her at the hearing.
This councillor was unavailable but passed the case on to the equivalent councillor at
the level below,15 Mugisa, who also lived with visual impairment and belonged to the
union. I had been working closely with Mugisa, so I was able to join him to witness
several stages of this legal case, including his initial conversation with Dorcas
immediately before the hearing, the hearing itself, and the land-titling process in its
aftermath. Dorcas’s and Mugisa’s language about her experience with visual
impairment changed over the stages of the dispute. Paying close attention to these
differences reveals the affordances of different ways of talking about bodymind
variation, and the effects they have during land disputes in particular.

During the exploratory interview before the hearing, Dorcas explained that her
maternal grandfather had held legal title to the land she lived on. She claimed that he
had given a section of his land to her when she married because he was worried that,
because of her visual impairment, she would be neglected by her husband and in-laws
if she moved to their land, which is normal in this virilocal area. She therefore
represented her unusual tenure arrangement as directly related to disability
discrimination. Throughout this conversation, Dorcas and Mugisa used language
associated with the legal category ‘disability’, including obulema (disability) and
obugabe (rights).

14 Uganda’s local council system has five hierarchically nested councils (Modern 2021: 27). Initially, the
hearing was supposed to be at the LC3 sub-county council, which is the level that should host land
tribunals. On the day, the LC3 chairperson was not available, so the hearing was moved to the LC1 village
council and held in the chairperson’s home a few minutes’ walk from Dorcas’s, although it was run by the
chairperson of the LC2 parish council.

15 This was the LC4 municipal level.
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During the hearing itself, Dorcas and Mugisa continued with obulema-based
language. Mugisa introduced himself as ‘omu h’abantu barwanira obugabe : : :
bw’abalema’ (one of those people who fights for the rights of disabled people).
Dorcas repeatedly referenced the ‘ekitebe ky’abalema’ (OPD) she was a member of. She
claimed that her neighbours had moved the boundary markers without her
knowledge because she couldn’t see where they were. Dorcas’s accusers took a
different approach, denying the case had anything to do with Dorcas’s visual
impairment.16 They claimed they did not discriminate against her. Rather, Dorcas was
the aggressor. She repeatedly encroached others’ land, telling them they could not
prevent it because she had the support of a powerful OPD.

While Mugisa consistently used the language of obulema/disability when he spoke
about Dorcas’s visual impairment during the hearing, he did not, in fact, talk about it
often. He accepted Dorcas’s accusers’ argument that this was not a case of disability
discrimination, expressing outrage that she had threatened the other land users with
action by the OPD and cautioning her against using disability to ‘kumigiriza’ (oppress)
others. Dorcas’s reputation in disability circles played into this reaction: she was
considered overly litigious and had a long history of disputes with the same
neighbours. Instead of arguing her case based on disability rights and the specific
position of women with disabilities in relation to land, as Dorcas had in the earlier
interview, Mugisa put his rhetorical power into trying to achieve reconciliation
between Dorcas and her grandfather’s heir, who was Dorcas’s maternal aunt. Mugisa
likely considered this the most promising route to a resolution in Uganda’s
consensus-based local council adjudication system,17 but he also explicitly dismissed
the argument that rights to land could pass through maternal families in this
patrilineal area and told Dorcas she was allowed to stay only on the sufferance of her
aunt and should therefore ‘humble’ herself before the heir (for more detail, see
Modern 2021: 217).

The case was ultimately decided against Dorcas, who was found to have
encroached on her neighbour’s land. However, towards the end of the meeting, after
Mugisa’s insistent entreaties, Dorcas did reconcile with her grandfather’s heir,
begging her forgiveness for neglecting to visit her in the past (a serious breach of
appropriate relationality). To do so, Dorcas switched languages towards the ‘omuceke’
discourse: she claimed she had not visited because ‘nkaceka’ (I was weak) and
therefore she did not have anything to bring her aunt as a gift: ‘Ndi nka mulema,
ninyowe nkusiima nka ki [I am like a lame person, how can I thank you]?’ After the
reconciliation, the heir awarded her formal title to three acres of land to ensure
security of her tenure in the future, drawing up a legal document on the spot with the
help of the officials.

After the hearing, finalizing the land transfer took several weeks. The land had to
be surveyed and new boundaries marked and recorded. Dorcas was asked to pay
remarkably high fees for this, which Mugisa attributed to resentment from the village

16 Dorcas’s accusers and the council officials used a term, ‘mufw’amaiso’, that is generally considered
pejorative by disability activists; however, no one commented on this usage during the hearing.

17 This system has popular legitimacy because it is ostensibly based on ‘traditional’ norms held in
dynamic continuity with precolonial political systems, but these norms have strong roots in colonial
stereotypes about consensus decision making in rural African communities (Khadiagala 2001: 58).
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(LC1) council officials in charge of the process and the neighbours providing labour.
Responding to this unfairness, Mugisa’s approach to arguing the case also changed: he
appealed to the neighbours to have pity and recognize that, as an omuceke (a weak
person), Dorcas could not raise so much money. However, they rejected his
characterization of Dorcas, arguing that while she was visually impaired, her
daughters were not. They would also benefit from the land and could contribute to
paying for the survey. Dorcas was connected to their physical power and resources, so
she was not truly ‘weak’. When Mugisa’s attempt to present Dorcas as an omuceke
failed, he changed tactics again, alleging discrimination against a person with
disabilities and calling a journalist from a local radio station to come and record what
was happening. After this, the requested payment was quickly halved, and Dorcas was
able to raise enough money from her daughters and her disability-related
connections.

Strategic positioning through language: a discussion
Mugisa’s and Dorcas’s changing language demonstrates the care with which people
chose discourses about bodymind difference when making claims about land. Obika
et al. write that, in land disputes, ‘contestation is very often about placing oneself in a
strategic position : : : People, as social beings, have options, possibilities for taking
alternate identities’ (Obika et al. 2017: 217–18). Because the two discourses about
bodilymental variation and disadvantage are connected to divergent forms of
relationship and sociality, their use depends on interpersonal context, and they offer
very different strategies for claim making. During the pre-meeting, Dorcas had
established the basis of her land tenure to be rooted in attempts to combat disability
discrimination. Her argument was based on an implicit understanding that in this
area the normative way for women to access land is through their husbands, and
therefore ‘their claims as wives are only as strong as their partnerships’ (Whyte and
Acio 2017: 31). Women with disabilities are less likely to marry, and, when they do,
more often abandoned by their husbands (Lwanga-Ntale 2003: 13–14; Whyte and
Muyinda 2007: 305; Barriga and Kwon 2010: 24–5). Dorcas’s relationship with her
husband was indeed never formalized, and it lasted only a short time. If women’s
normative form of access to land is ‘only as strong’ as their relationships, women with
disabilities are particularly disadvantaged. Discrimination against women and people
with disabilities is outlawed by Article 27 of the Land Act 1998, so Dorcas’s approach
offered a possible strategy for arguing the case, as well as making it clear to Mugisa
why it was appropriate for him to advocate for Dorcas’s rights.

During the hearing, however, Dorcas did not mention this argument, and nor did
Mugisa. While they continued with similar disability-related language, Dorcas’s focus
was clearly on demonstrating her political power to be greater than that of her
opponents, rather than on the nuanced argument about being given land by her
grandfather on marriage. She employed an outrightly combative, even aggressive,
tone. In Uganda, land disputes are often conceptualized explicitly as contests of
strength. ‘Land grabbing’ is a common phrase in newspaper reports and villager
accounts, which also discuss participants in terms of power versus vulnerability
(Ahikire 2010: 36). Mugisa and Dorcas both attributed the positive outcome of the
case, which saw Dorcas’s security of tenure increase despite the finding that she was
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in the wrong, to the presence of Mugisa and me, arguing that we had demonstrated
Dorcas to have ‘power from outside the local arena’ (Khadiagala 2001: 57), and
therefore we had ‘scared’ the other participants.18

In the context of the hearing, where Dorcas was so evidently connected to power,
claiming to be an omuceke/weak person would likely have been counterproductive;
the only time she did so, she used the past tense ‘nkaceka’ (I was weak), when she was
explaining her previous neglect of her aunt, a crucial family member. Mugisa’s single
use of the word omuceke (a weak person) occurred during the land-titling process
following the hearing and was directed not at the higher-level council chairperson
who ran the hearing, but at Dorcas’s village’s chairperson and her immediate
neighbours. These are people with whom, due to the ‘neighbourliness’ norm, it would
be assumed that Dorcas interacted on a very regular basis. As I argued in the earlier
section on the abaceke (weak people) discourse, over time these neighbourly
interactions often build an intersubjective history and affective bonds that can carry
the weight of obligation towards an omuceke (weak person). Many of the disabled
people I worked with who relied on this kind of neighbourly assistance were
remarkably diligent in visiting their neighbours, deliberately putting themselves into
shared everyday spaces to foster the relationship. Mugisa’s appeal sought to engage
these affective processes.

His attempt did not work for two reasons. First, Dorcas had evident connections to
power, including the physical power of her adult daughters and the political power of
the disability infrastructure: the effects of her strategy during the hearing were still
being felt. But just as importantly, due to the long-running disputes, the daily
interactions expected between neighbours were absent in Dorcas’s local relationships.
She did not visit her neighbours or treat them in the ways that they expected as
neighbours and co-clanspeople; in turn, they did not feel reciprocal obligations to her.
In these circumstances, what worked instead was another threat: calling a journalist
and alleging disability discrimination. Conversely, Dorcas’s appeal to her aunt for
special consideration as an omuceke did work, prompting the aunt to excuse her niece
for not performing the visits due to her as a sign of respect for her senior position in
the family. Unlike Mugisa’s appeal to the neighbours, which requested adjustments to
the monetized bureaucratic process of land surveying, the exchange between Dorcas
and her aunt was focused on re-establishing the relationship, a highly appropriate
topic for the omuceke discourse.

Claims based on the two discourses were therefore appropriate to different
settings. Before I summarize the details of this distribution, one final note on the
logical form of the discourses is important here. Although obulema/disability and
omuceke/weak person may appear to form a binary, the former emphasizing
connection and the latter isolation, the discourses are not opposites because the
forms of connection and isolation involved are different. As I have shown, the

18 Mugisa’s involvement enabled Dorcas to demonstrate her connection to the political power of the
disability-related government infrastructure. As a white woman in an environment where racialized
hierarchies of knowledge and power are ubiquitous, I was also often assumed to be a powerful actor, even
when I did not speak, as in this case. On racialized hierarchies of expertise in African countries with a
strong ‘development industry’ presence, see Kothari (2006: 16). Ahikire, a Ugandan academic, notes a
similar effect from her land case research even without the racial dimension (Ahikire 2010: 36–7).
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connection involved in obulema is based on relatively19 impersonal bodilymental
categorization, while the isolation of omuceke represents an absence, or sometimes a
betrayal, of specific personal connections. As the discourses do not engage the same
kinds of settings or relationships, they are not always mutually exclusive. The
relationship between them can be thought of, following Waters, as an example of ‘non-
binary dualism’, a ‘syntax that puts together [dual] constructs without maintaining
sharp and clear boundary distinctions : : : plac[ing] the two constructs together in such
a way that one would remain itself, and be also a part of the other’ (Waters 2004: 98–9).20

The omuceke (weak person) concept itself, I argue, is also an example of non-binary
dualism.21 While having strength (amaani) and being an omuceke (a weak person) are
paired concepts, they exist on a continuum with fuzzy boundaries, and any individual
will have elements of their life and social situation that point to both. Judging if a
person is strong or weak is an inexact contextual act, performed from an involved
position within a particular social setting. This ambiguity made it possible for Dorcas’s
aunt to accept her self-presentation as an omuceke during one section of the meeting,
as having purchase specifically with regard to their relationship, even while her co-
clanspeople neighbours rejected Mugisa’s argument that she was an omuceke within
the same extended process of negotiation about land access. Having connections to
the political power of obulema (disability) forms part of the complex that must be
considered when making such a judgement, rather than being a direct negation of
being an omuceke (weak person). Although the implications of claiming each type of
bodilymental divergence seem contradictory – one emphasizing strength and
connection, the other weakness and isolation – it can therefore make sense for an
individual to claim both, in different contexts.

To summarize, drawing on Dorcas’s case and that of Akugiziibwe, discussed earlier,
where the state was involved, for example in legal hearings and dealings with local
councils or government programmes, obulema/disability-based language was more
likely to be felicitous. This was why Dorcas presented her case to Mugisa, a state
representative, as disability discrimination, which is clearly outlawed. Where claims
were directed towards people with whom one regularly shared social space,
particularly family or neighbours, the relational language of omuceke/weak person
might be more appropriate. Akugiziibwe’s everyday gifts of food from neighbours were
a good example. She did not, generally, have to request these gifts: they were simply
offered to her during visits to neighbours’ homes, which were a regular and expected
part of female sociality in her village, underpinned by the shared orientation to
supporting abaceke (weak people) who were present in one’s social space.

19 I say ‘relatively’ because, while the initial connection and the force of obligation involved in
obulema-based representation is impersonal and bureaucratic, over time it often develops into personal
relationships. Modes of relationality often have imprecise boundaries, blending elements due to the
layering of historical connections between people in complex social spaces. Nevertheless, in obulema-
based representation, duties can be passed between individuals (as between the councillor Dorcas
initially contacted and Mugisa) in a way that is unlikely for omuceke-based support.

20 This argument is indebted to Lavern, whose 2021 paper notes the relevance of Waters’ non-binary
dualist constructs for indigenous concepts of disability (Lavern 2021).

21 Obulema (disability) is not non-binary: one is either a person with disability or not. However, the
way in which the obulema and omuceke (weak person) concepts are logically paired is through non-binary
dualism.
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However, both discourses also face constraints within their appropriate settings.
Obulema/disability-based claims must be carefully pitched to fit within the codified
categories of legislation. After hearing the accusations that Dorcas was the real
aggressor and had threatened her neighbours, Mugisa warned her that even if she
brought lawyers to represent her, it wouldn’t help if she was in the wrong: ‘You will
be helped when it is really true that you have been treated unfairly.’ This approach
relied on what Friedner et al. call ‘category work’ (2018), a form that is closely related
to the postcolonial nature of the Ugandan legal system. It relied on the individual
fitting themselves and their bodilymental experience into an established framework
over which they had little or no influence. This could be difficult when the framework
did not recognize the individual’s positionality, as it did not for Dorcas’s gendered
experience, in the face of Mugisa’s normative statement of patrilineal inheritance.

The omuceke/weak person discourse, meanwhile, required a substantial history of
social enactments (see Sneath 2006) between involved parties for the obligation
towards an omuceke to produce experiential force. Where this interactional history
was not present, such claims could fail. As Dorcas’s case shows, the effects of earlier
self-presentations can also bleed over into different settings, closing down
possibilities of alternative claims, as when her neighbours rejected her characteriza-
tion as omuceke. Claiming to be ‘weak’ and to therefore deserve redress was a powerful
tool, but it required one’s audience to concur with the characterization as ‘weak’, both
in terms of socio-bodilymental assessment and in relation to whether the necessary
relationships linked the parties.

Where the appropriate interactional history is not present, being identified as
omuceke may simply mark one out as physically weak and socially isolated, which in
combative arenas conceptualized as contests of strength (such as land disputes) can
have dangerous consequences.22 Dorcas likely chose to emphasize her obulema/
disability-related connections during her hearing for this reason, even though most of
her audience were family and neighbours. And as her example shows, it was possible
in some circumstances to use the language and connections of obulema to act on
personal relationships: doing relational work, rather than ‘category work’, by
demonstrating greater political power within a setting permeated with age, gender
and wealth-related inequalities.

My research demonstrates the ability to call upon obulema-mediated connections
to be unevenly distributed, with certain groups of people with disabilities more able
to mobilize connections to representatives of the state. Dorcas could do so because of
connections to councillors for people with disabilities through the local union of blind
people, the oldest and best-resourced disability organization in the area. By contrast,
Akugiziibwe’s belonging within the category ‘people with disabilities’ was precarious,
as reflected in her weaker connections to the disability-related infrastructure of the
town. She was evidently an omulema (a lame person) because she had trouble walking
due to partial paralysis. However, as she had never learned to count, she was not
considered capable of running a business and consequently remained peripheral to
the OPD she belonged to, Tusobora. Her socio-bodilymental circumstances could not
be accommodated within the existing infrastructure, closely focused as it was on
entrepreneurship, and she therefore did not have the close connections with

22 This is discussed in more detail in Chapter 7 of Modern (2021).
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government and development infrastructure that are the hallmark of ‘omuntu owaina
obulema’ (a person with disability). While the meaning of obulema had been expanded
to encompass Dorcas and the councillors for people with disabilities who lived with
visual impairment, the practical distance between the disability infrastructure and
people living with impairments thought to affect the mind and cognition, like
Akugiziibwe, offered them no opportunity to develop a similar association with state
and legal protections.

Access to discourses and inequality within disabled communities
With this article, I do not intend to argue for the correctness of one approach to
bodilymental difference over another. My analysis suggests that different discourses
of bodymind difference can offer resources for those living with such differences to
negotiate social positioning and access to resources.23 I combine analysis of how
different ways of talking about bodilymental difference invoke divergent logical
forms of obligations (with the obulema (disability) discourse entailing bureaucratic
depersonalization,24 while the abaceke (weak people) discourse draws on personalized
connections mediated through intimate histories) with analysis of the relational
contexts to which these obligations apply in practice. In postcolonial or neocolonial
times, I argue that disability must be approached as produced in interactions between
different ways of understanding marked bodilymental difference, with varying
temporal and geographical origins. This approach offers a key resource for Disability
Studies,25 helping us to understand how categorizations of bodilymental difference –
including, but not limited to, ‘disability’ – create practical effects in people’s lives and
highlighting both the potential for creative manipulation of narratives and the
contexts where incoherence between the different approaches might limit actors’
options and contribute to inequalities within disabled communities.

The national and local intellectual history of the categories and of institutions – in
this case including Tusobora, community development offices and NGOs – vitally
shaped the outcomes these interactions produced in the lives of the people with
disabilities I worked with. Even though it translated as ‘disability’, the ways in which the
term obulema was used and understood in this research setting did not conform to how
‘disability’ is understood in international instruments such as the CRPD. Rather than a
disadvantaged position, it sometimes emerged as a desired status conveying political
power through connection to national and international development discourses and
resources – even while people with disabilities also undeniably faced discrimination and

23 Livingston (2006: 123) similarly argued that, for some people in Botswana, invoking colonially
introduced medical approaches to disability had proved ‘highly liberating’, because it allowed them to
counter connections between disability and ‘polluted relationships’.

24 I do not mean to suggest that bureaucrats always acted disinterestedly in practice. The structures of
obligation I describe are ideal forms, which were not always determinative. However, bureaucrats’
actions were vitally inflected by a relational context and accountability systems that expected
depersonalized interactions.

25 Although my research specifically investigated discourses about bodilymental difference in Uganda,
this approach has relevance beyond Africa and the wider global South. In places such as the UK, where
disability can often seem a widely recognized and obvious category, heterodox ways of understanding
bodilymental difference nevertheless interweave in encounters with institutions and practices, with
complex effects for identities (for an example, see Fagan Robinson 2019).
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experienced substantial social and bodilymental suffering. Being identified as an
omuceke (weak person) had similarly context-dependent effects, sometimes acting as a
route to vital resources and means for understanding the self as a valued and integral
part of a relational community (as it did for Akugiziibwe in dealings with her
neighbours), and sometimes instead creating vulnerability by highlighting one’s limited
options for redress in the event of mistreatment (see Modern 2021: 202–33).

Access to the two discourses was also not evenly distributed, as they are tied to
postcolonial and neocolonial infrastructures and resources riven with inequalities.
Obulema/disability-related arguments are largely out of reach of people living
with certain types of impairment, particularly those considered to affect the mind
or cognition, because the concentration of disability-related resources in
entrepreneurship-based programmes meant that such people were liable to be
‘dropped’ from OPDs through progressive exclusion from the organizations’ activities.
This meant both that they were less likely to have the kind of practical links to
councillors that Dorcas mobilized in her land case, and also that the gradual
identification that has emerged in Ugandan society since the 1990s between people
living with physical or sensory impairments and the state and development
infrastructure did not include them. The omuceke/weak person discourse is often
more accessible for this group and can bring benefits for them. However, it does not
offer connections to state and NGO resources and is particularly limited in relation to
financialized and bureaucratic processes, as its power is rooted in specific
relationships, not in the abstract rights and identities that govern the bureaucratic
realm of law. While citizenship-based and relational discourses can be used at
different times by the same person, doing so requires difficult creative relational
work, and the resources for creating this articulation are not equally available to all
people living with marked forms of bodilymental difference.
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