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Abstract: Stimulated by a disjuncture between the expectations and the experiences of conducting research on disability in Zambia, we reflexively reviewed our
own research practice to find that it was premised upon an unconscious assumption
about the value of productivity. This reflexive finding led us to reflect more deeply
about the concept of productivity. From our own observations as health professionals and researchers in the global North complemented by literature, we described
a hegemonic conception of productivity that we see to be represented. Through a
more conscious articulation of our own approach to research and the responses
that we observed from research participants with disabilities in Zambia, we articulated two alternative conceptions of productivity. We propose that the alternative
conceptions of productivity are useful to inform more robust disability research in
the global South. More generally, these alternative conceptions can be used as resistance to a narrowly conceived notion of productivity.
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Keywords: critical social science perspective; global South; neoliberalism; productivism;
Zambia; reflexivity; social theory; qualitative research

Shaun Cleaver

ABOUT THE AUTHORS

PUBLIC INTEREST STATEMENT

Dr Shaun Cleaver completed his PhD research
in the Rehabilitation Science Institute at the
University of Toronto. He has continued to
work with persons with disabilities in Western
Zambia and is now a postdoctoral fellow at
McGill University. His current work is focused on
disability policy, particularly the new Social Cash
Transfer program that has recently been rolled
out in Zambia. The research reported in this paper
allows Shaun to approach his ongoing research
relationships with greater acceptance and
understanding.
Dr Lilian Magalhães is an adjunct professor at
the Federal University of Sao Carlos, Brazil. Her
current research interests focus on emancipatory
health practices, community engagement,
and inclusion. She usually adopts innovative
visual methods, which afford interesting
venues to convey the participants “narratives of
marginalization and occupational injustice”.

In this article, we propose some different ways to
think about “productivity.” Despite often talking
about productivity, we do not see many people
who think carefully about what productivity
means or why it is so important. We worked on a
participatory research project with persons with
disabilities in Western Zambia. In looking back,
we realized that we had approached the project
with the expectation that the research participants
would be “productive.”
By thinking more carefully about our experience,
identified a few possible meanings of productivity.
In identifying these different meanings, we were
able to better appreciate our motivations in this
research, the ways that research participants
interacted with us, and how these might be
different from popular understandings of
productivity. We find that it can be useful to think
more carefully about productivity and the ways
that it is valued; this thinking could help us better
understand ourselves and others.
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1. Introduction
Productivity is a valued quality in numerous fields, either as a disciplinary concept of interest or more
generally as a behaviour. Economics might be the prime example of productivity as a specific concept of interest. Contemporary economics is dominated by the notion that prosperity consists of
growth to support consumption (Foster, 2016); increasing productivity enables growth and consumption for prosperity. Academia is a field in which productivity is seen as a valued behaviour, in
which producing is associated with quality (Davies & Bansel, 2010). In both of these fields, much
thought is given to productivity: how can it be measured and how can it be increased? By contrast,
relatively little thought is given to the more fundamental questions of what is it or why is it so valued?
In essence, productivity is a concept that is socially ubiquitous in many settings, yet it remains
under-theorized.
In this paper, we contribute to theory on productivity by presenting two alternative conceptions of
productivity that we identified through reflexive analysis of a research project on disability in
Western Zambia (Cleaver, Magalhães, Bond, Polatajko, & Nixon, 2016). These understandings of productivity are alternatives to the ways in which we typically hear productivity discussed and see it
performed. In presenting these alternatives, we are challenging what we see to be a hegemonic
conception of valued ways of being and doing.
Further, we present what we see to be a generalized view of productivity and then an overview of
the dominant way in which we see it discussed and enacted. We then introduce ourselves and present the study that provided the opportunity to reflect on productivity in greater detail, including a
description of the methodology that we used as a guide for reflexive analysis. The results of the reflexive analysis are then presented, detailing the way in which we used this to articulate two alternative conceptions of productivity.

2. A generalized view of productivity and its hegemonic conception
At its root, we understand productivity to be the quality of producing things, with a wide consideration of what qualifies as “a thing.” This generalized view puts us at odds with Adam Smith and other
political economists of his time: whereas Smith and others limited productivity to the making of “a
tangible and more or less durable object” (Foster, 2016, p. 35), we explicitly include the possibility for
services and intangibles. We recognize that our backgrounds as health professionals and academics
likely influence our perspective; our entire working careers have been devoted to labours that Adam
Smith would consider unproductive. We understand productivity as a phenomenon that could be
quantified, but that its quantification is intrinsically tied to the conceptualizations and value assessments of the things produced. With inevitable variability in such conceptualizations and value assessments, we see universal metrics of productivity to be elusive and even unnecessary. Foster
(2016, p. 25) describes “the basic notion of productivity as a ratio of outputs to inputs in a production
process”; we support this notion if we consider that this ratio also exists in an abstract sense, rather
than only a quantifiable one, and that the incorporation of inputs into the definition might bring us
closer to the meaning of efficiency.
Despite the breadth of this generalized view of productivity, we are most regularly exposed to a
much narrower conception that seems to be so well collectively understood that it crowds out much
of the broader notion. We are considering this conception of productivity to be hegemonic, in the
sense that social representations constrain possibility (Glăveanu, 2009). According to our observations, we are interpreting this hegemonic conception to be the maximization of outputs to enable
consumption and comfort. We see this conceptualization as being applicable at various scales (i.e.
national, institutional, or individual) and through many mechanisms (e.g. employment, entrepreneurship, household tasks). For us, the most remarkable aspects of this conceptualization relate to
value: the considerations of what constitutes a valuable product and the extent to which productivity has become a value in and of itself.
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With respect to the considerations of valuable products, we note the interest in those which are
identifiable and measurable, even if not tangible. Tangible products are material and therefore easy
to quantify, presuming there is agreement on the units. Even if immaterial, it is still possible to identify and measure intangibles. One example of an identified and measured intangible product could
be a SMART goal (e.g. O’Neill, Conzemius, Commodore, & Pulsfus, 2006): here, an abstract thought is
refined into an identifiable unit, which is necessarily measured. Another example would be any service for which a person pays a provider. In the case of service provision, the value of the product is
more precisely identified through the use of money as a payment mechanism. Indeed, the quantification of value through price is an ideal in neo-liberal economies of impersonal transactions mediated by money. Tasks or chores would equally be considered valuable products: in the hegemonic
conception of productivity, these can be delegated for a price, even if they are more often completed
individually.
Beyond its capacity to create or acquire value in the hegemonic conception of productivity, we
also see productivity as taking on a value in-and-of itself. Around us, we observe friends and colleagues who invest significant effort and derive substantial pride from their productivity. We realize
that our perspectives are geographically, culturally, and historically contingent, but also note the
reach of the globalized neo-liberal economy. With the neo-liberal imperative for transactional exchanges through the medium of money, enabling the quantification of value production we previously described, we suspect that we are not alone in our observations.
Our observations are primarily interpersonal. Nonetheless, we find these are supported by the
macroeconomic perspective presented in Foster’s (2016) “Historical Sociology of Productivist
Thought.” Foster’s exploration of the concept of productivity identified a dominant “productivist
ideational regime” whereby the conceptual link of productivity and prosperity is so strong that it
remains unquestioned despite evidence that it is no longer true (Dufour & Russell, 2015). It must be
noted that this ideational regime has formed on the foundations of a debt-enabled economy that
perpetually races to grow itself into an elusive stability (Lipietz, 2013). Accordingly, perpetual growth
is an imperative, and it is the civic duty of citizens to contribute to ever increasing levels of consumption and production to support “the economy” (Foster, 2016).
Numerous analyses have identified the way in which productivity has been promoted as a valued,
and sometimes moral, characteristic by the very people who are expected to be productive. One
well-known example of this is Max Weber’s (2001) seminal investigation of the “Protestant Work
Ethic.” Weber saw a confluence of characteristics in post-Enlightenment Europe, whereby productivity was seen as a sacred expression of one’s calling, allowing for the widespread development of
capitalism. More recently, “productivist behaviour” was accorded “social symbolic value” by farmers
in the UK (Burton, 2004). Among these farmers, abundant crop production was considered a quality
of “a good farmer,” whereas equally profitable alternative activities were viewed in lesser terms. In
academia, the anti-productivist scientific movement has been critiqued, without irony, for its potential to negatively affect productivity (Thomaz & Mormul, 2014).

3. Our backgrounds and positionalities
Our experiences and worldviews help to explain why we took an interest in this topic and the perspectives that we took to exploring it. Shaun is the PhD student whose thesis research experience
stimulated our interest. He came to the research on disability as a physiotherapist who had worked
for non-governmental organizations in various locations in the global South (Ashcroft, Griffiths, &
Tiffin, 2007, p. 124). Through these experiences, he was regularly exposed to a donor-driven perspective of global health, international development, and international relations. This manifested
itself through dynamics in which the disadvantaged of the global South depended upon donors for
resources, sometimes even for basic needs. Importantly, unlike governmental programming (in principle, at very least), donor-driven programs generally did not have concrete accountability mechanisms to the population that they served (Seckinelgin, 2005).

Page 3 of 13

Cleaver & Magalhães, Cogent Social Sciences (2018), 4: 1466620
https://doi.org/10.1080/23311886.2018.1466620

Shaun found two major issues with this donor-driven arrangement. First, it meant that the “beneficiaries” of the services had minimal control over the agenda. Shaun personally encountered these
issues through his own work (Cleaver, 2016), although there are extensive critiques of this arrangement (e.g. McGoey, 2015). A second issue with donor-driven agendas is that of scalability (Liu,
Sullivan, Khan, Sachs, & Singh, 2011). Since the reach of donor-driven programming is bounded by
the amount of resources that the donors are willing or able to share, the boundaries of service are
often restrained. With many people in the global South relying upon donor-driven programs with a
concomitant lack of control and scalability, Shaun was keen to engage in alternative approaches
premised on more collaborative terms.
Lilian is an occupational therapist and senior academic who was a member of Shaun’s doctoral
advisory committee. Lilian has experience working with vulnerable groups in Brazil and in Canada.
Lilian has been puzzled by some assumptions in people’s perspectives about essential health and
social concepts and is alarmed by how these aspects are sometimes neglected by professionals in
health and social care despite some scholarly critiques. As an example, she has been interested in
attempts to globally standardize and apply concepts such as “quality of life” (Aaronson et al., 1992)
without much consideration for the different meanings that these intricate concepts entail. Lilian is
interested in broadening the dialogue to enable more inclusive conversation (Barcaccia et al., 2013).

4. Overview of the study
The fieldwork and analysis experience upon which we are basing this manuscript occurred in the
context of Shaun’s doctoral dissertation research project to explore understandings of disability and
strategies to improve the situation of persons with disabilities in Western Zambia (Cleaver, 2016).
This research was grounded in postcolonial disability studies, a research field that is particularly interested in the way that the ongoing legacy of imperialism influences disability (e.g. Grech & Soldatic,
2016). The research design was qualitative constructionist (Silverman, 2006), and further guided by
a critical social science perspective (Eakin, Robertson, Poland, Coburn, & Edwards, 1996) with participatory research elements (Herr & Anderson, 2005). The participatory elements were important to
Shaun as these were direct challenges to the donor-driven approaches to which he had previously
been exposed. In designing a study with participatory elements, Shaun took it for granted that he
could find, or otherwise create, an environment in which initiative was celebrated and collaboration
was desirable. This research project was funded through fellowships from the Canadian Institutes
for Health Research and the W. Garfield Weston Foundation. The project was approved by research
ethics committees at [name of university removed], the University of Zambia, and the Zambian
Ministry of Health.
Shaun developed the dissertation research project with the guidance of a committee of scholars
from Canada, Zambia, and Brazil (including Lilian) and in consultation with national-level Zambian
disability self-advocates. The national-level advocates suggested Western Province as a location
and connected Shaun with provincial-level advocates, who in turn informed him of the disability
groups of which they were aware. These groups included one in the provincial capital of Mongu and
another in a rural area of the province. The leaders of the two groups agreed to allow Shaun to approach individual members to seek their consent. Ultimately, there were 81 individual participants
from the two groups. The individual participants were primarily persons with disabilities themselves,
but also included supportive family members.
The research data for this project were generated through focus group discussions and interviews.
Shaun led all data generation activities with the support of a staff of five paid research assistants
who were born and raised in Western Zambia. The data generation fieldwork lasted a period of six
months in 2014. During this time, Shaun strived to develop contextually-appropriate participatory
research relationships with the participating groups and their members in order to create a productive dynamic for knowledge creation and practical action. After the completion of the fieldwork,
Shaun conducted thematic data analysis using a six-step process (Braun & Clarke, 2006), with the
support of the dissertation advisory committee.
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The empirical findings of this research are available in the dissertation (Cleaver, 2016), but can be
summarized as follows: the participants’ primary understanding of disability was in relation to poverty and the most emphasized strategy to improve the situation of persons with disabilities was help.
By help the participants were referring to gifts or grants of material resources from people who possess or have access to such resources. Although the proposed helpers were often other individuals,
the participants also regularly identified Shaun as a potential helper in ways that ranged from subtle
to direct. When they spoke in this manner, Shaun understood that the participants were requesting
material resources from him. These frequent requests occurred despite Shaun having designed the
study to pre-empt such possibilities by explicitly communicating in the consent process that participants would receive no direct material benefits.
Shaun had negative emotional reactions to the requests. Having arranged the study around a
participatory approach, Shaun felt that he was either executing this approach improperly, or was
possibly working with groups that were acting in bad faith. He tried to reduce the frequency of these
requests in data generation activities by modifying the dialogue and tried to avoid these happening
outside the formal aspects of the research by avoiding interactions in the community. It was only
after a cooling off period post-fieldwork that Shaun was able to identify that his reaction was
remarkable.
We consider the anecdotes above to be embodied evidence of “disjunctures,” a term used by
Mandel (2003, p. 198) to describe a disconnect “between my expectations and experiences in carrying out … fieldwork.” Similar to other doctoral researchers from the global North conducting research
in the global South who had experienced disjunctures (Billo & Hiemstra, 2013; Mandel, 2003; Sultana,
2007), we looked back into Shaun’s research process using reflexivity.

5. A reflexive analysis guided by a critical social science perspective (CSSP)
A critical social science perspective (CSSP) (Eakin et al., 1996) encourages researchers to take a reflexive posture to their own work, focusing on several key features: assumptions and ideology; the
influence of overt, subtle, and covert forms of power; contradiction; and the dialectic between structure and agency. For this reflexive analysis, the features of contradiction, and assumptions and ideology are particularly useful. In a sense, the disjunctures that Shaun experienced were reflections of
contradictions between his approach to the research and the results that he was able to identify
once he had the insight to understand the data differently.
Guided by a CSSP, we were challenged to use our awareness of this contradiction to shine a light
on “the basic assumptions and ideologies underlying the way research problems and methodology
are conceived” (Eakin et al., 1996, p. 158). We approached our reflexive analysis with the following
specific analytic question: what are the assumptions that Shaun took this research that can be made
visible by reviewing the disjunctures between research plans and experiences? By asking this question, we identified that Shaun had assumed the values of research participant initiative, collaboration, and contribution. Below, we describe these assumed values in greater detail as well as the ways
that we identified them.

5.1. Initiative
Shaun explicitly designed the study to find initiative, particularly through the ways that the participants took initiative to improve their situation. Consistent to this, he understood initiative to be the
quality of creating and implementing strategies as potential solutions to important problems.
During the fieldwork phase of the research, it was Shaun’s impression that there were few examples of the participants taking initiative. His lack of detecting initiative, combined with the participants’ requests for help in terms of material resources, initially frustrated him. This combination
made Shaun believe that he was unable to find the initiative that the participants wielded, or alternatively, that the participants were just not wielding initiative. Either possibility was distressing:
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Shaun felt that it was a personal failure if data generation did not detect initiative that was present.
Conversely, an absence of initiative on the part of the participants was a failure of theirs.

5.2. Collaboration
In parallel to having designed the study to identify initiative, Shaun also designed it to encourage
opportunities to collaborate with at least some of the participants as part of a general action-orientation. Shaun’s impression of collaboration was that it would involve transparent communication
about priorities and goals. Shaun hoped that through transparent communication leading to priorities and goals, he and the participants could develop and implement mutually agreeable tactics. The
consistency of communication and action was important; an alignment of word and action would be
a validation of communication transparency. Furthermore, consistent communication and action
would build trust, which could lead to a collaborative relationship. Through the collaboration, at
least some participants and Shaun would collectively make contributions (see below) and be productive through the knowledge generated in the research and some related practical activities. The
practical activities would likely be realized through the dissemination of knowledge products that
were targeted at (mostly local) influential audiences; a tidy synergy between the tasks required in a
PhD and those that are useful to participating persons with disabilities.
Shaun did engage in some collaboration during the dissertation fieldwork, but it was more elusive
than foreseen, and occurred on terms that seemed somewhat problematic. During the early phases
of fieldwork with the participants, there were very few who seemed to relate to his intention to collaborate. A more common understanding of his role that was communicated by the participants
(more or less explicitly depending upon the interaction) was that it was Shaun’s role to provide material resources to the participants. This understanding of his role was antithetical to his intention,
and therefore a disjuncture between expectation and actual experience.

5.3. Contribution
Unlike initiative and collaboration, Shaun did not explicitly declare his interest in contribution as part
of the study design. Instead, he expected contributions to flow out of initiative and collaboration,
with individuals and collectives contributing in useful and fulfilling ways. The Oxford Dictionary online (2018) defines contribution as “the part played … in bringing about a result or helping something
to advance.” Taking this definition and applying it to the situation he was trying to create through
the study, we might have understood contributions to be instances of people devoting effort towards the possibility of a valued outcome. In this sense, Shaun thought that it would be rewarding
and valuable for the participants to be able to contribute to their own well-being and that of other
persons with disabilities. Contributions would therefore have a component of self-realization in the
doing and a component of valued outcome after the doing was done. Furthermore, through the
process of contributing, the participants would shape the outputs to be those that were meaningful.
Therefore, contribution simultaneously links input and output, while linking process and potential
outcome, such that all are more appreciated and of higher quality.
In the experience of the fieldwork, Shaun perceived few examples of participants contributing. If
we think of contributions as doing things, what Shaun saw instead was the participants asking for
things. According to the approach that Shaun took to the research, doing and asking were mutually
exclusive activities in opposition to one another. In trying to create an environment to foster doing,
the constant presence and prominence of asking left Shaun disappointed; he presumed that he was
either unable to find the contributions that were happening or unable to facilitate opportunities for
the participants to contribute.
Through reflexive analysis using a CSSP, we identified a series of related assumptions that Shaun
took to the research process. When we reflected upon these assumptions collectively, we realized
that we could visually represent the way that these assumptions were connected to one another
(see Figure 1). We consider the collective visual representation to be one conception of productivity.
Through our reflexive analysis, we have reason to believe that Shaun approached this research with
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Figure 1. Visual representation
of productivity as identified
through a reflexive analysis.

the expectation that he would support the participants to be productive as per the presentation in
Figure 1.
Despite the evidence demonstrating Shaun’s drive for participant productivity in the research design, this drive was only made visible by its apparent absence. Shaun found no reason to think explicitly about productivity until the time he assessed the participants to be unproductive.

6. Theorizing productivity
We recognized Shaun’s interest as productivity, in the sense that it was consistent to our generalized
view. However, we also recognized that Shaun’s approach to productivity seemed to have distinctive
features from what we have called the hegemonic conception of productivity. This contrast of conceptions incentivized us to theorize productivity according to the assumptions that Shaun took into
this research process. Furthermore, recognizing the contrast between Shaun’s approach to the research and the interaction of the participants, we were also incentivized to theorize productivity
from a possible standpoint of the participants. We offer both of these as potential alternative representations (Glăveanu, 2009) to the hegemonic conception of productivity.

6.1. Alternative conception #1: Productivity as independent satisfaction of needs
From experience in other locations of the global South, Shaun foresaw the possibility that disability
would be associated with scarcity. The association with scarcity was later confirmed in the empirical
findings of the research, whereby participants spoke of suffering and a lack of material resources.
Also from experience elsewhere, Shaun foresaw the possibility that the scarcity related to disability
could be countered through donor support, but that this support would entail significant donor control (McGoey, 2015). In contrast to donor support, persons with disabilities could create or acquire
valuable products to counter scarcity by being productive. We propose that the goal of this conception of productivity, toward which Shaun unconsciously oriented his research involvement, is the
independent satisfaction of needs.
As previously demonstrated in the reflexive analysis leading to Figure 1, when understood this
way, productivity entails initiative, collaboration, and contribution. More literally, initiative entails an
expenditure of effort and intent, elements that can be accurately re-identified as toil or trade.
Collaboration primarily leads to an infusion of ideas, although it can also result in an important increase in energy. Collaboration can therefore reinforce or synergize the efforts and intentions of
those who initiated the productive process. Importantly, this process should result in outputs of
valuable products.
Productivity as the independent satisfaction of needs overlaps with the hegemonic conception of
productivity in their interest in producing outputs. Despite this commonality, we see many more
points of difference, and even divergence, between these two conceptions. To substantiate these
points, we draw upon a phenomenon that we see to be aligned with productivity as the independent
satisfaction of needs. The phenomenon that we have chosen to draw upon is that of appropriate
technologies, “technologies that are easily and economically used from readily available resources
by local communities in the developing world” (Pearce, Albritton, Grant, Steed, & Zelenika, 2012).
According to this first alternative conception of productivity, individuals and communities in the
global South could use appropriate technologies to satisfy their needs more independently than
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what could be achieved by regularly receiving donations or through exploitative market forces.
Critically, the active ingredients of appropriate technologies are abundant: new ideas, the initiative
of individuals and collectives, and material resources that are readily available because they are not
controlled or claimed by more powerful actors (United Nations Economic & Social Commission for
Asia & the Pacific [UN ESCAP], 1997). Disadvantaged peoples could therefore deploy appropriate
technologies without having to compete, contest, or succumb to coercion from more powerful players, thereby improving their lives while strengthening their autonomy.
Seen through the logic of the hegemonic conception of productivity, appropriate technologies
would be valued differently. We argue that the hegemonic conception of productivity is not inclined
to seek independence from powerful forces; its orientation is instead toward the maximal production of value for consumption and comfort. From the hegemonic conception of productivity, appropriate technologies would be advantageous only in those cases where their use resulted in more
output, or more valued output, than could be achieved by other means.
The value of alternative technologies in this conception of productivity illuminates an important
additional element: just as the phenomenon of appropriate technologies was promoted most enthusiastically by people different than local communities in the developing world, so was this conception of productivity. Productivity as an independent satisfaction of needs was unconsciously
proposed by Shaun in a research setting and then further developed as a discrete idea with the
guidance of colleagues. This process of development was done by outsiders to the groups from
which it was seen to be most applicable; persons with disabilities who are experiencing poverty. This
is not to say that productivity has never before been thought of this way, but rather that it was the
orientation of the researcher, not the researched, in this situation. In approaching scientific literature with a different perspective, we were able to identify similarities between this conception of
productivity and a “doctrine of sustainability” that informed HIV programming in Malawi (Swidler &
Watkins, 2009). Using a different vocabulary, Swidler and Watkins (2009) identify a similar phenomenon: outsiders promoting an agenda of community mobilisation, supported by only minimal resources, for the purpose of community self-sufficiency.
The characteristic of being developed by outsiders does not mean that this conception of productivity is without merit. Instead, alternative conception #1 could be seen as an idea that is made
available to local communities as one approach among many for people to use for their own development. Nonetheless, in situations of power imbalances, there might only be a subtle distinction
between an influential party—like an apparently privileged visiting researcher—making options
available, as compared to imposing them upon others.

6.2. Alternative conception #2: Productively building helping relationships
Recognizing the possibility of alternative conception #1—unconsciously pursued, then more carefully articulated, by outsiders—opened a space for us to ask the following question: how could productivity be conceived from the perspectives of the participants to this research? To answer this
question, we reviewed the interactions between Shaun and the participants and reflected upon the
ways in which these interactions might be aligned with our generalized view.
Through the data generation activities, the participants expressed that there were products that
were important to them: material resources such as money, food, clothing, housing, and equipment
(Cleaver, 2016). The participants also expressed that these products could be acquired through help
from others who had access to these resources. Although not apparent to Shaun at the time, the
participants’ frequent requests for material resources and discussions of help could have been components of a process to cultivate Shaun as a potential helper. According to this alternative reading,
the participants were active as producers in creating a relationship to enable the distribution of valuable products from people who had these products to those who needed them (see Figure 2). This
conception of productivity is distinct from both the hegemonic conception of productivity and
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Figure 2. Visual representation
of productivity to build helping
relationships.

productivity as the independent satisfaction of needs in that “the thing” produced is not an output,
but is instead a relationship.
For us to see the participants’ interactions as productive, we needed to revisit our perspectives
with respect to the types of activities that can be considered economic. Although we have different
positionalities, each of us was sufficiently enculturated in the modern (i.e. post-Enlightenment) cultural and economic thought to conceive human relations as essentially distinct from the economic
activities of acquiring resources (Mauss, 1990). This view persists despite seeing evidence of economic relationships in own cultures. While neither one of us would accuse an entrepreneur of being
unproductive for talking about business and trying to build a relationship with potential investors, we
somehow saw the participants as unproductive for talking about their needs and trying to build a
relationship with Shaun.
Our inability to see this potential conception of productivity might have also been due to the understanding of the role of the researcher in the local political economy. We understood Shaun’s role
to be knowledge generation, which could have indirect economic impacts by enabling initiative and
contribution through collaboration. By contrast, the participants could have seen a direct economic
role for Shaun through help provision. By returning to the actual experiences of the research, and
peeling back the layers of how things could or should fit together, it seems highly plausible that the
participants were being productive during the data generation through their efforts to build helping
relationships. These helping relationships are consistent with the relationships that Maranz (2001)
described as a fundamental feature of “African economies.”

7. Discussion: Implications for research and limitations
Inspired by an experience of disjuncture during the conduct of research fieldwork, we have used
reflexive analysis to identify assumptions that we took into the research process. We found that our
assumptions were related to productivity, an under-considered concept that we see circulating in
society. This finding drew us to explore productivity in greater detail, describing the way in which we
most commonly see it discussed and enacted, and also two alternative conceptions that we elaborated more specifically from our research experiences. From the totality of this analysis and reflection, we now discuss the implications and the limitations of this analysis.

7.1. Implications
We think that the most important implication of this theoretical paper is a comprehensive one: to
draw attention to the possibility that productivity is being understood in a narrow manner, at least
in the social circles that we travel, but that things need not be this way. This implication has broad
relevance for research, advocacy, and policy purposes. In addition to this, this paper demonstrates
the value of a reflexive analysis using a CSSP (Eakin et al., 1996), an implication that is broadly applicable to researchers operating from a constructionist paradigm.
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7.2. Specific implications for disability research in the global South
The reflexive analysis and subsequent theorizing have implications more specific to disability research in the global South. Most proximally, the analysis and theorizing enabled a change of perspective that was crucial to the empirical analysis of Shaun’s thesis research on disability in Western
Zambia. Through this change in perspective, it was possible for Shaun to see the help requested by
the participants and as a valid strategy to improve their situation, rather than an indication of dependence (e.g. Knack, 2001). Postcolonial disability scholars point to the ways in which the most
prominent understandings of disability for research, policy, and practice are those developed according to the concerns and realities of the global North (Grech & Soldatic, 2016; Miles, 2007). Could
Shaun’s interest in productivity have been inadvertently influenced by the hegemonic conception of
productivity that we see as being particularly potent in the global North? We think that this is possible, such that the assumption about the importance of productivity could even be reflective of a
productivist ideational regime (Eakin et al., 1996; Foster, 2016). Given this dynamic, we think that it
can be useful for disability researchers to actively consider the way in which the hegemonic conception of productivity could affect their own perspectives. This is particularly relevant, seeing as persons with disabilities are especially vulnerable to productivism, the “cultural and material invalidation
of those considered to be unable to work” (Mladenov, 2017).

7.3. Limitations of the reflexive analysis
Reflexivity has been critiqued as an exercise where researchers can “fall into an infinite regress of
excessive self-analysis” (Finlay, 2002, p. 532). Such critiques are obvious concerns. On the flip side,
reflexivity is seen as an essential element of research conducted from constructionist epistemologies (Breuer & Roth, 2003) and in the service of social justice (Hall, 1996). For these reasons, reflexivity cannot be ignored. Weighing the concerns about reflexivity with its necessity and its potential
compels us to identify the limitations of this analysis.
This reflexive analysis is not intended to be deterministic. Instead, it provides an opening for further considerations. The origin of this analysis was personal and emotional, beginning with an exploration of things that felt remarkable. It is from this foundation that the intellectual analysis guided
by a CSSP continued. The reflexive question that we asked, about the assumptions that led to the
disjunctures, was by no means the only one possible, but it was consistent with the personal and
emotional impetus for the reflexive analysis. Like all knowledge generated in a constructionist epistemology, this reflexive analysis is partial and contextual. Nonetheless, its value to illuminate the
taken-for-granted outweighs its limitations.

7.4. Limitations of the theoretical contribution
Our approach to theorizing was firmly grounded in our perspective and worldview, one which might
be admittedly different from the perspectives and worldviews of the participants. We take ownership for this grounding, and believe that it allowed us to create useful alternative perspectives to a
largely unquestioned phenomenon. Nonetheless, had this paper been devised from the worldview of
the participants, there is reason to believe that it would have been very different. In theorizing the
participants’ interactions in the research field as productivity, there is a risk that we are culturally
appropriating ways of being that are conceived in very different terms. We are aware of the power
that we have as the narrators of this account and acknowledge the risk of cultural appropriation
(Rogers, 2006). Concurrently, see the alternative perspectives that we have created here as valuable
in broadening our worldview to new possibilities and understanding.
We have presented the conceptions of productivity as discrete entities to be consistent with our
observations and for clarity: this style of presentation emphasizes the contrasts. Nonetheless, there
is reason to believe that aspects of these discrete presentations could operate simultaneously.
Indeed, having identified productivity as a concept of interest, we were able to locate references to
it in research on disability in South Africa, a country that is geographically near and culturally similar
to Zambia.
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Van Niekerk, Lorenzo, and Mdlokolo (2006) conducted an intervention aimed at poverty alleviation
for persons with disabilities. Entrepreneurial training for these participants “afforded them the opportunity to become productive members of their community and to contribute financially to the
economic independence of their respective families” (Van Niekerk et al., 2006, p. 329). Furthermore,
the authors cite the necessity of individuals contributing to the community in order to belong to that
community, as per the traditional African philosophy of ubuntu (see also, Metz, 2017). Similar to the
conception that Shaun took into his research, Van Niekerk et al. (2006) seem to emphasize the importance of productivity for the satisfaction of needs. However, different from alternative conception
#1 described in this paper, Van Niekerk et al. (2006) do not prioritize independence from external
donors. Instead, their conception of productivity involves a combination of independence and interdependence, whereby resource-generation through toil or trade is important for family and community life. In the language of the participants of Shaun’s research, if successful, Van Niekerk et al.’s
(2006) entrepreneurial training would allow persons with disabilities the opportunity to provide help
to their family and community.
Meanwhile, in their study on disability grants, also in South Africa, Hansen and Sait (2011) present
the relation of disability, ubuntu, and productivity in a different light. According to Hansen and Sait
(2011), persons with disabilities can support their communities and build connections by sharing
state-sponsored social welfare resources. Persons with disabilities are active agents in these productive activities, but like alternative conception #2, resources are acquired through mechanisms that
do not include toil or trade. Similar to the participants in Van Niekerk et al.’s (2006) research, it
seemed to be the expectation of participants in Hansen and Sait’s (2011) study that they would
share resources once acquired, putting themselves in the position of helpers.

8. Final considerations
Through this reflexive analysis of disjunctures experienced during doctoral dissertation research on
disability in Western Zambia, it was possible to identify a deeply held assumption about the importance of productivity on the part the researcher. Identification of this assumption opened a space for
us to explore conceptions of productivity, including a hegemonic conception of maximizing outputs
and two alternative conceptions that a wide selection of actors can draw upon for inspiration. This
analysis also shone a light on specific implications for postcolonial disability research.
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