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i“Disabled youth had an important role in changing the disability paradigm from that of patients to citizens. Functionality was not accepted as a determinant of rights. People chained themselves to poles, laid in front of buses and occupied government buildings for awareness of disability rights. Miro Griffiths’ dive into this area is of greatest relevance for the history of disability and power but also for future change.”

Jamie Bolling, President, Independent Living Institute, Sweden

“This book is a great addition to the toolbox of disability rights activists, at a time when we need activism and resistance more than ever. Right now, when we are seeing the erosion of human rights and the international law order, it is easy to get discouraged, to lose hope and motivation to fight. It can all seem futile. However, history shows us that resistance is crucial, not only to preserve what was already won, but to move towards a better, more inclusive and more peaceful world. Young disabled people are the future of rights activism and understanding what motivates them and what strategies they might want to use is an important contribution to disability studies, and a resource for organisations such as the European Network on Independent Living – ENIL. With some of the research taking place during ENIL’s 2022 Freedom Drive, it was great to see the involvement of young disabled people in the making of the book. I look forward to seeing how they continue to engage with it and hopefully making sure the fight for human rights and Independent Living stays strong.”

Ines Bulić Cojocariu, Director, European Network on Independent Living

“This book is a clarion call for disability youth activism, social movement studies, resistance practices, and the kind of vital social disruption our times demand. Urgent yet grounded, it centres young disabled activists as theorists of change, challenging complacency and reimagining power. It reminds us that movements grow through courage, collective learning, and the refusal to accept exclusion as inevitable.”

Baroness Jane Campbell, UK House of Lords and former Commissioner of the UK Equality and Human Rights Commission

“This penetrating analysis of disabled youth activism reaffirms Griffiths as a distinct, exciting and influential disability studies intellectual. Written in a beautifully accessible style, the text captures biographical, empirical and theoretical accounts that celebrate the disruptive potential of the activism of disabled young people. This book acts as a timely reminder: that disabled people must be at the centre of a movement resisting authoritative expressions of normality.”

Dan Goodley, Co-Director of iHuman, University of Sheffield, UK

ii“This book offers a powerful and timely account of disabled young people’s activism, showing with clarity about how resistance is forged in everyday life as well as collective struggle. Combining conceptual sophistication with rich empirical work, it makes an important contribution to disability studies, youth studies, and social movement scholarship. It is an insightful, humane, and politically urgent book that deserves wide readership across disciplines and beyond the academy.”

Peter Millward, Professor of Contemporary Sociology, Liverpool John Moores University, UK

“Miro Griffiths has written a fascinating and timely reflection on youth disability activism across Europe. This book brings together the will and passion for social change of the independent living activist with the reflexivity and rigour of the critical social researcher to create a powerful synthesis at the forefront of contemporary disability studies and advocacy.”

Dr Teodor Mladenov, Senior Lecturer, University of Dundee, UK




iiiYouth, Disability, and Resistance

Youth, Disability, and Resistance offers a powerful account of how young disabled people across Europe are reshaping disability activism and reimagining the future of social change. Drawing on rich empirical research, Miro Griffiths examines why activism matters to young disabled people, what restricts their participation, how social movements can become more inclusive, what forms of resistance are needed to challenge unjust social worlds, and what needs to be considered regarding the future of disabled people’s resistance practices.

It is argued that young disabled activists are not marginal within disabled people’s social movements. Their participation and influence are essential to the renewal, sustainability, and transformative potential of disabled people’s resistance. Young disabled people’s activism emerges as both defensive and world-making – protecting hard-won rights while also imagining accessible, inclusive, and interdependent futures. Griffiths shows how participation is shaped by hostility, inaccessibility, financial precarity, and exclusions around age and expertise, while also highlighting the importance of hope, knowledge exchange, collective solidarity, and intersectional organising.

Combining conceptual depth with activist insight, this book positions disability activism as a creative and disruptive force. It will be essential reading for scholars and students of disability studies, youth studies, sociology, and social movement studies, as well as for activists, civil society organisations, and policymakers committed to justice and liberation.

Miro Griffiths is an Associate Professor of Social Policy and Disability Studies at the University of Leeds, UK.
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Disability studies has made great strides in exploring power and the body. This series extends the interdisciplinary dialogue between disability studies and other fields by asking how disability studies can influence a particular field. It will show how a deep engagement with disability studies changes our understanding of the following fields: sociology, literary studies, gender studies, bioethics, social work, law, education, or history. This ground-breaking series identifies both the practical and theoretical implications of such an interdisciplinary dialogue and challenges people in disability studies as well as other disciplinary fields to critically reflect on their professional praxis in terms of theory, practice, and methods.
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Introduction

Welcome. I thank you for choosing to take up this book and explore, with me, the premise of young disabled people’s resistance towards disablement and their imaginations for accessible and inclusive societies. Your interest in this topic may be a consequence of your personal experiences, academic inquiry, your work duties, or because the subject matter is intriguing. Irrespective of your reasoning, you are most welcome to be here, and I hope that the insights you gain make this journey worthwhile. However, I have three requests of you. Please, do not be taken aback. I recognise we have barely reached the end of the first paragraph, and I am putting forth requests to you – the treasured reader. Let me explain. It is my hope that this book will matter to you and that the ideas, perspectives, and practices you uncover will further progress your imaginings for realising accessible and inclusive worlds. I want the elements of resistance produced by young disabled activists across Europe – and documented in this book – to illustrate that resistance to orders and arrangements remains possible always. It is possible to think and act anew through resistance. The activist narratives and trajectories, we will explore together, evidence existing practices that instigate radical and incremental change across social world organisation. So – back to my requests – I ask that you consider how the activists you encounter in this book resonate with your own considerations and practices to instigate social change. I ask that the activist claims, imaginings, and stories do not become forgotten, displaced, or redundant. Please, their ideas and experiences matter. Finally, I ask that you continue or start participating in disabled people’s resistance – through individual and collective practice, through activist configurations, disabled people’s organisations, existing political infrastructures, allyship, and by other means not referenced here (because a long list can be exhausting and overwhelming to read). Let us support one another to learn, understand, and progress the building of better worlds. Through this book I offer a collection of activist encounters and lines of argument that explore why young disabled people practice resistance, how they do it, and what they intend to achieve.

This chapter will establish how the research, which underpins this book, came to fruition – through articulating the essence of my doctoral and, then, 2Leverhulme Trust Fellowship research. I will then present an overview of the methods, conceptual and theoretical framework, and key literature that serves as the foundation for lines of argument that emerge from this book. Finally, I will chart the key arguments and points of consideration – identified across the remaining chapters – to provide you with a summarised overview of the findings and their contribution to existing bodies of knowledge. Before this, however, it would be remiss to not introduce myself and offer insight into who I am and why am I here. It is appropriate to do so given that we are about to embark, together, on a quest to further our understanding of young disabled people’s activism and their resistance practices. Please, allow me to introduce myself and explain my personal interest in disability and resistance.


Biography

I could begin by telling you about my adoration for golden retrievers, eating copious amounts of cheese and crisps, or getting confused repeatedly when completing New Yorker crosswords. However, there are three aspects of my being that are pertinent to this introduction: being a disabled person, being a disabled activist, and being a Disability Studies scholar. First, I am a disabled person. The experience of disablement has coalesced around me as far back as I can remember. My parents, thrust into a disabling world at the onset of my impairment (aged 15 months), thankfully, rejected an individual model of disability (Griffiths, 2024a) approach early on. They – and I in later years – questioned the overt nature of influential actors and practitioners medicalising my experiences of injustice. We scrutinised claims that I experienced restrictions because of my bodily functioning, and challenged people when told to accept informal or traditional forms of care and support. My parents were outraged when I was denied a power wheelchair at 3 years old (the earliest age a person was permitted to drive a power wheelchair, in the UK, in 1992). They argued I should have autonomy and agency to decide where I go, who I want to be with, and what I want to do (comparable to the non-disabled 3-year-olds playing with who they want to play with, exploring what they want to explore, and throwing tantrums when they do not want to move). Furthermore, emphasis was placed on the significance of personal assistance – organised around how I wanted to live. It was instilled in me that assistance was a fundamental entitlement to facilitate freedom, self-determination, and the pursuit of my interests. I understood that support was an organic aspect of social organisation, and I should utilise personal assistance, assistive technologies, and necessary health interventions to live as good a quality of life as possible – as my needs progress over time – and I journey through the life course.

I came to realise that, as a disabled person, I was becoming conscious of three integral aspects of disability politics: the social interpretation of disability (UPIAS, 1975), the independent living philosophy (Mladenov, 2025), and the significance of interdependency (Malleson, 2018). These aspects were influencing my contemplation of what being a disabled person meant but it 3was also influencing (and still does) my understanding and desire to engage in disability activism. The social interpretation of disability provided a mechanism to describe the experience of disablement through the political, economic, social, cultural, and technological arrangements that constitute social world organisation (Furner, 2019). This allowed me to strategically organise my demands – as a disabled activist – through the reconfiguration of societies. The social interpretation offered hope for accessibility, inclusivity, and participation to be guaranteed and realised within the production of societies (Finkelstein, 1992). This is because the premise is that social change is possible – if a society can be organised to reproduce unnecessary restrictions constantly then it can be reorganised (through the arrangements identified above) to eradicate unnecessary restrictions, and constantly configure worlds to be accessible and inclusive. As a young disabled activist, through the social interpretation, I had a way of articulating the necessity to resist unnecessary restrictions but – as many people would ask me – change to what? The independent living philosophy provided a foundation to organise demands for change through tangible outcomes. Through exposure to the independent living movement in Europe, the US, and the UK, I shaped my demands for change through mechanisms and outcomes that promoted self-determination and personal and collective liberation. Campaigning for personal assistance infrastructures (Riobóo-Lois et al., 2024), the implementation of inclusive education principles (Ainscow et al., 2006), the uncoupling of social security and productivity (Dwyer, 2018), and the promotion of participation became focal points of my activism. Combining the social interpretation of disability, with a recognition for promoting independent living philosophy, led me to become aware of the toxic narratives of self-sufficiency, individual responsibility and resilience, and desiring a normative way of being and existing. We will consider this toxicity further in the forthcoming chapters, but these toxic narratives were embedded in the counterarguments that surrounded my activism. I decided to align my understandings of disabling worlds, unnecessary arrangements, and the significance of self-determination, with the embracing of interdependency. Through learning about the premise, culture, and manifestations of interdependency (Lee, 2014), I rooted my activism in arguing that all beings require and rely on the support of others – similarly to how others rely on the support of ourselves. This essence of interdependency flows throughout social organisation, across the material and discursive arrangements that constitute our societies, and is ever present within our lifeworlds (Costelloe, 1996). Interdependency provided my activism with a way to outline the importance of accessing support, receiving support, providing support, and building support into the formulation of our societies.

These three aspects of disability politics instilled a specific approach to thinking about disabled people’s resistance. The necessity of resistance was to raise consciousness of existing injustices and progress imaginings for alternative, preferable, and possible futures. I continued to engage with disability activism but also pursued scholarly activities and Disability Studies. This 4provided an opportunity to engage with existing bodies of knowledge that surround the position of disabled people across social world organisation (Barnes, 2003), and complement my activist pursuits with the rigour and criticality of academic inquiry. Now, as a Disability Studies scholar, I have focused my energy and resources on understanding disabled people’s experiences of resistance and their imaginings for realising inclusivity. I am interested in the possibility, premise, and production of resistance, and the affect resistance practices have on producing political, economic, and social change. As we progress through the chapters, my alignment with specific bodies of literature and knowledge will become apparent.


Laying the foundation: two research streams

I want to focus now on the two research streams that serve as the foundational material for this book. From 2015 to 2019, I completed my doctorate in Sociology at Liverpool John Moores University. Then, from 2020 to 2025, I was awarded a Leverhulme Trust Early Career Fellowship at the University of Leeds – whilst working in the School of Sociology and Social Policy, and Centre for Disability Studies. I will provide an overview of each research stream, to offer clarity on the research aims, objectives, and methodologies.

The doctoral research (Griffiths, 2019) was an exploration of young disabled people’s understanding of the politicisation of disability, and the intrinsic aspects associated with their participation within activism and campaigning in the United Kingdom. It investigated young disabled people’s experiences and views of disabled people’s social movement mobilisations in the UK, with a focus on highlighting the elements that restrict their participation. I argued that it is essential to address restrictions to participation, otherwise disabled people’s social movements will struggle to include young disabled people, value their input, and support their personal progression as activists and politicised individuals. I offered an original account of key challenges encountered by young disabled people as they attempt to participate in the United Kingdom Disabled People’s Movement. This was achieved by positioning the challenges around three central themes: membership of a social movement, organisation of a social movement, and future considerations that will affect sustainability. By situating these themes within existing bodies of knowledge on Social Movement Studies, I argued for critiquing young disabled people’s position across these three central themes within disabled people’s social movements.

Furthermore, I argued that disabled people’s social movements can address the challenges to young disabled people’s participation by positioning the social model as an oppositional device (Beckett and Campbell, 2015). This would require activists to explore the premise of resistance in their activities and campaigns. It is also argued that disabled people’s social movements will direct members to consider alternative possibilities to the current marginalisation encountered by disabled people. Such possibilities can be explored and form part of existing and new strategies for activism, campaigning, and 5protests – building new alliances when necessary. Focusing on resistance practices, with emphasis on what can be possible, will strengthen social movement mobilisations and facilitate disabled people’s liberation.

This would necessitate young disabled people being supported to offer critical reflections on the future of disabled people’s social position. This approach, whilst focused on the future, will initiate action in the present. It provides an opportunity for young disabled people, as active members of disabled people’s social movements, to envision a preferred future that disrupts ableism (Wolbring, 2008) and normality (McRuer, 2012) and builds upon the existing demands and activities of the current membership. This has the potential to challenge the contemporary understanding of youth, which is reflected currently in young disabled people’s access to and participation within disability activism. Rather than being perceived merely as nearly adults, their involvement is to explore alternative possibilities that will address existing disabling barriers. Such an approach reasserts the purpose of disability activism, demonstrating to newcomers why disabled people’s social movements must employ strategies to resist current practices that perpetuate the marginalisation of disabled people. I argue that young disabled people are best placed to drive this narrative – through initiatives that encourage, facilitate, and build upon their imaginings.

However, this is complicated by how the social model of disability is understood within UK disability activism. Young respondents – in the doctoral research – were discouraged from debating the model, as it was assumed they would weaken its effectiveness as a tool to realise social change. The arguments to justify such discouragement also reinforce this contemporary understanding of youth, suggesting young disabled people are too naive (Slater, 2015) and inexperienced to recognise the significance of the model. Thus, I suggested disabled people’s social movements should reconsider how the social model of disability is understood. Rather than as a tool, it would more usefully be understood as an oppositional device – as proposed by Beckett and Campbell (2015). They suggest it would support activists’ and disabled people’s social movements to create resistance practices and to focus on specific goals towards realising disabled people’s liberation. Their idea suggests that the social model provides disabled activists with opportunities both to reflect upon the successes of activism and to identify the challenges ahead and strategies through which to address these.

I pondered my next research opportunity when the possibility of a Research Fellowship was presented in 2020. I was drawn to three specific issues highlighted by respondents participating in the doctoral research. First, there was the problem of authority amongst established, influential members of disabled people’s social movements which could not easily be challenged. Second, young people encountered difficulties developing campaigns and influencing existing ones because they were perceived by more established activists to be naive due to limited activism experience. Third, young people felt they lacked access to historical sources about disability activism from which to learn about the formation of big ideas in disabled people’s social movements, 6or successful tactics of the past. I was also intrigued by how young disabled people were found to hold competing aspirations for the UK Disabled People’s Movement. Some argued that it should support disabled people’s inclusion within society as it is, with tweaks made to the political, economic, social, and cultural arrangements to facilitate participation and provide access to opportunities. Others had more radical hopes for the social movement, suggesting that it needed to disrupt the normative and ableist values inherent within social world arrangements. The objective of the UK Disabled People’s Movement, they argued, should be to establish resistance-based practices and articulate a vision that addresses the marginalisation and discrimination encountered by many – not just those who identify as disabled people.

Through engagement with Social Movement Studies literature, I had become – worryingly – aware that young (disabled) people are not always interested in or able to engage with social movements. Furthermore, this problem is not unique to disabled people’s social movements. Many traditional social movements struggle to captivate young people (Gordon, 2007; Taft and Gordon, 2013; Mijin et al., 2018), raising important questions for their futures and, sociologically, about differences between generations when it comes to engagement with grassroots politics (Castells, 2015). The European Network on Independent Living (an international disabled people’s organisation) and the Council of Europe highlight the importance of young disabled people participating in social movements across Europe and the development of future movement leaders (Todd and Munro, 2021a, 2021b). They noted that young disabled people’s inclusion in social movements is essential for ensuring the movements are sustainable and reflect the aspirations and ideas of younger generations.

The Leverhulme Trust research would depart from my doctoral research to examine young disabled activists’ engagement in and aspirations for disability activism across Europe. It investigated how they think about: (a) the “problem” of dis/ability; (b) how society should be organised to address disabling barriers; and (c) what role they envisage for the disabled people’s social movements in disabled people’s struggle. To establish a thorough investigation, I settled upon the following questions:


	Is disability activism important to young disabled people and if it is important, why?

	How are young disabled people participating in disability activism?

	What are the restrictions encountered by young disabled activists when attempting to participate in disabled people’s social movements?

	What is required to ensure their enhanced inclusion and participation within disabled people’s social movements?

	What does a fair, just, and inclusive society mean to young disabled activists and what do they think needs to be resisted/challenged about society if their vision is to be achieved?

	What are their proposed strategies to resist social policies and practices perpetuating disabled people’s marginalisation?

	7What, if any role, do they perceive for disabled people’s social movements in developing a fair, just, and inclusive society for all



It may have become apparent already, but these questions form the structure of the chapters outlined in this book. My intention was to develop a research trajectory that would be significant in Disability Studies, offering insights into young disabled activists’ contribution to disability politics in Europe, restrictions limiting their participation, and their vision for the future of disability activism. It would also make an original contribution to Social Movement Studies in two respects: a) contributing to understandings of youth engagement with social activism today; and b) providing a still rare investigation into disabled people’s social movements.


Method overview

To address the research questions with rigour and precision, an appropriate research design was necessitated. The epistemological framework underpinning the research argues that reality and knowledge are constructed through interpretative processes aimed at exposing underlying meanings (Samaržija and Miškulin, 2017; Becker and Niehaves, 2007). Within this framework, representations prevalent across social world organisation are understood to be rooted typically in disablist (Goodley, 2014) and ableist (Wolbring, 2008) conceptualisations of normality. These notions become ingrained in understandings of disabled individuals’ lives. However, through practices of resistance, it is possible to interpret, comprehend, challenge, and ultimately disrupt normative representations of lives lived with impairments and experiences within disabling environments.

The approach to knowledge production adopted in this research operates from the premise that disability, and the resulting process of disablement, is not an inherent deficit residing within an individual’s body or mind. Rather, disability is conceptualised as being produced through the political, economic, cultural, social, and technological arrangements encountered by disabled people (UPIAS, 1975). Disablement, therefore, emerges as an unnecessary consequence of historically and currently established social world arrangements that function to restrict, stigmatise, exclude, and eradicate non-normative ways of being. Rather than positioning the locus of the problem within the individuals who experience impairments.

It is recognised that physiological impairments, health conditions, and diagnoses have tangible effects on the conditionalities, functions, and processes of corporeal existence. However, this research argues that the disabling experience for individuals with such conditions is primarily determined by social world arrangements, structures, productions and the often-implicit assumptions surrounding normative embodiment and cognition (Garland-Thomson, 2013; Dolmage, 2014). Consequently, challenging disablement requires social change, transformation, and resistance (Griffiths, 2023a), 8rather than relying on medical intervention or normalisation strategies. This research acknowledges the significance of medicine and the necessity of medical intervention and treatment for individuals living with impairments and health conditions, a reality underscored by my own reliance on 24-hour health-care interventions, daily medications and therapies, and assistive technologies for survival. It is argued that medical evaluations and narratives represent only one framework for understanding experiences of impairment and disablement. Critical awareness is essential to discern how medicalised representations of disabled individuals reinforce productions of normality and deviance.

The research employs a relational ontology, situating social relations as the constitutive core element of understanding the social world. This means the subject matter, topics explored within the research design, and the findings are articulated through a morphostasis and morphogenesis process (Donati, 2015). The entities identified within this research, such as young disabled activists, disability politics claims, and resistance strategies, are derived through how entities relate to each other. Meaning that is drawn from these entities is understood through the free-flowing, fluid, and dynamic processes that coalesce around each entity – as well as the clustering of entities. I am most interested in how the relations are, constantly, being reproduced and transformed through the entanglement with other entities. According to Mauthner (2021), a relational ontology recognises units of analysis as becoming interdependent, which prompts researchers to focus on understanding relations through contextualisation and process. Each entity, or unit, does not remain static or essentialised. Instead, they are open to being reworked and reviewed constantly as connections, assemblages, and events manifest – which reconfigures how entities are situated and why they are interrogated.

It is necessary to embrace, by way of working within this ontology, Donati’s (2016) consideration for the mediation of relations. Mediation of relations refers to how entities are arranged and what it reveals about the significance of the relationality between entities. Donati (2016) suggests configuring entities across micro, meso, and macro levels; differentiating between the types of mediations that manifest in social world arrangements, and the severity (or degree) of mediation that occurs across identified entities. For example, young disabled people’s experiences of resistance can prompt us to consider levels of relationality such as a loose network of activists (brought together through a disability commons), the production of civil society organisations, or state coordinated policy-making platforms with representation of disabled activists. It can prompt us to consider types of mediated relations that emerge through young activists negotiating family dynamics, peer exchanges, and institutionalised administrative systems of care and support. The severity of mediation can be understood through indirect negotiations between activists all the way through to social movement organisations. Overall, mediation provides a useful framing of the material and discursive aspects that become scrutinised through an assemblage of entities. It echoes Fletcher’s (2025) call for a 9connective ontology, which locates investigation within the sociopolitics of connections in the worlds that are forming. With this research, I draw on understandings of relationality and connectivity to make sense of how disability youth activism and resistance are affected and are affecting configurations of social world organisation. It is through the entities and assemblages, identified within this research, that we gain insight into the effectiveness of existing connections within disabled people’s resistance and the prospect of reconfiguring such connections to produce better worlds.

Epistemologically and ontologically, this study examines critically the processes through which disablement is produced and the manifestation of resistance practices that challenge prevailing productions of disablement. The overarching aim is to capture, elucidate, and stimulate critical reflection on the emergence of alternative trajectories towards the realisation of accessible, inclusive, and participatory societies.

The pursuit of robust and nuanced understanding within social inquiry necessitates methodological rigour and a critical awareness of the inherent limitations of any singular approach. In this context, the strategic deployment of triangulation emerged as a crucial element in this research design, enhancing the credibility and depth of findings. As Denzin (2012) argues, the complexity of social phenomena often transcends the capacity of a solitary method, theoretical lens, or individual observer to capture the nuanced dimensions of the research topic. Denzin (2006) defines triangulation as a methodological imperative wherein the researcher “must learn to employ multiple external methods in the analysis of the same empirical events” (p. 13).

Denzin’s (1989) work delineated four primary types of triangulation, each offering a distinct avenue for bolstering research validity and comprehensiveness: data, methodological, theory, and investigator triangulation. This research focused on incorporating data, methodological, and theory triangulation. Data triangulation involves the correlation of information derived from diverse sources, considering variations across people, time, and space. This approach aims to provide a more holistic and contextualised understanding of the phenomenon under investigation (Valencia, 2022). Theory triangulation entails the utilisation and integration of multiple theoretical frameworks to examine and interpret data, offering a richer and more multifaceted analytical perspective (Loxton and Groves, 2021). Finally, methodological triangulation centres on the correlation of data generated by employing a variety of data collection methods, allowing for the cross-validation of findings and the exploration of different facets of the research questions (Treur et al., 2024).

The broader research underpinning this discussion embraces Denzin’s (1989) assertion regarding the value of theory triangulation – a point that will be reflected in the subsequent exploration of the research’s conceptual and theoretical frameworks. The data triangulation approach is captured through the parameters established to determine respondents participating in the research. In particular, data was captured from respondents across different 10ages, localities across Europe, and at various moments in their activism – when participating in multiple phases of research activity.

The inclusion criteria stated participants must identify as a disabled person. It was determined that impairment description and categorisation would not be recorded, as the research project aligned with a social interpretation of disability (UPIAS, 1975). This is because the primary focus is on acknowledging the commonality experienced through a disabling social world, with the unnecessary restrictions imposed upon individuals with various health conditions, impairments, and diagnostic labels. It is important to acknowledge that hierarchies of impairment remain a prominent concern within disability activism and social movement organisation (Campbell and Oliver, 1996), however, the issue remains beyond the scope of this research.

The project required all participants to be aged 18 to 35, identify as a disabled person, be interested or active in disability activism, and currently live in a European state (as defined by the United Nations M49 categorisation). An open invitation was disseminated to disabled people’s organisations across Europe (organisations controlled by and for disabled people, and which refer to independent living as part of their organisational strategy and workplan), youth networks, online peer groups, and promoted on social media platforms (Facebook, Twitter, and Instagram). Respondents were selected via the purposive and snowballing sampling (Bryman, 2016). The practice of recruiting through disabled people’s organisations was justified on the grounds that such organisations are an important source for securing and promoting the collective identity of disabled people’s social movements (Roulstone and Morgan, 2009). Whereas it may imply a preconceived notion of the authenticity and reliability of disabled activists, such as only those connected to organisations are deemed valuable to the investigative process, the research process remained flexible by offering respondents the chance to recommend activists not linked to established organisations and networks.

This research employed methodological triangulation. This application of triangulation is predicated on the principle of methods triangulation, which involves systematically checking the consistency and convergence of findings derived from disparate data collection methods. A common instantiation of methodological triangulation involves the integration of both qualitative and quantitative data within a research design (Carter et al., 2014). These distinct yet complementary data types offer unique insights into the same phenomenon. Quantitative data, with its emphasis on numerical measurement and statistical analysis, can provide broad patterns and frequencies offering a macro-level understanding. Conversely, qualitative data, characterised by its focus on in-depth exploration of experiences, perspectives, and meanings, can expose the nuances, complexities, and underlying mechanisms that shape the observed quantitative trends.

Crucially, the points at which multiple data methods converge can strengthen confidence in the research findings, providing convergent validity through the corroboration of evidence from distinct methodological 11approaches (Rouse and Harrison, 2015). It is often the points of divergence between these data streams that hold analytical significance for the research investigation (Pluye et al., 2009). These discrepancies can illuminate complexities, reveal unforeseen dimensions of the subject matter, and prompt deeper inquiry into the contextual factors and interpretations that might account for the apparent inconsistencies. These divergences are significant for generating richer insights and refining the conceptual understanding of the phenomenon under investigation.

This research project consisted of four phases: an online survey, online semi-structured interviews, an online–offline hybrid zine production workshop, and documentary film.

In Phase One, an online survey explored opportunities and challenges young disabled people encountered when participating in disability activism. The questions were framed around opportunities and barriers to participating within online and offline activism, accessing guidance and knowledge about disability politics, and the presence and influence of existing authoritative figures within disabled people’s social movements. The survey (available in English, German, and French) was disseminated across EU and Council of Europe countries by the European Network on Independent Living and via a social media campaign #DisabilityFutures – with 167 responses recorded from across Europe.

In Phase Two, 25 semi-structured interviews of 30 to 60 minutes duration occurred, with young disabled activists across Europe utilising a geographical sampling strategy (north, east, south, and west regions). Interviews were conducted through videoconferencing facilities and explored further issues considered in the survey. Respondents were encouraged to outline their vision for an inclusive society including the changes required (radical and reformist) to political, economic, social, cultural, and technological arrangements.

In Phase Three, a “future laboratory” workshop was held during the Freedom Drive 2022 (a bi-annual disabled people’s rights Congress and protest, attended by activists from across Europe). Young disabled activists were invited to think imaginatively about the necessities for realising accessible and inclusive societies, as well as the role of social movements in realising such societies. They were asked to reflect and respond to Phase Two findings. I facilitated the workshops with the support of an arts-based action researcher and renowned scholar with experience of working with young disabled people, Dr Jade French. Utilising an arts-based inquiry, Dr French and I supported participants to imagine how disabled people’s social movements can participate within the development of inclusive futures. This led to the production of a one-issue zine that captured respondent imaginations, which was – subsequently – deposited in archives across the UK, mainland Europe, and the US.

In Phase Four, Dr Paul Darke (cultural critic, established artist, and filmmaker) and I produced a 45-minute documentary film exploring disability activism and youth participation. This included interviews with disabled activists from across Europe, European Commission strategists, European 12parliamentarians, and Council of Europe officials and captured examples of protests and campaigns to realise disabled people’s liberation. It investigated the ways (through policy direction and grassroots mobilisation) young disabled activists are supported to have a role in progressing inclusivity and rights.


Conceptual and theoretical frameworks: disability, power, resistance, and heterotopias

The collective struggle of disabled people for inclusion underscores the enduring injustices and unwarranted constraints imposed on communities globally. Sépulchre (2022) highlights the precariousness and vulnerability experienced by disabled individuals as they navigate systemic infringements and pursue legislative protections. Slee (2018) critiques educational paradigms that prioritise exclusion and segregation, while Redman and Fletcher (2022) demonstrate the detrimental impact of residual social security frameworks on disabled people’s life chances. On a global scale, the United Nations continues to express concern regarding the insufficient support and protective measures for disabled people facing existential threats, including climate change, poverty, and the persecution of indigenous populations (Quinn, 2021).

Disability Studies, activism, and politics have critically examined the positioning of disabled people within political, economic, cultural, social, and technological arrangements. This interrogation has challenged the foundational assumptions and narratives that attribute the injustices experienced by disabled people to inherent bodily functions and cognitive processing (Oliver, 1990). Instead, disability is conceptualised as the imposition of unnecessary restrictions upon individuals with impairments, health conditions, and diagnostic labels. Disability activism has sought to articulate shared demands to foster solidarity among social movement members and generate collective responses to experienced injustices. The social interpretation of disability (UPIAS, 1975) is widely regarded as a central tenet within disability politics, particularly influential in UK disability activism and significant segments of European disability politics (Griffiths, 2024a). This perspective informed the development of the social model of disability, a heuristic tool within academic inquiry. The human rights model of disability (Degener and Gómez-Carrillo de Castro, 2022) and the social model are increasingly understood as complementary frameworks, identifying both radical and incremental actions necessary for the realisation of accessible and inclusive societies (Lawson and Beckett, 2020). Furthermore, the concept of ableism (Wolbring, 2008) has been instrumental in disability activism, facilitating critical engagement with the values and practices that privilege certain social groups and arrangements over others. These interconnected models and concepts converge to shape the diverse agendas, strategies, and demands of disabled people’s social movements.

Independent living, alongside the concepts above, maintains significant traction within disability activism and politics. This concept is rooted in disabled people’s pursuit of self-determination, choice, and control over the 13assistive technologies and support systems essential for a life of their choosing. Its history reflects the global anger of disabled activists regarding the lack of adequate, sustainable, and personalised support for societal participation (Heumann and Joiner, 2020; Ratzka, 1992). The transnational appeal of independent living has fostered coalitions committed to facilitating disabled people’s participation within their chosen communities, underpinned by sufficient and sustainable support to achieve personalised goals and aspirations (Angelova-Mladenova, 2019). It plays a crucial role across various domains: the development of toolkits aimed at enhancing disabled people’s understanding of choice and control (Ratzka, 1992); the emergence of disabled people’s organisations advocating for inclusive societies, promoting self-directed support, and providing services for personalised assistance (Bolling and Farren, 2017); the critique of existing support provision and the demonstration of the detrimental effects of segregative and institutionalised forms of paternalistic care (Mladenov and Petri, 2019); the formulation of policy interventions designed to expand disabled people’s access to and management of personalised support (Angelova-Mladenova and Brennan, 2022); and the establishment of Article 19 within the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, which provides guiding principles for Member States to safeguard disabled people’s fundamental freedoms.

Concerns have been raised regarding the potential co-optation of the independent living concept, notably by Oliver (2017), who argues its susceptibility to manipulation by neoliberal forces. Dominant neoliberal imperatives, often presented as prerequisites for participation, can lead disabled people to internalise notions of self-sufficiency and embrace competition as essential for survival and advancement within contemporary social organisation (Titchkosky, 2003). This is reflected in Fritsch’s (2015) analysis of how the privatisation of care services has increasingly loaded disabled individuals with the responsibility for managing their own support needs. It is also evident in the concerns articulated by Clements (2008) and Slasberg and Beresford (2020), who contend that recent policy developments have expanded privatisation, commodified support, and amplified expectations of disabled individuals to commission their own provision. It is plausible to argue that the conceptualisation of care within a neoliberal framework can result in residual forms of state support, security, and assistance (Wrenn and Waller, 2017). These trends towards individualism and heightened personal responsibility can be situated within a broader critique of ethopolitics – the politics of life (Rose, 1999). Ethopolitics concerns the beliefs, traits, sentiments, and values through which individuals organize and understand themselves. Rose (2001, p.18) posits: “if discipline individualises and normalises, and biopower collectivises and socialises, ethopolitics concerns itself with the self-techniques by which human beings should judge themselves and act upon themselves to make themselves better than they are.”

14While it is acknowledged that activist claims and strategies can be susceptible to co-optation or influence by prevailing political and economic objectives, and that independent living can be affected by forces that do not prioritise disabled people’s liberation or frame it through neoliberal lenses, the fundamental premise of support – as articulated by Independent Living Movements – remains deeply rooted in disabled people’s pursuit of self-determination and the realisation of accessible and inclusive societies. Such pursuits should not be dismissed solely based on how policy interventions have aligned care and support with existing welfare regime characteristics (Mladenov, 2012). The arguments presented here, in this book, suggest that independent living (and broader disability political claims) is not irrevocably lost to neoliberal influences. The potential remains to deploy it as an oppositional device, facilitating critical analysis and reimagining of support arrangements, as well as reinforcing the understanding that accessible and inclusive societies necessitate sufficient, sustainable, and self-directed support.

To comprehend oppositional devices and heterotopias, it is essential to first understand the interconnected concepts of power, resistance, and technologies. I will consider the broader trajectories of knowledge on resistance in the literature review below, however, I will concentrate – here – on Foucault’s articulation of power and resistance most pertinent to our exploration of disability youth activism. Foucault’s (1988) exploration of the relationships between knowledge, truth, and power has informed analyses of how individuals understand the self. Central to knowledge is a self-understanding that emerges within social and cultural practices, such as medicine, education, legislation, and economics. Foucault identifies four major technologies that function to maintain specific truths, knowledge orders, and produce reason and rationality to legitimise existing arrangements: technologies of production; technologies of sign systems; technologies of power; and technologies of the self. As Foucault (1988, p. 18) argues, “Each [technology] implies certain modes of training and modification of individuals, not only in the obvious sense of acquiring certain skills but also in the sense of acquiring certain attitudes.”

Regarding resistance, Foucault (1997, p. 167) posits that “if there is no resistance, there would be no power relations […] so resistance comes first, and remain superior to the forces of the process; power relations are obliged to change with the resistance.” Rather than a possessive or solely dominating force, power is understood as a creative force (Beckett and Campbell, 2015), generating possibilities for resistance, contestation, disruption, and destabilisation of existing arrangements and relations. Resistance, as a primary force, opens avenues for reclaiming and disrupting prevailing flows of power relations often employed to marginalise and restrict bodies and identities (Beckett et al., 2017). This perspective on power and resistance has been notably employed within Disability Studies to investigate disabled people’s navigation of disabling barriers, arrangements, and values globally (Lawson and Beckett, 2020; Beckett and Campbell, 2015).

15Holmes (2007, p. 37) defines the oppositional device as “a deliberately abnormal, fictional, satirical, delirious, antagonistic or even violent pattern of behaviour that inserts itself into, and distorts, a corporeal, technical, and symbolic configuration of normalised social relations, in such a way as to provoke dissenting public speech.”

Such devices function to interrupt the existing flows of relations within the social world and challenge the material and discursive arrangements that produce prevailing ideas and practices. This disruption gives rise to new possibilities that challenge normalised patterns of social existence and acceptance, and question the perpetuation of existing arrangements. For Holmes (2007), oppositional devices are creative and experimental, often identified within the performances of artistic communities. Subsequent adaptations to Holmes’s definition, most notably by Beckett and Campbell (2015), conceptualise oppositional devices as the production and proliferation of resistance practices by individuals and collectives. These practices intervene in the forces of subjugation and facilitate alternative possibilities for existing in the present.

Beckett and Campbell (2015) utilise oppositional devices to analyse the operations of the social model within UK disability activism. Their framework of seven intersecting operations captures the identification of injustice, the formulation of counter-rationalities, and strategic actions aimed at facilitating collective disruption of contemporary social organisation. The analytical utility of the oppositional device lies in Beckett and Campbell’s (2015) assertion that ideas, as technologies, can harness forces of resistance and power to generate alternative relations, discourses, and practices.

Heterotopias (Foucault, 1984) exist as counter-sites that interrogate, contest, and disrupt the existing order of things. They can emerge as spaces for experimentation with destabilising current material and discursive aspects of the social world. Johnson (2006) argues that heterotopias can be understood as worlds within worlds, offering critiques of existing societies while simultaneously inviting an exploration of what is possible and preferable through the reorganisation of spaces. It is important to note that heterotopias are not inherently liberatory and can also emerge to exercise control over populations and identify individuals deemed deviant. Foucault (1998) cites institutionalised care as a heterotopian example; such institutions function to remove bodies considered non-productive to social world functioning, thus becoming a distinct world (heterotopia) that restricts the social participation of the allegedly useless body.

Within the context of disability, heterotopias have been explored to facilitate novel deconstructions of ability/disability binaries (De Schauwer et al., 2017) and to challenge conventional conceptualisations of inclusion (Meininger, 2013). Beckett et al. (2017) acknowledge the diverse forms that heterotopian worlds can take and conclude that heterotopias are best understood as sites of counter-rationalities – spaces with the potential to unsettle the existing social world and that possess characteristics that enable liberatory practices. It has been argued that independent living constitutes a counter-16narrative that opposes social constructions of disability and aims to repair disabled people’s identities (Tarrant, 2022).

Articulating critiques of the injustices faced by disabled people, particularly to achieve personal liberation or foster collective solidarity, is crucial for advancing liberation. However, independent living and, more broadly, disability activism are understood here in a distinct manner. Disability activism and its core tenets (e.g., the social interpretation of disability, independent living, and disability rights) are conceptualised as ideas operationalised to disrupt the relations of power and social formations that prejudice disabled people’s participation in their chosen communities. Through disruption, it can generate creative possibilities for reimagining disability, liberation, support, and assistance. Drawing on heterotopia literature, disabled people’s social movements can be understood as enacting broader patterns of resistance practices, generated by disabled people, to contest existing forms and ideas about the purpose, ethics, and practices of accessibility and inclusivity. This framework allows for an understanding of disabled people’s social movements as assemblages of technologies that open heterotopias, engaged in the experimentation of what disabled people can be and do through the lens of disability politics.


Literature review: resistance, youth, activism, and disability

Historically, resistance was perceived as a response to the dominating consequence of power enforced (Shutzberg, 2020). It’s strategic use, primarily, was an attempt to mitigate the oppressive productions of actors – and regimes – recognised as authoritative, influential, and controlling. In this guise, resistance revealed the categories and spaces available for collectives to mobilise within: them versus those; and illustrated the types of struggles that could emerge – for example, sovereignty (Coopey, 2018), capital (Burnham, 2010), or cultural transformation (Duncombe, 2007). Such perceptions do provide opportunities to explore resistance (and power) through material and discursive contexts (Heikkilä, 2022), as well as recognise the significance of oppositional procedures (Keating, 2013). However, as argued by McGee (2016), such historical understandings position resistance as a negotiated attempt to topple power, which has been implanted over specific collectives, groupings, and spaces.

Compartmentalising resistance into such different arrangements and contexts can lead to a prioritisation of resistance as an oppositional form, neglecting the productive nature of resistance to instigate alternative relations within social world organisation (Koefoed, 2018). This has led to claims that resistance is primarily associated with logics of negativity (Coole, 2000) and tracked within perpetual cycles of conflicts premised on refusal and struggle (Žižek, 2002). It is proposed, to mitigate this issue of negativity, that attention should move away from resistance to differential politics (Huysmans and Nogueira, 2024). This would require promoting concepts of folding, which reveal the multiple connections that form within a specified field. These connections privilege a recognition for how differences relate to one another 17(Parr, 2005). Leading to an understanding of social and political divergences that are not bound to the rigidity of resistance – it is understood as a manifestation to oppose arrangements and conditions (Bonta and Protevi, 2019). It is possible, through these fields, to simultaneously identify connections and identify new possibilities for social arrangements and practices.

Interrogating resistance allows for an exploration of the broadscale mobilisations that are, typically, public and organised (for example, social movement practices; Vrieze, 2024). Alternatively, resistance can be explored through investigations of personal life, everyday experiences, and by individual subtle acts and practices (Kallio and Honkatukia, 2022). Contemporary literature (notably, Mikael et al., 2023) has introduced an inter-relational framework for understanding resistance, positioning it across three distinctive forms: avoidance, breaking, and constructive. This framework seeks to account for the scale, and severity, of resistance; oppositional tendencies within resistance practices; and the building of new, and alternative, social relations through resistance strategies.

The resistance ideas and practices outlined within this book’s research reinforce claims made by Johansson and Vinthagen (2019), who argue that participating and experiencing resistance often encourages, and produces, new resistance patterns and configurations. Kasbari and Vinthagen (2020) propose that the production of organised – and coordinated – resistance practices facilitate the development of innovative and original forms of everyday resistance. This is often instigated by newcomers and those without established positions in coordinated efforts, thus relying on personal and informal resistance acts. The emphasis on everyday resistance has, also, been highlighted by Vinthagen and Johansson (2013); who suggest resistance practices should be understood not as an outcome but as the manifestation of relational and intersectional processes.

The productive flows of resistance coalesce through regular or scattered patterns within social world organisation (Scott, 1990). This has led to claims that it should be understood through (individualised and collective) acts of disruption and subversion (Hollander and Einwohner, 2004). Power interacts with resistance in a way that compels power to become visible – by responding to the emergence of resistance (Weitz, 2001). To understand this perspective, resistance is produced via altering contexts, situations, and temporality (Lilja, 2018). The materiality and discursive aspects, within and beyond the identified resistance spaces, influence the comprehension and acceptance of claims for disruptions and social change (Brink et al., 2022). It is notable to understand this within the internal dynamics of collective resistance networks. Livingstone et al. (2024) highlight the dilemmas of practising resistance, which leads to instability amongst network actors. They argue that networks are in tension because of the competing suggestions for legal and illegal forms of action, the diversity of narratives and arguments to justify claims, and the distinctive options for building coalitions to enact resistor goals.

18Resistance, within this book, is to be understood through Foucault’s (2020) articulation that power is secondary to, and thus dependent upon, the plethora of resistance possibilities available at any point. Resistance emerges first – prior to power – and its existence is necessary to permit power to form. This perspective is echoed throughout bodies of knowledge, such as Gramsci’s (Im, 1991) promotion of counter-hegemonies or Mumby et al.’s (2017) exploration of resistance forms of insubordination and insurrection. There is no single point at which resistance or power is emanating from, rather resistance is coalescing within the arrangements and systems within social world organisation. It must be understood as the productive force of aims, strategies, interventions, activities, and knowledge that will spark and progress possibilities of change and transformation (Heyes, 2007). Drawing on Foucault (2020), resistance reveals and facilitates existing power relations and, simultaneously, illustrates opportunities to manipulate such relations. Lilja (2018) suggests four forms of Foucault’s articulation on resistance. First, there is a resistance as a counter conduct – employed against the complexity and depth of authoritarian entities. Second, discursive resistance that produces alternative knowledge and insights of truth. Third, resistance as reverse discourses progresses discursive resistance to enact ruptures in existing knowledge – and situate counter-narratives that challenge existing discursive truths. Finally, resistance as techniques of the self provides mechanisms for the individual to transform their positionality and nexus of relations to counter dominant norms.

Working through Foucault’s (1994) comprehension of power and resistance, it is possible to situate the resistor (network) as challenging the contingent and arbitrary claims presented as truths within social world configurations. The ideas and acts of resistance serve to rupture potential vulnerabilities within existing relations, in turn liberating subjugated persons and knowledges (Zaharijević and Urošević, 2024). This leads to the production of counter-knowledge (Saar, 2002), and histories (Huffer, 2020), that compels resistors to confront what is currently understood as being, and transform relations and arrangements to open emergent, yet-undefined forms of becoming and existence (Foucault, 2002).

The literature review will now consider bodies of knowledge pertinent to understanding young people’s experiences, and participation, within activism and social movements. Pinedo et al. (2024) argue young activists exhibit diverse pathways in their sociopolitical development, rather than a single and uniformed trajectory. This highlights the requirement for sustained support, as individuals continue to engage with activist networks and social movement organisations. Support mechanisms can include knowledge exchange initiatives (Hope et al., 2023), encouraging self-expression through activism opportunities (Rye, 2024), and facilitating opportunities to participate within accessible or familiar techniques (Natalia et al., 2023). Progressing young people’s participation in activism necessitates the convergence of personal development and effective forms of collective action – all channelled towards acknowledging, and realising, meaningful activist goals (Wray-Lake et al., 2025).

19Sustained youth involvement in activism allows young people to develop and implement new ideas, which are then integrated into the practices of social movements (Alcantar, 2022). This also helps ensure that young members understand the goals they are working towards (Vamvalis, 2023). To achieve this, Szadkowski and Krzeski (2019) highlight the importance of commoning within activist collectives. Here, within activism, the common good is perceived as a processual concept, revealing the communal nature of shared experiences (Szczygiel and Kowzan, 2025). Commoning actions, which can be individual or collective, serve an educational purpose by raising consciousness about shared spaces and resources. This process becomes aimed at either repairing existing realities that are considered unjust or, conversely, preserving the present circumstances against harmful changes. Ultimately, commoning is the assemblage of relations – among activists – that produce the forces to facilitate social change possibilities (Haiven and Khasnabish, 2014).

Social movement organisations should be regarded as critical pedagogical spaces that reorder understandings of the social world, if youth activist commons are to be established. Zielińska’s (2016) concept of situatedness is reflected, here, in young activist attempts to cultivate group solidarity, and to find their voice and influence. Furthermore, Gruenewald (2003) illustrates reinhabitation and decolonisation coalescing within social movements. Reinhabitation involves identifying, reclaiming, and producing spaces that instruct activists on how to coexist harmoniously within the specified spaces. This concept emphasises the production and preservation of knowledge and activist strategies that safeguard individuals, groups, and the flowing relations within social movements. Practising activism, within this concept, requires social change mechanisms to acknowledge their presence in areas that have been disrupted and harmed through past expectations. Decolonisation entails activists recognising and altering thought patterns that harm and exploit people and places. Hooks (1996) defines decolonisation as active confrontation within existing hegemonies of knowledge, which leads towards historical and cultural liberation. This process involves freeing oneself and others from subjugation and oppressive perspectives. This aligns with Freire’s (2000) concept of conscientização – the process of developing a critical awareness of one’s social position and taking action against unjust social realities. The evidence suggests that young people pursue activism due to a desire for progressing social justice and because it offers sanctuary, a protected and affirming space to explore their politicised identities (Akiva et al., 2017; Kirshner, 2009).
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