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Introduction
Introduction
Disability, social reproduction, and resistance are deeply interconnected themes that reveal how inequality is sustained and contested within contemporary society. This essay explores these dynamics through the case of Preston, a post-industrial city in Northwest England that has become emblematic of both austerity’s impact and community-led innovation. Preston provides a distinctive lens because it combines the pressures of national welfare retrenchment with experiments in cooperative economics and grassroots mobilisation. Examining disability within this context highlights how exclusion is not simply the result of individual disadvantage but is structurally produced through governance, organisational routines, cultural narratives, and educational practices.
The theoretical framing draws on Scanlon’s (2017) account of status-based inequality, which emphasises how social hierarchies diminish recognition and opportunity, and Foucault’s (1978) thesis of immanent power, which shows how authority is exercised through everyday procedures rather than overt coercion. Luke’s (2005) three-dimensional model of power further clarifies how exclusion operates not only through visible decisions but also through agenda‑setting and ideological shaping, silencing alternative perspectives. Giddens’ (1984) structuration theory adds nuance by demonstrating that structures both constrain and enable agency, meaning that disabled people are not passive recipients of policy but active negotiators of its limits. Together, these 
frameworks situate disability as a site where power, reproduction, and resistance converge.
Social reproduction theory (Bhattacharya & Vogel, 2017) underscores the unpaid and often invisible labours that sustain social life, from caregiving to advocacy. These labours are particularly significant in Preston, where disabled people and carers maintain networks of support that remain unrecognised in official accounting. Beresford’s (2016) notion of the “participation paradox” highlights how institutions invite consultation without ceding control, reinforcing epistemic injustice as described by Fricker (2007). Such dynamics show how inequality is reproduced not only through material deprivation but also through the devaluation of lived knowledge.
At the same time, Preston offers examples of resistance and reform. Motions debated in union forums, conference speeches, and power‑mapping workshops illustrate how lived experience can be converted into political capital. Community initiatives such as the Preston Co-operative Education Centre and Disability Solidarity Network demonstrate how grassroots organisations revalue disabled people’s expertise and challenge exclusionary practices. These interventions reveal that while structures embed inequality, they also contain openings for contestation and transformation.
This essay therefore proceeds by mapping theoretical frameworks of power and social reproduction, analysing locally grounded interventions, and exploring how exclusion is reproduced across education, health, organisational routines, and cultural narratives. It concludes by considering how co-production and epistemic justice can reconfigure governance toward equity, accountability, and inclusive democracy.
Section 1: Theories of Power and Social Reproduction
Understanding disability, inequality, and resistance requires a robust theoretical framework that can account for both structural constraints and human agency. Several key theorists provide the conceptual tools to analyse how exclusion is reproduced and contested in Preston.
Steven Lukes’ (2005) three-dimensional model of power is particularly useful. He distinguishes between overt decision‑making, covert agenda‑setting, and the deepest level of ideological shaping. This final dimension shows how power operates by defining what counts as legitimate knowledge and acceptable policy options, silencing alternatives before they are even considered. In the context of disability, this explains how bureaucratic descriptors and eligibility criteria appear neutral but actually embed normative assumptions about ability and productivity.
Anthony Giddens’ (1984) structuration theory adds nuance by emphasising the duality of structure: institutions are both the medium and the outcome of social practices. Structures constrain action, but they also enable it, meaning that disabled people are not passive recipients of policy but active negotiators of its limits. This perspective is vital for recognising how Preston residents organise peer-led support, campaign for accessible transport, and contest exclusionary assessments.
Social reproduction theory, as articulated by Bhattacharya and Vogel (2017), highlights the unpaid and often invisible labours that sustain social life. Caregiving, advocacy, and peer mentoring are forms of labour that reproduce society but are rarely recognised in official accounting. Their invisibility legitimises austerity by allowing policymakers to ignore the infrastructure of support 
maintained by disabled people and carers. This connects directly to Preston, where unpaid labour underpins community resilience yet remains absent from municipal budgets.
Beresford’s (2016) notion of the “participation paradox” further clarifies how institutions invite consultation without ceding control. Disabled people may be asked to contribute to policy discussions, but their lived knowledge is often devalued or sidelined. This links to Miranda Fricker’s (2007) concept of epistemic injustice, which distinguishes between testimonial injustice (where lived testimony is discredited) and hermeneutical injustice (where experiences are misinterpreted due to inadequate conceptual resources). Both forms are evident in Preston’s assessment regimes, which reduce complex lives to checkboxes and thresholds.
Finally, Pierre Bourdieu’s (1990) theory of symbolic violence explains how deficit‑based attributions become normalised through education and organisational routines. By privileging dominant cultural capital, institutions reproduce inequality across generations. Patricia Hill Collins (2011) extends this by showing how intersecting oppressions shape identity and opportunity, reminding us that disability cannot be analysed in isolation from class, race, and gender.
Together, these theories illuminate how power operates across visible, hidden, and ideological dimensions; how structures both constrain and enable agency; how unpaid labour and lived knowledge are devalued; and how symbolic violence reproduces inequality. They provide the conceptual foundation for analysing Preston as a site where exclusion is structurally embedded yet actively contested.
Section 2: Locally Grounded Interventions in Preston
While theories of power and social reproduction explain how inequality is embedded in structures, it is equally important to examine how lived experience is converted into organised political voice. In Preston, a series of interventions demonstrates how disabled people and their allies contest exclusionary practices and reconfigure governance architectures. These interventions range from formal union motions to grassroots workshops, each illustrating how agency can be exercised within and against disabling environments.
The Pension Rights Motion provides a clear example of how structural inequalities are challenged through collective bargaining. The motion documented how a universal rise in the pension age disproportionately harmed disabled workers in low-paid, physically demanding roles. By foregrounding equality impact assessments and calling for penalty-free early access to pensions, it reframed what might otherwise appear as a neutral fiscal measure into a question of distributive justice. The motion also mobilised union networks, demonstrating how collective organisation can amplify individual testimony into systemic critique.
The Emergency Motion on Benefits similarly exposed the inequities of a two-tier benefits regime tied to application dates. Disabled claimants who applied after a certain cut‑off were denied entitlements available to earlier applicants, creating arbitrary divisions in support. The motion rejected cosmetic concessions and built coalitions with the Trades Union Congress and Disabled People’s Organisations (DPOs). This intervention illustrates how procedural technicalities can be politicised, transforming bureaucratic anomalies into moral claims about fairness and accountability.
Conference speeches have also played a vital role in converting lived experience into political capital. By layering personal testimony with collective claim-making, activists reframed bureaucratic technicalities as moral injury. The phrase “nothing about us without us” Charlton, 1998) captured the demand for participatory governance, insisting that disabled people must not only be consulted but also hold decision-making power. These speeches demonstrate how narrative can be deployed strategically, shifting perceptions from individual grievance to collective injustice.
Power‑mapping workshops represent a more tactical intervention, translating qualitative testimony into actionable strategies. Participants identified decision makers, influence routes, and moments for action, creating maps that linked personal experience to institutional structures. This process exemplifies Giddens’ duality of structure Giddens, 1984). While institutions constrain action, they also provide channels through which agency can be exercised. By equipping activists with tools to navigate complex governance systems, power mapping transformed diffuse frustration into coordinated campaigns. Taken together, these interventions illustrate several key dynamics. First, they show how private harms are made legible as public problems. Second, they demonstrate how experiential claims are converted into institutional capital, whether through motions, speeches, or workshops. Third, they highlight the importance of coalition building, as local campaigns often gain traction only when linked to broader networks of unions, DPOs, and advocacy groups. Finally, they reveal how governance can be reconfigured when disabled people are treated not as passive recipients of care but as active co-designers of policy. In Preston, these interventions have begun to shift the narrative from compliance to accountability, from deficit to rights, and from tokenistic consultation to substantive co-production. They exemplify how agency can be exercised within disabling structures, contesting exclusion while simultaneously modelling alternative forms of democratic practice.
Section 3: Structural Dynamics and Agency
Understanding how exclusion is reproduced in Preston requires attention to the structural dynamics that shape everyday life. Structures are not simply external constraints; they are embedded in routines, procedures, and cultural narratives that both limit and enable action. Giddens’ (1984) theory of structuration is particularly useful here, emphasising the duality of structure: institutions are simultaneously the medium and the outcome of social practices. This means that while disabled people encounter barriers in governance, education, and welfare systems, they also exercise agency within those very structures, negotiating, resisting, and reshaping them.
Procedural rituals exemplify this dynamic. Application forms, eligibility assessments, and committee deliberations appear neutral but carry normative force. They embed exclusion into routine practice by defining what counts as legitimate need and by narrowing the scope of acceptable claims. Luke’s (2005) third dimension of power clarifies how these procedures silence alternatives, presenting restrictive criteria as technical necessities rather than political choices. In Preston, benefit reassessments and housing allocation processes illustrate how bureaucratic routines reproduce inequality by framing disabled people as burdens or risks rather than contributors.
Yet structures are not static. They contain openings for contestation. For example, grievance procedures and appeals processes provide channels through which disabled residents can challenge decisions. While these mechanisms often reproduce power imbalances—requiring claimants to navigate complex rules and provide extensive documentation—they also create opportunities for collective mobilisation. Union advocacy and peer-led support groups in Preston 
have used these openings to contest unfair assessments, reframing individual grievances as systemic injustices.
Bourdieu’s (1990) concept of symbolic violence further illuminates how deficit‑based attributions become normalised. Educational institutions, for instance, transmit cultural capital that privileges dominant norms of communication and cognition. This symbolic violence shapes aspirations and identities, discouraging disabled pupils from pursuing higher education or leadership roles. However, community initiatives such as the Preston Co‑operative Education Centre challenge these dynamics by revaluing lived expertise and creating spaces where disabled people’s knowledge is recognised as legitimate.
Agency is therefore exercised not only through formal appeals but also through everyday practices of resistance. Disabled residents negotiate home adaptations, organise peer‑led workshops, and campaign for accessible transport. These actions may appear small, but collectively they reshape the local governance landscape. They exemplify what Giddens describes as the recursive nature of social practices: each act of negotiation or resistance feeds back into the structures that shape future possibilities.
Section 4: Unpaid Labour and the Participation Paradox
Disabled people’s unpaid labour is central to sustaining everyday life in Preston, yet it remains largely invisible in official accounting and policy frameworks. This labour takes many forms: caregiving for family members, advocacy in welfare disputes, peer mentoring within community groups, and the emotional work of navigating inaccessible systems. While such contributions are vital to the functioning of local support networks, they are rarely recognised as infrastructure. Instead, municipal budgets record contracted services while excluding informal contributions, creating a distorted picture of resource allocation. This invisibility legitimises austerity by allowing policymakers to claim efficiency while relying on unpaid labour to fill gaps left by cuts.
Social reproduction theory (Bhattacharya & Vogel, 2017) helps explain why this invisibility matters. By highlighting the unpaid labours that sustain social life, the theory insists that society is reproduced not only through waged work but also through caregiving, advocacy, and mutual aid. In Preston, disabled people and carers provide precisely these forms of labour, ensuring that community networks remain viable despite shrinking public provision. Yet because this labour is not counted, it is treated as expendable, reinforcing inequality and undermining sustainability.
Beresford’s (2016) concept of the “participation paradox” further clarifies how institutions exploit unpaid labour while denying genuine power. Disabled people are often invited to consult on policy or service design, but their contributions are framed as voluntary input rather than authoritative expertise. This tokenistic inclusion allows organisations to claim engagement without ceding control over budgets, agendas, or evaluation frameworks. In practice, disabled people provide unpaid labour by attending meetings, sharing lived experience, and drafting recommendations, yet decisions remain in the hands of professionals and managers. Importantly, structural dynamics also highlight the role of unpaid labour. Caregiving, advocacy, and mutual aid sustain Preston’s support networks, yet remain invisible in official accounting. 
This invisibility legitimises austerity by allowing policymakers to ignore the infrastructure maintained by disabled people and carers. Bhattacharya and Vogel’s (2017) insistence that “human labour is at the heart of creating or reproducing society as a whole” underscores the need to make this labour legible. Recognising unpaid contributions as infrastructure would shift fiscal vocabularies and challenge the austerity narrative. In sum, structural dynamics in Preston reveal how exclusion is embedded in routine practices and normative assumptions, but also how agency is exercised within and against these structures. Disabled people are not passive recipients of policy; they are active negotiators who contest exclusion and model alternative forms of governance. Understanding this interplay between structure and agency is crucial for developing strategies that move beyond compliance toward equity and co‑production.
Fricker’s (2007) notion of epistemic injustice adds another layer. Testimonial injustice occurs when lived testimony is discredited, while hermeneutical injustice arises when experiences are misinterpreted due to inadequate conceptual resources. In Preston, both forms are evident. Disabled residents may recount the exhaustion of navigating inaccessible transport or the stress of repeated benefit reassessments, but officials often dismiss these accounts as anecdotal or subjective. The result is that unpaid labour is not only invisible but also devalued, reinforcing the cycle of exclusion.
Local examples illustrate these dynamics. Peer-led advocacy groups in Preston provide support for Personal Independence Payment appeals, often succeeding where formal advice services fail. These groups operate on unpaid labour, with volunteers dedicating hours to case preparation and representation. Similarly, community workshops on digital access and budgeting are sustained by disabled activists who share expertise without remuneration. These initiatives demonstrate the value of unpaid labour, yet they also highlight the risks of burnout and dependency when recognition and resources are absent.
Addressing the participation paradox requires more than symbolic inclusion. It demands epistemic redistribution: granting disabled people and their organisations control over budgets, agendas, and evaluative frameworks. Co‑production must move beyond consultation to genuine power‑sharing, where unpaid labour is recognised as infrastructure and resourced accordingly. This would not only challenge austerity narratives but also strengthen democratic accountability by embedding lived experience into governance.
In sum, unpaid labour in Preston sustains community resilience but remains invisible and undervalued. The participation paradox shows how institutions exploit this labour while denying authority, and epistemic injustice explains how lived knowledge is discredited. Recognising and resourcing unpaid labour is therefore essential for building inclusive systems that value disabled people not as passive consultees but as active producers of social knowledge and civic transformation.
Section 5: Health-Related Exclusion
Health systems in Preston reveal how exclusion is reproduced through bureaucratic descriptors, diagnostic thresholds, and austerity narratives that present themselves as neutral but carry profound normative force. Eligibility criteria for disability benefits and social care often medicalise variations in mobility, cognition, or mental health, reducing complex lived realities to checkboxes. This framing renders exclusion technical rather than political, obscuring the moral choices embedded in resource allocation and presenting restrictive measures as unavoidable efficiency.
Luke’s (2005) third dimension of power is particularly relevant here. By shaping what counts as legitimate need, austerity discourses normalise cuts and silence alternatives. Disabled people are positioned as burdens on the system, and restrictive eligibility criteria are justified as rational management. In practice, this means that many residents in Preston are denied support not because their needs are absent but because they do not fit narrow descriptors. The silencing of alternative framings—such as disability as a social barrier rather than a medical deficit—illustrates how ideological power operates.
Giddens’ (1984) structuration theory helps explain how these practices are reproduced. Assessment routines, benefit reviews, and medical examinations are institutionalised procedures that both constrain and enable action. They reproduce exclusion by embedding deficit assumptions into everyday practice, yet they also provide sites for contestation. Appeals processes, grievance mechanisms, and advocacy campaigns allow disabled residents to challenge decisions, converting lived experience into institutional capital. In Preston, union advocacy and peer-led support groups have successfully contested unfair assessments, reframing individual grievances as systemic injustices.
Bourdieu’s (1990) concept of symbolic violence further illuminates the dynamics at play. By privileging medicalised definitions of disability, institutions impose deficit identities that shape self-perception and aspirations. This symbolic violence is subtle but pervasive, discouraging disabled people from seeing themselves as contributors to civic life. It is reinforced by organisational routines that treat accessibility adjustments as exceptional rather than standard, perpetuating stigma and marginalisation.
Local examples highlight these dynamics. Disabled residents often face repeated reassessments for Personal Independence Payment, creating cycles of uncertainty and stress. Community organisations in Preston report that many claimants are forced to appeal decisions, with success rates indicating systemic flaws in initial assessments. Peer-led advocacy groups provide unpaid support in navigating these processes, demonstrating both the resilience of disabled communities and the invisibility of their labour.
Bhattacharya and Vogel’s (2017) insistence that “human labour is at the heart of creating or reproducing society as a whole” underscores the importance of recognising unpaid caregiving and mutual aid. In Preston, everyday acts of support—helping neighbours with medication, accompanying friends to medical appointments, or sharing knowledge about accessible services—sustain health systems but remain absent from budgets. This invisibility legitimises austerity by allowing policymakers to ignore the infrastructure maintained by disabled people and carers.
In sum, health-related exclusion in Preston is reproduced through eligibility criteria, medicalised descriptors, and austerity narratives that silence alternative framings. Yet structures also contain 
openings for resistance, as appeals, advocacy, and peer support challenge exclusionary practices. Recognising unpaid labour as infrastructure and reframing disability as a social barrier rather than a medical deficit are essential steps toward building inclusive health systems that value disabled people as active contributors rather than passive recipients.
Section 6: Educational Exclusion and Community Alternatives
Education in Preston illustrates how exclusion is reproduced through curricula, assessment regimes, and institutional routines that privilege dominant norms of communication and cognition. Schools and colleges often rely on standardised testing and rigid performance measures that disadvantage pupils who use augmentative communication, embodied learning, or alternative modes of expression. These practices appear neutral but carry normative assumptions about ability, embedding exclusion into everyday educational routines.
Bourdieu and Passeron’s (1990) theory of symbolic violence helps explain how deficit-based attributions become naturalised. By privileging dominant cultural capital—such as fluency in written English or conformity to behavioural expectations—schools reproduce inequality across generations. Disabled pupils are often positioned as deficient, requiring remediation rather than recognition, which shapes aspirations and self-perceptions. Patricia Hill Collins (2011) extends this analysis by showing how intersecting oppressions of class, race, and gender compound educational disadvantage, reminding us that disability cannot be analysed in isolation.
Research by Bacon and Lalvani (2019) demonstrates how ableist narratives constrain aspirations, with teachers and administrators often discouraging disabled pupils from pursuing higher education or leadership roles. Hernández‑Saca (2025) argues for intersectional approaches that recognise how disability interacts with other identities, challenging deficit models and advocating for pluralised forms of assessment. These insights resonate in Preston, where disabled pupils report being channelled into limited vocational pathways rather than being supported to pursue diverse ambitions.
Research by Bacon and Lalvani (2019) demonstrates how ableist narratives constrain aspirations, with teachers and administrators often discouraging disabled pupils from pursuing higher education or leadership roles. Hernández‑Saca (2025) argues for intersectional approaches that recognise how disability interacts with other identities, challenging deficit models and advocating for pluralised forms of assessment. These insights resonate in Preston, where disabled pupils report being channelled into limited vocational pathways rather than being supported to pursue diverse ambitions.
Community responses have emerged to contest these dynamics. The Preston Co-operative Education Centre provides workshops on digital access, benefits navigation, and critical literacy, empowering residents to challenge exclusionary practices. By revaluing lived expertise, the Centre positions disabled people as knowledge producers rather than passive recipients. Similarly, the Disability Solidarity Network runs peer-led sessions on budgeting, advocacy, and rights awareness, creating spaces where disabled residents can share strategies and build collective confidence. These initiatives exemplify how grassroots organisations can reconfigure education around equity and agency.
Such community alternatives also challenge epistemic injustice. Fricker’s (2007) distinction between testimonial and hermeneutical injustice is evident in mainstream education, where disabled pupils’ experiences are often dismissed or misinterpreted. By centring lived knowledge, community organisations provide conceptual resources that make these experiences intelligible and authoritative. This not only empowers individuals but also strengthens collective capacity to demand systemic change.
The persistence of exclusion in formal education underscores the need for structural reform. Pluralising assessment methods, embedding accessibility into curricula, and recognising diverse modes of learning are essential steps. At the same time, supporting community-led initiatives ensures that disabled people retain control over knowledge production and educational design. In Preston, these alternatives demonstrate that education can be reconstituted around equity, agency, and co-production, challenging symbolic violence and deficit narratives.
In sum, educational exclusion in Preston is reproduced through standardised assessments and deficit framings, but community alternatives provide pathways toward epistemic justice. By revaluing lived expertise and embedding co-production, these initiatives show how education can move beyond compliance to become a site of empowerment and democratic accountability.
Section 8: Cultural Narratives and Gatekeeping
Cultural narratives play a decisive role in shaping how disability is understood and how exclusion is reproduced in Preston. These narratives operate through media representations, meritocratic rhetoric, and institutional framings that naturalise inequality by individualising success and masking structural enablers. They are powerful precisely because they appear commonsensical, embedding stigma and deficit assumptions into everyday discourse.
Meritocracy is one of the most pervasive narratives. McNamee and Miller (2018) argue that the ideology of meritocracy obscures structural inequalities by attributing success to individual effort and failure to personal deficiency. In Preston, this narrative manifests in education and employment, where disabled people are often told to “overcome” barriers through resilience rather than expecting institutions to remove them. Such framings shift responsibility away from governance and onto individuals, reinforcing exclusion while presenting it as natural.
Local media also contribute to these dynamics. Disabled people are frequently portrayed as heroic exceptions who triumph despite adversity. While superficially positive, Wendell (1996) warns that such tropes reinforce paternalism by positioning disabled people as inspirational objects rather than civic contributors. These narratives obscure the infrastructures—accessible transport, peer support, advocacy networks—that make participation possible, thereby sustaining the illusion that success is purely individual.
Cameron’s (2013) articulation of the social model of disability provides a counter-narrative, reframing disability as the product of societal barriers rather than personal deficits. In Preston,
accessible refurbishments of public buildings exemplify this shift, though adaptations remain piecemeal and often reactive. The persistence of deficit narratives shows how cultural framings continue to dominate, even when structural reforms are attempted.
Fricker’s (2007) concept of epistemic injustice is particularly relevant here. Testimonial injustice occurs when disabled people’s accounts are discredited, while hermeneutical injustice arises when experiences are misinterpreted due to inadequate conceptual resources. In Preston, both forms are evident in welfare assessments and media portrayals. Disabled residents’ testimonies about the stress of repeated reassessments are often dismissed as exaggeration, while broader experiences of exclusion are misframed as individual misfortune rather than systemic failure.
Thompson (2003) highlights how gatekeeping mechanisms reinforce these narratives by denying opportunity. Eligibility criteria, conditionality regimes, and bureaucratic thresholds translate cultural assumptions into institutional practice. Lister (2024) notes that neoliberal conditionality compounds exclusion by shifting blame onto claimants, presenting support as contingent on compliance rather than as a right. In Preston, this is evident in benefit systems that penalise minor infractions while ignoring structural barriers to participation.
Yet cultural narratives are not uncontested. Activists in Preston challenge deficit framings through appeals, judicial reviews, watchdog groups, and campaigns for co-production. Transparent eligibility criteria, participatory assessment boards, and responsive review procedures are already being piloted locally. Disabled People’s Organisations in Lancashire have co-developed peer-led advocacy models for Personal Independence Payment appeals, feeding systemic insights back to authorities. Campaigns for co-production have secured lived experience representatives on scrutiny panels, shifting focus from compliance to care.
These interventions demonstrate that cultural narratives can be reconfigured when disabled people are treated as co-designers rather than passive recipients. By embedding lived experience into governance, Preston activists contest stigma and paternalism, replacing deficit framings with narratives of contribution and accountability. The challenge now is to scale these practices beyond pilot schemes and embed them into the architecture of public service governance, ensuring that cultural narratives support rather than undermine inclusive democracy.
Conclusion
This essay has examined how disability, social reproduction, and resistance intersect in Preston, showing that exclusion is not an accidental outcome but a systemic condition embedded in governance, education, organisational routines, health systems, and cultural narratives. Drawing on theorists such as Scanlon, Foucault, Lukes, Giddens, Bourdieu, Fricker, Beresford, and Ahmed, it has demonstrated how power operates across visible decisions, hidden agendas, and normative practices, embedding inequality into everyday procedures. At the same time, it has highlighted how structures are contested through union motions, conference speeches, power‑mapping workshops, peer-led education, solidarity networks, and campaigns for co-production. These interventions reveal that lived experience is not simply anecdotal but a vital source of institutional capital and democratic accountability.
The persistence of unpaid labour invisibility, tokenistic participation, and non-performative diversity policies underscores how epistemic injustice remains embedded in governance. Yet proposals for embedding disability into appraisal systems, linking DEI metrics to KPIs, and adopting human-centred accessibility show pathways toward structural redesign. Educational reforms that pluralise assessment and recognise diverse modes of learning point to how pedagogy can be reconstituted around equity and agency. Local activism in Preston demonstrates that gatekeeping can be reimagined as a site of accountability, with Disabled People’s Organisations piloting participatory assessment boards and peer-led advocacy models that shift the focus from compliance to care.
Taken together, these insights highlight that exclusion is systemic rather than personal, but resistance is equally systemic, rooted in collective organisation, mutual aid, and co-production. The challenge now is to scale these practices beyond pilot schemes and embed them into the architecture of governance, ensuring that lived experience is not symbolically recognised but substantively empowered. Building inclusive democracy requires courage: shifting from efficiency to empathy, from compliance to co-production, and from symbolic inclusion to substantive justice.
Ultimately, Preston offers a microcosm of broader struggles for equity and accountability. Its community-led initiatives, union activism, and grassroots education projects show how disabled people and their allies are already reshaping governance from below. The task ahead is to ensure that these practices are not isolated experiments but embedded into mainstream systems, transforming exclusionary routines into inclusive infrastructures. Only by embedding disabled people’s knowledge and labour into the design, evaluation, and governance of institutions can Preston—and wider society—move toward a model of equity that values diversity as a collective resource and recognises disabled people not as passive recipients of care but as active producers of social knowledge and civic transformation.
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APPENDIX 1

Speech: by Philip Blundell, “Fighting the Brutality of Cuts to Disability Benefits”, Unite
Conference 2025, 10/07/2025
"I've seen the best in people and the worst. I've seen eyes filled with love and compassion…
And those same eyes, moments later, darkened by indifference or disdain. That contradiction
mirrors the reality facing disabled people today. We are witnessing policy shaped not by.
Empathy or fairness, but by arbitrary dates and cold calculations.
How is it just that someone's level of support, already meagre, can be decided by the luck of
When they applied? That a system meant to protect the most vulnerable could split into tiers,
Punishing those who fall on the wrong side of a deadline as though their needs matter less?
This isn’t just a technicality, it’s a betrayal. And if we don’t challenge it, we risk cementing a
A future where inequality isn’t just tolerated it is built into the framework of our social support.
We cannot accept a system that draws its lines with indifference. A system where your access
Essential support hinges not on your needs, your circumstances, or the barriers you face, but
On the date you happen to apply. What kind of society decides people’s worth based on a
Calendar?
Imagine two individuals with the same disability, the same daily struggles, the same unwavering.
Effort to live with dignity. One applies before the cut-off date and receives modest support. The
The Other applies after and gets less, simply because the rules changed. Not because their needs
Lessened, not because their condition improved, but because they didn’t tick the bureaucratic
Box on time.
This isn’t reform. It’s rationing. And it’s happening under the guise of ‘fairness.’ And we must
Remember, in every reform: Nothing about us without us. Disabled people should never be
Sidelined from decisions that shape their survival.
Let me be clear, disability doesn’t run on deadlines. Pain doesn’t pause because a policy has
Been redrafted. Accessibility doesn't become easier because government spreadsheets say it's
Time for savings. These changes, if left unchallenged, will leave us with a two-tier system—
Where luck replaces justice, and complexity is weaponised against those who need clarity and
Compassion is the most. And once again, we say: Nothing about us without us. Inclusion isn't a footnote; it must be the Foundation. I speak today not just as a campaigner, but as a man of 64 who grew up in poverty in Liverpool, Shaped by hardship and fire. I’ve spent my life fighting not only for my own rights, but for those Of the many who are left behind. I’ve stood on the front lines of the fair rights movement. I Believed in the promised land spoken of in the late ’90s. I remember the hope, the excitement…That a strong Labour victory would undo the damage inflicted by 14 long years of Tory austerity and misuse of power.
We were told a new dawn had come. That justice was finally within reach. And now, I stand as a
card-carrying Labour member a role once filled with pride, now weighed down by grief.
Because under this Starmer led government, the betrayal cuts deep. The very people we
vowed to protect the disabled, the elderly, the most vulnerable members of our great nation
are now being asked to carry the burden once again. This isn’t progress. It’s erasure. And we must say clearly: Nothing about us without us. These cuts are not mere budget lines they are acts of cruelty dressed up in parliamentary polish. It must be said plainly: This is not just about benefit amounts it’s about recognition, about dignity, about refusing to let disabled people become collateral damage in a cost-cutting exercise that masquerades as reform. If disabled voices aren’t in the room, then the policies written will never reflect lived reality. Nothing about us without us isn’t a slogan it’s a demand rooted in truth. I don't stand here today as a distant observer. I stand as someone who has lived through the maze of bureaucracy, who has fought for support not as a privilege, but as a basic right. I’ve seen the silent suffering of those too exhausted to battle yet another form, another rejection, another rule change. And I have stood alongside them not just in solidarity, but in fierce determination.
This proposed two-tier system does not just divide support it divides people. It sends a message that some disabled lives are more valid than others, and that dignity can be budgeted. I reject that. And I know many of you do too. And I say again: Nothing about us without us. Reform must not be imposed it must be co-created with those who know the struggle firsthand.
So I ask, what kind of country do we want to be? One that sees disability through the eyes of
compassion or one that filters it through fiscal convenience? These are not mere policy
choices they are moral decisions. We must challenge this. Not tomorrow. Not once the
damage is done. But now. Because justice delayed is justice denied. And silence, in the face of
cruelty disguised as reform, is not neutrality it is complicity. Let us be loud. Let us be united.
And let us remind those in power: Nothing about us without us. We are watching, we are
fighting, and we will not allow this injustice to pass unchallenged." I move this motion and ask
you all to support it


APPENDIX 2
Disabled Workers Oppose Welfare Reforms
Speech by Philip Blundell delegate to the TUC conference 05 June 2025
This Conference notes the Disability Benefits U-turn on 26th June by the Government who have
scaled back their plans to cut the welfare bill
Conference wishes to state clearly, and unequivocally, that no number of "concessions" will
make this government Bill acceptable. Cuts made to the limited support Disabled people rely
on, must be resisted now and in the future. This Conference further notes that: Following the U-turn, the amended proposals will create greater injustice through: Applying the revised PIP proposals to new claimants of Personal Independence Payment (PIP) will create a two-tier workforce and will create a massive barrier to work for newly disabled people The reduction of PIP payments for younger people will mean that they will be effectively excluded from university and colleges as they cannot access the funding needed to offset the higher costs, they generate in order to study
Conference remains concerned and expresses anger and disgust at the unacceptable speed
that the Government are using to railroad the Universal Credit and Personal Independence
Payment Bill through Parliament. This Conference calls on Unite to Unequivocally reject this sham of alleged concessions to welfare spending so this The Labour Government can save face, when the reforms are ill thought out Campaign for the Universal Credit and Personal Independence Payment Bill to be withdrawn and, if it becomes law, for the law to be repealed as soon as possible Stand in solidarity with all disabled workers and disabled people by publicly declaring that we will not accept this Bill, or any future Bill, that condemns future generations of
Disabled people to devastating cuts in their vital support in order to avoid that fate ourselves
• Campaign with the TUC, other unions, and other Disabled people’s organisations to
Achieve this aim



Appendix 3
My Personal Response to: Disabled Workers Oppose Welfare Reforms
As a disabled and neurodivergent trade unionist, I fully support this motion and commend the
Conference for confronting these unjust welfare reforms head-on. While the government’s U-
turn may appear to soften the original proposals, the reality is that any dilution of support for
disabled people however incremental is a direct attack on dignity, independence, and
opportunity. I have personally experienced both direct and indirect discrimination, and I know all
too well that even marginal cuts to vital support can leave individuals isolated and excluded
from education, employment, and community life. Creating a two-tier system through revised
PIP proposals is not just administratively unfair it is morally indefensible. It risks abandoning
newly disabled people at the very moment they need stability and security most. As someone
who has fought for equity within local authorities, the voluntary sector, and our trade union
movement, I echo the call for solidarity, resistance, and principled opposition. We must not
allow the state to ration dignity or limit aspiration. The erosion of financial support for disabled
students will only further entrench educational and economic inequality and future generations
will pay that price. This motion speaks not just to policy, but to our values: fairness, inclusion,
and solidarity. I join with others in urging Unite to publicly and unequivocally reject these
reforms, to campaign for the full withdrawal of this damaging Bill, and to resist any future
legislation that targets disabled people as a source of savings. Now more than ever, we must
stand united not only to defend ourselves, but to protect the rights and futures of those who
come after us. In solidarity,








Appendix 4

Motion: Protect Pension Rights for Disabled Workers presented by Philip Blundell
The Northwest Disabled Members Committee notes that
the Labour government is currently reviewing the State pension age and will assess whether
the current rules are appropriate, considering factors like life expectancy and financial
implications. If the state pension age is increased this will disproportionately affect people with
disabilities, as many disabled workers face significant health challenges, barriers in the
workplace, and reduced life expectancy compared to non-disabled people. Increasing the
pension age risks forcing disabled people to work longer in unsuitable or unsustainable
conditions or force them to retire early with no state pension entitlement. The Northwest
Disabled Members Committee strongly believe disabled people should have the right to retire
from work earlier than at today’s recognised retirement age, without facing any reduction in
State pension provision. This is not just a matter of fairness, but of equality and social justice,
reflecting the additional disadvantages disabled people face across their working lives. Any
future pension reform must be inclusive of disabled workers' needs and developed through
consultation with disability rights organisations, pensioner organisations and trade unions.
We reaffirm that we believe 66 is already too late to retire and should be reduced, in particular
for Disabled People The Northwest Disabled Members Committee call on Unite,
• To launch a national campaign opposing any blanket increase in the pension age that doesn’t
give financial protection for disabled people and to campaign for Equality Impact assessments
to be carried out to any age increase proposal
• We demand that the Labour Government, and Department of Work and Pensions guarantee
the right of disabled people to retire earlier than the current retirement age with no loss of State
pension income. That any proposal to increase pension age is challenged by Unite the Union,
and for Unite to work with disability rights groups, pensioner organisations, and the TUC to
build solidarity with joint campaigns highlighting the importance of disabled people’s
state retirement age.



APPENDIX 5
Speech in support of Motion: Protect Pension Rights for Disabled Workers
The Northwest Disabled Members Committee of the Unite the Union notes that this Labour
government is currently reviewing the State pension age and will assess whether the current
rules are appropriate, considering factors like life expectancy and financial implications. If the
state pension age is increased this will disproportionately affect people with disabilities, as
many disabled workers face significant health challenges, barriers in the workplace, and
reduced life expectancy compared to non-disabled people. Increasing the pension age risks
forcing disabled people to work longer in unsuitable or unsustainable conditions or force them
to retire early with no state pension entitlement.
The Northwest Disabled Members Committee strongly believe disabled people should have the
right to retire from work earlier than today’s recognised retirement age, without facing any
Reduction in State pension provision. This is not just a matter of fairness, but of equality and
Social justice, reflecting the additional disadvantages disabled people face across their working lives
Lives. Any future pension reform must be inclusive of disabled workers' needs and developed.
through consultation with disability rights organisations, pensioner organisations and trade
unions. We reaffirm that we believe 66 is already too late to retire and should be reduced, in
particular for Disabled People The Northwest Disabled Members Committee call on Unite,
• To launch a national campaign opposing any blanket increase in the pension age that doesn’t
give financial protection for disabled people and to campaign for Equality Impact assessments
to be carried out to any age increase proposal
• We demand that the Labour Government, and Department of Work and Pensions guarantee
the right of disabled people to retire earlier than the current retirement age with no loss of State
pension income. That any proposal to increase pension age is challenged by Unite the Union,
and for Unite to work with disability rights groups, pensioner organisations, and the TUC to build solidarity with joint campaigns highlighting the importance of disabled people’s
state retirement age.
This motion is not abstract. It’s urgent. It’s lived. And it’s ours to act on.
Why This Matters in context According to the 2021 Census, in the area I live in Ribbleton, which
Preston is part of Preston in the northwest of England. The census stated that over 65% of households.
In Ribbleton are deprived in at least one dimension of employment, education, health, or housing.
That’s not just a statistic. That’s a signal. A signal that our structures are not serving everyone
Equally. When we talk about democratic access, we must talk about the physical barriers,
Procedural and psychological factors that keep people from participating. I have seen polling stations.
Placed outside district boundaries. I’ve seen inaccessible transport routes. I have seen
Residents turned away not by law, but by design. This motion calls for change. And I support it.
Because it doesn’t just name the problem, it proposes solutions.
What we’re fighting for, to me it is best summed by this Final Thought from Paulo Freire.
Once said: “Liberation is a praxis: the action and reflection of men and women upon their world
to transform it.” This motion is praxis. It is a reflection turned into action. It’s our chance to
Transform not just policy, but possibility. So, in Conclusion, I ask you: support this motion not.
Because it’s easy, but because it’s right. Because our disabled members deserve better.
Because their families deserve better. Because we, as a collective, can deliver better. Let’s
Move forward with courage, clarity, and compassion.
Thank you.











APPENDIX 6
Power Matrix 
	Type of Power



	Visible Power — Making and enforcing the rules
	Hidden Power — Setting the agenda
	Systemic Power — Defining the logic of all power relationships
	Invisible Power — Shaping norms and beliefs

	Power Over — Control, exclusion, coercion
	Government policies that criminalise poverty, eligibility criteria that exclude disabled people from employment schemes, and workplace disciplinary practices.
	Decision-makers are excluding disabled voices from consultations; policy agendas are focused on individual responsibility rather than structural barriers.
	Neoliberal logic equating productivity with worth; institutionalised ableism embedded in recruitment, education, and welfare systems
	Cultural narratives portraying disabled people as dependent or ‘less capable’; internalised stigma that silences resistance.

	
Power Over — Control, exclusion, coercion

	Campaign for legislative reform and enforce rights to reasonable adjustments; union challenges to unfair dismissal.
	Advocacy and participatory consultations that reveal whose interests policy serves; targeted campaigns to reframe agendas.
	Intersectional academic critique of meritocracy and workfare; use of evidence to contest systemic assumptions.
	Disability pride and lived-experience storytelling that counter deficit narratives and reduce stigma.

	
Build, Create, Mobilise — Transformative power.
	Co-produce inclusive employment policies with disabled people; implement enforceable workplace adjustments and inclusive recruitment.
	Reframe service priorities to centre accessibility and lived experience; design agendas with representative decision-making bodies.
	Embed equity logic in service design and commissioning; adopt participatory budgeting and accountability mechanisms.
	Promote inclusive narratives in schools, employers, and media; build community solidarity, peer support, and collective empowerment.





Page 2 of 2

