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ABSTRACT 

This paper argues for an affirmative disability philosophy and research methodology. Even 
after four decades of critical disability studies, much of what we encounter in public spaces - 
in relation to disability - on a day to day basis remain untouched by this critical scholarship. 
With reference to composite narratives from two research projects and our own personal en-
tanglements we consider dominant ways in which everyday philosophies of disability threaten 
to pathologise people with learning disabilities as objects and counter these by offering an 
alternative affirmative philosophy. We explore disability as affirmation; humane, unbounded, 
potential. This way of knowing disability should be a regular feature of common parlance and 
philosophical discourse and requires being informed by disabled people and critical disability 
studies scholarship. We explore the ways in which inserting disability-as-affirmation into eve-
ryday conversations and public life can have significant wider societal impacts through offer-
ing a more expansive philosophy of disability. 
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1. Introduction 

In this paper we join with others exploring how philosophical deliberation can 
impact on public debate and institutional practices (e.g. Boem & Ratti 2021; 
Casalini 2020; Kaushik 2022; Montalti 2024). Our philosophical interests re-
side in an aspiration; to improve the lives of people with learning disabilities1 in 
collaboration with researchers so-labelled. This is a philosophical and method-
ological paper. We respond to Monteleone’s (2024: 4) call for new kinds of 
philosophical and methodological engagements that shift away from treating 
people with learning disabilities as objects of study to working with people as 
members of an intellectual community.  

In writing this paper we share a quandary. Sometimes we feel that we 
exist in two parallel universes. We often feel a clash of cultures between the dis-
ability studies research communities that we inhabit with researchers with learn-
ing disabilities and the external worlds that we traverse in our day-to-day lives 
that continue to dehumanise and marginalise people with learning disabilities. 
When we ponder the external world we are thinking of those daily engagements 
with others in the street, the supermarket, the restaurant, the park, the country-
side, at work, on social media, and sometimes with friends, strangers, in private 
and public spaces. We are also contemplating contexts that we research includ-
ing healthcare systems, spaces and encounters. And we are sitting with philoso-
phy. Everyday contexts often feel a lot less welcoming than the spaces created by 
people with learning disabilities and their allies, friends, comrades and loved 
ones.  

People so-labelled occupy a precarious place in our societies and are 
routinely excluded from education, work, leisure and community spaces. Fur-
thermore, they endure numerous health inequalities that belittle their human 
worth. Men with learning disabilities die on average 22 years younger than men 
in the general population, and women with learning disabilities die on average 
26 years younger than people without learning disabilities (White et al. 2021). 
Forty-nine% of deaths of people with learning disabilities are avoidable com-
pared to 22% of the general population (O’Leary et al. 2018) and nearly half of 

 
1 The term ‘learning disabilities’ is used in the UK, with other labels used in different countries 
ranging from development disabilities, intellectual disabilities and cognitive impairments. We will 
refrain from offering a mainstream administrative definition of learning disabilities—which would 
normally refer to issues of competence, intelligence and maladaptive functioning—in response to 
the wider aims of this paper to contest pathological conceptions of people so-labelled. 
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people so-labelled live with one other chronic health condition. During the pan-
demic, people with learning disabilities had more severe  COVID-19 infections 
and higher mortality rates than the general population (Henderson et al. 2020). 
People with learning disabilities from poor, Black, Asian and minority ethnic 
groups are more likely to have even poorer health (McMahon et al. 2022, Rob-
ertson et al. 2019).  

It is against these dire circumstances that we respond; not simply as 
scholars, researchers or academics but as fellow human beings, as allies, as 
friends, family members and colleagues. Within critical disability studies and 
philosophical work on disability, there have been many debates about the place 
of people with learning disabilities (Aspis 2022, Carlson 2010, Goodley 2001, 
Kittay 1999, 2016, 2021, Monteleone 2024). While questions are still raised 
about the presence, place and influence of people with learning disabilities upon 
critical disability studies – a point we revisit in this paper – we often feel more 
comfortable with at least the potential of this intellectual community to include, 
represent and recognise the lives and aspirations of people so labelled, com-
pared with our everyday experiences of disability. The jarring impacts of the 
world continue to mitigate against the desires and aspirations of people with 
learning disabilities, their families and research collaborators like ourselves. 
The world is a disturbing place because disability is often known in particular 
ways that contrast markedly with the ways in which disability is becoming known 
in disability studies. While disability scholarship is far from being a place of total 
agreement, there is at least a sense of possibility and positivity. In contrast, our 
everyday encounters often disappoint in terms of the kinds of disability 
knowledge that appear to dominate and be promulgated. This is not to say that 
the cultural world outside of disability studies is monolithic. Debate and conflict 
mark all cultural settings. There are some places and spaces where we might find 
more positive and politicised understandings of disability. What is disappoint-
ing to experience in our daily lives is the dominance of particular understandings 
of disability that we sense and encounter in the world. We oftentimes feel angry, 
powerless and embittered by the seemingly intractable view that disability is a 
problem in need of rectification. As people committed to the politics of disability 
and research collaboration with disabled people’s organisations, we find the eve-
ryday world to be largely resistant to alternative understandings of disability as 
being something else other than a problem.  

Disability as pathology is a dominant philosophy of contemporary soci-
ety. And this philosophy has a long historical tale and tail to it. We want to sit 
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with this historical legacy – disability as pathology – as it relates to the lives of 
people with learning disabilities and consider how we might respond as research 
collaborators. In contributing to this special issue we approach the writing of 
this paper not simply as a piece of scholarly work that sits epistemologically and 
ontologically with the world, as it relates to disability philosophy and philoso-
phies of disability; we also want to understand how research might work as a col-
laborative exercise undertake with, alongside and in concert with people with 
learning disabilities (Aspis 2022). We align ourselves with Carlson (2016, 
2021) and Monteleone (2024) who have both made a strident case for the lives 
of people with learning disabilities being not only worthy of philosophical con-
sideration but also as lives that can expand the very reach, significance and rele-
vance of philosophy. But we want to go further. We desire models of research 
and practices of philosophy that work in collaboration with researchers with 
learning disabilities as colleagues, theoretical provocateurs and allies. Only 
when we work collaboratively can we meaningfully contest pathological versions 
of disability and open up our academic and everyday lives to more affirmative 
philosophies and perspectives. Working collaboratively raises questions about 
how we as researchers and collaborators understand disability and its entangle-
ments which we address in this paper.  

2. Philosophical resources  

To philosophically ground our paper we draw on the work of two radical think-
ers: Sylvia Wynter and Rosi Braidotti. To unpack our understanding of pathol-
ogy we draw on the Black studies scholar Wynter (1992, 2003, 2006, Wynter 
& McKittrick 2015). Her work provides a unique gauge and deep deconstruc-
tion of the normative human category which masquerades as a universal category 
but is, in actuality, a Eurocentric, white, heterosexist, racist – and we would add 
ableist – constitution of a particular version of the human. While Wynter’s work 
does not conspicuously engage with disability, it does speak critically and inti-
mately to disability because it demands us to ask; why is it that some people are 
consistently constituted as the antithesis of what it means to be human?  

In drawing on Wynter’s work in some of our previous writing (e.g. 
Goodley et al. 2020; Goodley 2023) it is worth reiterating a point we make 
there: we are not conflating disability with blackness nor exploiting blackness to 
read disability. Rather, we are taken by the utility and clarity of Wynter’s work 
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and its relevance to our project; the development of critical and responsive dis-
ability philosophies. Hence, when Wynter rails against white racist western 
bourgeois liberal mono-humanist conceptions of a so-called ‘universal’ category 
of the human – that constitutes blackness as a ‘wholly other human status’ 
(Wynter & McKittrick 2015: 45) – we pick up on traces of those ubiquitous 
cultural discourses that also constitute disability as wholly other, unworthy, un-
desirable and pathological. Ansfield, for example, draws on Wynter’s work to 
explore the ways in which ‘black pathology remains fixed and immutable within 
the dominant mode of subjective understanding’ (2015: 126). Racism is prom-
ulgated by human subjectivities that are only capable of understanding black-
ness as the absolute opposite of humanness. And when we fail to overturn and 
confront these subjectivities – and their dangerously racist epistemologies and 
ontologies of the human condition – then we risk reproducing this exclusionary 
humanist hegemony.  

The pandemic highlighted the ubiquity of humanism; which values and 
upholds certain kinds of humans while dismissing others as disposable, expend-
able, contagious and pathological (Ansfield 2015). As more and more people 
with learning disabilities were pulled into the spiralling vortex of illness, death 
and isolation, we were also alerted to the deeply racialised nature of  COVID-
19. As Phoenix (2022) writes both COVID-19 and the measures taken to arrest 
it, exacerbated already existing racialised social inequalities. A single account 
provides one entry point into considering these inequities: 

The news of Kayla Williams, a black woman from Peckham, dying of suspected 
Covid-19 after being rendered “not a priority” by paramedics on the scene has 
sat like a stone within me. Apart from being further proof that communities 
sitting at the intersection of racial and wealth inequality bear the burden of dying 
from preventable causes disproportionately, her death is symptomatic of a 
deeper current of structural prioritising of some and de-prioritising of others 
that predates this crisis. (Misra, 2020: np) 

 
This narrative resonates with our own experiences of the pandemic de-

prioritisation of people with learning disabilities. COVID-19 revealed the dan-
gers for people with learning disabilities of humanistic philosophies that 
deemed people in terms of their value – precious/waste, valuable/disposable 
and worthy/unworthy – and the rationing of healthcare (see Bartlett et al. 
2022). Wynter’s work troubles these taken-for-granted notions of the valued 

https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/mar/25/london-woman-36-dies-of-suspected-covid-19-after-being-told-she-is-not-priority
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human and demands counter-thought and action. As Misra it, “imagining a dif-
ferent future for humanness does not lie in a new definition but in interrogating 
what it means to be(come) human – as a process of everlasting evolution, praxis 
of being, a relational act” (2020, np). Sitting with the work of Wynter’s on pa-
thology – and the limits of the contemporary category of the human – brings us 
to connect with the work of our second radical thinker.  

Rosi Braidotti’s (2013, 2019a, 2019b, 2020) work is deeply suspi-
cious of humanist man’s bounded and exclusionary character and also sceptical 
of the majority of philosophical work that focuses on what human beings “are 
ceasing to be” rather than attending to “what we are in the process of becoming” 
(2019b: 49). Negativity and critique are key elements of philosophical inquiry. 
Academics are notorious in their pursuit of negative critique. In this paper, we 
are interested in understanding and critiquing the dominant ways in which disa-
bility-as-pathology tends to dominate our social and cultural places. But we also 
want to celebrate disability’s affirmative potential to rethink the human condi-
tion and Braidotti’s case for philosophical practice which embraces “affirming 
the possibility of a here and now that would be liveable, that would be sustaina-
ble, and affirming, yes, that famous love for the world that one feels so embar-
rassed in even stating”. “Since when”, she asks, “are affirmative values an em-
barrassment? What is happening to us?” (2019a: 479). For Braidotti (2019a: 
478) we can find affirmation in what she terms the “alliance of the marginals; 
These are the queer, post-human missing people that my heart goes out to: 
women, feminists, LGBTQ+, animals, illegal unregistered migrants, disabled 
people”. We feel energised by this reorientation to disability as a possibility. As 
Braidotti (2019a: 470) puts it, “the whole point of affirmation consists in in-
serting the practice of philosophy in such a praxis, so that we can extract from 
the ruins something that would – will have – triggered the inspiration to go on”. 
It is telling to note how often a philosopher, theorist or empirical researcher has 
much to say about the failings of the contemporary world without positing af-
firmative alternatives. Hence, our paper contributes to wider philosophical de-
bates associated with negation and affirmation including cynicism and hope (Al-
len 2020, Webb 2013). 

3. Methodology 

In this paper, we present two composite narratives of two characters: Rosa, a 
young cisgender woman in her 20s who has learning disabilities, and her father 
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Phillip, a cisgender man in his mid-50s. A composite narrative approach uses 
data from several data sources to tell a single story (Willis 2019) and has been 
adopted as an “opportunity for constructing a detailed understanding of lived 
experiences” (McElhinney & Kennedy 2022: 220). We also recognise this 
method as an opportunity to sit with some details of everyday life, human inter-
actions and, dare we say, to provide a snapshot of contemporary culture. In de-
ploying this methodology we revisit an approach adopted by one of us 20 years 
ago (Goodley et al. 2004). A composite narrative approach to research permits 
us to draw on two different empirical sources (that we outline below) allowing 
researchers to “present complex, situated accounts from individuals, rather than 
breaking data down into categories” (Willis 2019: 471). Short composite nar-
ratives can be used as centre pieces for philosophical analysis; contesting an em-
piricist obsession with the quantity of data which can limit analysis and reflec-
tion.  

Moreover, composite narratives “confer anonymity, vital when report-
ing on private deliberations, particularly if interviewees are public figures and 
can contribute to ‘future-forming’ research, by presenting findings in ways that 
are useful and accessible to those outside academia” (Willis 2019: 471). This 
future forming aspiration fits very much with our hope that this paper resonates 
with readers in and outside of academia. Our composite narratives boast a meth-
odological rigour because they draw on the aims, research questions, emerging 
data, fieldwork and methodological conversations emanating from two live re-
search projects and the personal narratives of the authors. 

We are also mindful that our telling of particular stories about the lives 
of people with learning disabilities reflect our own personal biases, political in-
terests and theoretical commitments to the politics of people so-labelled whose 
health and well-being have been undermined by a host of systemic factors.  
 
Empirical source 1: Live funded research Projects 
 
Funded Project 1 2 aims to qualitatively and philosophically identify principles 
and practices of empathy, compassion, dignity, kindness and recognition 
through a co-produced project with researchers with learning disabilities 
and/or autism, medical clinicians and social scientists. We are working with an 

 
2  More details can be found here: https://sites.google.com/sheffield.ac.uk/esrchumanising-
healthcare/home. 

https://sites.google.com/sheffield.ac.uk/esrchumanisinghealthcare/home
https://sites.google.com/sheffield.ac.uk/esrchumanisinghealthcare/home
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approach to co-production, fieldwork, impact and public engagement that ad-
dresses six research objectives: 
 
1. Identify the key priorities and determinants of health of people with learning 

disabilities and/autism through a literature review of legislation, policy, clin-
ical guidance and datasets 

2. Identify key theoretical resources from the medical humanities, disability 
studies, posthumanities and disability activism to conceptualise Funded Pro-
ject 1. 

3. Implement an investigation of the healthcare experiences of 30 people with 
learning disabilities and/or autism through 300 days of ethnographic re-
search of the two services and 120 narrative interviews with patients, profes-
sionals and families/carers. 

4. Analyse the data from our ethnography and narrative interviews through the 
deployment of our theoretical resources. 

5. Identify and share healthcare practices - including referrals, assessments, di-
agnoses, clinical judgements, investigations, treatments, service manage-
ment, commissioning, medical training and continued professional develop-
ment - that are under-pinned by humanising principles of empathy, compas-
sion, dignity, kindness and recognition. 

6. Increase public awareness of the healthcare realities and aspirations of peo-
ple with learning disabilities and/or autism.  

 
For the purposes of this paper, we draw on some emerging findings and meth-
odological narratives from our collaborative research with researchers with 
learning disabilities, clinical and university researchers. We are interested in de-
veloping philosophical and methodological resources that inform how we might 
find and theorise Funded Project 1 in collaboration with our researchers with 
learning disabilities. 

The other project we draw on is Funded Project 23; an international 
programme of research that brings together disabled researchers and disabled 
people’s organisations to address a particular aim; to centre disability as the driv-
ing subject of health research and science. Funded by the Wellcome Trust, this 
six year programme seeks to redress health research and science’s tendency to 

 
3 More details can be found here: https://www.sheffield.ac.uk/ihuman/disability-matters. 

https://www.sheffield.ac.uk/ihuman/disability-matters
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adopt disability as a passive object of intellectual curiosity, empirically investi-
gate disability as a chronic illness or understand disability in terms of impair-
ment or pathology. We hope to cultivate a new cadre of early career researchers 
across Australia, Canada, India, Singapore and the UK. These country sites cap-
ture diverse national/cultural perspectives of disabled people across high/mid-
dle income nations across four continents. Seven research phases will each ad-
dress a research question: 
 
1. How is health research, theory and scholarship transformed by an engage-

ment with critical disability studies?  
2. What are the health priorities of disabled people in Australia, Canada, In-

dia, Singapore and the United Kingdom? 
3. What kinds of research methodologies represent disabled people and their 

health priorities? 
4. How does the presence of disability enable more inclusive health research 

environments? 
5. In what ways can we reimagine representations of disability in health re-

search? 
6. How do we build a new generation of disabled and disability-positive health 

researchers?  
7. What transformative knowledge pertaining to equity, diversity and inclu-

sion can be generated through a focus on anti-ableist and anti-disablist prac-
tice? 

 
Empirical work will be undertaken concurrently in all five countries in key re-
search sites of universities, disabled people’s communities, health research or-
ganisations, research funders and spaces of public engagement. Our bold ambi-
tions are to interrogate the assumptions, priorities, methods and applications of 
different types (conceptual, empirical, exploratory, applied and translational) 
and fields of health research (medicine, health sciences, medical humanities, 
medical sociology and science and technology studies). For this paper we en-
gage with a version of research question 1. how is philosophy and methodology 
transformed by an engagement with disability. Specifically, we will focus on the 
lives of people with learning disabilities. 

The composite narratives and the characters that we present below are 
direct products of these two projects. To detail their actual origins to real people 
and events would lose some of the fictional qualities of these stories and would 
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undermine our commitment to anonymity that we signed up to when we had our 
research ethically approved. Suffice to say, we have met people like Rosa and 
Phillip - and the other characters - in our research encounters across these two 
projects.  
 
Empirical source 2: Personal entanglements 
 
The second source of data that informs the writing of our composite narratives 
is more personal; emerging from our everyday lives as people who have varying 
engagements with the lives of people with learning disabilities. We have various 
familial, work and research experiences of being in the world with people with 
learning disabilities. One of us is a mother. Some of us identify as neurodiverse. 
One of us has had the pleasure of supporting an advocacy group of people with 
learning disabilities. Another has extensive experience in the care and creative 
industries populated by people with learning disabilities. We have also written 
collaboratively with researchers with learning disabilities (Bottomley et al. 
2024) and written alone and together (e.g. Goodley 2023). In this paper we 
want to sit with and critically reflect on our own perspectives as we have come to 
know the phenomenon of learning disabilities. All of these (and more) experi-
ences have influenced the telling of the two composite stories presented below. 

4. Methodological rigour in writing composite narratives 

Composite narratives blur traditional distinctions between theory, method and 
analysis. Whereas traditional empiricist approaches separate theoretical orien-
tations from the methodologies adopted, the empirical data produced and the 
analytical work that is done to that data, our writing of composite narratives col-
lapses these distinctions. Indeed, our composite narratives are constituted as 
much by our philosophical aspirations as they are by the data saturation that 
comes about when one brings together our two empirical resources. We agree 
with Johnston et al. (2023: 108) who argue: 

Composite narratives can be constructed using multiple participant accounts, 
representing their experiences while also capturing the properties and 
categories of qualitative research findings. The ability of composite narratives to 
represent the multiple facets of theory construction through a singular narrative 
point-of-view is unique and provides a concise and credible method to present 
research findings. 
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As mentioned, we know people like Rosa and her Dad because these familiar 
characters often appear in our empirical sources. We also feel and think we 
know the kinds of disability philosophies that gather around folk like Rosa and 
Phillip. We have collated qualitative field notes of healthcare and public contexts 
that have found their way into these two narratives. We have endured our own 
painful experiences of disability discrimination in our own families and amongst 
our friends and collaborators. Our two narratives are as fresh and new as they are 
as old as the well-worn tales that we have become familiar to us in our personal, 
familial and professional lives. When composite narratives work then they are 
culturally responsive to the collective experiences of people (Porter & Byrd 
2023).  

For example, we have had the displeasure of coming across many simi-
lar experiences to Phillip’s in the first story. His experiences as a father build on 
narratives told to us by parents of young adults with learning disabilities. We 
have had the pleasure of working with researchers with learning disabilities that 
remind us of Rosa. And she reminds us too of the researchers that continue to 
influence how we go about our work. Rosa’s intellectual contribution in rethink-
ing humanising forms of healthcare draws directly on our engagements with co-
production research with advocacy-based organisations run by people with 
learning disabilities. In some ways, we present Rosa as an ideal type – the sub-
versive activist-researcher with learning disabilities – and she embodies many 
brilliant research collaborators, friends and family members that have pulled us 
with them as they contest and challenge disabling barriers in their lives.  

5. Analysis  

Writing these two composite narratives invites us to explore two philosophies 
of disability: disability as pathology and disability as affirmation. These two dis-
tinct philosophies are prominent tropes in our research and everyday lives: 
where we try to counter the former and promote the latter. We are mindful of 
the blurring of method and analysis; and the composite narrative’s qualities to 
blur these artificial boundaries between data and findings. 
 
Disability as pathology 
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We start with a sadly familiar story that says much about the ways in which par-
ticular philosophies of disability as pathology populate the lives of people with 
learning disabilities and their loved ones. 

6. That time when Rosa’s dad nearly forgot to buy bread 

Phillip was sure he’d finished his very rushed grocery shop in his local supermar-
ket. He greets the man at the checkout: 
“Morning love”. 
Just as he starts to unload his trolley, he remembers. 
“Shit, the bread”.  
Phillip reloads the trolley and moves with what he thinks is the grace of a Premier 
league footballer – but is more like the clumsy coordination of an ageing Rugby 
prop – and bounds towards the bakery counter.  
As he rounds a corner and makes his way down the tinned items aisle he notices 
a familiar face - Claire - a key support worker of his daughter Rosa. At first Phillip 
thinks Claire has recognised him but no; Claire is deeply involved in a conspira-
torial chat with another middle aged person; a slight woman with short curly hair.  
Claire: “You’ll never guess what one of mine did”. 
Friend/colleague: “Go on”. 
Claire: “Well she had her typical meltdown in the local cafe. No diet coke you 
see”.  
Friend/colleague: “Oh God!” [accompanied by a knowing look]. 
Claire: “They can be such hard work”. 
Phillip feels something drop in his stomach.  
Should he say anything? They still have not noticed his presence. 
Phillip makes a break for it, hurrying past, to pick up the soda bread.  
He remembers that only last week Claire had informed him that Rosa had had ‘a 
moment’ when they’d been out together during one of Rosa’s days off from her 
job with the advocacy organisation. 
Back to the checkout. 
The sinking feeling gets deeper and deeper. 
 

We find Phillip’s centrality as a father to be important in thinking about 
disability philosophies of everyday life to be crucial as families and especially 
parents are deeply implicated in the lives of people with learning disabilities 
(Hastings et al. 2020). Parent-activists and parent-researchers have called upon 
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disability studies research and scholars to acknowledge the complex ways in 
which parents are entangled in the stigma, objectification and disablism of their 
children (Douglas et al. 2021; Kittay 2009; Ryan & Runswick-Cole 2008; 
Runswick-Cole & Ryan, 2019). Kittay’s writing as a mother and philosopher 
has been incredibly influential in pulling the lives of people with learning disa-
bilities into the very centre of philosophical analysis; while also admonishing 
those philosophers who treat people so-labelled as objects of curiosity and ex-
amples of diminished humanity.  

In our narrative we find Claire and her colleague objectifying Rosa. And 
while it might be tempting to attack these characters for the ideas that they hold, 
their fictional quality encourages us to think more readily about the discourses, 
epistemes and knowledge systems that make us who we are as people and domi-
nate the ways in which contemporary culture makes sense of learning disability. 
We are influenced here by the work of Langness and Levine (1986) whose ed-
ited collection highlights a simple though profound point; the very phenomenon 
of learning disability provides an entry point into a consideration of the domi-
nant ways in which cultures know learning disability. Too often learning disabil-
ity is known in terms of a homogeneous category that troubles normative con-
ceptions of humanity. Problems require a response – a solution – and this hege-
monic conceptualisation of disability pervades many cultural understandings 
(Mitchell & Snyder 1997, 2006, 2015). And these hegemonic Eurocentric 
conceptions of the human – humanist models of the human being – over-repre-
sent themselves as the human being of our contemporary and historical times. 
Able-bodied-and-mindedness is a core element of the humanist human. One 
knock-on effect of this narrowing of humanity – indeed one mode by which this 
narrow conception retains its power – is through the constitution of some as ‘ab-
solute others. Hence, disabled people are cons ‘out there’ (Wynter 2003: 282) 
– as ‘them’ rather than ‘us’. Rosa is one of ‘them’ that Claire can speak of with 
her friend. 

Critical disability studies writers and disabled activists have highlighted 
and contested the dangerous and common ways in which disability is socio-cul-
turally constituted as pathological (Oliver 1990, 1996). Disability as pathology 
remains a common story re/told within our everyday lives; as exemplified by our 
first composite narrative piece. But what of philosophy? Do these same patho-
logical stories of disability populate the work of philosophers? While we are not 
stating that the discipline of philosophy actively promotes negative discourses 
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of learning disabilities, like any academic discipline philosophy is always in dan-
ger of reproducing ableist ideologies that assume the human being at the heart 
of theory, research and teaching as “very much a male of the species: it is a he" 
(Braidotti 2013: 24). The human being centred in many humanities, social sci-
ence and medical disciplines is assumed to be “white, European, handsome and 
able-bodied” (ibid, p. 24), ‘an ideal of bodily perfection’ (Braidotti 2013: 13), 
“implicitly assumed to be masculine, white, urbanised, speaking a standard lan-
guage, heterosexually inscribed in a reproductive unit and a full citizen of a rec-
ognised polity” (Braidotti 2013: 65), “a rational animal endowed with lan-
guage” (Braidotti 2013: 141).  

Moreover, following Carlson (2016, 2021) and Monteleone (2024), 
the subject of philosophy (and the philosopher themselves) tends to over-em-
phasise those human beings who are cognitively capable, autonomous and self-
sufficient. This ableist constitution of the human subject of philosophy sits in 
stark contrast to the pathological depiction of the person with learning disabili-
ties. We worry that our supermarket chat might well be replayed in the context 
of the philosophy department because universities inculcate an understanding 
of disability that “abstracts people from their environments as well as from other 
people’ to the extent that ‘it remains difficult to locate any version of what disa-
bility might be other than lack of function” (Titchkosky 2020: 205). To state 
that disability is but one element of humanity seems, at the very least, to be trite. 
What rational person would not think of disabled people as human beings? The 
problem with rational thought, of course, is that it is imbued with ableist ideol-
ogy, hegemony and dominant cultural imaginaries that render the non-disabled 
person the gatekeeper of humanity. Here the person with learning disabilities 
figures as a kind of “honorary member” whose inclusion into the category “hu-
man” hinges on the mercy of the non-disabled hegemony. Disability as pathol-
ogy fundamentally overwrites the humanities of people with learning disabili-
ties. 
 
Disability as affirmation    
        
We now turn to our second composite narrative. In presenting this story we are 
thinking with Braidotti’s ideas of affirmation; “what the world needs now is 
heavy doses of counter-negativity in the mode of affirmation” (2019a: 464). 
This impulse deeply resonates with the aspirations and desires of people with 
learning disabilities and their families. In the first story Rosa was conspicuous 
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by her absence. In this second narrative she is, we are happy to report, front and 
centre. 

7. That time when Rosa found out that she could actually act 

Rosa is running late for the face-to-face workshop. The tram had been delayed 
and when she eventually squeezed herself onto the carriage she found it over-
burdened with commuters. Eventually, she gets off at her stop and follows her 
google maps directions to the venue: a broken down but still rather stately hotel.  
Making her way through the entrance she is greeted by Bojana and Nikita; the 
researchers on the project that she and her advocacy organisation are collabo-
rating with. Hellos and hugs are exchanged and the three make their way to the 
conference room which is already full to bursting with old and new friends from 
the four advocacy organisations, clinical and university researchers: all collabo-
rators on the research project.  

This collective had set itself a challenging task: to answer the question 
“What makes for a humanising healthcare practitioner?”. Today builds on a 
number of online workshops and meetings in which the different researchers 
have discussed, debated and disagreed on what they considered to be the best 
kind of healthcare. Later on, the best part of the day; the afternoon’s role play. 
The aim? To create a play of a bad healthcare experience followed by a perfor-
mance of a good healthcare moment.  

One of the advocacy supporters asks for volunteers to take on different 
characters; a patient, their Dad and a General Practitioner.  
An appointment room is mocked up. Two chairs facing a table.  
Rosa puts herself forward to play the role of Dad. It was a simple choice. He al-
ways has her back whenever they visit the doctors. The play starts. Patient and 
Dad enter the GP’s office.“Morning love”, Rosa’s Dad exclaims. 

Disability as affirmation constitutes a philosophical turning point. It 
signifies a conversation starter that considers disability as the driving subject of 
human inquiry – not simply in research and scholarship – but also in relation to 
how we might better encounter the world. This approach is incubated by the as-
pirations of the Funded Project 2 programme – which urges us to work with dis-
ability as a resource from the very outset of our scholarship – and is furthered by 
the Funded Project 1 project; specifically our co-production work with re-
searchers with learning disabilities. To start from the premise that disability of-
fers us affirmative opportunities for reimaging our shared humanities is to sit 



198                                                                  Humana.Mente  
  

 

with the promise of disability. Disability as affirmation also creates a space to 
think more readily, practically and deeply about a philosophy of affirmation. 
Whereas disability is often pathologised by a humanist register that misrecog-
nises disability as less than human, an affirmative turn asks us to sit with the po-
tential, possibility and joy of disability (Braidotti 2019a, 2019b). This is a phil-
osophical position with a very different orientation to disability.  

Rosa has her own experiences to draw upon to offer her reading of a 
Funded Project 1 practitioner. Indeed, as a researcher with learning disabilities 
she brings with her personal and professional experiences that significantly aug-
ment her understanding of the intentions of the role play.  

This is also a story of research production – specifically co-production 
– which signals a different kind of philosophical engagement; “a shift away from 
treating people labelled with intellectual disabilities as objects of study to treat-
ing them as members of an intellectual community” (Monteleone 2024: 4). We 
propose that our second composite narrative captures what Monteleone (2024: 
12) terms “doing Philosophy Differently […]. We need to create new ways of 
doing philosophy. We cannot just try to fit disabled people into nondisabled 
ways of doing things”. Indeed, we are struck by Rosa’s entanglements with other 
researchers with and without learning disabilities. “We”, as Braidotti (2019a: 
53) writes, “the dwellers of this planet at this point in time – are interconnected, 
but also internally fractured. Class, race, gender and sexual orientations, age and 
able-bodiedness continue to function as significant markers in framing and po-
licing access to normal ‘humanity’”. Rosa addresses internal fractures by offer-
ing a moment of interconnection and an opportunity to rethink how we might 
re-theorise Funded Project 1 in ways that are responsive to collective practice.  
Funded Project 2 posits the idea that many research methods – and intellectual 
approaches - continue to marginalise disabled people; treating them only as ob-
jects of research. The push across much social and human sciences for co-pro-
duction offers one opportunity for redressing negating pathological under-
standings of disability. Identifying, promoting and enhancing modes of research 
co-production feeds into Oliver’s (1990) desire for emancipatory disability re-
search: where the very act of research is not only disrupted by the presence of 
disability but research is reconvened as a practice through which disabled peo-
ple might flourish. This brings us back specifically to the desire ofFunded Pro-
ject 1 to position our co-researchers as research managers, social theorists, 
methodological provocateurs, analysts and impact experts who, through their 
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research expertise and expertise-by-experience, will encourage us to think crit-
ically and productively about healthcare (Nind 2014; Goodley et al, 2019). The 
composite character captures, in part, the contributions of our advocacy-based 
organisation partners on Funded Project 1 who are paid daily consultancy rates 
as key research partners to offer leadership, audit and accountability. Rosa’s per-
formance in the second narrative provides a narrative entry point for under-
standing in practice how researchers with learning disabilities can and should 
dictate and inform new disability philosophies; in this case in relation to affirm-
ative philosophies and practices of healthcare.  

8. Conclusion 

Philosophies of disability – and disability philosophies – have a huge role to play 
in reimagining our everyday lives. We are firmly of the opinion that disability 
philosophies should engage with the wider public (Littman 2014, Esser 2023). 
It is therefore incumbent on all of us engaged in the practices of philosophy and 
social theory to ensure that our ideas travel beyond the narrow confines of the 
academic space; to truly impact on our places of work. We would assert that dis-
ability is as good a subject as any to initiate deep reflections on the cultural prac-
tices of our everyday lives: itself an urgent and much needed form of philosoph-
ical inquiry. We conclude this paper outlining ways in which affirmative disabil-
ity philosophies and methodologies can have significant reach in and outside of 
our academic contexts.  

(I) It is incumbent on all of us to recognise the philosophical knowledge 
of researchers with learning disabilities. Just as Rosa demonstrates in our second 
story, people with learning disabilities do have “epistemic resources to make 
sense of their experiences, but that those resources have not been acknowledged 
or valued by those in positions of power” (Monteleone 2024: 7). Philosophers 
and researchers need to challenge the stubborn conceptualisation of disabled 
people as objects of curiosity and recognise disability as authority.  

(II) We should use philosophical critique to affirm action and reimag-
ine the role of philosophers of disability. As Braidotti (2019a: 466-467) claims, 
“The task of critique is to actually make something happen in the world, creating 
assemblages and planes of encounter with other transversal subjectivities, in-
jecting counter-codes in a system that is over-coded by the axioms of capital-
ism”. One of these axioms is cognitive capitalism – the constitution and exploi-
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tation of cognitive labour – that creates people with learning disabilities as nec-
essary collateral damage (see Carlson 2010). Following Braidotti again, “the 
whole point of affirmation consists in inserting the practice of philosophy in 
such a praxis, so that we can extract from the ruins something that would–will 
have–triggered the inspiration to go on” (2019: 470).  

(III) We might centre storytelling as a core element of affirmative phil-
osophical inquiry. Affirmative research has encouraged more creative modes of 
representation and kinds of methods (Jeffrey & Thorpe 2024). Storytelling re-
mains a mode of telling, a form of representation and a social practice through 
which to not only evidence old and new disability philosophies but as a performa-
tive method for putting philosophy into action. Our second narrative captures 
Rosa’s power in reconceptualising a healthcare encounter.  

(IV) We must contest academic ableism within philosophy and the 
wider university. A key aspect of our work involves engaging in practices, com-
munity building and intellectual endeavour that depathologise the university 
(Goodley 2024). When disability rocks up in a disciplinary space, research en-
vironment or university place of learning as an opportunity to do things differ-
ently; a conversation starter in relation to questions of equality, diversity and in-
clusion; a resource from which to reconsider how things are done together and 
a productively disruptive phenomenon to limiting, narrow and orthodox prac-
tices then we might find ways of working together that are philosophical and 
pragmatically helpful.  

(V) Philosophies of disability and disability philosophies must redress 
their exclusion of philosophers with learning disabilities. While we respect the 
work of disabled theorists and philosophers, as well as those philosophers with 
familial and personal experiences of disability, we note the absence of people 
with learning disabilities in our academic communities, publications and spaces. 
This is where methodology is so important; to create opportunities for debate, 
conversation and inclusion which bring to the fore some of our fellow human 
beings who are too often marginalised, dehumanised and segregated away from 
the mainstream centres of thought and theory. 

(VI) We must embrace what Allan (2020) terms “productive forms of 
interruption” that disability brings to philosophy and social theory. An interrup-
tion creates an opportunity. And in this opportunity is a moment to stop, to re-
flect, to consider and perhaps reconsider what we are doing. Philosophy should 
impact on public debate and institutional practices (Casalini 2020, Boem & 
Ratti 2021, Kaushik 2022, Montalti 2024). But philosophy should be open to 
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self-critique and reflexivity; to revisit how it goes about its business. Finally, any 
philosophical inquiry must be mindful that people with learning disabilities en-
dure systemic health inequalities that belittle their human worth. We share a re-
sponsibility to research and contest these inequalities and work hard not to re-
produce inequalities through the very act of research and scholarship. 
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