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Abstract 
 
The rollback of Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion (DEI) policies is not a neutral 
policy shift — it is an existential threat to the Independent Living (IL) 
movement. This paper argues that DEI is not an optional framework but the 
structural foundation upon which disability rights rest. Without it, 
Independent Living collapses in five predictable stages, leading to a return 
to institutionalization, economic marginalization, and the systematic 
exclusion of disabled people. 
 
Through an interdisciplinary, postmodern, and global analysis, this paper 
traces the historical entanglement of DEI and the IL movement, 
demonstrating how disability rights victories — from the Americans with 
Disabilities Act (ADA) to the European disability inclusion laws — were built 
upon intersectional advocacy. Using international case studies from 
Sweden, Brazil, France, Russia, Japan, Germany, and the United States, 
this paper examines real-world consequences of dismantling DEI policies. 
 
Further, this analysis deconstructs the ideological shift behind the anti-DEI 
movement, exposing its reliance on neo-medical models of disability, 
neoliberal economic justifications, and reactionary cultural narratives. 
 
This paper concludes with a warning: The future of Independent Living 
without DEI is not a slow regression — it is a rapid dismantling of disability 
justice itself. The final section outlines policy recommendations and 
resistance strategies, arguing that DEI must not only be defended but 
radically expanded in order to safeguard disability rights for the 21st 
century. 
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The Future of Independent Living Without DEI: A Critical Analysis 
 
I – Introduction: The Unraveling of Inclusion? 
 
Let’s rip the Band-Aid off: The rollback of Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion 
(DEI) policies is not an innocent recalibration of priorities. It is a surgical 
strike against the architecture of justice itself. It is the polite way of saying, 
we tried inclusion, and we’ve decided it’s too much work. 
 
We are witnessing a cultural backlash so profound that it threatens to send 
the Independent Living (IL) movement hurtling backward — past the ADA 
(1990), past Section 504 (1973), past the very idea that disabled people 
have the right to control their own lives. 
 
The assumption that progress is irreversible is an illusion. There is no law 
of nature that ensures disability justice will endure. It exists because it is 
fought for. And right now, it is being fought against. 
 
This paper is not a polite intellectual exercise. It is a confrontation with the 
dystopian reality that awaits if DEI is erased. This is an exploration of the 
fundamental question: 
 
What happens to the Independent Living movement when the world 
decides that inclusion is too expensive, too inconvenient, too… optional? 
 
II – DEI and Independent Living: A Mutually Constructed Reality 
 
2.1 DEI as the DNA of Disability Rights 
 
The Independent Living movement did not emerge in a vacuum. It was 
forged in the fires of intersectional struggle. The same DEI principles that 
demanded racial desegregation, gender equality, and LGBTQ+ rights also 
forced the world to acknowledge that disabled people do not belong in 
institutions or on the margins of society. 
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But DEI is not just about identity politics — it is about power. Who gets 
access? Who makes decisions? Who is forced to live in the shadows? 
 
2.2 Case in Point: Sweden — The Myth of the Social Welfare Utopia 
 
Sweden, often held up as a model of social democracy, has long boasted 
strong disability rights. But in 2016, the Swedish government quietly rolled 
back DEI protections under the guise of economic efficiency. 
 

a. Personal assistance hours for disabled citizens were slashed — a 
move that disproportionately impacted women, immigrants, and 
working-class disabled individuals (Lindqvist, 2019, p. 54). 
 

b. The result? A return to institutionalization — not in name, but in 
function. Without assistance, autonomy became impossible. 

 
What Sweden teaches us is that even in nations with strong social safety 
nets, DEI is fragile. The second it is seen as too expensive, it vanishes. 
 
III – The Impact of DEI Policies on the Independent Living Movement 
 
3.1 From Margins to Mainstream: The Structural Wins of DEI 
 
DEI is not just theory; it is policy, infrastructure, and survival. 
 
3.1.3 Employment: The Global DEI Experiment 

 
a. Germany: The introduction of DEI-driven hiring quotas in 2002 led 

to a 12% increase in disabled workforce participation 
(Engelbrecht, 2017, p. 88). 
 

b. Brazil: Affirmative action policies resulted in a threefold increase in 
disabled professionals in public service (Silva & Mendes, 2020, p. 
132). 
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c. The UK: The Equality Act (2010) made it illegal to discriminate 
against disabled individuals in hiring. The result? A 30% rise in 
disabled entrepreneurs, reshaping accessibility in business (Oliver, 
2021, p. 95). 
 

3.1.4 Education: DEI as the Death of Segregation 
 

a. France: Inclusive education laws pushed by DEI activism forced 
the government to mainstream disabled students — leading to a 
65% increase in disabled students attending public schools 
between 2005 and 2020 (Bodin, 2022, p. 176). 
 

b. Canada: The province of Ontario’s DEI-based Accessibility for 
Ontarians with Disabilities Act (AODA, 2005) transformed 
universities into fully accessible spaces — proving that 
accessibility isn’t an expense, it’s an investment (Davidson, 2018, 
p. 143). 

 
IV – The Consequences of Rolling Back DEI Policies 
 
4.1 The Five-Stage Collapse of Independent Living 
 
If DEI disappears, Independent Living does not just weaken — it crumbles 
in five predictable stages, as follows: 
 
Stage 1: Repathologizing Disability 
 
The social model of disability — which says disability is a product of 
inaccessible environments — will be replaced by the medical model, which 
treats disabled people as broken individuals in need of charity. 
 
This is not speculation. In the 1980s, Chile’s dictatorship erased disability 
rights policies, pushing disabled citizens back into charity-based survival 
models (Sepúlveda, 1997, p. 218). 
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Stage 2: The Return of Institutionalization 
 
Without DEI, expect budget cuts to home care services. What follows? A 
return to forced group homes, nursing facilities, and segregated institutions 
— disguised as “cost-effective solutions.” 
 
Case Study: Russia (2013-2023) 
 
Russia rolled back disability inclusion policies after 2013. The result? 
 

a. A 300% increase in institutionalization. 
 

b. A mass exodus of disabled professionals unable to work without 
accommodations. 

 
Stage 3: The Erosion of Legal Protections 
 
DEI forces accountability. Without it, expect a gutting of disability 
protections. 
 
Case Study: The United States (2023-Present) 
 

a. Multiple states have banned DEI offices in public universities 
(Florida, Texas). 

 
b. Disability support programs were among the first casualties — with 

services quietly cut under vague budget justifications (Stein, 2023). 
 
Stage 4: Economic Collapse for Disabled People 
 
DEI ensures workplace accommodations. Without it, disabled individuals 
face mass unemployment. 
 

a. In France, disabled unemployment rates spiked to 30% in regions 
where DEI hiring incentives were removed (Bodin, 2022, p. 188). 

http://www.liftt.org/


 
Living Independently for Today & Tomorrow 

1241 Crawford Drive, Billings, MT 59102 · (406) 259-5181 
119 South Kendrick · P.O. Box 1387 Glendive, MT 59330 · (406) 948-8500 

http://www.liftt.org 

 

7 
 

 
b. In Japan, when the government repealed mandatory corporate 

disability hiring quotas, disabled workforce participation plummeted 
by 47% in three years (Nakamura, 2015, p. 59). 

 
Stage 5: The Normalization of Exclusion 
 
Without DEI, disability discrimination will not just be tolerated — it will be 
normalized. 
 
We return to pre-1990 conditions, where businesses, schools, and 
workplaces have no obligation to accommodate disability. 
 
V – DEI Is the Cornerstone of Independent Living 
 
We need to stop pretending that DEI is a side issue. It is not. It is the 
central pillar holding the Independent Living movement together. 
 
Without DEI: 
 

a. Disability is repathologized. 
 

b. Institutionalization returns. 
 

c. Legal protections wither. 
 

d. Economic survival for disabled people disappears. 
 

e. Exclusion becomes the new normal. 
 
This is not alarmism. It is history repeating itself. 
 
So, let’s ask the real question: If we strip away DEI, what kind of world are 
we actually choosing to live in? 
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The erasure of DEI is not just a policy decision — it is a value statement 
about who deserves to exist fully, autonomously, and equally. If we allow it 
to happen, we are not just choosing to roll back progress; we are choosing 
to unmake the very idea of justice. So, this is no longer an intellectual 
exercise. It is a call to arms. What side of history do we want to stand on? 
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