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1. Philosophy on disability1 

 
Compared to social sciences and other humanistic disciplines in which the field of 
Disability Studies gained legitimacy in the 1980s and 1990s, especially in the An-
glosphere, philosophy has been somewhat slow to engage with disability. Disabil-
ity Studies is an interdisciplinary field that has benefited from the contribution of 
many different fields of research; sociology, art, anthropology, architecture, cul-
tural and literary studies, law, history, postcolonial and decolonial studies, psy-
chology, education, sport studies, science and technology studies, sexuality stud-
ies, etc., as shown by the variety of international handbooks published (Albrecht 
& Bury 2003; Berghs, Chataika, El-Lahib 2019; Blanck 2020; Brown, Maroto, 
Pettinicchio 2023; Chataika & Goodley 2024; Davis 2013; Ellis, Kent, Cousins 
2024; Hadley & McDonald 2020; Howe, Jensen-Moulton, Lerner, Straus 2016; 
Ned, Rivas Velarde, Singh, Swartz, Soldatic 2024; Rembis, Kudlick, Nielsen 
2018; Shuttleworth & Mona 2022; Watson, Roulstone, Thomas 2012). A signif-
icant tenet of Disability Studies, which is relevant to mention here, is the remark 
that disability, even though not always explicitly addressed, pervades nonetheless 
culture, literature, and scientific endeavour – as a concept, image, or metaphorical 
crutch (Snyder & Mitchell 2000; Snyder, Brueggemann, Garland-Thomson, 
2002). Despite this abundance, however, disability is still largely unrecognised as 
a topic of academic interest, especially in the Humanities – the phenomenon that 
David Bolt and Claire Penketh define as “disciplinary avoidance” (2015).  

 
1 Both this Introduction and the impetus behind this Issue are the result of an ongoing 
conversation and exchange of ideas between the two guest editors. However, Brunella Casalini 
should be credited for the sections 1, 3-4, 7, 9, and Chiara Montalti authored the sections 2, 5-6, 
8, 10. 
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In particular, the philosophical contribution to Disability Studies has 
come in recent years, and largely as a result of the contamination of critical race 
theory, feminist theory and queer theory to philosophy. It is also worth mentioning 
that Disability Studies, on the other hand, have sometimes looked circumspectly 
at Philosophy. Some philosophical traditions, considered more obscure and ab-
stract, are considered at risk of producing not only inaccessible but also inaccurate 
descriptions of material experiences of disability (see, for instance, Oliver 1990 
and Shakespeare 2014).  

For the sake of accuracy, disability has actually appeared in philosophy, 
but mainly in two forms. The first established connection between philosophy and 
disability is bioethics. Whereas bioethical analysis certainly has a profound impact 
on the lives of people with disabilities, disability does not exclusively concern this 
field of philosophical inquiry, as shown by this Special Issue. Because disability is 
not simply a clinical category, it can be fruitfully explored by different philosophi-
cal areas as well (Monceri 2017; Tremain 2024a). A further endeavour initially 
dominated philosophical studies on disability, namely, the attempt to integrate it 
into theories of justice. Disability was initially regarded as a matter of selecting 
principles or compensatory measures that could also be applied to individuals with 
non-conforming bodies, or, as articulated by Rawls (1971), those devoid of phys-
ical or cognitive characteristics that allegedly preclude full cooperation as citizens. 
In general, philosophical reflection on disability has often been confined to con-
sidering disability and impairment as synonyms and treating these concepts as un-
ambiguous, clear and self-evident in their meaning and implications, according to 
a naturalised and medicalised conception of disability. It has been taken for 
granted that disability is a misfortune or “bad brute luck” (see Dworkin 2000), a 
characteristic indisputably undesirable that produces disadvantages for the sub-
jects who endure it and must be remedied by compensatory interventions.2  

In other words, the main philosophical perspective has been, for a long 
time, what we should do about disability rather than exploring what disability 
could do for philosophy as a destabilising yet fruitful material, political, and theo-
retical infusion. 

If philosophy remains tied to the former perspective, it will only consolidate 
the “apparatus of power” (Tremain 2024b) that, in Western modernity, has 
erected a hierarchy of bodies, in which the white, male, able-bodied, able-minded, 

 
2 For a counterargument that claims the neutrality of disability, see, for example, Barnes 2016 and 
Silvers 2003. 
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and heterosexual subject is guaranteed a position of dominance that also allows 
exercising a function of cultural hegemony, just as it has happened with gender, 
race and sexuality. Remaining within the framework of the discourses, norms, in-
stitutions, and practices that support and structure this apparatus (just think of the 
role that reproductive practices play in the reproduction of disability; see Valen-
tine 2021), without questioning them at their roots, philosophical reflection on 
disability inevitably produces a “structural gaslighting effect”, that is, an effect of 
invisibilisation and silencing of the minority perspective of people with disabilities 
(Berenstein 2020). Nora Berenstein defines “structural gaslighting” as “any con-
ceptual work that functions to obscure the non-accidental connections between 
structures of oppression and the patterns of harm they produce and authorise” 
(2020, 734). 
 

2. Philosophy of disability 
 
Despite the impetus stemming from feminist and queer philosophies, it is only at 
the beginning of the 21st century that a field that can be called the philosophy of 
disability emerged. The definition does not simply identify every philosophical 
discussion of the research object ‘disability’, but rather delves deeper into the na-
ture of both philosophy and disability. Starting from the point of view of people 
with disabilities (or disabled people, as preferred by those who follow the political 
and theoretical legacy of the social model of disability), the conception of the 
knowing subject as a rational and disembodied subject is confronted, as are the 
implications that derive from this on various levels, from the epistemological to the 
phenomenological, to the philosophical, moral and political, etc. In delineating 
the characteristics of the disciplinary domain of the philosophy of disability, Shel-
ley Lynn Tremain (an author who has largely contributed to the recognition of this 
specific philosophical approach) rightly emphasises the potential pitfalls that may 
be present in philosophical reflections on disability, commencing with those 
within the domain of bioethics – as already mentioned, a territory that frequently 
deals with disability. Assuming a hard-line position, Tremain calls for the abolition 
of this field of study because, in her opinion, it tends to dilute the critical character 
of the philosophy of  disability, which, like other oppositional philosophies, main-
tains a close link with the sphere of social movements.3 

 
3 The position is recurring in her blog Biopolitical philosophy (2015-ongoing) and also emerges, 
more articulated, from a recent publication (2024b). 
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Philosophy of disability is predicated on a relentless interrogation of pre-
vailing concepts, giving rise to the generation of new ones. Concepts particularly 
in vogue in ethical and political philosophy, such as vulnerability and care, whether 
discussed, should at least be subjected to rigorous scrutiny, with their differential 
distribution and the power relations that determine their actual implications as the 
starting points for rethinking (Casalini 2021, Montalti 2023). Analogously to 
feminist philosophy, philosophy of race, queer philosophy and decolonial philos-
ophy, a philosophy of disability that is genuinely independent only began to 
emerge when philosophers dealing with it adopted a critical stance towards the 
traditional image of philosophical knowledge as a neutral, objective and rational 
endeavour. This process entailed a reinterpretation of the philosophical canon 
that started from questioning the marginal and/or disputable space of disability 
within the classical philosophical corpus and from asserting the necessity to de-
velop new research directions within traditional philosophical disciplines, includ-
ing political and moral philosophy, bioethics, epistemology, phenomenology and 
aesthetics.  

Philosophers of disability began to use the philosophical armoury to 
question an essentialist conception of disability. From this perspective, as Tre-
main observes, an important feature that philosophy of disability shares “with phi-
losophy of gender and philosophy of race, as well as with other oppositional and 
counter-discourses in the university, is a central reliance on the tools of social con-
structionism and hence an implicit critique of essentialism” (2024a, 3). The con-
cept of disability, akin to that of race and that of woman, is also a social construct; 
it is not an inherent trait in nature, nor is it a self-evident biological trait that can 
be taken for granted to represent a deleterious element in the life of a person with 
a disability (Tremain 2015, 2017). Any ontological perspective on disability is in-
herently historical and never politically neutral (Tremain 2024b, 25). It is the re-
sult of a constant interplay between the realms of social and political struggles and 
scientific, theoretical, and academic contemplation (Monceri 2025). This con-
frontation does not merely have theoretical ramifications; it also exerts a tangible 
influence on the practices and, consequently, the concrete lives of disabled indi-
viduals. It impacts the configuration of physical and social spaces, determining 
models and lifestyles, aspirations, and desires.  

The Disability Justice movement, which emerged in the early 2000s in 
the United States, proposed a significant departure from how the issue was ad-
dressed in liberal theories of justice and from the approach of the rights move-
ment. The concept of ‘disability’ itself is troubled, never fixed, and summons at 
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the same time a positive identity for disabled people and a post-identitarian ap-
proach that follows intersectional and anti-capitalistic routes. The aspect that 
mainly interests us here concerns, however, the role of disability in politics and 
citizenship.  
 

Similar to what is encapsulated by the term queer for the LGBTQIA+ community, 
Disability Justice highlights how it is impossible to play with the oppressor on its 
own ground, following the path of assimilation; rather, it is imperative to disrupt 
these rules, as it is precisely these conceptual tools that lead the way to inequalities 
and social injustices. In short, the inclusion  of disabled people in normative and 
legislative discourses is problematic, without these subjects having contributed to 
the founding of its premises (Montalti 2025, 114, trans. in English).  

 
The struggles of the disability rights movement, the emergence of Disability Stud-
ies and the philosophy of disability initially had positive implications and repercus-
sions mainly on the lives of people with physical disabilities. However, the political 
impact of people with cognitive, mental, developmental, or learning disabilities is 
still less visible, even within the disability advocacy.4 In this regard, the emergence 
of the Neurodiversity movement is of particular interest. The movement success-
fully brought the voices of neurodivergent people to the forefront of public dis-
course, largely through the networking of communities with shared experiences. 
This development proved to be of pivotal significance, as it revealed that many 
members of this community can regard their cognitive functioning as an integral 
component of their identity that should not elicit paths of cure and normalisation 
(Chapman 2024, 127). This movement led, in the late 1990s, to the emergence 
of concepts such as “neurodiversity” (Blume 1998; Singer 2017), “neurodiver-
gence”, coined by the activist Kassiane Asasumasu, and “neurominorance” 
(Walker 2021), through which the approach centred on the notion of “normal” 
neurological functioning was countered.  

Significant theoretical developments were also observed, marked by the 
emergence of critical studies on autism and neurodiversity (Chapman 2024, 
Walker 2021). This latter concept serves the purpose of challenging the notion of 
a “standard brain”, which is the neurotypical one, whose deviations must be 

 
44 The different language mirrors the preferred choice within specific contexts (e.g., learning 
disabilities is mostly used in the British context), or is variously employed within the analyses of 
authors; see, for example, Goodley 2014; Price 2011. The term ‘cognitive’ is chosen by Flynn in 
this Issue. The singular terms are not necessarily overlapping. 
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pathologised and normalised when possible. Critical Autism Studies and Neuro-
diversity Studies emerged as autonomous fields of research between the late 
1990s and early 2000s, but their roots can be traced back to Disability Studies. 
In this case, too, philosophy started to discuss initially autism, and then neurodi-
versity at large, with a problematic stance (see, for example, the description of au-
tistic people as lacking the Theory of Mind).5 Similarly to the methodological 
specificity of philosophy on and of disability, autism and neurodivergence at large 
can be discussed both in an oppressive way and with an approach more in line with 
the political objectives of the neurodiversity movement. Neurodivergence, both in 
the political agenda and in the research on the topic, is frequently re-signified pos-
itively or neutrally.  

It is worth noting that the community that identifies with the umbrella 
term of neurodivergence is not united in considering the category of disability as 
representative of their cognitive functioning. The common history of advocacy be-
tween them and disability political fights, and the theoretical debt to Disability 
Studies (Chapman 2020, 2023; Singer 1999), however, justify in our opinion the 
inclusion of the topics in this issue. Here, you will find two essays that deal with 
autism (by Tarragnat) and madness (by Valentine); the research field on the latter, 
Mad Studies, has its own tradition but shares important overlaps with neurodiver-
sity.  

3. Cartographies 
 
To sum up, the distinction between philosophy on disability and philosophy of dis-
ability may seem subtle, but it can have significant implications. Philosophy on dis-
ability can be understood as the consideration of disability as an object of analysis 
that can be adequately addressed through philosophical tools and methodologies 
without necessarily interrogating the sociocultural and political structures that de-
fine its meaning (and the process of disablement, as Monceri’s essay presented be-
low clarifies). Most importantly, we could state that philosophy on disability is not 
specifically focused on debating philosophy, but is more interested in the second 
term. Philosophy of disability, as well, obviously, considers disability as a central 
philosophical issue but is also interested in questioning its epistemological, moral, 

 
5 The theoretical proposal emerged in psychology and has, however, been of great interest to the 
philosophy of mind as well. It was proposed by the researcher Simon Baron-Cohen (1985), who 
has changed his position over the years concerning this specific point. For a critique of this 
position, see instead Gernsbacher, Yergeau, 2019.  
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and political implications for philosophy. Furthermore, the perspective is usually 
linked with the perspectives of Disability Studies and disability activism, which aim 
to challenge ableism and marginalising power structures that shape the experience 
of disability both within and beyond academia. In other words, philosophy of dis-
ability may be more critically engaged, situating disability within a theoretical 
framework that challenges existing paradigms, whereas philosophy on disability 
could focus on examining disability from a more neutral perspective. 

Both approaches resulted, in the early 2000s, in a blossoming of re-
search and publications, articles and monographs on the subject. Without claim-
ing to be exhaustive, some exemplary works to check to have an idea of issues at 
stake include those by Barnes (2016), Begon (2023), Carlson (2009), Clifford 
Simplican (2015), Kaposy (2018), Eva Feder Kittay (2019), Shildrick (1997, 
2002, 2009), Tremain (2005, 2017); Maybee (2019), Silvers (2003, 2009), 
Vehmas and Watson (2014). The Italian debate, in which disability is still unfor-
tunately largely at the margins (especially in the Humanities), has nonetheless in-
cluded significant publications with an explicit confrontation with ethics, political 
philosophy, and philosophy of law; see, for example, Bernardini (2016), Monceri 
(2017, 2025), and Tarantino (with Bernardini 2021). Recent years have also 
seen the launch of the Journal of Philosophy of Disability (linked to the Society for 
Philosophy and Disability) and of the International Journal of Disability and Social 
Justice as well. The recent publication of two valuable and rich handbooks, fur-
thermore, accounts for the plurality of philosophical perspectives on disability: 
The Oxford Handbook of Philosophy and Disability (Cureton and Wasserman 
2021), and The Bloomsbury Guide to Philosophy of Disability (Tremain 2024a). 

In the wake of these and other previous works, this issue seeks to stimu-
late philosophical dialogue on disability outside the confined spaces usually re-
served for Disability Studies, taking advantage of the showcase provided by an in-
ternational philosophy journal open to the renewal of the discipline and its capac-
ity to face the concrete challenges of the present. Despite recognising the speci-
ficity of the philosophical endeavour addressing disability – which is precisely the 
aim of the Special Issue – in some cases, the authors are nonetheless deeply influ-
enced by the methodology and the references provided by Disability Studies, and 
employ the philosophical tools in order to advance theories and arguments rele-
vant to both areas. The reference to Disability Studies is transversal to all the es-
says presented, even when it only represents the starting point of the analysis. This 
conversation is necessary to move towards a philosophy that not only considers 



X  Humana.Mente  
 

 

disability a liminal or “exotic” topic to theorise about, but also an unavoidable con-
cept and human experience that has historical, sociocultural, economic, and polit-
ical contours.  
 

4. The philosophical canon 
 
Some of the essays collected here show how philosophical reflection on disability 
can help us to re-read the canon of classical philosophy in a new way, following in 
the footsteps of the re-readings of the classics proposed in the fields of feminist 
philosophy, critical race studies and postcolonial studies. The aim is, therefore, to 
better situate the role of disability in the history of philosophy, in theories that both 
overtly mention it – Giovannetti’s case on Plato – or are useful to address it – 
Wise’s case on Heidegger. 

Within this framework, The epistemological significance of blindness in 
Plato’s Republic: Bridging Ancient Philosophy and Disability Studies, by Lorenzo 
Giovannetti, starts from the importance of blindness in contemporary Disability 
Studies and then explores its implications in the Platonic lexicon, thus filling a gap 
in the way blindness was conceived in ancient philosophy, from which our oculo-
centric conception of knowledge derives. In particular, the essay offers an analysis 
of some passages in the Republic in which Plato uses the metaphor of blindness in 
a complex way, going beyond the simple blindness/sight dichotomy to indicate a 
cognitive deficit in one case and the absence of a deficit in the other. Rather than 
unilaterally privileging sight, Plato acknowledges the importance of other senses, 
beginning with touch, and identifies in the metaphor of (mental) blindness opin-
ions that have not yet passed the test that certifies their truth. In this sense, blind-
ness can be a moment in the journey towards truth, a moment of enlightenment of 
the mind and the attainment of intellectual knowledge that allows one to go beyond 
the empirical dimension of things and to recognise truth, the ideal form. Blind-
ness, in the metaphorical sense in which Plato seems to use it, has more to do with 
an orientation (a method) of the mind towards a path aimed at grasping the truth 
than with an attitude of static observation of the object through the sense of sight. 
The paradox of a philosophical conception such as Plato’s, which is undoubtedly 
responsible for the oculocentric conception of the Western view of knowledge, is 
that he needs the blindness of the senses in order for the mind to turn away from 
the empirical reality that distracts it from the path to truth.  
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Following the route of re-reading the canon, the essay Amending 
Heidegger’s hermeneutic phenomenology based on disabled people’s lived expe-
riences, by James B. Wise, expands the focus of ontology in Heideggerian herme-
neutic phenomenology, which is often accused of neglecting the bodily dimen-
sion. In particular, following in the footsteps of previous works (especially Abrams 
2016 and Reynolds 2021), Wise primarily describes the main elements of 
Heidegger’s phenomenology, addressing the role of the body in this theoretical 
framework. Wise’s aim, then, is to revise the list of Heideggerian existentials by 
introducing the factor of corporeal variability, which is backed up by many refer-
ences to Heidegger’s work. The author rereads some of the transcendental struc-
tures of human experience identified by Heidegger, such as truth and care. In do-
ing so, Wise proposes a revised and modified phenomenology that is more inclu-
sive of people with disabilities and capable of describing the existential human 
condition. A fundamental step to do so, as recognised in the essay, is to consider 
disabled people’s accounts as a starting point. 
 

5. Epistemology 
 
An essential starting point for the reader wishing to penetrate the contemporary 
debate on disability is to understand its relationship with knowledge, from both a 
theoretical and an epistemological approach. How do we come to know disability? 
Do theories on disability include biases and inform us about sociocultural and sci-
entific ableism? In this regard, a fundamental step is also to critically discuss the 
theoretical underpinnings of the various models of disability that have been pro-
posed in the field of Disability Studies over the last fifty years, to deconstruct the 
medical conception of it and the essentialist view entailed. From this point of view, 
the conversation of Disability Studies and Critical Autism Studies with epistemol-
ogy and philosophy of science proves to be extremely fruitful, as can be seen here 
in Meddy Escuriet’s article, Understanding models and theories of disability: A 
philosophy of science approach; Ruadhán James Flynn’s article, Denaturalizing 
cognitive disability; Chiara Montalti’s article, Epistemology from disability, Epis-
temology of disability, and Ombre Tarragnat’s article, Autistic situated knowl-
edges and the science question in Autism: Non-innocent metaphors in the theory 
of monotropism. 

Escuriet analyses the main models of disability proposed in the literature 
in the light of the philosophy of science and ontology, proposing a reinterpretation 
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of the typology previously proposed by Priestley (1998). Focusing on the episte-
mological and ontological foundations of models of disability allows the author to 
identify elements of difference and possible areas of convergence between seem-
ingly distant schools of thought. Even though the models generally share an oppo-
sition (more or less nuanced) towards the medical model of disability, Escuriet 
aims to clarify the plurality of the proposed and existing perspectives with a trans-
disciplinary lens. In the light of the classification proposed by Escuriet, it is possi-
ble to see, for example, how the most recent approaches within Disability Studies 
– such as crip theory and crip phenomenology – have a particular ability to avoid 
both materialist perspectives and idealist approaches, taking into account the 
complexity of disability in its subjective as well as social and political dimensions, 
such as stigma, oppression and discrimination. The disambiguation of the models 
of disability is timely since they are consistently referred to from the 1980s-90s, 
but their theoretical underpinnings are rarely discussed. 

Even before breaking free from the limitations of the medical model, its 
essentialist underpinnings and its individualistic view of disability as pathology, 
people with disabilities have had to contend with the dehumanising processes that 
have historically been put in place to marginalise and exclude them from society. 
This is particularly true today for people with “cognitive disabilities”, an umbrella 
term through which Flynn includes conditions otherwise called intellectual disa-
bility, cognitive impairment, developmental disability, and neurodegenerative dis-
eases. The author proposes what he calls a “conceptual architecture” that stems 
from Critical Disability Studies and aims to unpack the processes of dehumanisa-
tion that affect people with cognitive disabilities, leading to their animalisation, 
reification or infantilization. This conceptual architecture is then reread in light of 
the categorisation of cognitive disabilities according to qualitative or quantitative 
criteria proposed by Licia Carlson. In particular, the quantitative reading of cog-
nitive disability tends to place the cognitively impaired person outside the human 
race, as happened historically with the spread of eugenic theories and the emer-
gence of the figure of the idiot, considered both a threat and a burden to society. 
The qualitative perspective, on the other hand, is in dialogue with processes of in-
fantilization. The second perspective has historically made it possible to overcome 
a static view of cognitive disability and to recognise the importance of context and 
education for people with cognitive disabilities. However, the two visions, as well 
as the various processes of dehumanisation, continue to combine and have a 
strong influence on the way society relates to cognitive disability, contributing to 
leaving behind or marginalising people who, because they function according to 



 Introduction                   XIII 
  

  

the parameters of adult rationality, continue to be understood through parameters 
based on an intrinsic lack. 

As Montalti points out, disabled people’s active presence and participa-
tion have been a crucial step in deconstructing the exclusively medical and stigma-
tising conception of disability, even though this very involvement has historically 
been hindered. Through a reading that interpellates standpoint epistemology and 
epistemic injustice from a Disability Studies perspective, Montalti contributes to 
the recent concept of cripistemology. The essay highlights the relationship be-
tween epistemic and epistemological terrain, exploring how one’s experiential 
competence, can positively influence knowledge and expertise specifically on dis-
ability. The essay primarily considers epistemic harm, focusing on examples that 
uncover testimonial and hermeneutical injustices suffered by disabled people. The 
analysis then considers two cases of epistemic resistance. Primarily, the analysis 
addresses the knowledge guaranteed by disability in daily life, namely, the capacity 
to creatively adapt to the circumstances and intervene in an inaccessible sociocul-
tural world (a few specific examples are discussed). Secondly, concerning scien-
tific knowledge on disability – that is, Disability Studies –, the essay considers 
both the advantages and the risks in applying standpoint theory to disability. Dis-
abled researchers, it is claimed, do not hold an epistemic privilege in a “strong” 
sense, but certainly are provided with a “latent epistemic advantage” by their per-
sonal experience of disability. This “weaker” positioning, called by Montalti, “ep-
istemic susceptivity”, highlights the role that disabled researchers should be play-
ing in Disability Studies, given the set of information provided by their situated 
bodily and social experiences.  

Exploring once again the construction of metaphors (in this case, scien-
tific and not philosophical, as was the case with Giovannetti), Tarragnat shows the 
difficulty of arriving at a non-stigmatising definition and description of autism. 
The literature on autism has grown, especially thanks to theoretical contributions 
and the testimonies of autistic people; this advancement allowed the emergence of 
new theories that can provide more accurate and non-ableist views. Among these 
theoretical attempts, Tarragnat chooses to focus on the theory of monotropism, 
addressing its production, dissemination, and reception. The concept of 
monotropism is used to describe the tendency of autistic people to focus their at-
tention preferentially and intensely on a single object at a time. Drawing on Donna 
Haraway’s reflections in Crystals, fabrics and fields: Metaphors that shape em-
bryos (1976), Tarragnat considers the problematic and far from innocent nature 
of a metaphor originally used to describe the movement of plants towards the sun, 
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a movement that has physical causes and thus responds to a mechanistic and de-
terministic logic. Inadvertently, the choice of this metaphor, although dictated by 
the best of intentions and coming from within the autistic community, can play a 
crucial role in spreading a false and counterproductive message to autistic people 
– namely the idea that their actions are dictated by a form of determinism that 
leaves little room for their freedom of choice. This demonstrates not so much that 
the theory of monotropism is an example of situated knowledge that fails in its in-
tention, but rather the non-neutrality of the metaphors that can be used and how 
they can influence different paradigms, constituting much more than mere theo-
retical tools to reinforce the communicative power of a discourse.  

The question of the production of knowledge about disability, however, 
also raises other fundamental theoretical questions. The first, addressed by Mon-
talti’s work, has to do, as mentioned, with the silencing of disabled people and with 
the difficulty of being heard and recognised as an epistemic agent; the second has 
to do with the entry of disabled people into the spaces where scientific knowledge 
is mainly produced – that is, the space of the university (as discussed by both Mon-
talti and Tarragnat). Similarly to feminist philosophy, queer philosophy and the 
philosophy of race, philosophy of disability cannot fail to address the lack of rep-
resentation of disabled people in the academic sphere; not simply as subjects of 
research, but as philosophers and theorists at large. The effort to create a space of 
acceptance and recognition of disability as a concept and a philosophical perspec-
tive seems, from this point of view, necessarily linked to the struggle to create an 
academic space that is attentive not only to the question of androcentrism, heter-
osexism, whiteness and Western-centrism, but also to the question of ableism. A 
question that has implications for a variety of pedagogical, organisational, student 
and academic career aspects, linked to the material conditions of research produc-
tion, which means building research networks, journals, places and spaces for 
recognition and visibility (Brown, Taylor, 2020; Dolmage 2014; Price 2011, 
2024). 

Doing philosophy on disability, as on other previously oppressed subjec-
tivities, requires a significant shift in the way knowledge is produced. As Eva Feder 
Kittay has pointed out, philosophy has traditionally been very suspicious of dis-
course that is not articulated in universal, impersonal and abstract terms; 
 

What philosophers rarely do is acknowledge the autobiographical origins of all in-
tuition that they appeal to, as well as the autobiographical source of their predilec-
tion for one theory over another (2019, 11).  
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Philosophy of disability, on the other hand, often stems from autobiographical ex-
periences as parents, siblings and family members of people with disabilities (in 
addition to Kittay, see, for example, Bérubé 1998, Clifford Simplican 2015, 
Nussbaum 2009), recognising the capacity of narrative to shift the boundaries of 
acquired knowledge and established views. Furthermore, philosophers and theo-
rists can also start from their own experience – as in Riley Clare Valentine’s essay, 
presented below – and use new research methods such as autoethnography6, or 
“combined stories” – used here in Dan Goodley et al., presented below. In gen-
eral, the search for better research methodology is part of Disability Studies from 
their beginnings (Oliver 1992) and is variably applied to sociology, pedagogy, art, 
philosophy, anthropology, and so on – also following an interdisciplinary ap-
proach.  
 

6. Methodology 
 
In the current issue, the mentioned ambition of updating research methodologies, 
even though transversal, especially fuels two essays, which advance proposals from 
different perspectives. In the pedagogical field, the need to experiment with new 
approaches emerges, as exemplified by Stella Canonico’s work, From content to 
structure: Contributing to Disability Studies by exploring the notion of norma-
tivity through active music therapy. Concerning the ideation of new methodolo-
gies that allow a more significant role of people with disabilities in philosophical 
and sociocultural theories, the article From pathology to affirmation. Disability 
philosophy in everyday life (by Dan Goodley, Katherine Runswick-Cole, Rebecca 
Lawthom, Bojana Daw Srdanovic, and Nikita Hayden) is an interesting develop-
ment; the authors aim to update the parameters of participatory research 

Firstly, Canonico employs a phenomenological approach, drawing spe-
cifically on Maurice Merleau-Ponty’s work. On the other hand, the author draws 
upon Georges Canguilhem’s critique of a normative conception of health to argue 
for the need to take the lived experience of people with disabilities seriously and 
to value it without attempting to define it in terms of pre-established categories. In 
this critical framework, the concept of “pathic normativity”, if not reduced to a 

 
6 For philosophical accounts on disability that recall personal experiences, see for example Scully 
2008; the Dialogues on disability collected by Shelley Tremain (2015-ongoing); Wendell 2001. 
On the use of autoethnography in Disability studies, see Clifford Simplican 2015 and Couser 
1998. 
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state of necessary suffering, allows, according to the author, the analysis of the 
role of improvisational musical practices as forms of interaction between the 
subject and the world. These practices, in turn, can generate norms that re-
spect the individuality of the subject and their specific disability, thereby re-
moving it from the domain of hetero-normativity, as occurs in the model of 
medicalised epistemology. In this regard, musical improvisation practices can 
play a pivotal role by empowering individuals to explore the potential of their 
own bodies and delineate pathways in collaboration with their counterparts 
engaged in musical experimentation. Observations have revealed that deaf 
children and hard-of-hearing children may acquire speech and auditory per-
ceptions through alternative means. Canonico’s purpose is to intervene in the 
debate between theory and praxis, exploring how they can intersect concern-
ing the definition of the concept of disability, and using the case study of active 
music therapy as a lens. 

In the work by Goodley and his co-authors, the core topic examined 
is the tension between the world out there, with its ordinary conception of dis-
ability, and the world of Disability Studies. The world out there employs a con-
ception of disability – in this case, especially learning disability – that presup-
poses a normative category of the human and which, building on the work of 
Sylvia Wynter, the authors describe as not only Eurocentric, white, male, het-
erosexual, but also ableist. To overcome this tension and fill the gap between 
academic theory on the one hand and the social responses to disability on the 
other hand, the authors propose an affirmative philosophy of disability that can 
expand the very meaning and relevance of philosophy. The main theoretical 
influence here is Rosi Braidotti’s thought. To arrive at this different philo-
sophical view of disability, the authors make use of the methodological ap-
proach of combined stories or composite narratives, a method that aims to 
overcome the distinction between theories, data and philosophical aspira-
tions. The narratives under scrutiny are drawn from the lives of Rose, a 20-
year-old girl with learning disabilities, and her father. These accounts, intri-
cately woven with the threads of personal experiences and the findings from 
two empirical research endeavours involving individuals with disabilities, are 
pivotal in challenging the pathologising conception of disability still prevailing 
in the social arena – and in some cases, in the scientific one as well. As disabil-
ity forces us to reflect on the idea of normality that we take for granted daily, it 
can play an important role in the philosophical sphere, helping to take philos-
ophy beyond the narrow confines of the insiders.  
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7. Communication and art 
 
Moving to the field of communication and art, a question that may arise is how to 
represent the disabled bodymind in a way that challenges stereotypes and ableist 
narrative – as explored here by Àger Perez Casanovas (Deconstruction or rein-
forcement? How modernist disability aesthetics did or did not challenge historical 
normates) and by Lisa Pfahl and Rouven Seebo (The embodiment of disability. 
How ableist expectations render visual practices). Establishing an interesting the-
matic connection to the latter essay, Ilaria Malagrinò, in Consuming disability 
online. A conceptual framework to foster a new ethical interaction, asks what the 
increasing consumption of images and content representing disability online 
might mean.  

Art has been demonstrated to be an effective tool for enhancing the ex-
pressive capacities of people with disabilities, for enabling them to express them-
selves in forms and spaces that are less exclusive than those of traditional academic 
discourse. Furthermore, art is a potential tool for subverting the image that society 
has hitherto conveyed of disability. However, it must be noted that for this to be 
the case, it is not enough for disability to be the subject of representation; other 
conditions seem necessary (Siebers 2010, Straus 2018).  

Perez Casanovas provides a valuable example of this in her essay. 
Through a comparison between the rupture represented by modernist painting, 
in which disabled bodies come to occupy the scene in an unprecedented way, and 
more recent artistic expressions in which disabled people, and no longer just their 
bodies, become the protagonists, the author shows how art can be a tool for chal-
lenging preconceived notions of disability. While, on the one hand, there was a 
shift from the depiction of disabled individuals as beggars, deviants or criminals, 
and even in so-called freak shows, which prevailed in the past, at the beginning of 
the 20th century, contradictory tendencies asserted themselves. In this respect, a 
concurrent positive evolution could be witnessed as well. In response to the im-
pairments acquired in the First World War, medical intervention techniques, in-
cluding prostheses and reparative surgery, underwent significant advancements. 
Contextually, Surrealist art, particularly, exhibited a capacity to challenge the 
medical model, yielding unconventional depictions of the human body in frag-
mented, fluid, and disassembled forms. The appropriation of Surrealist tropes by 
contemporary disabled artists may offer a non-reifying representation of disability 
that asserts the agency of the disabled subject. In contemporary art, however, the 
body is no longer evocative, symbolic and fantastic; rather, it is often the body of 
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the disabled artist herself, which now takes on an explicitly political significance 
and represents a real act of resistance against the structures that marginalise and 
stigmatise people with disabilities. Perez Casanovas focuses in particular on a few 
exemplary artistic products that clarify this shift. One of them is the documentary 
An unshamed claim to beauty in the face of invisibility (2013), by Sins Invalid, a 
well-known American art project led by people with disabilities, neurodivergent 
people, BIPOC, and members of the LGBTQIA+ community, whose role in de-
fining Disability Justice has been pivotal.  

It is not only art, however, that represents and narrates disability in new 
ways, as Pfahl and Seebo show in their paper. They draw upon a fundamental topic 
within both Disability Studies and activism, which is the investigation of how rep-
resentation (fictional, non-fictional, autobiographical, etc.) can be both harmful 
and a bearer of positive sociocultural change. Beyond that, visual practices specif-
ically have a pivotal role in disability history (Garland-Thomson 2009). As the au-
thors highlight, the use of digital platforms such as social networks has offered 
many people with disabilities the opportunity to tell their stories from the normal-
ity of their everyday lives. Pfahl and Seebo’s work specifically investigates visual 
practices with an anthropological approach. In particular, they examine selfies 
posted by people with disabilities on social networks to talk about themselves and 
their personal experience of disability. The analysis of exemplary social media 
posts makes it possible to explore which strategies are currently implemented by 
people with disabilities not only to keep away any form of stigmatisation when they 
decide to give a visual image of themselves in order to narrate their lives, but also 
to direct the observer’s gaze away from the usual forms of reification of their body. 
In this way, according to the authors, the presence of people with disabilities on 
social media can actually provide a more accurate and inclusive account of disabil-
ities, also in the case of a non-disabled audience. 

If, as Pfahl and Seebo argue, the self-portraits of people with disabilities 
posted on social networks are an object of attraction for many web surfers, it is 
legitimate to wonder, as Malagrinò does in her article, what this attraction tells us 
about the contemporary subject. Malagrinò focuses on the perspective of the au-
dience of online materials representing people with disabilities. She explores 
whether this consumption might reveal a new type of anthropological sensitivity in 
its consumers. The author posits that this inclination towards online disability may 
signify a significant re-evaluation of the human condition, one that is more atten-
tive to the ontological condition of vulnerability and the necessity for forms of mu-
tual support and care to cope with this condition of lack. In her analysis, disability 
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can represent a starting point to enact a profound rethinking of subjectivity that 
can hopefully lead to a new ethics of the human condition; a more complex human-
ism. To address this issue, the author makes use of Julia Kristeva’s suggestions 
regarding the “narcissistic identity wound” (2010, 29), which could be invoked 
to explain the contemporary attention and attraction to disability. A narcissistic 
wound is provoked by the fact that disability evokes not what we might be (because 
we are all only temporarily able), but also what we are in terms of “lack of being” 
(manque à être). By discussing the concept of inter-action, furthermore, 
Malagrinò argues for a better theorisation of care that does not stem from abstract 
moral theories but from our material and constitutive inter-relationality as human 
beings.  
 

8.  Ethics 
 
Malagrinò’s essay poses questions related to applied ethics; in particular, it aims 
to link ethics of care and ethics of communication and social networks. Christo-
pher Riddle’s article, Prenatal testing & selective abortion: Opposition from disa-
bility-rights proponents, represents a further intervention in this realm. In this 
case, however, the focus is evidently bioethics, particularly reproductive ethics. It 
is worth mentioning that the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities 
(United Nations, 2006) identifies the importance of countering of stereotypes 
and the communication of the lives of persons with disabilities in their normality 
and everyday life as objectives of paramount importance to establish a new culture 
that is capable of moving away from the widespread prejudice of ableism. How-
ever, these interventions in the cultural narratives and in representations must be 
reconciled with the persistence of ableist and harmful practices instead – as clearly 
outlined by the Convention.  

An example of these practices could be prenatal testing and selective 
abortions. Can these practices constitute a form of devaluation of the lives of disa-
bled people? Are they not perhaps ways of re-proposing an unacceptable form of 
eugenics, albeit in the form of liberal eugenics? These and similar questions, 
around which a divisive debate has arisen between the disability movement and the 
feminist one, are at the centre of Riddle’s reflection. The author examines the mo-
rality of both practices on the basis of the results of the mentioned testing when-
ever they concern a potential disability. The essay analyses, in particular, the argu-
ments that are usually put forward to claim the impermissibility of prenatal testing 
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and selective abortion. Concerning the tests, Riddle primarily discusses the argu-
ment of their potential unreliability, claiming, however, that it is not sufficient to 
banish them altogether. The author then moves on to analyse whether the very na-
ture of the test is immoral; in this regard, the potential ableism that dictates which 
lives are worth living is acknowledged but is not considered conducive to justify 
their actual impermissibility. Debating selective abortion in cases of fetuses with 
potentially disabling conditions, Riddle claims that even though ableism is – again 
– an argument worth including, biases are not sufficient to judge the practice as 
immoral. Selective abortion, furthermore, cannot be considered, in Riddle’s opin-
ion, a form of eugenics – differently from what is sometimes claimed within Disa-
bility Studies and activism. In short, Riddle does not support these practices but 
debates why the counter-arguments against them are not sufficiently sound to 
avoid them or banish them.  
 

9. Political philosophy 
 
The final three articles collected herein reflect on the potential of the philosophy 
of disability to provide a new framework for political philosophy. In the essay Can 
madness be utopic? Analysing utopias through madness as political praxis, Riley 
Clare Valentine tests theories of utopia in the light of the experience of madness, 
starting from an auto-ethnographic work, which combines personal narrative and 
theory. The philosophical backbone is provided by Friedrich Nietzsche’s opposi-
tion between the Dionysiac and the Apolline, discussed in the Birth of tragedy, 
specifically focusing on his later concept of amor fati and the theory of will to life, 
developed starting from the former. In the context of utopian thought, a rupture 
with the conventional interpretation of the state is imperative, as is the recognition 
that romanticisation often serves to obscure the painful aspects of this rupture. 
According to the author, madness can thus be conceptualised as a “political 
praxis” that facilitates this process of rupture, as it offers a new orientation and 
challenges established logic and instrumental rationality. This should allow, more-
over, to see in utopia not an end to be achieved, but a possibility already given in 
the present, thanks to which non-conformist subjects can lay the foundations for 
an upheaval of the world designed according to the logic of the capital, which re-
quires a rigid disciplining and, increasingly, self-disciplining of bodies and minds 
in order to perform according to the rhythms of production and consumption im-
posed by the imperative of growth. The Mad subject, following Valentine, has the 
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opportunity to overcome a normative perspective on the world. Thanks to the ex-
perience of psychosis, the Mad subject can take advantage of living liminally within 
the world and outside it at the same time. 

As posited in the following essay by Alexis Shotwell, Disability antiwork 
politics, theories of disability can offer a privileged perspective to critique the logic 
of the contemporary production system, and more specifically, the work ethic that 
has come to the fore in modernity. In the critique of the labour society, according 
to the author, Disability Studies can find an important interlocutor in Marxist fem-
inist reflection on wages for domestic work – think especially of the reading of this 
feminist tradition offered by Kathy Weeks (2011) –, with its ultimate goal of the 
rejection of work as configured within the capitalist economy. To prefigure an al-
ternative reality, one that is more aligned with his anarchist aspirations, Shotwell 
draws on the imaginative resources of science fiction writer Ursula K. Le Guin, 
focusing particularly on The Dispossessed. Here, Le Guin uses the term ‘kleg-
gich’ to denote the quotidian, monotonous labour essential to the functioning of 
the community, a duty that, while not inherently gratifying or pleasurable, is re-
garded as an indispensable aspect of communal life – a concept analogous to what 
is called reproductive labour. In the novel, work is defined as that which individu-
als undertake to fulfil themselves, to make their own unique and original contribu-
tion to social life. Shotwell suggests the hidden ableist prejudice in this context, 
concerning those who opt out from ‘kleggich’. The author then turns to Le Guin’s 
short story Malafrena, in which she reiterates the anarcho-communist concept of 
a society in which the contribution to an ever-changing and evolving social life 
must go hand in hand with giving each individual the chance to contribute based 
on his or her own abilities, in a form of indeterminate co-production and co-crea-
tion.  

In the last essay by Flavia Monceri, Time to (un)learn: Rethinking philos-
ophy through Disability Studies, a similar aspiration to make disability a ground 
for liberation emerges. This perspective challenges the prevailing notion of phi-
losophy as a discipline based on scientific expertise, which has historically domi-
nated modern thought. This idea has been a contributing factor in maintaining 
philosophy’s distance from the domain of Disability Studies, and has led to the as-
sumption that disability is a natural phenomenon, a given reality, or a condition 
imposed by nature. This has resulted in philosophy being viewed as having a lim-
ited role in addressing disability, primarily in terms of moral philosophy. There-
fore, Monceri explicitly follows, here, Tremain’s invitation to build a philosophy 
of disability instead of one on disability. The author contends, furthermore, that 



XXII  Humana.Mente  
 

 

this process is hindered by the still present confusion in many cultural contexts, 
including the Italian one, between disability and impairment, which also persists 
within the bio-psycho-social model of disability, and therefore on the International 
Classification of Functioning, Disability and Health (ICF) grounded on that. This 
model, despite its self-presentation as a neutral, apolitical framework intended to 
transcend the dichotomy between the social and medical models of disability, is 
observed to harbour this confusion. In this case, the operational nature of the 
model, in terms of interventions in the welfare sphere, comes at the expense of a 
radical questioning of the ableism reflected in our common sense. Lastly, Monceri 
asserts the need for a radical rethinking of the relationship between philosophy 
and disability that turns the philosophical gaze upside down. Far from being 
simply a research object that can be inspected, disability (as a structural process of 
disablement) must instead push philosophy to reflect on its own epistemological, 
ethical, and political assertions. 
 

10. Conclusion 
 
In conclusion, what is evident from this rich Special Issue is that disability elicits a 
very diverse platform of debate for philosophers. The selected essays span, as dis-
cussed, from ancient philosophy to contemporary philosophy. Approaches are 
also significantly varied, intending to show exactly what is mentioned throughout 
the Introduction; even though applied ethics, moral philosophy, and theories of 
justice can be useful starting points to discuss disability, as valuable essays here 
demonstrate, other areas of philosophy should not be outdone. The authors pro-
pose epistemological insights, both on disciplines (Disability Studies, philosophy, 
Critical Autism Studies, etc.) and on disabled people’s material experiences. They 
explore the role of disability in art and aesthetics and the effects, positive or nega-
tive, that its representation might entail. The unfortunately still marginal role of 
people with disabilities is discussed in a multiplicity of realms, in philosophy and 
beyond. Furthermore, we welcomed phenomenological perspectives on disabil-
ity, including auto-ethnography and first-person accounts. Disability is also dis-
cussed in the discursive territory, debating its presence in the construction of met-
aphors and generally in language. We do not, however, claim to present an exhaus-
tive or complete perspective on disability. We acknowledge a significant shortage 
of this Issue, in which perspectives from the Global South are unfortunately not 
covered. Our hope is that the philosophical conversation on disability will con-
tinue, and we warmly thank the Journal for taking one of these steps.  
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