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Abstract 
 
     In these austere times, in which university seems to relentlessly shifting from 

welfarism to neoliberalism; individualised risk encounters globalised markets; and 

incitement to inclusion clashes with competition and discourses of ableism, how are 

disabled students governed and self-governed in higher education in Italy? This 

thesis attempts to answer this question by developing a ‘history of the present’ of 

the experience of being disabled students in the Italian higher education. Drawing 

upon post-structural literature in critical disability studies, education policy and 

political theory, my thesis wages war to truths said on disability and disabled 

students, which become problematized as respectively ontologically given object 

and subjects of higher education.  

     Foucault’s dispositif as an analytical and methodological tool enables my 

endeavour, allowing to archaeologically explore the historical reasons that enabled 

disability to become a problem in higher education; to genealogically explore, 

through ethnographic methods, the micro-physics of power/knowledge in the 

government and self-government of disabled students in a university setting in the 

north of Italy; and to show how the given institutional order can be challenged, 

attempting to ethically rethink disabled subjectivities otherwise. 

     In my study, inclusive integration emerges as the governmental state reason 

whereby the co-existence of welfarist and neoliberal practices animate government 

and self-government of disabled students in the Italian university. This reason 

challenges the centeredness of the subject of university, providing a provisional 

model to investigate the contingent truths that mobilise specific power/knowledge 

relations in the form of two technologies of autonomy and sensitivity, and that let 

three different disabled students’ subjectivities emerge. However, this model can 

become an analytics to rethink modalities of being students in higher education 

through disabled students’ accounts and their refusal of the ways in which they are 

made subjects. 

     This thesis provides a historicised diagnostic of the present of disabled students 

in university, analytically identifying alternative forms of experiencing difference and 

limits in higher education. It allows to rethink the dichotomous division between 

structure and individual, state and citizen, policy and practice, opening up contingent 

solutions to the abjection of certain modalities of being in higher education. 
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Statement of impact 
 
Engaging with different ways of thinking, speaking of, and experiencing disability in 

higher education, this thesis provides a critical diagnostic of disability policy and 

practices in the Italian university. The findings presented can benefit the academic 

community on three different levels. First and most importantly, they seek to provide 

tools and space to disabled students to think about the ways in which their university 

experience shapes their subjectivities as students and once outside academia. My 

findings aim to show them that different ways of thinking about themselves are 

possible. Second, my thesis attempts to show the materiality and fleetingness of 

disability practices, speaking to academic staff and to some unquestioned practices 

that perpetrate academic injustice. Third, my thesis aim to challenge policy-makers 

and Italian state government positions, seeking to influence and rethink the way in 

which disability is regulated. Education policies are crucial in the government of 

disability and to enhance social justice for disabled students in higher education, 

however changes in laws cannot be the only answers to tackle the relentless 

processes of exclusion, marginalisation, and efforts that disabled students are still 

making to graduate in higher education. My thesis attempts to provide a different 

perspective on the practices of doing, and experiencing, disability, as a discussion 

of it necessarily needs to happen at all education levels.   
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Chapter 1  
 

Introduction. 
 

1.1 Setting the scene 
 

Each of my works is a part of my own biography. For one or another 
reason I had the occasion to feel and live those things. To take a 
simple example, I used to work in a psychiatric hospital in the 1950s. 
After having studied philosophy, I wanted to see what madness was: 
I had been mad enough to study reason; I was reasonable enough to 
study madness. I was free to move from the patients to the 
attendants, for I had no precise role. It was the time of the blooming 
of neurosurgery, the beginning of psychopharmacology, the reign of 
the traditional institution. At first, I accepted things as necessary, but 
then after three months (I am slow-minded!), I asked, ‘What is the 
necessity of these things?’ After three years I left the job and went to 
Sweden in great personal discomfort and started to write a history of 
these practices [Madness and Civilization]. 
               (Foucault, 1988:11)  

 
 
     I am sitting in a big lecture theatre, attending the First International Conference 

on Disability in Higher education in Italy. The President of the National Conference 

of University Disability Delegates (CNUDD), the highest institution that deals with 

disability matters in higher education in Italy is about to read the Italian President 

Mattarella’s address to open the three-day conference, clearing her throat and 

seeking the right intonation to speak on behalf of the President of the Italian 

Republic. 

 

On the occasion of the conference 'Universal Inclusion: Rights and 
Opportunities for Persons with Disabilities in the Academic Context' I 
send a cordial greeting and a wish of good work to all participants. 
 
The inclusion of people with disabilities in higher education has so far 
been given less attention by institutions compared to the commitment 
shown in primary and secondary education. Yet there are no reasons 
to renounce to make similar efforts to encourage the inclusion of 
people with disabilities in educational and research activities 
promoted by the university. 
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The right to education of people with disabilities is an important goal 
for any country that has at its heart their actual inclusion in society 
and the value of each of its citizens.  
Education stimulates active participation in social life and can 
strengthen skills that improve opportunities for entering the labour 
market; finally, educational paths offer the opportunity to access a life 
of social relations, constituted of personal experiences and solidarity 
exchanges. 
 
For these reasons, it is essential to invest in the inclusion of disabled 
people at all levels of the educational system, from primary to higher 
education.  
 
The experience of this conference, including the international 
testimonies that will be held here and the activity of reflection 
promoted by the national conference of the delegates of the deans of 
Italian universities, can constitute an important starting point towards 
strengthening the commitment to the inclusion of people with 
disabilities in the academic context, so that access to even the 
highest levels of our training system is guaranteed to all, in conditions 
of equal opportunities. 

    

                  President of the Italian Republic Sergio Mattarella, Turin, 12th May 2016 

 

 

Mattarella was not there at the Conference. But when I heard this concise, effective, 

striking picture of the necessity of this very present moment of disability and higher 

education I could not resist to picture in my mind how Mattarella would have 

developed his speech. A little absent-minded, I imagine his profile walking towards 

the podium, and beginning to persuade the audience of this new political, economic, 

social and ethical problem. I reckon it would have unravelled along these lines – and 

why not – with this tone. 

 

     Dear participants to this crucial conference,  

today I am here driven by the urgency of addressing the problem of disabled 

students in higher education.  

     Disabled students enrolling at higher education are growing in numbers and still 

we have a gap in research in addressing this issue. And we need research to go 

about this problem. Indeed, we have some legislation, we even wrote it in the 

Constitution (1948), disabled students have the right to education. We legislated it in 

1992, with the Framework Law 104 for the assistance, social integration, and rights 

of handicapped people; we restated it, but with a bigger and more organised voice 
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in 1999, with Law 17 as a clause of Law104/92 with a particular focus on disabled 

students in higher education, and in 2010 with law 170 on the New norms 

concerning Specific Learning Disorders in education. And still so little research in 

higher education. 

     Their inclusion is what we want. We signed the Salamanca Statement 

(UNESCO, 1994), ensuring that we would have worked towards the inclusion of 

disabled students and students with Special Educational Needs (SEN) at all levels 

of education, ensuring to act on the context of integration, we ratified the Convention 

on the Rights of Persons with Disability in 2009 (Ferri, 2017), trying to accept 

disability as a changeable condition (which is why we established the National 

Observatory on the Condition of Disabled People – we need to keep an eye on this 

changeability), we participated in a number of European and international projects 

(HELIOS I and II) and contributed to the shaping of the European Strategy on 

Disability (2010-2020), as part of a wider strategy on developing knowledge, 

sustainability and inclusion in the European Union. 

     We are internationally praised for our model of integrazione scolastica (Canevaro 

2007, Canevaro and Ianes, 2008). In fact, we already have our model of full 

inclusion. We were pioneers in integrating all disabled students in mainstream 

schools, regardless the degree of their handicap. We did that as early as 1977. But 

scolastica means ‘for schools’. It does not mean ‘for university’.  

     I know that this present time is not very favourable. Neoliberal winds are blowing 

very strong on our economic reserves. These times are austere, and disabled 

students, you know it better than me, rely on a very expensive law that not only 

compensates them for their handicap monetarily, but also sometimes makes them a 

bit dependent on those provisions (Barry, 1996). We need to have them perform, we 

need them to work (Ball, 2013), so we can save a bit of money, and they can 

contribute to the national reserve. This is the logic of capitalism, we cannot escape it 

(Rose, 1999b).  

     University is the best place to start to do so. Now that we are attempting to 

connect it more directly to the labour market and to the national territory, and that 

the diploma is becoming increasingly indispensable due to the positional role of 

education (Youdell, 2006; Barton and Armstrong, 2008), we need them to get that 

graduation certificate and develop useful skills to deploy in the labour market.  

     I know that we need them to disclose their disability to enact this ambitious but 

necessary project. But inclusion relies on everyone’s difference as the strength of 

humankind doesn’t it? (D’Alessio, 2011). We no longer see the deficit in the disabled 

student; they have so many talents to offer to the wider community, let’s focus on 
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those! I am sure they would not mind handing in their invalidity certificate and their 

diagnosis of Specific Learning Disorders, as they embody valuable differences that 

could enrich the citizenry. There is nothing to be ashamed of! And you, CNUDD, you 

can always turn to our international guest speakers (Riddell, 2016; Ebersold, 2008) 

to see how they have enacted inclusion in their own countries. We live in a globally 

connected world now, we must acknowledge that. Therefore, not only should we 

learn from other countries, but also incentivise international mobility of our students. 

Global economy works like that (Olssen and Peter, 2005). And it is the Bologna 

Process (1999) that is strongly making this call. 

     Therefore, in this very present, our problem, our commitment, is to include 

disabled students in university. It is also them asking us. Do you remember that Law 

17/99 was written exactly because a disabled student denounced the lack of 

accessibility and practices of exclusion at the ‘higher levels of training’ (Special 

issue on Disability in Higher Education, Universitas, 2003)? You, National 

Conference of University Disability Delegates, need to tackle this gap in research. 

We, as citizenry, must aim to include disabled students, because they are citizens 

too and therefore have a right to equal opportunities in education. 

     This is your agenda, and make sure you start from these drivers to develop your 

work and to address this immediate problem. I know, not that many disabled 

students are here, I cannot really see that many disabled people either. But you will 

report your decisions to them, right? 

 

         **** 

 

     This is how I imagined Mattarella talking about disability. I am aware that this is 

very unlikely to have happened. And this is because this attitude implies practicing 

what Foucault called ‘talking to power’, laying bare ‘the history of contemporary 

education as a set of relations among games of truth and practices of power’ (Ball, 

2013:44) in shaping our present conditions and necessities. Power works more 

smoothly when it is hidden, but paradoxically it is insidious in its materiality, because 

it takes our mundane existence, the unquestioned ways in which we go about things 

every day (Dean, 2010), our very conduct, it takes us as its vehicles. We are made 

of -and by- power, and its inextricable relation with knowledge provides us the limits 

of the understanding of ourselves and of the world in which we are in, as well as the 

language to talk about ourselves. For this reason, power needs continual 

interrogation, because this means to constantly check what the limits of our 

possibilities are in this very present.  
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               **** 

 

     This thesis is my interrogation of power and of the present limits of disability in 

higher education in Italy. But it is also the story of my present and of my limits as a 

researcher in the field of critical disability studies.  

     Let me introduce myself. My story is not very far from the one that Foucault 

provides at the beginning of my thesis. My direct engagement with issues 

concerning higher education and disability arose during my third year of university 

studies, when I applied for a position within the university as a disabled students’ 

assistant. I was to deal with daily practical help for disabled students, such as being 

there during lunch time, carrying their tray, facilitating them in reaching or entering a 

building, accompanying them to their next class and taking notes for them during 

lectures. Aligning itself with the current legislation (Law 17/99), and responding to 

the call for integration and inclusion of disabled students in higher education, the 

university provided a disability office supplying information on general services, 

students’ placement and international mobility and responding to needs of disabled 

students, to ensure that the right to education was upheld. Additionally, the service 

provided some study space with some assistive facilities. That space also became a 

preferred collecting point for students and assistants to gather; and I spent lots of 

my time there too.  

It was then that I came to realise that something was cracked. Even though the 

university was paying meticulous attention to providing facilities within its disability 

services, the number of disabled students was still very low and circumscribed. It 

became progressively clear to me that despite all the efforts that the university was 

making to support disabled students, most of the enactment of the policy ended up 

in a relatively little, close group of people who – in diverse ways - were having daily 

contact with disability and who gathered in a particular space.  

Thus I went to London and I started researching disability in higher education. 

Initially, my attention was directed to issues of inclusion and the export of the socio-

political approach of the English disability studies to Italy. I wanted to make 

disability political, an issue of diversity of human beings, unhinging it from the 

medicalised and apolitical conception that I thought underpinned the Italian 

approach. However, soon after my pilot study (I am slow-minded!), I realised that 

discourses of inclusion – and integration – were impinging on a pervasive and 

mundane approach to disability and disabled students. I experienced first-hand 

what Slee (2013:905) had already pointed out, ‘defining inclusion might be a 
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distraction and the real challenge for us [is] to learn how to detect, understand and 

dismantle exclusion’. As he continued, ‘exclusion and inclusion raises the 

fundamental question of unequal power relations. Who is in and who is out? How 

come? And, what are we going to do about it?’ 

These questions, which had changed my stance on disability, are resonating in 

my head now. Sitting on this velvet seat, I feel like Burchell (1996:30) when he 

described his as ‘the experience of being a citizen of the community or republic of 

thought and action in which one nevertheless is unavoidably implicated or 

involved’. I believe this is happening because I am seeing, contrary to the majority 

of people in this room, how power is creating objects of special pedagogy in higher 

education and disabled subjects of that knowledge.  

     These relations of power and knowledge are mobilised by two ideological 

legacies of the Enlightenment and nineteenth-century social thought (Popkewitz and 

Brennan, 1998) that shapes theoretical and philosophical approaches in education.  

The first of these two legacies inscribes progress as a ‘foundational assumption of 

intellectual knowledge’, linearly connecting past, present, future as a direction for 

human emancipation (ibid, 6). This approach is reflected in a number of pedagogical 

and sociological studies (Chiappetta Cajola, 2012; Mancini, 2005; Ferrucci, 2005; 

D'Alessio, 2013; De Anna, 2016; Masiello, 2015) that argue that disabled students 

experienced an incremental participation in mainstream education, beginning with 

their insertion in mainstream education settings following the enforcement of the 

Italian Constitution (1948), then focusing on their integration after the enactment of 

Law 517/77, and eventually locating the present in practices of inclusion and 

recognition of diversity as a consequence of Framework Law 104 in 1992. From this 

perspective, integration Law 17/99 of disabled students in higher education is 

described as the accomplishment in a progressive development of civilisation, with 

inclusion as the indisputable final step towards civilisation, the aim towards which 

society must strive (De Anna, 2016; Ferrucci and Cortini 2015).  

     The second legacy of the Enlightenment thought implies that history and 

disciplinary knowledge have a subject, someone to be integrated and included in 

higher education. This is the tenet, for example of the policy of integrazione 

scolastica, whose philosophy underpins the Italian regime of practices of dealing 

with disability in mainstream education, based on the integration of disabled 

students through individualised actions. The underlying principle is that what 

benefits disabled children would eventually benefit the whole community of students 

(D’Alessio, 2011). 
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     The rejection of the universal, centred subject of knowledge and of the linearity of 

history brings me a long way from the scant research that has already been done on 

disability and higher education in Italy, and locates me in the field of post-structural 

critical disability studies (Tremain, 2001, 2015; Davis, 2012; Mitchell and Snyder, 

2015). By placing myself in the post- turni of education research in disability studies, 

I join the long list of post- theories, methods, and practices, which have been 

developed in the last 40 years (St. Pierre, 2000). Post-structuralism, within the wider 

post-modern attitude, challenged the universality of history and its progressive 

development, being ‘highly suspicious of claims of universal truth’, but not by 

refusing them, by historicising their ‘grand abstractions’ (Rabinow, 1984:4). 

Knowledge, subjects and truths are always contingent and locally placed, reason 

cannot be claimed as unique but always shaped by the historical, cultural, economic 

and social conditions in which it develops. Post-structuralism, as a philosophical, 

cultural, historical and sociological approach has influenced a great deal of research 

in feminist, queer, race and post-colonial studies, and with my thesis I want to 

contribute to this wealth of research by investigating how post-structural 

philosophical and social positions can fruitfully inform critical disability studies.  

     Specifically, I locate myself at the intersection of governmentality studies (Dean, 

2010; Burchell et al. 1991; Foucault, 2008), policy sociology (Bailey, 2013; Ball, 

1993, 2015), and Foucauldian post-structural studies in education (Allan, 1996, 

2015; Slee, 1999; 2012; Youdell, 2006; Armstrong, 2003a; 2003b; 2007). I deploy 

diagnostic and analytical methods in researching the discursive production and 

government of disability investigating how power, discourse, knowledge, truth, 

resistance and refusal, freedom and reason intersect in constructing the disabled 

subject. I therefore de-centre the essential Enlightenment subject, and reject a 

humanist and modernist conception of the individual and identity formation.  

     My project takes the necessity of Mattarella’s words and that structural entity that 

is associated with the State, manifested through policy documents, disability 

authorities such as the CNUDD, and institutions such as the university, and rewrites 

it by taking a governmentality approach. Instead of describing the State through 

sovereign power, Foucault describes it as a deployment of power, in which the 

micro of citizens and the molar of the State structure are not two separated entities, 

but mutually constituted. Governmentality takes the government of the population, 

constituted as a ‘complex reality’ (Foucault, 1991) and an ensemble of individuals, 

and it explores how ‘it is possible to govern the self-regulating mechanisms that are 

supposed to constitute it’ (Villadsen, 2015:147). It is from these specific 

mechanisms that the State historically emerges, in a mutual production with its own 
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population and with the aim of strengthening of its own constituencies. It does this in 

particular through deploying a series of disciplinary and regulatory strategies such 

as biopower, bio-politics and pastoral power.  

     Drawing upon liberal philosophy, freedom, individual rights and the economy 

open spaces for the government of citizens, according to the historical condition and 

the needs of the State to enhance its own wealth. In this way, scientific knowledges, 

policies, national classifications and authorities, institutions such as education and 

higher education, are all contributing to the mutual production and enhancement of 

subjects’ biopower towards the betterment of the national economy. In this view, 

power is not coercive, it invites, summons subjects to take their positions rather than 

oppressing subjects in their bodies. It is a form of power that produces pliable and 

productive subjects (Ball, 2015), that individualises them in their subjectivities and 

that homogenises them in the population to reinstate the limits of the state. Taken 

from here, Mattarella’s words chime with apparently contrasting discourses of 

neoliberalism and competition and equality and inclusion, showing the 

heterogeneous nature of power in strategically balancing disciplinary and regulatory 

techniques. However, sovereign power re-emerges when certain subjects are 

considered a threat to this balance. When subject’s freedom becomes a hindrance 

to the wealth of the State, what Baker (2002), Ball (2013), and Campbell (2009) call 

‘new-eugenic practices in education’ can be enforced, eliminating the threat to 

national security. This elimination can be ‘physical’, implying that disabled students 

are excluded or prevented from a university career; or in a form of abjection, 

meaning the casting-off or degraded positioning of disabled students as devalued 

subjects of higher education (Rose, 1999). 

     Given that Mattarella’s invitation to inclusion is pronounced in a national historic 

situation in which neoliberal policies are making funding an issue in higher 

education, the expensive disabled students’ positions in higher education need 

necessarily to be rethought. With the market deciding the allocation of funds and 

prestige, competition produces winners and losers, where losers are those students 

that cannot keep up with this performative regime of practices. Discourses of social 

solidarity, in a society in which individualization is becoming the norm, dilute in 

individualized risk and individualizing competition. This urge to performativity 

clashes with discourses of equality and inclusion, and it brings into play discourses 

of equity, merit, and ‘deservingness’ to higher education. Hence, my research builds 

on Foucault governmentality approach to reverse the problem of inclusion and 

integration of disabled students in higher education, and it asks what historical, 

social, economic and culturally laden relations of power, knowledge and truths 
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enabled objects such as inclusion and integration to become strongly associated 

with disability and higher education (Corbett, 1996).  

     By doing so, I question universalising, overarching definitions of disability, 

especially those that national and international institutions provide through policies 

and classifications.  Rather than appealing to pre-wrapped epistemological 

approaches (Riddell, et al. 2005; Basit and Tomlinson, 2012; Masiello, 2015, 

Beauchamp-Pryor, 2013), which consider disability as an already existing subject of 

research, my study takes an ontological stance, exploring the hows of power 

relations in actively producing disability and disabled students as respectively object 

and subjects of policy and practices in the mundane academic routine.  

     This brings me to identify disability as a contingent and locally situated 

experience, whose materiality is expressed through ‘the complex relationship 

between discursive practices and relations of power’ (Lazzarato, 2009:113), always 

contingent and connected to specific legitimised knowledges, which produced 

fleeting truths on disabled subjects. Disability emerges through regimes of practices, 

which divide, classify and sort disabled subjects’ bodies, what Foucault calls dividing 

practices, which produce subjects always caught up in their contingent difference 

with ability (Stiker, 1999; Youdell, 2006). This also relates to my decision to refer to 

disabled students using the identity first (disabled students), rather than the person 

first (students with disability), because students do not have disabilities, they are 

made up and defined as certain subjects by all those features that gather around the 

fact of being disabled.  

     Due to the localised and historically placed operation of power and knowledge, 

throughout my thesis when I refer to disability and its history, I refer to the ‘Western’ 

history of disability. A set of studies (Meekosha, 2012; Shattleworth and Meekosha, 

2009; Ghai, 2012) has denounced Western disability studies (mainly English and 

North American) and the appropriation of terminology in the field and imposition of it 

on research in the Global South. Recreating another universal is far from my 

intentions; therefore, I take great care not to transform disability into a 

decontextualised ideology.  

     Moreover, given the space and time constraints, many stories are missing from 

my thesis. In particular, the genealogical history of neuro-diversity in higher 

education. In my project, I refer to physical disabilities and specific learning 

disorders (DSA) as they emerged as the greater problems to tackle.  

     I am also aware of the increasing importance of investigating the intersectional 

nature of discourses in the production of disabled subjects in education (Migliarini, 

2017; Annamanna et al., 2016; Gillborn, 2015; Beratan, 2012). However, for space 
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reasons, I could not develop my analysis in that direction, rather I consider it as a 

necessary development of my future research.  Having acknowledged this, with my 

thesis I do not intend specifically to fill a gap in the (scant) Italian literature on 

disability in higher education. I rather question the premises on which such literature 

(and future literature) builds. I intend to reverse, in such a Foucauldian fashion, the 

urge that Mattarella’s telegram gives to promoting inclusion, by urging my readers to 

think why now inclusion and disabled students in higher education, who is that we 

are seeking to include, and perhaps looking at this who in a different way, not as 

someone that already exists, but as something that emerges from the very same 

process of inclusion. 

     This intent necessarily entails using methods that do not take for granted the 

existence of this who. Star and Clarke (2008) call for theory/methods packages, 

Foucault (1978) defines them as diagnostic and analytical tools, Rhedding-Jones 

(1997:197) repudiates the literature review replacing it with a critical ‘analysis of 

‘others’ works in relation to mine’, Schuerich (1997) refuses to distinguish between 

epistemology and ontology. However, without underplaying theories or 

methodologies, as Ball (2017) remarks, what is important is how intellectual work is 

done, and the style whereby you get the message across. Analysis, theory and 

methods have become different facets of the same endeavour and this is the 

challenge that I found myself facing throughout the whole process of writing my 

thesis. 

     The dispositif as an analytical and diagnostic device enables me to embrace this 

challenge (Foucault, 1980; Bussolini, 2010; Bailey 2013).  The disability dispositif is 

a permeable and fluid ‘arrangement of elements and forces, practices and 

discourses, power and knowledge’ (Foucault, 2008:xxiii), subjectivities, policies and 

practices, institutions, legislative and philosophical disposition, feelings and 

behaviours, which enable the ‘emergence’ of disability and disabled subjects of 

higher education through present regimes of practices. It allows the investigation of 

the coexistence and displacement of different historical state reasons, and by 

means of its strategic and technical nature, which allows to deploy power as 

government, it merges structural and institutional drivers with subject’s conducts and 

self-formation. 

     The dispositif allows me to operationalize three different sets of diagnostic and 

analytical tools to research the ‘history of how individuals have been turned into 

[disabled] subjects’ of higher education.  

First, through archaeological methods, I ‘depriv[e] ourselves of certain self-

assurance’ (Dean, 2010:56) in the conception of history, by challenging disability as 
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a universal which has not always existed in the same fashion. Archaeological 

methods enable to look for regularities, recurrences, visibilities and silences whose 

encounter in certain historical period enabled certain subject positions to be opened 

and ‘taken’ by disabled subjects according to specific state reasons. By this means, 

I show the historically and culturally bound contingencies of the object of disability, 

debunking, desecrating, and exposing disability to the impossibility of reading the 

past through the lens of the present condition. 

     I also try to turn history into a tool to make the past familiar in the present. My 

task is to make intelligible disabled subjects within society as material 

manifestations of abnormality by means of different and contingent forms of reason 

in Italian education. This strategy allows for the present not to be turned into a 

‘monument’, into a tale of novelty and progress; it is to show how our time is ‘a time 

like any other, or rather, a time which is quite like any other’ borrowing Foucault’s 

words (in Raulet, 1983:199). It is a diagnostic endeavour. 

     Second, through genealogical methods, I investigate the ‘history of the present’ 

of disabled subjects as vehicles for the working of specific technologies of power in 

a specific context-bound university setting. I follow the deployment of power as it 

plays out in practices, as ‘thought made practical and technical’ Dean (2010:27). I 

place the disabled subject as part of a synergetic apparatus, which elicits the 

participation of multiple actors, agencies, experts, administrative personnel, and the 

academic community in general. Here the disability dispositif, through the encounter 

of genealogical tools and ethnographic methods, opens up the access to “situated” 

discourses and “specific” tactics and “precise and tenuous” power relations 

operating in local settings’ (Ball, 1994:2). This allows me to pursue two objectives. 

First, to investigate what constitutes disability in higher education as a contingent 

experience as well as in continuous redefinition, however always ‘in ways that are 

limited by the possibilities of discourse’ (Ball et al., 2012:3). Second, to explore the 

techniques whereby ‘practices of government have come to rely upon the agency of 

the governed themselves … in a manner in which governing is concerned with the 

fabrication of certain kinds of subjectivity and identity’ (Dean, 2010:83-4). The intent 

is to question what happens when disabled students govern themselves and are 

governed by others in a university milieu; as well as to scrutinise the capacities and 

liberties of the various actors and agencies formed in practices of government in 

academia.  

     Here discourses, as effects of power and practices, can also become ‘points of 

resistance for an opposing strategy’ (Foucault, 1978:102). Resistance in this case is 

not understood as a mere conferring of power on those who were before oppressed, 



	 30	

it is intended as necessary and complementary, required for the synergy of the 

dispositif to work. Foucault (1982:780) refers to ‘antagonism of strategies’; Ball’s 

(2017) addresses it as ‘modernist political practice’. With ‘modernist’, I imply that 

disabled students’ struggles, despite being a response to specific hierarchical and 

institutionalised academic practices, are integral parts of the workings of power 

within the university regimes of practices. They allow certain subjectivities to 

emerge, yet subjectivities that do not question or modify ‘those systems [which] 

make (only) particular kinds of action possible’ (Rajchman, 1985:122). Discipline is a 

descriptive technology of domination that leave little space for an agentic subject.  

     This ‘closed’ circulation of power that constitutes the loose boundaries of the 

disability dispositif calls for a third modality of operationalization. Through the 

disability dispositif, I attempt to make other forms of subjectivation and subjectivities 

thinkable and rethink disabled subjectivities otherwise. In a present where ‘the doer 

exists before the deed’ (Lather and St. Pierre, 2013:630), I deploy accounts of 

disabled students to challenge the established order of knowledge, statements, 

truth, and self-formation. It is this making of new statements and new truths 

imaginable (Ball, 2015b) which brings us to put into discussion ‘our own ontological 

status’ (Butler, 2005:23). Here the intent is to breach, through ethical work, the 

power/knowledge relations constitutive of the disability dispositif, and to create a 

space in which disabled students can question the productive truths that give 

meaning to their everyday academic practices as well as to their selves.  

     It is through this ontological work of questioning the disabled self ‘as worked’ and 

not ‘as pre-given’ that disabled students can engage with practices of refusal. That 

is, refusal as ‘a process of self-formation through engagement’ (Ball, 2015b:7), as 

an attempt to envisage alternative politics in education by problematizing both the 

conditions within which we live, ‘disowning the ways in which we are spoken’ 

(Tamboukou and Ball, 2003:9) and ‘the categories and norms which seek to 

represent us’ (Ball, 2015b:15). The act of refusing can then become a response to 

hegemonic discourses, and subjectivities, which place disabled students’ body and 

self within medicalised and abjected subjectivities.  

 

 

 

 

*** 

 



	 31	

     ‘A genealogy of disability does not provide policy answers’ Pillow (2015:144) 

warns us, ‘but it can provide a unique “history of the present” that reveals lines of 

power’ in the construction of disabled students. Through the disability dispositif, I 

intend to show how different state reasons intersect in the production of disabled 

subjects in the present of disability, and how disabled students are not given, but 

emerge as the Other of academic mundane, taken-for-granted ableist practices and 

thinking in the Italian university.   

     The Foucauldian approach has been consistently criticised for leading to a power 

impasse and to a subject passively constituted by discourses (Habermas, 1986; 

Fox, 1998; Fraser, 1989). However, my research demonstrates that the disability 

dispositif has a concrete potential to become an innovative analytical tool to assess 

and research the very historically and locally placed nature of disability, providing an 

effective platform for collecting data and assessing the present of disabled students 

in any higher education setting, connecting the ad hocery of fleeting post-truths with 

structural, although changeable, systemic features. Although disability appears as a 

homogenous concept on the surface, disability research necessarily needs to be 

contextual to be effective. For such reason, the disability dispositif intends to 

become an analytical tool to investigate the history of the present of disability in 

academia, researching power enacted through and upon the bodies of disabled 

students by collecting data from different sources, including among others, (i) the 

university milieu; (ii) interviews with disabled students and disability staff; (iii) 

analysis of public discourse and regimes of practices about disability,  (iv) disability 

institutions, agencies and offices, (v) university websites and leaflets (Pillow, 2015; 

Ball, 2015). 

     Lastly, the analytical outcomes of my disability dispositif aim to address two 

intertwined drivers of change. First, by fighting the historically placed and fleeting 

power of neoliberal practices, change can spring from disabled students by 

rethinking what constitutes them as disabled. Through refusing the ways in which 

they are spoken, students can rethink themselves as subjects of particular practices, 

retracing their own university experiences and beginning to think their subjectivities 

otherwise.  

     Second, the dispositif intends to supply a ‘snap-shot’ of the present of disability 

practice in higher education, challenging the transient nature of truth and offering an 

evidence-based space to rethink the ways in which we do policies on disability and 

the inclusion of disabled students. 

Third, by the means of its necessarily localised use but flexible analytical nature, the 

disability dispositif can be used to explore how ability is constructed in different 
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higher education milieus, opening up space for intercultural debate of what being 

disabled means across increasingly interconnected higher education settings.  

     I therefore embrace Mattarella’s wish for productive work. I have to say I needed 

this wish. It has been such a tumultuous and challenging research, but here I am, 

presenting a thesis that attempts to challenge those that have become the natural 

approaches to disability and education, denouncing academia as inevitably complicit 

in the object of my critique (Allen, 2014). 

 

1.2 The structure of the thesis 
 

 

     Accounting for the fact that ‘there will never be any definitive theory of post-

structuralism’ (Young, 1981:7), to interrogate the present condition of disabled 

students at university, and to disentangle the formation of the disabled self from the 

administrative government of the object of disability, I try to scrutinize higher 

education through three points of observation: (i) truth (discourse); (ii) 

power/knowledge (technologies); (iii) subjectivity (ethics). These three points of 

observation recur throughout the thesis, they inform my literature review, they are 

constitutive of my theoretical framework, and guide the interpretation of data 

analysis. The connection between the three is enabled by the different uses I make 

of the disability dispositif. For such reason, the structure of my thesis is rather 

unconventional and it is organised around the diagnostic and analytical work of the 

dispositif.  

     The methodological chapter sets out the game rules for how I operationalize the 

disability dispositif. It also constitutes the space in which I put Foucault’s approach 

to education, to the State, and government in conversation with different theoretical 

stances, so as to position my thesis in the post-structural field of critical disability 

studies. Following the methods, the thesis is divided into three main sections. The 

first section, titled Part One: Grids, Positions, and Forms of Reason, comprises 

three chapters, whereby I reconstruct the different forms of reason that animate and 

constitute the present of disabled subjects in Italian higher education, so to answer 

to my first research question, which investigates the historical, cultural, economic 

and social contingencies and their intersection with certain knowledges that enabled 

the emergence of the disability dispositif in the Italian higher education and disability 

and disabled subjects to become an object of power/knowledge in Italian higher 

education. 
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     However, despite being the first research question, it is not the main one, but it 

constructs the premises under which I answer my main research question in the 

second part of the thesis, which I further explain below.  

     Therefore, in the first chapter, I retrace the mutual constitution of the State and 

the abnormal subject of education, investigating the emergence of the economy, the 

norm, and the early liberal approach to subjects made intelligible as abnormal in 

education. I move from an institutionalised perspective to the assimilationist nature 

of the norm, developing the dispositif of assimilation in the late nineteenth century, 

early twentieth century, when the project of mass education unfolded. 

     In the second chapter, I explore the emergence of a welfarist reason and its 

integrative project. By mobilising a dispositif of integration, I delve into the lowly 

beginnings of the policy of integrazione scolastica and how the integrationist reason 

allows a certain handicapped subject of higher education to emerge following the 

open-door policy in 1969, amongst resistances from academic power. 

     In the third chapter, by following the working of a neoliberal reason, I investigate 

the emergence of discourses of inclusion as a new modality of ‘economic 

government’ that performatively capitalises on diversity of higher education body, 

and on difference of university students’ bodies. By looking into the managerial 

transformation of university premises, within the dispositif of inclusion, disabled 

students emerge as subjects of performative ableism. 

     In the second section, titled Part Two: Mobilisation of Powers comprises chapter 

four, five and six, and it is where I ground the genealogical task in an academic 

setting. I deploy the disability dispositif to investigate the social practices that 

constituted disabled students, and what subject positions disabled students are 

invited to take to fulfil the aim of strengthening the economy of the Italian state in the 

present. Here my main research question, which aims to investigate how the 

disabled subject of higher education is governed, and what situated practices, 

knowledges, strategies and technologies of power produce the disabled subject of 

the disability dispositif in higher education, finds its answer. 

     In chapter four, I investigate the structural and institutional functioning of micro-

disability dispositif. By drawing upon Foucault’s example of the panopticon as a 

governmental disciplinary assembly of techniques of power, I look at the disability 

apparatus of power in its sovereign, bio-political and disciplinary conformation 

describing positions of power, order of voices and local regimes of medicalised and 

performative truths. 

     In chapter five, by means of two technologies of power, autonomy and sensitivity, 

I scrutinise the triviality of power, exposing its workings through mundane and 
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localised academic practices. A technology of autonomy shows how disabled 

students are produced as certain subjects of autonomy in the deficit, whereas a 

technology of sensitivity mobilises certain genealogical feelings of piety, 

compassion, privacy and confidentiality that enable the exercise of sovereign 

abjective power upon disabled bodies. 

     In chapter six, I present a model that operationalizes the disability dispositif 

called ‘model of presa di coscienza’. I heuristically investigate three subject 

positions that emerge from the intersection of the two technologies of autonomy and 

sensitivity and that operationalize the agency of disabled subjects through the ars 

arrangiarsi1, as the mobilisation of the economy of governmental strategies in the 

university setting. This model constitutes the loose limits of the intelligibility of 

disability in the present of the Italian higher education.  

     At the end of this section, I tie up the loose ends of my analysis, and I discuss 

inclusive integration as the reason that mobilise the complex arrangement of 

historicised social practices that make up disability in Italian university at present. 

     Lastly, in my third section, Part Three: Refusals and Reinventions, I mobilise the 

ethical work of disabled students in refusing the given order of things. Here I offer a 

different understanding of power and government, attempting to present alternative 

ways of making university and disabled students thinkable by using disabled 

students’ accounts of their university experience. This section seeks to answer my 

third research question ‘is there any space for refusal of certain modalities being 

made and spoken as disabled subjects of higher education?’. This last section is 

about the construction of other modalities of being that are not mobilised by 

scientific and economic knowledges, but through ethical ways of experiencing the 

self and the community in which we find ourselves and live. 

 

Having said this, buona lettura critica2! 

 
  

																																																								
1 TfI. Art of making do with what you have. 
2 TfI. Have a good critical reading	
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Chapter 2 

Methods 

The rules of the game 
 
 

 

2.1 Post-structural materialism and the decentering of the subject. 
 
 
     In this methodological chapter, I present Foucault’s post-structural materialist 

methods to investigate the emergence, production and government of disability and 

disabled subjects in higher education. I intend to put myself in discussion with the 

philosophical, historical and cultural tenets of Enlightenment thought associated with 

humanist and liberal approaches, targets of contemporary critical thought as their 

ideals ‘still underprop the institutions and processes that justify the way modern 

Western social and political systems operate’ (Mansfield, 2000:13). ‘Humanism’ St. 

Pierre (2000:478) poignantly remarks 

 

… Is the air we breathe, the language we speak, the shape of the 
homes we live in, the relations we are able to have with others, the 
politics we practice, the map that locates us on the earth, the futures 
we can imagine, the limits of our pleasures. Humanism is 
everywhere, overwhelming in its totality; and, since it is so ‘‘natural, ’’ 
it is difficult to watch it work. 

 

     Three foundational tenets underpin the Enlightenment thought: the uniqueness of 

truth and reason, reachable though scientific knowledge as the means whereby 

society can find betterment and salvation; the conceptualisation of history as linear 

and progressive; and the belief in an essential, autonomous and agentic subject. 

Post-structuralism developed within the post-modern critique as a rejection of these 

tenets, and the modalities in which they shape our thinking, our limits, and ways of 

experiencing the world. In particular, post-structuralists positioned themselves in 

open debate with the social scientific pretensions of structuralism’ as a ‘mega-

paradigm for the social sciences … based around the centrality of language and its 

scientific analysis in human, social and cultural life’ (Peters, 1999:1.2). By rejecting 

the ‘universal and transcendental foundations of knowledge and thought’, post-

structural approaches challenged the scientific discourse that human beings can 

access knowledge of the ‘world out-there’ adding ‘awareness of the significance of 
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language, discourse and socio-cultural locatedness in the making of any knowledge-

claim’ (Usher and Edwards, 1994:10)ii. 

     While Foucault did not want to be associated with any school of thought, his 

theories share many communalities with post-structuralism. He conceptualises 

reality as discursively constructed, in such a way that we cannot think outside 

discourse. Scientific knowledges, what he calls human sciences, constitute the limits 

of the understanding of ourselves as subjects as well as the ways in which we make 

sense of the world. There is still a non-discursive, such as bodies, ‘that are non-

discursive in their materiality’ but ‘that cannot operate in a non-discursive vacuum’ 

(Kendall and Winkham, 1999:20). It is a material and critical discourse, which 

produces reality beyond a merely understanding of language as producing reality. 

This makes disability alien to a ‘largely linguistic concept of discourse’ (Hook, 

2001:3 see also see Fairclough, 1992; O’ Reagan and Betzel, 2016; Grue, 2015) as 

well as to a totalising conception of ideology. Being critical means taking disability 

as a materialisation of discursive practices, and de-centring the disabled subject as 

a ‘historically specific effect of power/knowledge’ (Tremain, 2001:617) that emerges 

from its difference, that is ability. It implies to acknowledge the provisionality of 

disability and ability, and catch the ‘imbrication within difference that destabilises the 

normative notion [of disability]’ as Shridlick (2012:34) remarks. In this sense, a 

discursive production of disability implies that ‘signs have no intrinsic meaning but 

obtain meaning because of their difference from other signs’ (St. Pierre 2000:480), 

so generating meaning through difference rather than identity. And the dispositif 

indeed is a tool that shows the ways in which contingent and competing truths of 

disability emerge as a material effect of specifically located in time and place 

power/knowledge relations. 

     This does not mean, however, that I am taking a relativist stance on disability or 

affirming that disability in itself does not exist. As Mouffe (in St. Pierre, 2000:498) 

remarks ‘affirming that one cannot provide an ultimate rational foundation for any 

given system of values does not imply that one considers all views equal’. Truth is 

very much a matter of politics, desires, and answers to contingent problems and 

needs, and the experience of disability is indeed real.  

     In this methodological chapter, I first introduce the Enlightenment tenets in (state) 

education juxtaposing them to a Foucauldian conception of power, State and 

education. Then I develop a specific tool, the dispositif, as an analytical method to 

challenge a sovereign conception of state education, and to analyse the multifarious 

and productive nature of power in producing and governing disabled subjects of 

higher education. I try to develop a tool that can address in unfamiliar ways familiar 
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issues, so to discomfort and question them. Lastly, I shall discuss how I went about 

my research. 

 

2.2 Educational theory and (state) education. 
 

 

     The grand-narratives and universal structures of the Enlightenment have guided 

and are still undergirding most of our thinking of state education and disability; both 

in our conception of education and intellectual knowledge as solutions to societal 

betterment, and in relying on the existence of a subject of knowledge (Popkewitz 

and Brennan, 1998). Indeed, the Enlightenment thinks of education both as means 

whereby state progress can be accomplished, eradicating poverty, backwardness, 

and inertia, and as a vehicle to uphold ethical and political values such as equality, 

freedom and development of individual autonomy (Schizzerotto and Barone, 2006). 

In shaping convictions, the humanist thought mobilises two educational traditions in 

disability studies and special pedagogy, the liberal and the Hegelian-Marxist 

approach. 

     Liberal approaches to education see individuals as 'naturally occurring unities 

entrapped by society', with 'true freedom and fulfilment only be gained by both 

rejecting social pressures and giving individuality uninhibited expression' (Mansfield, 

2000:18; also Marshall, 1996). Education, as part of legitimate rights given by the 

State, aims to constitute a community of ‘rational’ autonomous subjects in a 

continuous process of self-development (Olssen et al, 2004), with students as 

rational actors pursuing their own self-fulfilment. Intellectual abilities are naturally 

given; yet education can lever inequalities in terms of social and economic success 

between subjects with different levels of abilities. This liberal line of thought is 

emblematically represented by the story of Victor, ‘Itard's savage’. Canevaro and 

Goussot, (2000) describe the integration and education of the savage from the 

grimy and wild urban forest as the success of the cleanliness and integrity of the 

civilised enlightened society. Victor's story is seen as one of the first seeds sown 

towards a ‘special’ pedagogy of the disabled, a scientific connaissance that, by 

centring the subject of education, puts an emphasis on individual capacities and 

natural rights, formulating disability as a natural occurrence proper of an individual 

to be integrated into a naturally occurring society. This position draws upon a 

functionalist perspective, focused on ‘human functioning’ (Canevaro, D’Alonso, 

Ianes, 2009:7). By treating disabled students as having particular needs connected 
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to their impairments, a functional approach conceives experts as allocating special 

provisions to rehabilitate disabled students through technologies, strategies and 

programmes that are individually tailored on their cases (Armstrong, 2007). 

Technology and technological progress exert the role of enabling the ‘fixing’ of 

disabled students of something wrong with them to then comply with unquestioned 

societal requirements and become autonomous and free subjects. The rhetoric of 

autonomy emerges strongly from disability education policy, as later shown from 

chapter four. 

     In liberal approaches, the emphasis is more on primary education rather than 

higher education. While the former aims at perpetrating the grand-narratives of 

progress and self-development of the rightful citizenry, higher education ‘is required 

to provide the functionaries of the state and “the managers of civil society” who will 

be the intermediaries in perpetrating the legitimacy of the grand narrative’ 

(Popkewitz and Brennan, 1999:160-1; see also Bernstein, 1971 and Lyotard, 1983). 

Clearly, this raises concerns about who is entitled to become guarantor of those 

grand narratives and therefore to whom is the access to higher education.  

     In contrast, neo-Marxist tradition of theorists conceives the condition of disabled 

students in mainstream education in terms of class struggles, economic interests 

and social contradictions. Disability is defined by normative societal requirements 

and values that describe the dominant views in society. Within this framework, 

education is treated 'as the instrument by which the dominant class has imposed its 

interests, thereby reproducing social inequality' (Hunter, 1996:145; also Schizzerotto 

and Barone, 2006: Bowles and Gintis, 1976), with special education manufacturing 

second-class citizens and contributing to processes of exclusion of disabled people 

(Tomlinson, 2017; Oliver, 1990; Barnes et al., 1999). State education is inextricably 

linked to the market, and students are divided accorded to their abilities so to 

conform to 'the hierarchical organisation of the social order that [capitalism] upholds' 

(Erevelles, 2000:42). 

     Yet, the Marxist-conflict tradition postulates that this unequal order can be 

overcome through critically interrogating social conditions, so to ‘produce a new 

synthesis from the identified contradictions’ (Popkewitz and Brennan 1998:7). A 

dialectical exerciseiii (Hegel, 1977), can support powerless subjects in their political 

struggles against social contradictions, and success in re-writing already posited 

and imposed knowledge that reveal the social construction of oppression to regain 

power in society. Key examples of this thought are disability studies activists and 

liberation struggles of the 1970s. By denouncing the oppressive role of society and 

experts, they reclaimed their bodies by dividing disability as the socially constructed 
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oppression, from impairment, as the biological difference. This revelation, seen as 

the Hegelian synthesis, leads to societal change, framed in terms of physical and 

cultural accessibility, elimination of stigma, and inclusion of disabled bodies in the 

societal fabric, as well as having a voice on the decision concerning their own 

bodies. ‘Nothing on us, before us’ Charlton (2001) encapsulated it. 

     Foucault acknowledges the importance of this nineteenth-century doctrine; 

however, he also questions the effectiveness of an epistemology of progress and 

agentic subjects to explore the government and power that characterise the present 

society (Brennan and Popkewitz, 1998). In education, these approaches consider 

both the historical process of integration of disabled students as a linear narration 

and do not question the ontological existence of disability and the what disability is 

to be integrated and exist. The focus of liberal-functionalist positions is on a 

subject’s deficit to be normalised, thus not questioning the given context, with the 

State as guarantor of fundamental rights; neo-Marxist positions focus on the 

oppressive function of the State structure, the deterministic role of the economy in 

this structure, and focus on how society itself should change to integrate disabled 

people. In this way, they denounce ‘practices of exclusion, discrimination, and 

oppression to which disabled people are subjected', yet they do not challenge 'the 

Western standard of the subject, defined as rational subject able to make his or her 

own choices’ (Winance, 2016:102). 

     Both these theories build on a conception of truth as pre-existing, implying in this 

way an ontologically prior subject and structure. Foucault defines these theories as 

‘juridico-discursive’, and their conception of power  

 
… governs both the thematics of repression and the theory of the law 
as constitutive of desire. In other words, what distinguishes the 
analysis made in terms of the repression of instincts from that made 
in terms of the law of desire is clearly the way in which they each 
conceive of the nature and dynamics of the drives, not the way in 
which they conceive of power. They both rely on a common 
representation of power which, depending on the use made of it and 
the position it is accorded with respect to desire, leads to two 
contrary results: either to the promise of a "liberation," if power is 
seen as having only an external hold on desire, or, if it is constitutive 
of desire itself, to the affirmation: you are always-already trapped.  

 
      (Foucault, 1978:82-3) 

 
 
Foucault does not see the subject as prior to power and truth, as well as not seeing 

the State as an overarching structure separated from the subject. Following the 
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work of Nietzsche, he believed that ‘truth cannot be separated from the procedures 

of its production’ (Tamboukou, 1999:202), upholding the constructionist role of 

power/knowledge in social life, and aiming to retrace and understand the conditions, 

rules, and procedures in which power/knowledge relations construct truth. Through 

‘archaeological methods’ thus Foucault aims to show how knowledges, and the 

study of discursive practices, ‘do not simply point to pre-existing things and ideas 

but rather helps to construct them and, by extension, the world as we know it’ (St. 

Pierre, 2000:482). He historicises knowledge, truth and reason, constructing both 

the boundaries of the field of government and the intelligibility of certain subject 

positions to be taken.  

     Additionally, Foucault (1984a) maintains that there is no essential subject, 

describing its decentring as developing along three axes, the axis of truth – 

knowledge, the axis of power – government, and the axis of ethics. These three 

axes identify the modalities in which subjects are constituted: through scientific 

knowledges – the human sciences; dividing practices, which objectify subjects 

through material and linguistic divisions (able/disabled, disability/impairment; 

normal/abnormal; but also special schools/regular schools); and ethics, implying the 

ways in which individuals turn themselves into certain subjects (Foucault, 1982; see 

also Rabinow, 1984). This perspective is in opposition both an essential 

conceptualisation of the subject and to an ideological and overarching idea of power 

as domination. Power is exercised rather than possessed by agentic individuals, 

and it mobilises practices rather than impeding actions. Power relations discursively 

constitutes subjects throughout history, it imprints bodies (Foucault, 1971). As 

Olssen et al. (2004:23) put it ‘the fact that Foucault recognised no core or 

institutional basis to power accounts for a major absence of theorisation in relation 

to the state’, whilst his intent was to create a history of the different modes by which, 

in our culture, human beings are made subjects’ (1982:777). 

     However, power as a deployment of relations that produce subjects, brought 

Foucault to look into those places in which it could be observed in its productive 

nature. In analysing what Foucault calls ‘micro-physics of power’, Olssen et alter 

(2004:24) continue, the attention goes more towards ‘the ways in which individuals 

are incorporated to the practical and efficient system of social regulation and control 

by which it constitutes its subjects as members’. It is in these State institutions in 

which the deployment of power can be seen, in its micro-physics, working on 

subjects’ bodies, which are 
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[D]irectly involved in the political field: power relations have an 
immediate hold upon it; they invest it, mark it, train it, torture it, force 
it to carry out tasks, to perform ceremonies, to emit signs. This 
political investment of the body is bound up, in accordance with 
complex reciprocal relations, with its economic use; it is largely as a 
force of production that the body is invested with relations of power 
and domination; but, on the other hand, its constitution as labour 
power is possible only if it is caught up in a system of subjection (in 
which need is also a political instrument system meticulously 
prepared, calculated, and used); the body becomes a useful force 
only if it is both a productive body and subjected body. 
 

        (Foucault, 1977:25) 

 

Power is therefore both regulatory and disciplinary and, through genealogical 

methods, it is possible to study how power relations, in continuous entanglement 

with knowledge, mould the conduct of bodies and souls towards certain government 

ends. Rather than identifying power with processes of legitimation or with relations 

of oppression, this kind of stance on power involves a conception of the State and 

(higher) education that does not operate a stark separation between structure and 

super-structure - the molar and the micro, materialising power as the ability to direct 

the conduct of individuals or groups. In this way, power is indissolubly linked with 

knowledge and the forms of action, intelligibility, and connaissance embodied in ‘the 

experts of the state’ such as teachers, doctors, psychologists, which allowed a 

specific reason of state to govern individuals through historically and locally 

determined forms of subjection and subjectification.   

     Therefore, here genealogical methods call for the analysis of the practices and 

micro-physics of power that ontologically produce and animate the disabled subject 

of higher education, coordinated around the organization of educational institutions. 

These institutions then become ‘purpose-built pedagogical environments assembled 

from a mix of physical and moral elements’, rather than functioning through 

universalised ‘ideals of education or its hidden class functions’ (Hunter, 1996:147). 

Power works silently and undisturbed on the surface, through practices naturalised 

in the comfort of a well-oiled institutional routine, but at the same time makes visible 

bodies, problems, and certain kinds of solutions. These workings of power in 

education are neatly delineated by Ball (1990) and his analysis of technologies of 

management in education, as well as Marshall (1990, 1996), who neatly shows the 

power of classifications and grids in producing certain subjects of education. 

This theory of power and the state takes liberalism as a philosophy, and rewrites 

coercion, domination, and their relation with the freedom of subjects. ‘Power’, 



	 42	

Foucault (1982:790) maintains, ‘is less a confrontation between two adversaries or 

the linking of the one to the other than a question of government’. As Dean (2010:59) 

puts it, 

 

[Power as government] is located by Foucault (1988) between a 
primary type of power as an open, strategic and reversible set of 
relations between liberties, and domination as the fixing and blocking 
of these two in that it involves a form of power over others that is 
made operable through the liberties of those over whom it is 
exercised. 

 
 
‘Here’, as Lyotard (1984:32) in his critique of post-modernism sets forward, ‘the 

State resorts to the narrative of freedom every time it assumes direct control over 

the training of the “people”, under the name of the “nation”, in order to point them 

down the path of progress’ – and of emancipation. Human beings are ‘vehicles of 

power, not its points of application’ (Foucault, 1980b:98). Power as government 

implies creating a field of action, a space in which subjects can be disciplined as 

docile and productive subjectivities, towards State’s aims of betterment. And for 

power relations to flow, individuals need to be free; freedom is needed to secure 

certain ends of government. Individuals are invited, summoned, to take certain 

subject positions, which will shape their conducts, their thinking, their selves. Power 

as government then becomes  

 

Any more or less calculated and rational activity, undertaken by a 
multiplicity of authorities and agencies, employing a variety of 
techniques and forms of knowledge, that seeks to shape conduct by 
working through the desires, ends, aspirations, interests and beliefs 
of various actors, for definite but shifting ends and with a diverse set 
of relatively unpredictable consequences, effects and outcomes.  
 

   (Dean, 2010:18) 
 
 
The State as an institution becomes decentred, with higher education institutions as 

agencies involved in the calculated and rational activity of deploying education as a 

tool as well as integral part of those techniques that makes, and affects, subjects of 

education.  

     Two points need to be made here. If there is freedom, there is always space for 

resistance to power. Foucault (1982) inscribed resistance within the deployment of 

power, as a ‘struggle against the forms of subjection’ that are shaped by determined 
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crystallisations of power relations (see also Lazzarato, 2006). The second point 

implies the role of the state and its agencies in constructing these crystallisations. 

Power as sovereignty, as I explain in more depth in my first chapter, has been 

displaced by power as government, but it has not disappeared, and it returns in 

different forms when subjects threaten the aims of productivity and betterment of the 

state. Governmentality, then, becomes the study of the conduct of subjects towards 

certain aims of the State and of the knowledges that animate the regime of practices 

of individuals. ‘Governmentality’, in Walter’s terms, (2012:2) can be intended as ‘a 

cluster of concepts that can be used to enhance the think-ability of past and present 

forms of governance’. As Villadsen (2015:148) adds, ‘in its core, a governmentality 

analysis avoids reducing the exercise of power to the state apparatus or other 

institutions’.  Through governmentality, Foucault operates a revision of the liberal 

and humanist theories of the subject and history, which approach I use to analyse 

the decentring of the disabled subject, and see the growing participation of disabled 

students in modern higher education as a product of the intensification, 

agglomeration and modification of diverse and dispersed techniques of government. 

This is exactly what Ian Hunter (1994, 1996) in his genealogical analysis of the 

English school, redefining it as the premises in which citizens were State 

bureaucratically governed, and their souls disciplined by Christian pastorate regimes 

of practices. A governmentality approach then allows me to analyse disability 

education policies as one of the productive linkages in the government of the 

disabled student in higher education as well as the government of the disabled 

student as a certain kind of citizen.  

     Moreover, governmentality studies allow me to position my analysis of education 

policies as one of the material artefacts that constitute the disabled subject of higher 

education. ‘Education policy is itself’ Bailey (2015:52) affirms, ‘a “positive” regulatory 

process, or a socio-technical formation of government’, which includes not only 

policy texts, but also material practices and dispositions, objects and subjectivities, it 

disciplines the body. Here Ball’s division between policy as text and policy as a 

discourse (1993; 2015) becomes useful, in an attempt to catch the productive and 

regulatory power of policy in its process of enactment, rather than implementation. 

Archaeologically speaking, policies make visible certain problems, subjects and 

solutions (Scheurich, 1997; Gale, 2001; Walton, 2010), whose analysis implies the 

identification of what Grimaldi, (2012:449) after Foucault (1972) calls ‘authorities of 

emergence, delimitation, and specification’. While emergence is possible and 

describable through historically defined ‘institutional and disciplinary fields’ as well 

as chance (Foucault, 1971); focus and objects of policies are delimitated by 
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epistemic (disciplinary) boundaries with their experts; and specification through 

breaks, classifications, divisions and relations that policies enable (Ball, 2013). As I 

will go in more detail later, here I want to highlight how, both genealogically and 

archaeologically speaking, policies create a ‘space for government’ in which certain 

subject positions are formed, re-formed by policy, and are “invited” (summoned) to 

speak, listen, act, read, work, think, feel, behave and value’ (Gee, Hull, & Lankshear, 

1996:10) ‘in particular and specific ways’ (Ball, 2015:307). They genealogically 

produce ‘bodies of policy’ (Pillow, 2006, 2015). In a governmental approach to State 

power, policy is part of a dispositif that coordinates, assists, and invokes processes 

of subjectivation and objectivation of disabled subjects. This again invites us to 

observe the operations of power, policies being one of its manifestations, in actual 

settings, looking in greater detail the power struggles played around discursive 

categories as unstable, since they are practiced, negotiated, twisted and, perhaps, 

circumvented’ (Villadsen, 2015:156). 

     The governmentality approach then reconsiders the ‘role’ of public higher 

education institutions, inviting to be sceptical and ‘criticise their working when they 

appear to be both neutral and independent; to criticise them in such a manner that 

the political violence which has always exercised itself obscurely through them will 

be unmasked, so that one can fight them’ (Foucault, 1974:171). Higher education 

becomes a governmental apparatus in which bodies and souls of subjects are 

moulded towards certain ends, mobilised by certain rationalities, they are contingent 

formations as well as their education. These institutions constitute a field of 

government, a space in which the conduct of disabled subjects is shaped and 

moulded, as well as the space of formation for certain kind of citizens. And it is by 

problematizing the progressive development of history, the operations of power and 

knowledge through the university premises, and disabled students’ bodies as certain 

kind of ‘citizens-to-be’ that I now attempt to explain how I went about developing my 

genealogy by the means of the dispositif as an analytical tool. 

 

2.3 Undoing the subject – disability dispositif  
 

 

     Given the fact that truths written onto disabled bodies cannot be detached by the 

loci and practices of their production, my thesis can be described as an intellectual 

exercise that necessarily begins with questioning the localised practices of disability, 

which rejects the common narrative of disabled students in higher education as the 
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accomplishment of a series of struggles for legitimatisation, and which strives to 

‘find questions where others had located answers’ (Dean, 1994:4). This exercise, 

which Foucault calls ‘problematization’ (Bacchi, 2012; Tremain, 2015), allows to 

make 

 

… possible the transformations of the difficulties and obstacles of a 
practice into a general problem for which one proposes diverse 
practical solutions. It is problematization that responds to these 
difficulties, but by doing something quite other than expressing them 
or manifesting them: in connection with them, it develops the 
conditions in which possible responses can be given; it defines the 
elements that will constitute what the different solutions attempt to 
respond to.  

    (Foucault, 1984b:389) 
 

 

I unfold my analysis along the three axes of truth, power, and ethics, examining how 

discursive practices construct both “the problems” of disability in higher education at 

a particular time and the limits of this problem; and analysing the localised games of 

power/knowledge that govern the ‘problem’ of disability in the present university. By 

starting to dispel the given truths that Mattarella told in his telegram, I challenge the 

necessity around certain solutions given to disability, showing the contingency of 

their nature.  

     It is by problematizing the taking-for-granted of disability that I begin to develop 

the disability dispositif. Foucault first introduced this tool in his series of lectures on 

psychiatric power (2006) making reference to the asylum as a disciplinary 

dispositifiv. In my thesis, I decided to use the term dispositif for two specific reasons, 

not only because is closer to the Italian translation ’dispositivo’ utilised by Agamben 

(2006/2009) and by Deleuze (1991), but because the way in which I deploy it is 

associable to the way in which Foucault uses it to analyse the History of Sexuality, 

as I show below. Foucault (1994:299) defines the dispositif as  

 
an absolutely heterogeneous assembly which involves discourses, 
institutions, architectural structures, regulatory decisions, laws, 
administrative measures, scientific enunciations, philosophical, 
moral, and philanthropic propositions; in short: both things that were 
spoken of and things that were not. 
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It is an assembly of things, whose relations can be alternatively researched through 

their historical, ontological, methodological and analytical properties. As Bussolini 

(2010:88) nicely puts it  

 
[the dispositif] touches on Foucault’s theory of history, his theory of 
power, and the ontological Nietzschean underpinnings of his 
analysis. It relates centrally to his concerns with the productivity and 
positivity of power, with veridiction as a guiding principle in his work, 
and with the moving articulation between technology and law. 

 

 

Arguably, the dispositif is an underdeveloped tool in critical disability studies 

research. However, recently the philosopher Shelley Tremain (2017, 2018a, 2018b, 

2019) has begun deploying the dispositif, which she identifies with the term 

apparatus, as an analytical method to approach a feminist philosophy of disability. 

As Tremain (2019:145) sets forth, 

 

As an apparatus, disability is a historically specific aggregate that 
comprises, constitutes, and is constituted by and through a complex 
and complicated set of discourses, technologies, identities, and 
practices that emerge from medical and scientific research, 
government policies and administrative decisions, academic 
initiatives, activism, art and literature, mainstream popular culture, 
and so on. Although some of the diverse elements of the apparatus 
of disability seem to have different and even conflicting aims, design 
strategies, and techniques of application, the elements of the 
apparatus are nevertheless co-constitutive and mutually reinforcing. 
 
 

Taken from here, I can loosely say that in my thesis I use the dispositif to challenge 

the scientific truths told on disabled bodies in higher education, to follow the 

operations of power as a form of government and of conducting subjects, and as a 

space for ethical work. This division is a heuristic (Tambokou, 2003)v, and it is here 

presented separately only for discussion purposes. The dispositif relentlessly 

performs in all three different but intersected modalities; however, it is here (and in 

my thesis) broadly divided in three sections. 

 

 2.3.1 Dispositif as creation of meaning. 
 
 

Foucault's primary concern is to investigate what he calls the 
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discourse of the emergence of ‘Man’, not in terms of ‘truth’, but in 
terms of history. For him this necessitates investigation of the history 
of the statement and, as such, he makes continual recourse to the 
archive. We can say, in the light of this, that archaeology is the 
process of investigating the archives of discourse.  

 
(Kendall and Wickham 1999:25) 

 

 

     In the first part of my thesis, I use the dispositif to create a grid of intelligibility of 

certain meanings, feelings, discourses, objects, practices and reasons that 

constitute the archive of disability in higher education. The archive is ‘that specific 

discursive configuration which permits a discourse to arise, to exist, and to function 

within the framework of social relations and practices, within modes of 

institutionalized application and cultural usage’ (Mahon, 1992:103). Here I use the 

dispositif to investigate the emergence of disability as a problem to be governed in 

higher education, identifying its ‘historical a priori’ (Mahon, 1992) and its historical 

beginning in ‘the dissension of other things’ (Foucault, 1971:79). Looking for 

emergences, rather than origins, it entails avoiding thinking of disability ‘as the final 

term of a historical development’ (1971:83), but rather as it a ‘culmination’, as a 

‘merely current episode in a series of subjugations’. This exercise implies seeing the 

emergence of the disabled subject as the Other of the state mass education subject, 

with special education as an academic discipline which came to delimit defined 

areas of expertise, establishing itself in the regime of truth of scientific knowledge, 

and excluding other knowledges from the realm of what is considered rational.  

Thus, special education ended up providing a whole regime of terminology, 

practices, and ways of going about disabled subjects as well as, producing them as 

its object of knowledge. An archaeological analysis of discourses is concerned with 

the modalities whereby certain statements, in a specific time and space, can 

emerged and be pronounced as being true, rather than referring to external 

determinations being imposed on people’s thought (O’Farrell, 2005). In this sense 

this analysis is diagnostic, as it does not to take the ‘point of view of the individuals 

who are speaking, not the point of view of the formal structures of what they are 

saying, but from the point of view of the rules that come into play in the very 

existence of such discourse’ (Foucault, 1972:xiv). 

     However, as Foucault (in Bussolini, 2010:92) remarks, the dispositif ‘is always 

inscribed in a game of power and, at the same time, always tied to the limits of 

knowledge, which derive from it and, in the same measure, condition it’. This implies 
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a ‘broader’ definition than the archaeological episteme. While episteme is described 

as ‘something purely discursively’ (O’Farrell, 2005:135), the dispositif ‘in its general 

form is both discursive and non-discursive, its elements being much more 

heterogeneous’, showing the materiality of history through the ‘strategies of relations 

of forces supporting and supported by, types of knowledge’ (Foucault, 1980:196-7). 

Here ‘emergence’ connects truth and knowledge with power relations, enabling the 

analysis of the operations of power in constructing the grid that opened up certain 

positions for disabled subjects to be taken in higher education. 

     I operationalise this encounter of methods through three different dispositifs: the 

dispositif of assimilation, the dispositif of integration and the dispositif of inclusion. 

For each dispositif, I decentre the disabled subject of higher education, and I 

analyse how historical, economic and cultural contingencies intersect with liberalism 

as a philosophy in three of its manifestations (early liberalism, social-democratic 

welfarism and neoliberalism) and shape the freedom of subjects creating certain 

subject positions. Therefore, taking emergence as the point of contact between the 

creation of an archive and the manipulations of bodies, this use of the dispositif 

provides me ‘with a grid of analysis which [then] makes possible an analytic of 

relations of power’ (Foucault, 1980:199), it makes history present.  

     These three dispositifs correspond to three historical periods (assimilation – early 

liberal-pre-welfare; integration – welfare; inclusion - neoliberal), however they are 

not ‘mutually exclusive fields of forces nor discrete historical periods in succession’ 

(Bussolini, 2010:90). They are all constitutive of the grid making the disability 

dispositif, the (history of) present of disability in higher education, and their 

intersection is linked to complex changes in regimes of practices and to the reason 

that mobilises them towards certain historically contingent ends. They allow me to 

analyse ‘the very interaction between them [as] an aspect and signature of historical 

change, and mobile field of forces’ (Bussolini, 2010:90). It is more a ‘displacement of 

forces’, both synchronic and diachronic, as the dispositif as a tool allows moving on 

different ‘spaces of time’. A genealogist sees history as made of breaks, 

discontinuities and reversals, and power/knowledge relations; with discursive 

practices from different dispositifs intersecting, overlapping, and moulding each 

other, disrupting a linear account of history.   

     In this sense, the dispositif allows for an effective historical analysis of power, 

within which the different constituencies of a dispositif constitute a ‘rational’ space 

for manoeuvre’ when certain strategic relations can stabilise. It is the synchronic of 

power, the co-existence of the three dispositifs in the present of disability. Foucault’s 

History of Sexuality Volume 1 (1978) provides an example of this analytical and 
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diagnostic exercise. Foucault, by defining a dispositif of alliance and a ‘consequent’ 

dispositif of sexuality, presents the dispositifs as developing in different periods but 

sharing and overlapping discourses, regimes of practices and objects. He talks 

about a point in which dispositifs as ‘different disciplinary systems hitch up with each 

other … switch point, junction’ that ensures the ‘passage from one dispositif to 

another’ (Foucault, 2006:81). In this way, the dispositif allows me to show 

continuities as well as discontinuities in the production of a certain abnormal 

(disabled) subject of education. This also explains a note on the language that I use 

throughout the thesis, as in the different dispositifs, I adopt the terminology that is 

proper of their time, and which can result, in the present, either outdated or 

offensive. This is far from being my intent, thus not to read the past with the eyes of 

the present I prefer encouraging the reader to understand certain modalities of 

objectivising problems and subjects as located and deployed in a very time and 

space specific period. 

     The diagnostic of meaning, truth, knowledge and power of these three dispositifs, 

as constitutive of the disability dispositif is the attempt to answer to my first research 

question:  

 

1. What historical, cultural, economic and social contingencies and their 

intersection with certain knowledges enabled the emergence of the 

disability dispositif in the Italian higher education? 

 

a. What cultural, historical, and social contingencies allowed disability 

and the disabled subject to emerge and become an object of 

power/knowledge in Italian higher education? 

 

Therefore, by creating a sort of ‘genealogical archive’, or ‘epistemic dispositifs’ in 

which I diagnose the constitutive parts of three different dispositifs mobilised by the 

liberal philosophy, I intersect studies of governmentality with archaeological and 

genealogical methods. 

 

 2.3.2 Dispositif as a space of manoeuvre in a context-bound setting. 
 

 

     In the second part of my thesis, I deploy the dispositif as ‘a space for manoeuvre’ 

to look for the operation of technologies and strategies of power in a university 
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context. I call it disability dispositif and I use it to investigate the actual present of 

disability in higher education. It is composed by the intersection of the three 

dispositifs I developed in the first part of the thesis, and by taking a specific 

university as a context-bound setting, I explore the heterogeneity of power in its 

three intersected forms, sovereignty, disciplinary and government. The aim is to 

analyse the modalities in which disabled subjects are constituted as historically and 

locally specific vehicles of power relations, following how power, truth, and 

knowledge are interrelated. Hence, in this dispositif different forms of power and 

reasons encounter ‘as form[s] of legal right, as a set of disciplinary techniques’ 

(Tamboukou and Ball, 2003:8), as well as governmental technologies.  

     To access these forms of power, I use interviews as the main source of data and 

ethnographic methods, to provide a setting in which my interviewees make sense of 

the regime of truth around disability. Alongside interviews, I use documents, 

university policy texts, websites and pictures. I will explore this further later. Now I 

want to draw attention to the fact that in doing context-bound research to develop 

my disability dispositif I chose not to undertake an ethnographic research yet 

deploying ethnographic methods. I understand that being deeply rooted within a 

modernist approach, the choice of ethnographic research would have carried with it 

‘implications about theory, epistemology and ontology’ (Ball, 1993:32). Ethnographic 

research is strongly characterised by a linear relation of past, present and future, 

leading to reassuring and emancipatory solutions for the subject researched. The 

project of traditional ethnography is to manifest and uphold the agency of the social 

actors, showing their intents, making them agent of (their) history. Moreover, 

ethnographies provide a lived space of observation, where to collect ‘information 

about the material products, social relationships, beliefs and values of a community’ 

(Angrosino, 2007:xv). In giving an account of the data collected, traditional 

ethnography provides its reader with ‘thick description’ as knowledge that promises 

to provide a trustworthily report of the original culture, the originality of the 

information described, and the ‘reality’ of what has been investigated. 

Ethnographers are then supposed to produce and show the truth about the real 

world, generating objective knowledge as a translation of their specific experience, 

and the reader empathises with it being a faithful receiver of the truth reported 

through the text. Lastly, the modernist ethnographic approach, as Britzman 

(1995:230) sets forth, assumes ‘rationality and stability of writers and readers… and 

noncontradictory subjects who say what they mean and mean what they say’. 

     In developing the disability dispositif, in a sense, I do utilise ethnographic 

methods and a context-bound university as a space in which the people I 
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interviewed make sense of their reality and of themselves, as well as a space that 

gives me access to material artefacts that construct that reality. However, I use this 

terrain and methods both to question the taken-for-granted structures of intelligibility, 

rather than faithfully reporting their essence, and to investigate the situated truths 

said on disabled bodies of higher education instead of looking for a universal Truth. 

In fact, I do acknowledge that this context offers me a limited range of ‘accepted 

existing choice’ (Thomas, 1993:3) as ‘each person gains access to what it means to 

be a person within each of the discourses available to them’ (Davies, 1990:342).  

     In this sense, this use of the dispositif ‘points at the limits of the dominant 

power/knowledge regimes’ (Tamboukou and Ball, 2003:3). These limits are exposed 

through the analysis of the operation of power and knowledge on the bodies of 

university students, and by isolating ‘the conditions that make possible for particular 

assertions to operate as absolute truths’ (ibid, p.5). This endeavour rather than 

producing a truthful account of reality, strives to retrieve what kind of exclusions are 

reproduced and what (subjugated) accounts remain in the ‘false’ of the order of 

discourse (Foucault, 1981), so to identify, and locate, competing games of truth.  

     The use of the university’s legal documentation, their websites, as well as 

artefacts, allows me to make sense of the situation, as part of the patient 

genealogical vast accumulation of source material (Foucault, 1971). However, my 

collection of material does not strive to reach to a final conclusion, ‘in contrast to the 

“theoretical saturation” of ethnography’ (Tamboukou and Ball, 2003:14). Genealogy 

and ethnography commonly share an approach that generates theory from practice 

however, alongside generating theory, ethnography is also a vehicle for testing it 

(Youdell, 2006) and, being inscribed into the realm of qualitative methods, results 

are gained through interpretation rather than falsification. Here textual and 

documental material do not grant me any falsification of hypothesis, they enable to 

better contextualise the productive materiality of power that cannot be limited to 

language. Therefore, documents make integral part of the process that enables the 

contingent access to the rationality of government and its interpretation, facilitating 

the analysis of the technological work of power and the production of specific 

situated subject positions that disabled students are invited to take in the present of 

the Italian higher education. By describing the interrelated workings of two 

technologies of power, I explore how they mobilise practices, resistances, 

subjectivities, material artefacts and apparatuses to modify the conduct of disabled 

students towards certain (State) ends. Hence, the workings of power/knowledge that 

emerge from this analytical use of the dispositif cannot be constrained in a theory 

but rather in a mobile, contingent model – model of presa di coscienza, which is 
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applicable to this very present situation and that enables the study of situated yet 

fleeting truths. This specific use of the dispositif aims to answer my second research 

question: 

 

1. How is the disabled subject of the Italian higher education governed 

and self-governed? 

 

a. What situated practices, knowledges, strategies and technologies of 

power produce the disabled subject of the disability dispositif in 

higher education? 

 

This dispositif also offers a modality to contingently take a ‘snapshot’ of the 

operations of power and its crystallisations within the limits of the knowable, and so 

to operate a critique of our present limits. This practice can pave the way of a 

process of rethinking the ways in which disabled students are spoken, which is what 

I explore with my third way of deploying the dispositif as a ‘tool for becoming other’.  

 

 2.3.3 Dispositif as an ethical device. 
 

 

     Given ‘the ontological substrate of the play of the forces’ (Bussolini, 2010:93) 

mobilised in the dispositif, that resistance is integral to relations of power, and that 

refusal is always possible, the dispositif can also become a ‘space for reinvention’, a 

‘space of becoming’. This is to ‘think otherwise about power’ (Tamboukou and Ball, 

2003:9), and the third modality of mobilising the dispositif enables ‘philosophical 

thought … to reflect on its own present’, interrogating the present ‘in an attempt to 

decipher in it the heralding signs of a forthcoming event’ (Foucault, 1984a:33). By 

using disabled students’ accounts and practices in the history of the present of 

university, I engage with Foucault’s (1984a) reflections on the conceptualisation of 

the Kantian present to challenge the truths told on disabled bodies and retrieve 

those ‘subjugated knowledges’ in the form of disabled students’ thought. Through 

this operationalization of the dispositif, I thus aim to show the reversal that Foucault 

(1984a:35) operates on Kant’s ‘way out’ provided by the Enlightenment thought. 

 

What, then, is this instruction? Aude sapere: 'dare to know,' 'have the 
courage, the audacity, to know.' Thus Enlightenment must be 
considered both as a process in which men participate collectively 
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and as an act of courage to be accomplished personally. Men (sic.) 
are at once elements and agents of a single process. They may be 
actors in the process to the extent that they participate in it; and the 
process occurs to the extent that men decide to be its voluntary 
actors. 

 

     This specific characteristic of the dispositif has been particularly developed by 

Deleuze (1991) in his short essay What is dispositif?, in which he engages with 

Foucault’s analytical tool and twists it towards lines of flight and processes of 

becoming. I explore this particular space of manoeuvre in my last chapter on 

disabled students’ refusal of modalities of being governed as certain subjects of 

higher education.  

     This particular connotation of the dispositif as a ‘tool for freedom’ or ‘tool for 

becoming other’ challenges the number of criticisms that have been moved towards 

Foucault’s theory of power, described as ‘a closed grid of power’, and as leading to 

a power impasse and to a subject passively constituted by power and discourses 

(Giddens, 1987; Habermas, 1986; Fox, 1998; Fraser, 1989).  Deleuze (1991:159) 

sees Foucault’s dispositif as ‘composed of lines, each having a different nature … 

[which are] broken and subject to change in direction’. These lines and new 

dimensions ‘are always discovered in a crisis’. Here the dispositif opens up for 

‘points of resistance for an opposing strategy’ (Foucault, 1978:102), it enables to 

problematize the conditions within which we live ‘disowning the ways in which we 

are spoken’ (Tamboukou and Ball, 2003:9). As Deleuze (1991:161) continues  

 

Foucault was concerned that the social apparatuses [dispositifs] 
which he was analysing should not be circumscribed by an 
enveloping line… maybe he uses the terms ‘breaking the line’ in the 
sense of bypassing it’. This bypassing of the line of forces is what 
happens when it turns on itself… works on itself or affects itself. This 
dimension of the Self is by no means a pre-existing determination 
which one finds ready-made. 

 

 

This passage shows how the challenging, shifting, breaking of the grid of power it is 

more about questioning what we do rather than what we are (Ball and Olmedo, 

2013). And if it is about what we do, then the dispositif refers directly to our 

‘actuality’ (Deleuze, 1991:164). In this way, Deleuze merges the ontological forces 

of the dispositif, its historical dimension and its present/future. In his words,  

 

the new is the current. The current is not what we are but rather what 
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we are in process of becoming – that is the Other, our becoming-
other. In each apparatus [dispositif] it is necessary to distinguish what 
we are (what we are already no longer), and what we are in the 
process of becoming: the historical part and the current part …. That 
which belongs to the analytic and that which belongs to the 
diagnostic. 

 

It is here, through the accounts of disabled students that the disability dispositif 

becomes a space for ethical diagnosis and analytical refusal of certain technologies 

of domination. For this reason, a corollary of the second research question is 

 

b. Is there any space of refusal of certain modalities of being made, 

spoken, and governed as disabled subjects of higher 

education? 

 
 
     To summarise, the disability dispositif emerges as an analytical tool that 

strategically aligns itself to these genealogical analyses of State education and 

disability. It allows me to investigate disability (abnormality) in its continuous and 

discontinuous forms, evaluating and analysing it as a ‘moving field of continuities’ 

(Bussolini 2010:88), as a complex phenomenon (Peter and Fendler, 2003) and as a 

‘point of experience’ (Ball, 2013) in its history of the present of the Italian higher 

education. It enables me to analyse disability in its historical deployment as well as 

in the present, which is the process of becoming its future. Borrowing Foucault’s 

words (1978) 

 
it is the name that we can give to a historical dispositif: not a furtive 
reality difficult to grasp, but a large surface network where the 
stimulation of bodies, the intensification of pleasures, the incitement 
to discourse, the formation of specialized knowledge, and the 
strengthening of controls and resistances are linked together 
according to a few grand strategies of knowledge and power. 

 

 

The dispositif as a methodological tool is crucial to the analysis of the history of 

disability, yet my analysis of disability is an indispensable exercise to deploy and 

develop the dispositif as an analytical method. Its aim it is less to generate ‘a 

"theory" of power than toward an "analytics" of power: that is, toward a definition of 

the specific domain formed by relations of power, and toward a determination of the 

instruments that will make possible its analysis’ (Foucault, 1978:93). I intend the 

disability dispositif as an ontological, methodological, analytical and diagnostic 
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heuristic device, which allows me to cut across bodies, history (and histories), 

taken-for-granted truths and posited scientific knowledges. The dispositif enables 

me not only to investigate the ontological emergence of the conditions of 

possibilities for certain statements, thoughts, actions, and solutions to be taken to 

govern the abnormal subject of higher education but also to look into those games 

and strategies of power by the means of specific technologies, which envelop the 

State apparatus and higher education in making the abnormal student of university. 

The model to operationalize the disability dispositif at the end of my thesis is geared 

towards this specific end.  But above all, it allows me to use freedom as the most 

important tool to rewrite the history of the disabled body.  

 

2.4 The use of interviews. 
 
 
     Interviews have been regarded as a par excellence modernist method of 

gathering data, presupposing the Descartes thinking subject and Rousseau’s 

subject of confessions (Mansfield, 2001).  

However, through the genealogical approach of the disability dispositif, interviews 

can capture the ‘local negotiation of meaning in context’ (Grbich, 2011:122) and 

enable research into the modalities ‘in which setting members construct social 

realities by making sense of practical issues’ (Miller and Fox, 2004:38). Indeed, the 

hows of power are better followed by focusing on how people actually do things, 

how they go about, and discursively perform, their university daily experience. 

Indeed, ‘the more we break down practices, the easier it becomes to find out more 

about their interrelation, while this process can never have a final end’ (Tamboukou, 

2003:11). 

     I use semi-structured interviews with a focus on how people do things in the 

university, so to focus on those regimes of practices mobilised by the forms of 

thought that produce specific present truths on disability. In this sense, in the 

process of interviewing there is no ‘teleological tendency towards an ideal of “joint 

construction of meaning”’ (Scheurich, 1997:66), but the intention of creating an open 

space in which subjects navigate their selves through the practicalities, the 

problematics, the struggles and achievements of their university experiences. I 

conducted 42 interviews, which I have broadly divided between ‘Disability 

Apparatus’ (professional and administrative personnel) - 18 interviews; ‘Academic 
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Institutional Figures’ - 9 interviews; and ‘Disabled Students’ - 15 interviews3. Initially 

the Referent of the Inclusion Office supplied me with some name of disabled 

students that were actively using the disability services provided; afterwards through 

snowballing I had access to students that were not using the services provided by 

the Office (despite all of them being registered). 

Accounts of academic, professional and administrative personnel were used to 

mobilise technologies of power and domination and to operate analytics of 

government in the context-bound analysis of the dispositif. In their accounts of 

disability, disabled students are often what Clarke (2015:16) defines ‘”implicated 

actors”, actors that are silenced or only discursively present in situations’, especially 

when it comes to academic personnel’s accounts.  

     Interviews with disabled students are used in a two-fold way: in the context-

bound dispositif, as account of resistances to power, in a way ‘inscribed’ within the 

deployment of power; whereas in the dispositif as an ethical device as refusals to 

subjectifying power. Here I am attempting to ‘separate out resistance, as a 

modernist political practice’ (Ball, 2017:3), from practices of refusal of what disabled 

students have become. It is in the latter dispositif that technologies of domination 

intersect with technologies of the self, thus enabling an analytics of ethical self-

government. Lastly, a modernist approach to interviews carries empowering 

purposes, ‘set out to dispel ideology and thereby promote emancipation’ 

(Hammersley, 1998:15). Contrarily, in the disability dispositif, interviews allow 

consideration of the accounts that a normative educational framework has carved 

out, attempting to rewrite educational categories that still stem from a normalised 

order. The accounts I chose to consider are classified as ‘disabled’ through a 

complex and normalised categorisation, which cages me in a medical (and 

normalised) discourse on disability. In attempting to escape this impasse, I follow 

Tamboukou’s (1999) decision and I decide to listen to accounts that, led by 

discontent and uncomfortable feelings, can be connected in a way that can bring 

together different experiences. 

 

2.5 Reflexivity. 
 
 
How, under what conditions and what forms, can the genealogist 
“appear in the order of discourse?” How will she reveal herself in the 
discursive context of that she is writing about? What different roles 

																																																								
3	See	appendix	B.	
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will she admit performing? Which institutional constraints will she 
accept and what rules will she have to obey?’  
       
       (Tamboukou and Ball, 2003:16) 

 

 

     There are three different intersected positions in the production of a thesis on 

which I want to reflect: how I position myself when starting my thesis; my position 

during data collection in the physical university setting; and my role as an author of 

the thesis. 

     First, my ethical stance as a researcher is indissolubly implicated with my domain 

of investigation and it begins exactly when my whats and hows of disability and 

higher education became problematized. As Burchell (1996:30) nicely maintains, 

‘the experience is not just a matter of holding a different opinion from everyone else, 

but of finding oneself not knowing what or how to think. And this experience is one 

that involves, quite directly, the relations it is possible to enter into or maintain with 

others’. My previous experience as a disabled students’ assistant indeed influenced 

the choice of my domain of investigation – disability, it had an effect on whom I 

decided to contact so to gain access to the field – authorities within university, and it 

influenced my decision in the choice of accounts to collect – involving my own 

account of what counted as disability in higher education. As Usher and Edward 

(1994:15) put it, ‘in postmodernism, there is a recognition that whilst representation 

is problematic, it is always inescapably implicated with power and therefore cannot 

be abolished by avant-gardist acts of will’. Having being an assistant of disabled 

students at university, I was aware of the perilous terrain I was moving in. The 

space I tried to open is not one where my own ‘experience could not speak for itself’ 

but rather it could be considered ‘as a category that bracketed and even performed 

certain repetitions, certain problems, certain desires’ (Britzman, 1995:233). I am the 

researcher-subject and I cannot be separated by own subjectivity and socio-

historical location (Usher, 2001). 

     Second, when I approached data collection, I was conscious that ‘categorizing is 

an act of power which always marginalizes’ (Usher, 2001:53), and which is always 

productive. Hence, through my investigation, I am also producing and reproducing 

disability in higher education, by the means of gathering accounts, collecting 

material and producing new visibilities on disabled bodies. I acknowledge what 

Youdell (2006:64) makes so clear, that the act of researching and the research 

subject are ‘perpetually but provisionally constituted through discourse, [and] that 

research practice (as well as analysis and writing) is also an occasion for 
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constituting subjects and so is wholly implicated in process of ongoing subjectivation 

(of both the researcher and the researched)’. 

     Lastly, comes my role as an author and as an intellectual involved in practices of 

diagnosing and analysing the truths and games of power that make up disability in 

higher education. In developing the grid of intelligibility through the diagnosis of the 

conditions that enabled the emergence of disability as a problem in higher 

education, as well as analysing the games of technologies of power in the present, I 

seek to be one of the authors who, in Foucault’s (1972:17) words ‘write in order to 

have no face’. As Foucault (1984c:113) states, authoring is a ‘function’ that 

‘characterises the existence, circulation and operation of certain discourses in 

society’. Bearing this in mind, first, I understand that the historical events and 

contingencies that I selected to tell a story of disability are just some amongst 

infinite combinations of events that I could have considered. Second, I break down 

my data aiming at some conclusions, but avoiding closures and allowing the 

disability dispositif to speak for itself. Being sceptical of values, as Dean (2010) 

recommends in analysing regimes of governments, is hard work. Yet, throughout my 

whole endeavour, I attempted to follow Burchell’s (1996:32) advice not to be 

‘subservient to already-constituted value positions concerning what is good or bad’. 

However, I take a very specific position in these games of power when the 

accounts of disabled students are presented as refusal of certain subjectivities in the 

dispositif as an ethical device. In exposing their accounts, my intent does not 

concern with empowerment. An emancipatory attitude would imply powerless 

subjects which need to be saved from a specific condition, therefore inscribed within 

a sovereign form of power (Popkewitz and Brennan, 1998), and profile my role as a 

redemptive agent that might eventually lead to another form of oppression, of 

‘speaking for others’ (Usher, 2001:54). I do not speak ‘the truth to those who had yet 

to see it [or] in the name of those who were forbidden to speak the truth’ (Foucault, 

1977:207). My role is exactly to re-problematise the coordinates I have started with, 

‘reshaping the space of public debate, for example by introducing a different way of 

asking questions and by inventing new rules for the game of truth in relation to 

which we conduct ourselves individually and collectively’ (Burchell, 1996:33). 

 

2.6 Choosing the site.  
	
 
     The particular space I am setting as a stage for the investigation of the working 

of the disability dispositif in higher education is a specific university in the North of 
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Italy. The university presents itself as an appropriate case-study, a potential milieu 

for the thriving and sharing of best practices in university and disability.  A number of 

selection criteria brought me to it.  

      First, economic indicators. Università degli Studi is a wealthy university, it 

benefits from a particular law exemption due to its history and particular political 

status. That allows for a wealthier and higher standards life-style of students and 

more decisional autonomy in managing internal funding. This condition not only 

impacts on the university supply of services, it also allows to allocate substantial 

monetary funds to disability provisions, making it prompter and more responsive to 

disabled students’ individualised needs. 

      Second, structural indicators. They included both physical characteristics, in 

terms of dimension, accessibility of spaces and distance between campuses, as 

well as structural characteristics such as institutions, centres, and services provided. 

Boasting a wide range of departments, centres, schools, a large number of research 

laboratories and libraries, Università degli Studi and its centres, schools and 

faculties cover a broad range of disciplines as well as providing a vast variety of 

services. Furthermore, its medium-small size would have enabled for a more 

attentive service for disabled students. Most importantly, one of its centres is 

nationally recognised as qualified to diagnose and certify learning disabilities and 

special educational needs, one of the first universities to provide this kind of service 

in loco to students with these specific requirements. 

     Third, performance indicators. Università degli Studi is regarded as one of the 

centres of excellence among the Italian universities. Despite being recently 

established, within a few decades most of its departments performed excellently 

both in research outputs and in provisions and services, according to evaluation 

based on the Standardised Indicator of Departmental Performance (ISPD) 

calculated by ANVUR in the Verification of Research Quality (VQR) (2011-2014), 

alongside being among the highest ranked Italian universities by the Times Higher 

Education (2012). 

     Fourth, my previous working experience for the Inclusion Office. That was an 

indubitably favourable position in terms of gaining the access to the setting and as 

Munro et alter (2004) underpin, gatekeepers at different levels influence whom we 

can contact. On a strategic and pragmatic level I could benefit from an easier 

access to people, documentation, and reports; having already gained their trust.  

     However, the descriptive characteristics of the university put me in a 

controversial situation, especially when undertaking a post-structural research. 

Università degli Studi would be a perfect ‘critical case' (Flyvberg, 2006:230), given 
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its characteristics - ‘if this is (not) valid for this case, that it applies to all (no) cases'. 

Located in the North of Italy, where historical conditions and previous research show 

more geographical advantage in terms of educational outcomes as well as 

educational inequalities (Ballarino, et al., 2014; Argentin and Triventi, 2011), as well 

given the financial resources, the accessibility of the city in general, the careful 

attention to disabled students, Università degli Studi is a setting where one would 

expect to find ‘best practice' in disability policies and practices. And this is what I 

thought at the beginning, when I chose it to be my case-study university. However, 

during my research, I realised how the concept of validity is a regime of truth itself. 

By taking validity as a priority in my university selection and data collection, I would 

have created a new order of discourse, the valid/invalid knowledge of university and 

disability. While attempting to show the ontological work of power in producing and 

reproducing disability in university and following the ‘validity rationale', I would have 

contributed to produce and objectify ‘the more legitimated included disabled 

student', and the more legitimated university reproducing a discursive ‘North/South 

divide’ (Gonzalez, 2011:63). The only reasonable thing I can do as a post-structural 

researcher is to align myself to Lather (1993:674) in considering validity as ‘an 

incitement to discourse', an endless reworking of knowledge/power relations, a 

fleeting regime of practices that as soon as it crystallises it becomes a technology of 

domination.  

     However, Università degli Studi is an interesting case, because despite the 

wealth of its institutions, it is not immune to the economic crisis that is enveloping 

the Italian university, and in this way ‘brings into sharp focus the discursive shift that 

is evident on a larger scale in the management of the [Italian] public sector as a 

whole’ (Gerwitz and Ball 2000:253). And as Armstrong (2003a:249) adds, ‘it does 

highlight some of the major difficulties and contradictions which are involved in 

attempts to end practices of exclusion based on categories of impairment and 

learning difficulty and on judgments about the ability of individual students to adapt 

and fit in’. 

     Considering all these factors, I contacted the Referent of the Inclusion Office, the 

office that deals with all the issues around disability and special educational needs, 

and I scheduled an appointment with him. After having presented my research, I 

emailed him my invitation for an interview to send to the students that were 

registered with the office. 
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2.7 Analysing the data 
	
 
     The uneven and uncertain terrain on which I am moving on requires me to ask 

myself about the way I, as a researcher, constructed my research text and how I 

organised the meanings (Usher, 2001), how I related between ‘the real and the 

representational’ - the signified and the signifier, as ‘for poststructuralists, 

representation is always in crisis, knowledge is constitutive of power, and agency is 

the constitutive effect, and not the originator, of situated practices and histories’ 

(Britzman, 1995:230-31). Following the different uses I make of the dispositif, my 

analytical approach varies across my thesis.  However, the making of ‘arenas’ as 

policy archaeologists call them (Scheurich, 1997; Gale, 1001; Walton, 2010), or 

what situational analysts call ‘maps’ (Clarke et al., 2015) is the ‘operational 

technique’ that I consistently use throughout the three modalities. Laying the loose 

ground of analysis is a bit like doing ‘cartography’ (Deleuze, 1992; Tamboukou, 

1999). The drawing of different maps accompanied me throughout all the process of 

analytically interpreting my data as well as writing my thesis.   

     Kendall and Wickham (1999:25-6) define archaeology as an ‘ordering tool for 

discussion’, which I use to ‘provide no more than a description of regularities, 

differences, transformations, continuities, and mutations’. Archaeology is concerned 

with visibilities and statements, whose interrelation produces the space for certain 

discourses on disabilities to be true and others not, looking for emergence of an 

object of analysis in ‘history’ instead of ‘Man’. I began to chart the relations between 

what was sayable of disability and its relation with its visible, what makes it 

nameable. Therefore I paid attention to both what was written about disability (i.e. 

guidelines, policies, archival material, newspapers articles) and what was visible, 

the materiality of disability (institutions, buildings, associations, assistive 

technologies), those statements whose practices make up disability. As Villasden 

(2015:157) suggests ‘this does not permit easy, ready-made demarcations of the 

textual archive, like “only texts about higher education” or “text from the last 15 

years”. Pursuing Foucault’s approach implies reading more broadly, perhaps 

including non-professional literature, obscure and marginal texts, images and 

architecture’. Then, I ordered these statements so to analyse where they would 

come from, from which directions, whose accounts were considered as viable and 

whose were not present. At this stage, silence is very important, as it makes visible 

the spaces for potential subjugated knowledges. It is through the repetition of those 

statements that certain knowledges and reasons become considered as truths. 

‘Integration’ is an example of this set of statements that are constitutive and 
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constituted by a welfarist reason, or diversity for a neoliberal reason. Once 

intercepted the order, it is what makes the statement repeatable that positions it in 

the true, as well as opening certain subject positions to take (i.e. the handicapped 

subject). Here knowledges then define both the boundaries of the knowable 

supplying ‘forms of specification’ (Foucault, 1972) ‘which refers to the ways in which 

discursive objects are targeted’ and concern ‘the systematic ways that phenomena 

are rendered accessible to us’ (Kendall and Wickham, 1999:27). An example of this 

is the system of examination and measurement of ‘degree of disability’ that is in 

place at university but that was developed at the beginning of the last century, as 

some archival material shows.  

     The genealogical analysis of the disabled subject in a university setting uses the 

archaeological analysis and expands it in the present. Maintaining the idea of 

repetition and consolidation of certain statements, I use two technologies, which 

enable me to operate an ‘interpretative analytics’ (Dreyfus and Rabinow, 1983) of 

government of disabled students. These technologies are characterised by historical 

discontinuities (Rajchman, 1985), and by reversals of power, which ‘reverse’ official 

discourses that usually point to a particular (positive) conclusion, and consider the 

implication of an opposite outcome (Allan, 1996). This particular analysis of power 

enabled me to identify three subject positions that are offered to disabled students. 

However, these subject positions become then a starting point ‘to extend the limits 

of the necessary’, and therefore opening up for the ethical analysis of selves ‘not so 

much about knowledge [rather] about an agitation within towards the capacity for 

self-reinvention’ (Kendall and Winkham, 1999:36).  

     Here again the use of maps was useful to ‘situate’ the practices and reversals of 

power, allowing to link up statements from different maps (i.e. maps of inclusion and 

map of integration4) and producing a model that is the visual outcome of these 

intersections. Software such as MindMapping supported me in the visual 

development of maps, however A3 sheets were also indispensable to visualise the 

maps more clearly. I used NVivo and Scrivener to systematise interviews, pictures, 

website, policy and document data, and to assemble technologies and subjectivities 

that I developed in the analysis5. Being conscious that language and meaning are 

always, as Mishler (1991) warns ‘contextually grounded, unstable, ambiguous, and 

subject to endless interpretation’ (in Scheurich, 1997:62), I played with words and 

meanings to unfold my thesis.  

 

																																																								
4 See Appendix C  
5 See Appendix D	
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2.8 Ethics. 
 
 
     The thesis complies with the British Education Research Association (BERA, 

2011) guidelines, as well as with the National Sociological Association Deontological 

Code (t.f.I.). I recruited part of the disabled students through the Inclusion office, 

which coordinates and provides support for disabled students at the designed 

university. I was already in contact with the Disability Referent as I have been 

working for them for three years, from 2008 to 2011.  

     The Disability Referent granted me access by sending emails to disabled 

students informing them about my project. I already knew few students who 

informally accepted to take part in my research in advance. Academic and 

Administrative staff were contacted via email, introducing them to my research 

project and once they had accepted to take part, I presented them a hard copy of 

the informed consent to sign written in Italian. I gained voluntary and informed 

consent in spoken and written form. I verbally informed interviewees about the 

motivations of their participation, and how the interviews were used and reported. I 

was clear when specifying the possibility of withdrawing their participation at any 

time for any reason, guaranteeing them the access to the data they produced at any 

stage of the process. I stated the aim of the project followed by what was required 

on the part of the student and what their contribution could have led to, reminding 

the possibility of accessing the data at any time and any reason.  

     Some members of staff were concerned with potential identification and 

implications for their institutional position. I listened to their concerns and I invited 

them to consider the event of the interview as an opportunity to reflect on their 

professional practices. Disabled students showed no discomfort, however I 

reassured them that they could decide to interrupt the conversation or change the 

topic at any time. I also explained them before beginning the interview that they 

might have felt uncomfortable with the topic of discussion due to a potential 

unexpected way to see and perceive mundane and routine events. Some students 

asked me to send them the verbatim of the interview, which I sent shortly after my 

return to the United Kingdom. All the information I collected were stored in a safe 

place and treated confidentially. Although many students I interviewed are no longer 

in university, I intend to send to them the results of my investigation, as well as to 

administrative and academic staff.  For purposes of anonymity, I use a fantasy 

name for the university, Università degli Studi, and also all the names of the 

participants – staff and students - have been changed.  
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Part One: Grids, Positions, and Forms of Reason.  
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Chapter 3 

Dispositif of assimilation 
 
 
 

3.1 Governmentality, power and the subject of the State. 
 

 

     This chapter takes the shift in the modalities of government of the modern state 

in the Seventeenth century as one of the loose beginnings of a history of the present 

of disabled students in higher education. It explores how the disabled subject of 

mainstream education emerged from dividing practices concomitantly with the 

emergence of the governmental State and from a series of regularities that were 

‘amassed between the late eighteenth century and the start of the twentieth’ (Allen, 

2014). Over these two centuries, a new domain of political power progressively 

sedimented around the state’s government of human lives, a ‘modern rationality of 

political governance that emerged in eighteenth century Europe, concerned with the 

problems of managing a living population’ (Villasden, 2015:147). This political 

rationality relied on specific saviours as sciences of the state, with political economy 

enabling the emergence and the strengthening of the state, and social medicine 

allowing for certain modalities of [abnormal] being to be assimilated into society. A 

new regime of truth was being crafted, which enabled the living subject to be made 

intelligible through regularities between ‘sciences of life’ and statistics, economics 

and the sciences of the working subject, and linguistics, of the speaking subject. 

     I present the emergence of a dispositif of assimilation from the end of the 

eighteenth century as a grid of intelligibility for, and space for government of, 

abnormal subjects as part of the living population, and as one of the beginnings of 

the government of the abnormal subject in higher education. By operating on 

analytics of liberal state government, I archaeologically investigate the emergence 

of the economy and of those human sciences that provided the language, the 

practices, the reason, and the space for thinking certain modalities of being 

[abnormal] disabled in education. Second, I move to the delineation of how the 

economy and social medicine bio-politically enabled the emergence of the abnormal 

subject with a new governmental rationality of economic productivity and racial 

superiority. Here a new regime of truth enabled discursive formations in the realms 

of medical, moral and normalisation of population to come into being (Dean, 2010). 

Lastly, I scrutinise old documentation and medico-pedagogical records, showing 
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how abnormal children came to be governed and assimilated into regular education 

through a ‘medico-pedagogical treatment', a regime of practices that involved both 

medical inspections and pedagogical techniques. By investigating the grid of 

intelligibility of abnormal subjects operating in the dispositif of assimilation, the aim 

of this chapter is to show how effective history can inform an understanding of the 

production of discourses of rehabilitation and normalisation of disabled bodies and 

souls in education. Stories from the Italian asylum-schools show how the 

assimilation and management of the abnormal subject ‘has a past worth visiting’ 

(Allen, 2014:xv). 

 

3.2 Liberalism, the economy, naturalness and the population. 
 

 

     The history of disability is ‘an entanglement of historical occurrences which finds 

a loose beginning in a series of events and lineages in the formation of the modern 

state' (Villasden, 2015:150), at the intersection of the emergence of the modern 

global economy and of the 'new problem of population' (Olssen et al. 2004:29). This 

shift is located in precise historical and cultural changes in the sixteenth and 

seventeenth centuries, such as the decline of the feudal order, the development of 

trade and exchanges, the rise of capitalism and the consequences upon the 

religious problematization of the individual due to the impact of the Reformation. 

Two specific rationalities found the space to emerge from these shifts: the reason of 

state and the police. The reason of state was a form of sovereignty based upon a 

specific modality of government, not linked to divine, natural or human law, but 

coincident with ‘a certain rationality specific to the art of governing states … [as] 

able to increase the state’s strength in accordance to itself’ (Foucault, 2002a:316). 

Departing from sovereignty practices linked to the Prince’s lineage and his despotic 

exercise of power over a territory to reinforce his own power, the reason of state 

aimed to reinforce the state itself, both through enhancement of inter-states 

relations operating 'within an extensive and competitive framework' (Foucault, 

2002a:317), and to strengthen intra-state elements and forces (Dean, 2010). The 

police were identified with the internal set of techniques and their rational and 

political mobilisation, intended as a moral and governmental technology 'peculiar to 

the state – domains, techniques, targets where the state intervenes' (Foucault, 

2002a:317). The police as a rational intervention envisioned 
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men and things … as to their relationships: men’s coexistence on a 
territory; their relationships as to property; what they produce; what is 
exchanged on the market. It also considers how they live, the 
diseases and the accidents that can befall them. What the police 
sees is a live, active, productive man ... the police’s true object is 
man.  
            (Foucault, 2002a:319) 
 

 

The police as an ensemble of strategies to control and know territory, things and 

men in details were developed into a science of administration (i.e. the 

Polizeiwissenshaft in Germany), as a science of applied polices, which guided the 

first manifestations of exchange in the practices of Cameralism and mercantilism. 

This profound knowledge of the inhabitants of a specific territory, which coincided 

with the state-space of government, was needed to allow ‘circulations to take place, 

to control them, sifting the good and the bad, ensuring that things are always in 

movement … but in such a way that the inherent dangers of this circulation are 

cancelled out’ (Foucault, 2009:93). Government then would have ensured the 

strengthening of the state and the sovereign by knowing the internal rules of its 

inhabitants and territory. 

     However, the impossibility of knowing ‘the whole population’ in details 

represented a problem in governing. This 'opacity' in the processes of knowing, 

which was not contemplated within studies of police and reason of state, was 

theorised by Adam Smith and the Anglo-Scottish early liberal thinkers, and it came 

to represent a necessary limit to the government of the sovereign, but a needed one 

for a liberal government of the state. Basically, as Burchell (1996:22) puts it,  

 

[T]he early liberalism 'set limits to the State's capacity to know and 
act by situating it in relation to the reality of the market or of 
commercial exchanges, and more broadly of civil society, as quasi-
natural domains with their own intrinsic dynamic and forms of self-
regulation. 
 
 

It was no longer a matter of ensuring the wealth of the prince, but of the civil society, 

which coincided with the limits of the state. Liberal reason opposed itself to the 

sovereign power implied in the contract stipulated between the sovereign and the 

subjectsvi, and superseded the territorial rule 'with the immanent transactions and 

production discovered by political economists' (Villasden, 2015:150). The market 

replaced the contract as a site of verification-falsification for governmental practice’ 
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(Foucault, 2008:32), and liberalism became a problem-space of government, 'a 

doctrine of limitation and wise restraint', as Gordon (1991:15) puts it, 'designed to 

mature and educate state reason by displaying to it the intrinsic bounds of its power 

to know'.  

     The market and the economy, however, could only operate effectively under 

specific conditions of freedom that it was duty of the State to grant. These conditions 

were ensured through a lasseiz-faire approach to the exercise of political 

sovereignty in the government of market exchanges, according to which governing 

less is the necessary condition to ensure the strengthening and enriching of the 

State. Government was made 'thinkable and practicable as a form of art' (Burchell, 

1996:21). It is the market that ‘must tell the truth’, and political economy mobilised 

the government of subjects through the operations of that truth (Foucault, 2008). In 

fact, lasseiz-faire could be effective only by the production of a rational and 

economically self-interested subject, a 'homo eoconomicus' (Foucault, 2008:225) 

guided by its own needs and desires in the process of exchange. In this sense, 

'liberalism is individualist' (Olsenn et al., 2004:75) in its conception of human nature, 

as the moral and ontological traits of autonomous subjects are ontologically prior to 

the social collectivity.  

     This space-government, in which ‘ahistorical subjects’ could be governed, and 

govern themselves, was constituted in relation to juridical, biological, economic, and 

political knowledges. The workings of these saviours and their experts informed and 

merged with the science of the state – statistics. Statistics emerged in the interstice 

of the problematization between the natural processes occurring in a population and 

the political-economic government of it. The population in fact, intended as the 

statistical manifestation of the ensemble of processes inherent in a given group of 

individuals, revealed the 'level of the necessary and sufficient action of those who 

govern' (Foucault, 2009:93), 'insofar as they belonged to a complex matrix of 

political power' (Foucault, 2008:295) of processes that are not directly accessible by 

the state. This ensemble of saviours, linked to the scientific knowledge of the 

population, supplied the means through which liberalism sought 'to balance the 

biopolitical imperative of the optimisation of life of the population' – which was the 

original police objective – 'against the right of the juridical-political subject and the 

norms of an economic government' (Dean, 2010:62). What statistics found were 

certain regularities in the features describing a population of individuals in a certain 

territory, which are not directly visible by the sovereign. 

     However, these regularities are correlated but not reducible to the market. In fact, 

liberalism is also an ethos (Barry et al., 1996), which in seeking to govern 
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economically, also preserved subjects’ personal liberties and freedom of choice, in 

which individual agency is fashioned by desires and appetites. Therefore, it 

necessarily comprised morality as an integral part of the ethical government of the 

economic subject, 'as moral agents and private owner of their own "essence" and 

accordingly their own social and economic fortune' (Olssen, et al. 2004:94). The free, 

autonomous and moral subject was rationally able to exert the power of economic 

choice, and it was the sole responsible for the development of its innate potential 

and morality. This made the creation of a space-government 'an indispensable 

prerequisite for the exercise of government' (Villasden, 2015:150) in which subjects 

can freely conduct themselves so to harness their capacities. 

     Statistics therefore, by means of the norm, enabled control of both processes 

happening at the level of the population, as well as those mobilising the individual 

subject. Articulated in the form of 'normal distributions or distributions of normalities' 

(Ball, 2013:58), these statistical, autonomous processes came to overlap with the 

naturalness of the population. Foucault (2009:99-103 also in Ball, 2013:59) identifies 

three ways in which natural regularities emerge from the studies of the population. 

First, the population shows its naturalness through its dependence on ‘a complex of 

variables’ constantly accessible and manageable by an assemblage of human 

scientists, technicians and practitioners. The population is not ‘a primary datum'; it 

varies according to the environment in which subjects live, to the climate, to 

exchange and commerce activities, to customs and traditions. These sets of 

information needed to be accessed as they resided outside political remits and 

therefore were to be respected to exercise political authority and favour economic 

processes. Bio-politics, as a regulatory set of processes concerned with the 

collection and classification of 'birthrate, longevity, public health, housing and 

migration' (Foucault, 1978:140) of a population as a whole, therefore adjusted the 

naturalness of bio-processes with the politics of government.  

     The second regularity of intersection between the natural and the normal was 

identified through the application of statistical measures and standards, according to 

which ‘human behaviour naturally distributes along the lines of a bell-shaped 

distribution … if a sufficiently large number of observations were obtained’ (Dudley-

Marling and Gurn, 2010:2). These processes were not visible on an individual level, 

and they manifested only if the sample was large enough. It was only on the basis of 

a population that bio-politics could become a regulatory technology that could 

predict and prevent biological events and work to compensate for their effects and 

regularise population mechanisms. 
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     Lastly, the population is made up of a multitude of individuals ‘whose behaviours 

cannot be accurately predicted' (Foucault, 1991:101). Yet, one invariant, which 

government could rely on, was desire. The liberal view of human nature conceived 

individuals as motivated by natural and innate appetites and desires, and what 

‘drives the pursuit of these desires is the faculty of reason’ (Olssen, et al., 2004:75). 

The ‘production of a collective or general interest' based on the natural desires of a 

population thus became a technique of government of a population by following two 

specific drivers. The first one accords to the state’s aims of ‘making live’ its 

population, which in turn became managed and governed according to those 

objectives. The second driver relies on the norm as a disciplinary form of power, 

which directs individual desires towards those represented as normal across the 

multitude.  

      Governmentality then becomes ‘a set of reflections about how it is possible to 

govern the self-regulating mechanisms that are supposed to constitute the 

population’ (Villasden, 2015:146); a population that came to be considered 'as a set 

of processes to be managed at the level and on the basis of what is natural' (Ball, 

2013:70) within a state that is ‘no more than a composite reality and a mythicized 

abstraction’ (Foucault, 1991:103). In this regime of governmental reason, economic 

truth is crucial. ‘Now’ Foucault (2009:106) adds, ‘if we take a completely different 

series of domains, [those] we could call domains of knowledge (saviours), we see – 

and I am not putting forward a solution here, but a problem – that this same problem 

of population appears in a whole series of knowledges'. These domains, these 

regimes of scientific truth called ‘the modern episteme' emerged from the encounter 

of science of the state – statistics, with the human sciences, biology as the science 

of life and nature to govern the living subject, economics as the science of political 

and natural exchanges and linguistics to govern the speaking subject. ‘After all, Man, 

as he is thought and defined by the so-called human sciences of the nineteenth 

century, and as he is reflected in nineteenth-century humanism, is nothing other 

than a figure of population' (Foucault, 2009:110). The scientific truth constituted Man 

as part of a new set of objects and methods of knowledge to secure the prosperity 

of the State itself, identifying the welfare of the citizens with the achievements of 

these ends (Hunter, 1996:168). It is from the discovery of the natural processes of a 

population as an objective matter of knowledge, and from the working of the ‘human 

sciences’ on man-as-a-species analysed as a living, working, and speaking being 

that emerged the need of governing those subjects that were less rational, less 

moral, less able, which was understood as a necessary object for the survival and 

the demarcation of the limits of the governmental state.  
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3.3 Processes of normalisation, security and assimilation. 
	
 

      Thus, the liberal rules of naturalness of the population, and biopolitics as a 

regulatory technology mobilised the norm through bio-processes happening at the 

level of a population of man-as-species. However, a frugal art of government was 

presented with the additional problem of dealing with the effective administration of 

individuals' life according to the ‘statistically determined norms and standards of 

living' (Hunter, 1996:154). Here nature entered the ‘field of techniques of power' 

(Foucault, 1991) in which the population as a collection of living beings became the 

objects of reflected and calculated economic transformations at the level of bodies 

and souls. These transformations were part of a disciplinary technology that 'centres 

on the body and that has individualising effects' (Foucault, 2003:249), called 

biopower, the power of individuals as living beings ‘that makes 'the basic biological 

features of the human species ... object of a political strategy of power’ (Foucault, 

2009:16). The norm becomes the point of intersection of this disciplinary technology 

and the political regulation of the population, 'making possible to control both the 

disciplinary order of the body and the aleatory events that occur in the biological 

multiplicity' (Foucault, 2003:252). 

      It is at this point of intersection that the dispositif of assimilation became the 

ensemble of techniques of an art of government that, through the norm, coordinated 

the harnessing of subjects’ biopower, ensuring both their health and wealth and the 

working of economic exchanges, as well as securing political order and health of the 

state. Ravaud and Stiker (2012:492-496) discussed the model of assimilation as 

playing a determining role in the social treatment of disabled people. Beginning their 

theorisation from the 'undeniable universality of humanity', they described how 

assimilation is a part of a normalising process that practices 'forceful integration' of 

disabled subjects. They recognised it as a 'model of order' which requires the 

'vulnerable population' to compensate for their disability through necessary 'social 

isolation, rehabilitation, training and work, all of which is under the rubric adapted'. 

They classified the model of assimilation as a 'stimulant toward equality and 

integration', distancing themselves from Foucault's studies on the Western societies 

as 'characterised only by exclusion … confinement of the insane and … fail[ing] to 

take into account the very powerful revolutionary movement towards political 

equality'. 

     The dispositif of assimilation instead takes the material difference between 

exclusion and narrations of equality as premises to make disability real. Throughout 
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the eighteenth century, the answer to the emergent organisation of capitalist labour 

was to institutionalise whoever was not complying with it. It was in those institutions 

that someone to be equalised was produced and those practices of exclusion 

allowed the dispositif of assimilation work towards the integration as well as 

production of the disabled within society.  

     The dispositif of assimilation is an assemblage of positive techniques of power, in 

which the norm is not exclusive but inclusive, and which began to rework processes 

of exclusion at the end of the nineteen-century. Foucault retraced this inclusivity of 

the modern state in the incorporation of the regime of Christian pastoral practices of 

caring for the poor and sick in its governmental reason. He associated the 

relationship between the shepherd and the flock with the state (sovereign power) 

and its inhabitants (biopower), showing the connection between the universal 

benevolence of the Church, charitable organisations and their provisions for the 

poor and education for the young and the sick (Dean, 2010). With its lowly descent 

in ancient Christianity, pastoral power is a technique of power closely connected 

with the actions of caring. Very briefly, pastoral power is described by an 

individualising tie between the pastor and the members of the flock, defined 

according to three specific strategies. The first strategy is 'analytical responsibility' 

(Foucault, 2009:226-9), related to the account that the pastor has to have of each 

sheep, a responsibility which is simultaneously defined by 'a numerical and 

individual distribution' – the pastor is made accountable for any missing sheep, and 

a 'qualitative and factual distribution' – the pastor is responsible for each of the 

sheep's behaviour. The second strategy is the principle of 'exhaustive and 

instantaneous transfer' according to which the pastor is responsible for each merit 

and fault of every member of the flock. Lastly, the 'sacrificial reversal' dictates that 

the pastor is the one that should die for the flock, who 'must agree to take the sins of 

the sheep on his shoulders so that they do not have to pay and so that he is the one 

who pays'. By agreeing to do so, the pastor is eventually saved.  

      The practices of antique Christian pastoral power, from the nineteenth century, 

began to operate in a regime of economic truth intertwining with the human sciences 

as part of a governmental reason that worked in relation both to bio-politics of the 

population and to a normalised individual. This is evident in what Foucault called 

'the problem of the town', as a series of hygienic and economic processes, in which 

overpopulation was beginning to create problems concerning health and epidemics, 

accidents in the workplace, and increasing poverty, with consequent paupers on the 

streets. It became a matter of ‘security and politics of health' (Foucault, 2002:90), in 

which pastoral practices and medical knowledge merged in the 'development of a 
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medicine whose main function was … public hygiene, with governmental institutions 

coordinating medical care and normalised knowledge' (Foucault, 2003:244). 

Diseases, coupled with the impoverishment of economic exchanges became 'a 

political and economic problem for social collectivities which they must seek to 

resolve as a matter of overall policy' (Foucault, 2002b:91). The medical apparatus of 

doctors, nurses, and assistants as part of the processes of governmentalisation of 

the state, begun to operate across and within the social body, supported by 

benevolent association and philanthropic institutions, which took charge of the 

health of inhabitants. The emergent dispositif of assimilation began to intersect the 

norm with security, economy and health as a matter of medical knowledge. 

‘Medicine is a power/knowledge that can be applied to both the body and the 

population, both the organism and biological processes’ Foucault observed 

(2003:252), ‘and it will, therefore, have both disciplinary effects and regulatory 

effects'. Biopower and pastoral care practices encountered medicine as the 

knowledge that allowed the assimilation of the abnormal subject in society. And it is 

here that dispositif of assimilation became a heterogeneous apparatus of 'medical-

administrative' knowledge on the population as a whole and political-medical hold on 

disease as well as modalities of (healthy) behaviours. It became a problem of 

security and control of the abnormal subject, but also linked to the rising of 'the level 

of health of a social body as a whole  ... the duty of each and the objective of all' 

(Foucault, 2002:94). 

     In the dispositif of assimilation as a space-government the norm intersects with 

security, economy and medicine (hygiene) in four specific modalities, comprising the 

'inclusion of the ill – governmentalisation of the medical apparatus; protection of the 

invalid – governmentalisation of the economic and political apparatus; discipline of 

the abnormal – governmentalisation of educational spaces; and expulsion of the 

danger within – state eugenics. The first three modalities are inclusive ‘positive 

technologies of biopower’, they show how the norm does not function through 

exclusion or rejection, but it is always linked to positive techniques of intervention 

and transformation in a sort of normative project (Foucault, 2009:53). The last 

technique entails mechanisms of marginalisation and exclusion happening within 

the dispositif of assimilation of abnormal subjects within society. 

     The first modality of intersection of ‘positive normalisation’ through medicine 

materialised in the 'establish[ment of] a sort of homeostasis, not by training 

individuals, but by achieving an overall equilibrium that protects the security of the 

whole from internal dangers’ (Foucault, 2003:249). Foucault (2009b; 2003) provides 

an example of the inclusive relation between normalisation, security and hygiene by 
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pointing out the different regimes of government of lepers and plague victims in the 

eighteenth century. Lepers were marginalised and relegated outside the city’s walls, 

beyond the community’s limits, following an exclusionary form of government that ‘to 

a certain extent provided the model for and general form of the great Confinement’ 

(Foucault, 1977:198). However, the relation towards the sick and marginalised 

changed in the practices of dealing with plague victims, who were daily controlled 

and surveilled within the city wall’s in a sort of 'domestic form of hospitalisation, 

subject of a minute subdivision and accurate analysis of their conditions' (Foucault, 

2002b)vii. The economic strategy of the inclusion of the plague victim allowed the 

modern state to replace institutions of confinement with 'medical corps dispersed 

throughout the social body' (Foucault, 2002b:101).  

     Second, the dispositif of assimilation connected norm and security to the problem 

of the population and the increasingly urbanised and industrialised city, with its 

forms of positive migratory trends to city from the countryside, urban overpopulation, 

and soaring industrialisation and accidents in the workplace. ‘Security mechanisms 

need to be installed around the random element inherent in a population of living 

beings so as to optimise a state of life', addressing those ‘aleatory events that occur 

within a population that exists over a period of time' (Foucault, 2009:246). Stiker 

(1999:174), in these regards, points out how the naturalism that describes the liberal 

thought made it possible to see ‘all forms of accidents as impairments’ in a 

continuum with illnesses as inevitable natural events happening in society. From 

here, the emergence in the nineteenth century of security schemes such as 

insurance, safety measures, studies of the hygiene of the cities, all aimed to protect 

workers against those accidental phenomena becoming frequent in increasingly 

industrialised cities, as well as from those universal phenomena such as infirmities, 

illnesses and anomalies. Security schemes put on the same grid malfunctioning/sick 

parts of the body with the rehabilitation of its capacities, and a percentage of 

financial relief to rehabilitate, to some extents, the autonomy of the subject and its 

productivity. By inscribing the sick and the poor on the same grid, in a line of 

continuity with the injured in the workplace and in wars, security schemes, medicine 

and the norm included the outsiders into society and made them an integral part of 

the economy. Here medical knowledge, utilitarian strategies and economic 

exchanges made visible specific subjectivities such as the 'sick poor', 'the good poor 

and the bad poor, the wilfully idle and the involuntarily unemployed, those who can 

do some work and those who cannot' (Foucault, 2002b:93). Poverty in all its forms 

began to be marked out in utilitarian fashion, and the specific problem of the poor 
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people's sickness 'began to figure in the relationship of the imperative of labor to the 

needs of production' (Foucault, 2002b:93). 

     Third, the dispositif of assimilation is related to what Foucault called 'spaces of 

security' (Foucault, 2009:25). This modality is inclusive in that it transformed the 

exclusionary relation of the contract, according to which the sick/leper, the sinful, the 

useless were pushed out of the walls of the city, into a scale of possibilities of 

rehabilitation within the city in the name of productivity and wealth of society. In the 

second half of the nineteenth century, this particular 'potential for rehabilitation' was 

mostly managed by philanthropic institutions and charities. In England, the example 

of the workhouse is crucial (Hurt, 1988), providing on-site education and imminent 

production, as well as reformatory industrial schools (Armstrong, 2002). However, in 

Italy workhouses were not a widespread phenomenon. The merging of rehabilitation, 

utility, and education found its roots in charitable and philanthropic institutions which 

became an integral part of the economic management of the population, in such a 

way that would ensure 'not only their subjection [asujettissement] but also the 

constant increase of their utility' (Foucault, 2002b:96). Examples come from the 

emergence of multiple institutes for children with rickets across the North and centre 

of Italy, which I describe below. These institutions carried out a crucial role both in 

identifying the recoverable/irrecoverable subjects, and rehabilitating them when 

possible, and in supplying the first forms of education to either have a ready labour 

force or to reintroduce those children into regular schools. While mass education 

was beginning to spread as a set of disciplinary practices for the management of 

populations, the state, with the complicity of philanthropic and charitable institutions, 

began to develop in specific institutes mechanisms often described through the 

framework of the ‘charity model of disability’ (Fulcher, 1989; Griffo, 2014; Hughes, 

2015). The dispositif of assimilation, instead of rejecting and excluding, by gathering 

abnormal subjects within these institutions, arranged a whole field of visibility around 

abnormal bodies, ensuring their spatial distribution – separation, alignment – 

serialisation and surveillance (Foucault, 2003) as strategies of biopower. 'In a period 

of the deployment of mechanisms of security' Foucault (Foucault, 2009:23) 

maintains, 'it is the disciplinary that sparked off'. And discipline is a matter of 

frugality in that biopower through this detailed system of control and surveillance 

can manipulate the body as a source of productive forces as well as subjectify 

individuals into docile citizens. 

     However, a last point needs to be made. The practices of rehabilitation, 

disciplinary training, and classification of bodies through a system of utility made 

possible the hold of power over bodies making them quantifiable, measurable, and 
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productive. Yet, discipline and biopower are not just a matter of bodies; they also 

concern subjects' souls. The dispositif of assimilation as an apparatus of security 

aimed to fashion autonomous rational and economic subjects while subjectifying 

them as 'not-disruptive-normalised moral subject'. Here 'the pastoral merged with 

`the disciplinary’ as part of a technology of care and control', (Armstrong, 2002) to 

resolve the 'problem of individuality' and exerting a precise 'individualising power' 

(Foucault, 2002b:300). The individualising techniques of the pastorship, as integral 

to the liberal ars of government, guided subjects’ consciousness towards the moral 

behaviour required to be part of society; they became a set of strategies in the 

constitution of specific subjectivities with the aim of producing self-disciplinary, self-

regulatory citizenry overlaid with an array of attributes (Peim in Armstrong, 

2002:443). This array of attributes were decided based on a disciplinary 

normalisation of moral and biological, which constructed a model that sieved the 

capable and the not capable, the normal and the abnormal.   

     At this intersection of hygiene, morality and economic utility, the liberal 

government of the modern state can exert authoritarian governmentality (Dean, 

2010) in terms of sovereign power. Here the fourth modality of the intersection 

between security and medicine, regulatory and disciplinary, natural and normal 

became decisive for the emergence of abnormality as something to be controlled 

and eradicated if necessary. The norm, intersecting with security, became exclusive 

and marginalising, a normal curve of errors showing hierarchical rankings of 

biologically determined human traits. In the left extreme of the curve laid what was 

abnormal and undesirable (Davis, 1995), in the other exceptionality and desirability. 

Mean and standard deviation became means apt for objectively ranking people's 

mental capacity along a continuum (Dudley-Marling and Gurn, 2010), with 

undesirable deviations such as feeble-mindedness, the abnormal body and 

backwardness to be corrected towards the norm. A specific idea of human race 

emerged, which Baynton (2012:19) connected to the pervasive belief in progress, 

linked to the notion that the human race had to improve constantly, ‘mov[ing] 

upward away from its animal origins and toward greater perfection’, and in which 

what was abnormal, or subnormal, would interfere with the race of races towards 

constant betterment. For these reasons, “scientific” identification of genetic groups 

or categories created divisions within the population, set out by the working of the 

norm, ‘which then become the focus of scientific, political, ethical practices—subject 

to regulation’ (Ball, 2013:62). The overlapping, or subsuming, of the natural with the 

normal enabled for the emergence of a specific form of racism, and to make visible 

and then eradicate what was noxious to the wealth of society, what would have 
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regressed society towards mediocrity (Hacking, 1991). This is again a matter of 

security, but security of the reproduction of the species, ‘the more inferior species 

die out, the more abnormal individuals are eliminated, the fewer degenerates there 

will be in the species as a whole, and the more I—as species rather than 

individual—can live, the stronger I will be, the more vigorous I will be able to 

proliferate’ (Foucault 2003:255). These processes of division, calculation and 

exclusion ‘are made possible by statistics, moral by eugenics’ (Ball, 2013:63), and 

enactable by medicine. In a race for constant betterment, what impedes this 

betterment to progress needs to be controlled, rehabilitated or indeed expulsed, 

rejected, killed if deemed irredeemable or unrecoverable. 

     Hence, the encounter of medical, economical, statistical and moral saviours, in 

the space for government opened up by the governmental state created a grid of 

normality in which certain regularities enabled the abnormal subject to emerge and 

to be made visible and therefore disciplinable through certain techniques developed 

in specific edu-medical institutions. 

 

3.4 The dispositif of assimilation and the school-asylum. 
 

 

While the Casati Law, issued in 1859 began (or concluded) the process of 

massification of state education in Italy (Ragazzini, 1990), at the end of the 

Nineteenth century, the human sciences, their representatives and the expertise 

(coinnasance) they mastered, became powerful strategies to bring – or to establish 

a new - order to society. Doctors were not only entitled to have the last say over a 

patient’s body and mental condition; they were also ‘the first managers of collective 

space’ (Foucault, 1980c:151).  

The first ‘School for Children with rickets’ was founded in Turin in 1872 financed by 

the philanthropist Ernesto Ricardi de Netro and the supervision of Doctors Alberto 

Gamba and Francesco Pistono. The school aimed to rehabilitate ‘physical and 

intellectual regeneration of children with rickets, affected by multiple bone 

deformations due to insufficient diet regime and scant hygienic conditions’ 

(Morandini, 2012:241). In the same manner, in 1874, Doctor Gaetano Pini, after 

having visited the school in Turin, opened a similar institute in Milan with an 

ambulatory annexed to it, to be managed by the orthopaedist Pietro Panzeri 

(Schianchi, 2012). In the Journal for Public charity and Institutes of Providence, Pini 

(1875:503-5) was depicting the case as ‘a felt need of the population’, and useful 
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and benevolent contribution which was benefitting from the joint help and solace of 

science and charity. The aim was to give primary education to those children and to 

fight against disease by feeding them with healthy food and providing medical care. 

The rehabilitation and education of children with rickets became an object of policing 

practices of the urban context, intertwined with discourses of human progress and 

faith towards scientific knowledge and philanthropy. Asylums in Rome, Siena, and 

Reggio Emilia provided built-in special school sections for ‘idiots' where some kind 

of education was imparted. Another example came from Bologna, where Rizzoli, the 

lead surgeon at the Major Hospital in Bologna from 1865, established the Rizzoli 

Institute, and Panzeri was called in 1892 to take the lead of the newly established 

Institute. Having just founded the Archive of Orthopaedics in 1884, one of the most 

authoritative journals in Italy in the discipline, and inaugurated the first chair of 

orthopaedics in Bologna, Panzeri materialised the perfect conditions to establish 

‘the historical relationship of these modes of classification, control, and containment 

to a distinctive tradition of humanitarian rhetoric on reform, progress and 

benevolence’ (Rabinow, 1984:8).  

     Spaces of security, progress and hygiene materialised in the architectural 

conformations of these institutions. The school for children with rickets in Turin was 

constituted by three compounds, the infirmary with the operating room surgery, 

close to the clinic where children could be routinely visited by the doctor and the 

dormitory, the school with a space for physical exercises, and the recreational area, 

with annexed an extensive, airy garden. The Rizzoli Institute shared the same 

features, being located in a pleasant spot on top of a hill, isolated and surrounded 

by greenery, in a monastic compound nicely located in a space well outside the city. 

‘To English readers the idea of a monastery conjures up visions of frowning walls 

and dark, depressing cells, but the fine old Italian monastery is very different; the 

whole place is full of light and air and beauty’ was being written on the The British 

Journal of Surgery (1923:10).  

The bright and clean space provided by the Institute was the perfect place to cure 

and rehabilitate their twisted bodies. A whole discourse on hygiene began to fashion 

clinical and educational techniques as well as architecture and space management. 

‘Power and knowledge are not external to one another. They operate in a mutually 

generative fashion’ (Dreyfus and Rabinow, 1983:114), and Pini, Panzeri, and other 

Orthopaeditians working in between universities’ Chairs and these institutes, 

publishing journal’s articles on the latest successes in the orthopaedic field, were 

creating the space for a science to operate on these twisted bodies. Bringing the 

improvement contextual and individual hygienic conditions, orthogenesis claimed to 
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be able to control, correct, and normalise all the possible deviations of the body 

because of inherited and contextual factors. 

 

 
Figure 1 The Orthopaedic Rizzoli Institute and school-asylum for children with rickets, British 
Journal of Surgery (1923)viii 

	
	
‘The orthogenesis should bring a solution to four crucial [urban] problems: schooling, 

workers, women and race' (Padovan, 2003:11). Gathering knowledges from 

criminology, sociology, economics, education, medicine psychology and 

psychopathology, orthogenesis denominated the ‘science to train regular, healthy 

and harmonious men’ (Padovan, 2003:10).  

     Orthogenesis and education found in these institutions the first sites to provide 

abnormal children with some sort of organised form of education. Therefore, 

medicine and surgery, despite being the knowledges objectifying and subjectifying 

the maladjusted child, were also the providers for an initial education of the 

abnormal subject. The school and the hospital perfectly merged in a mixture of 

physical rehabilitation and moral development of the child with rickets. The strategic 

exercise of power, over, inside and around the bodies with rickets, developed as a 

dispositif of assimilation, as an apparatus of control, rehabilitation and education of 

irregular bodies, and creation of readjusted subjectivities. Although the Rizzoli 
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school-asylum section was closed in 1900, it was just one instance of a 

phenomenon that was rapidly spreading mostly across the North and the centre of 

Italy. In 1899, Doctor Augusto Tamburini, psychiatrist and director of the 

Experimental Journal of Freniatria, reported in his scientific journal the Italian 

progress in terms of psychiatry and education. Beginning by mentioning the very 

first asylum in Aosta, built in 1840 to function as an institution of education and care, 

he discussed the Italian practice of attempting to educate the infirmed, ill and feeble-

minded inmates.  

 

 3.4.1 The educational government of the less deficient. 
 

 

     The flourishing of asylums, school-asylums, and institutes for children with 

physical and psychiatric problems, at the beginning of the twentieth century, was 

being questioned as dispersive and not properly catering for children deemed re-

adjustable. ‘These compounds [did not] address properly the need of the mentally 

deficient' Doctor Tamburini (1899:4) stressed in his reflections on The current 

movement in Italy for the cure and education of the mentally deficient, published in 

the first pages of the Experimental Journal of Psychiatryix. The psychiatrist was 

making a case for a differentiation between patients in asylums and mental 

institutions, where only the most critical and advanced cases of idiocy could be 

received, and special institutions, where children could be rehabilitated and 

assimilated into the social fabric. After having enumerated the few examples of 

institutes dispersed throughout Italy, all financed by philanthropists and wealthy 

families, he welcomed the constitution, at the beginning of 1899 of The National 

League for the Protection of the Deficient Children. It was the first national attempt 

to organise the education of the mentally deficient children, which also coincided 

with a changing State management of charities and philanthropic institutions (Dal 

Passo, 2015). Having being largely subjected to a liberal ‘system of liberty’ following 

the unification of the Italian Reign, these institutions in many cases were deeply 

connected with local politics and benefited the owners rather than the needy (Nitti, 

1892:8). Therefore, the Italian Prime Minister Crispi in 1890 issued the first act (Law 

no. 6972) to strengthen the State surveillance of these institutions, prescribing that, 

‘in every commune of the kingdom, [there should be] a charity-board 

(congregazione di carità) under whose management of charitable institutions are 

concentrated’ (Nitti, 1892:12), and defining them as those which have as their object 
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To give help to the poor, whether in health or in sickness; to provide 
for them education or instruction, or training for any profession, art, or 
trade, or to bring about in any other way their moral and economic 
improvement’  
      (Law 6972/1890, Art.1) 

 

 

Favoured by an increasing nationalisation of the charitable institutionsx and by a 

regulatory apparatus of security that was crafting the level of health of a social body 

as a bio-political objective of all, in its constitutive document, the League (1899:1) 

appealed 

 

To all those, who witnessed the sad reality of growing social misery 
and moved by the desire of assuaging some, that understand how an 
action is truly beneficial only when the benefit of the whole society is 
added to the profit of the beneficiary. Few institutions reach such an 
objective, as just a few have as a guide the positive science which 
owes much progress humanity as a whole; among these, one is the 
most important, which is the one that aims to intellectually and 
morally educate the deficient children. 

 

 

Education was depicted as the means whereby “the sadness of the growing social 

misery” might be cured, and the League aimed to gather and coordinate all those 

institutions that, through the moral and intellectual education of the deficient children, 

could bring benefit to the whole Italian society. Entirely administered by professors, 

doctors and philanthropists in the fields of psychiatry, medical-pedagogy, medicine, 

and law, the experts sought to show how science, bearer of progress, can ‘remove 

these unhappy children from their status of almost animalistic permanent inferiority 

and use what psychic potential is left in them; children that nature seems to have 

condemned’ (ibid:1).  

     It is here that the history of sensitivity, described by feelings of compassion and 

pity can find one of its descents, one of the genealogical lineages that materialise in 

a technology of sensitivity in the government of the disabled subject in higher 

education. Compassion is a constitutive component of the dispositif of assimilation 

and of the present disability dispositif, feeling fashioned through the productive 

nature of power relations. Stiker (1999) in his genealogical endeavour connects 

disability ‘in a sacral relationship to the divine’ (1999:87) and Christianity and 

describes three main characterisations that linked it to the economy, morality and 
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sensitivity. Disability (and diseases) is described ‘as trials, as opportunities to 

exercise our greatest virtue, charity; on the other [hand], as the sign of his presence'. 

He continues, ‘this does not entail a sacrificial attitude but puts the authenticity of 

our faith and our customs to the test'. Three specific dimensions can be extrapolated 

from this position in beginning the delineation of a technology of sensitivity. First, 

disability is a challenging problem, a ‘trial', a test bench that can be faced through 

people's good hearts and charity, however, this problem can be turned into a virtue, 

making disability a matter of ethics and morals. Second, Institutionalised charity 

goes back to almsgiving as an ethical discourse according to which ‘the rich assured 

their salvation by giving alms to the poor' (Sticker, 1999:74), as well as a means of 

redistributing wealth in the past centuries. The third dimension sees disability as a 

sign of divine presence. Although the secularisation of knowledge contributed to the 

progressive detachment of disability from the idea of divine punishment (Schianchi, 

2012; Sticker, 1999), the conception of disability as a misfortune that can be 

alleviated through benevolence and compassion is still very influential. The new 

directions of government towards the integration of previously marginalised subjects, 

and the need to discipline and manage the Other in mainstream education, have 

reworked pity and compassion into forms of hope invested in processes of 

improvement and proactive assistance to handicapped subjects of education to an 

economically and socially inclusive society.  

     Going back to the League, the schools that it intended to sustain would have 

saved ‘the poor degenerate children from the sad and already written destiny that a 

life on the street reserves from them’. As the League (1899:1) continued,  

 

Moved by the deplorable conditions that Italy is experiencing… a 
group of people has gathered to promote the foundation of medico-
pedagogical institutes for intellectual and moral education of the less 
idiotic, as well as the foundation of differentiated classes which, 
together within the common elementary schools, serve to educate 
those less deficient children who, however, are unsuitable for 
ordinary schools’ methods. The results obtained abroad must be the 
best example on which all those who want to contribute should rely to 
contribute to the constitution of this compassionate and civilised 
action, which, benefitting a whole class of outcasts, it is one of the 
most effective means of social prophylaxis. 

   

 

The National League for the Cure and Education of the Deficient, therefore, 

suggested the use of medico-pedagogical institutes to test a specific medico-
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pedagogical treatment to be further used with children unsuitable for ordinary 

schools’ methods, who were, however, suitable for education in the additional 

(special) classes in the regular school buildings. Educability operated on the 

deficient children in the very same way employability did with people working in the 

workhouses less than a century before. ‘In the workshops in which they were 

interned, they distinguished themselves by their inability to work and to follow the 

rhythms of collective life’ remarks Foucault (1984d:136) in his archaeological work 

on madness. Likewise, children deemed to be able to readjust to a condition of 

normality were differentiated and physically divided from the ones proven to be unfit 

for an adjusted national curriculum. While the latter remained in confined institutions 

such as asylums and prisons, the former could be educated either in medico-

pedagogical institutes or special classes. Tamburini (1899:8), by describing the 

existing medico-pedagogical institutions and their operation, takes the Tuscany 

Institute for the Education of Tardive Children as an example of how ‘only children 

susceptible of education and care [can be made] eligible either to continue with their 

studies in primary schools or to practice a profession appropriate to their abilities … 

as modest co-operators towards the societal common ends’.  

     Here is becoming visible a whole regime of governmental practices, identified as 

‘programmes of conduct’ (Dean, 2010:43), regimes of government which ‘attempts 

to regulate what occurs within regime of practices, in the name of a specific set of 

ends articulated with different degrees of explicitness and cogency’. Positions were 

being opened up for them to be taken in society, so to assimilate defective bodies 

into regular educational institutions. Education was becoming the main set of 

practices to discipline the population as working and morally disciplined citizens, 

and special education provided the language, the techniques, the rationale, for the 

abnormal subject of mainstream education to emerge as a viable subject position. 

 

 3.4.2 Medico-pedagogical treatment and the making of the abnormal 
student. 

	
 

     The medical-pedagogical treatment through disciplinary processes ‘marked out 

in reality [something] that does not exist’ legitimately, and submitted it ‘to the division 

between true and false’ (Foucault, 2008:19), allowing for the objectification of those 

bodies and their intelligibility through a whole regime of scientific and clinical truths. 

Objectification, subjectification and subjection came to be coordinated by a ‘new 

distribution of power … with its structures and hierarchies, its inspections, exercises 
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and methods of training and conditioning’ (Foucault, 1980c:158).  The first is 

examination, as a regime of practices that ‘establishes over individuals a visibility 

through which one differentiates them and judges them’ (Foucault, 1977:184). This 

makes it possible ‘to classify individuals, form categories, determine averages and 

fix norms’ (ibid, 191). Consequentially individuality is introduced into the files of 

documentation, ‘and only after that’ Doctor Alfredo Perugia, Medical Director of the 

Emilian Medico-Pedagogical Institute (1902:1) continued, ‘it is possible to apply to 

the child an appropriate and rational educational method, by means of which 

advantageous results are more likely to be obtained’. As the doctor concluded, 

‘Therefore, it is evident that the kind of imparted education should be individualistic 

and modifiable for singular cases’. Each individual needed to be treated and 

rehabilitated on the basis of their abnormalities. The medico-pedagogical treatment 

resulted in ‘a regime of practices decided after a deep and prolonged exam of the 

physical and psychical state of the mentally retarded child’ (ibid, 1902:1). Tamburini, 

in his little essay The current movement in Italy for the cure and education of 

mentally retarded children (1899:9-10) supplies a whole picture of this regime of 

practices by describing the methods adopted by the School-asylum for Deficient 

Poor Children in Rome, 

 

Its scientific organisation is summarised by the following operations, which are 

the competence of the medico-psychiatrist: 

 

• A photograph of the student at the time of the entrance and at subsequent 

times, to follow physiognomic and attitudinal changes. 

• Compilation of a biographical paper, drawn up in a very detailed form, 

constituting an anthropological, neurological and psychological analytical 

model of the deficient and of his (sic.) personal and family history; for this 

reason, the school-asylum is provided with a complete psycho-

anthropological cabinet, complete with all the necessary instruments. 

• Neuropsychological and medical prescriptions that are the delineation 

compiled by the alienist to the education and teacher of the individual 

education course of each student, and his potential cure. All this is 

recorded in a special book, where the subsequent variations are also 

noted. 

• Diagnosis and classification of the students. The division of students into 

the school-asylum is so regulated: 
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o High-grade imbeciles 

o Middle-grade imbeciles 

o Mild-grade imbeciles 

o Deficient 

o Tardive 

 

• This division works well in practice, especially for the distinctions operated 

in pedagogical programmes. 

• Diaries for the verification of students’ progressive improvements in 

physical health, intelligence and moral conduct, which are all recorded in 

the daily bookxi. 

 

     The medically informed examination, observation and individualisation of 

abnormal subjects merged with pastoral care practices and education in the first 

attempts of amendative pedagogy. Doctor De Sanctis, the founder of the school-

asylum in Rome in 1899, which Tamburini was referring to above, and inventor of 

the bio-graphical file (Schianchi, 2012), in his Education of the Feeble-minded 

(1915:283-5), delineated the principles of amendative pedagogy, which then would 

become special pedagogy, practiced within these institutions. Some of them 

covered: 

 

2. The Doctor and the Teacher must know in depth the body and the mind of 

each student whom they are taking care of; 

3. The first necessity of feeble-minded and (abnormalxii) students is physical 

and psychical hygiene and medical cure, as they are all, in different 

measures, outcomes of diseases or physical anomalies; 

4. It is impossible to instruct the feeble-minded if it is not known of each of them 

the capability to resist to physical and psychological intellectual work; 

5. Feeble-minded and abnormals must be studied each one by each one so to 

know their singular predispositions and talents … aim of amendative 

pedagogy is the utilisation of the feeble-minded, and this aim cannot be 

reached if it is not known what [work] the deficient could do in life; 

6. The instruction xiii  of the feeble-minded must be individualised, whereas 

education should remain collective. 
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     The pastoral met the disciplinary in the resolving the ‘problem of individuality’ 

emerged through the bio-political government of the population, in the practices of 

amendative pedagogy 'subjection and subjectivity encounter each other' (Dean, 

2010:92). In evaluating students against their fault and their successes, security, 

medicine and mastery of the selves produced self-regulatory citizens, individualised 

in their attributes, but included in the collective. These records, with their grids of 

improvements and the definition of categories, were emerging from practices, from 

attitudes, from a specific regime of truth of power/knowledge that invested medical 

and psychiatric expertise with pedagogical know-how coordinated with the 

requirements of a disciplined and moralised normal. A last example comes from the 

observation of the daily record of the Medical Director Perugia (fig. 2), operating at 

the Emilian Medico-pedagogical Institute, whereby it is possible to see how these 

defective subjectivities emerged from behaviours and attitudes that were deemed 

disruptive compared to the required normal behaviour expected from a student. For 

instance, Luigi, student number 8 on the record that the doctor kept to send to 

families and mental hospitals (Fig. 2), was described as being ‘decent’ in his 

physical state; ‘very much improved in his demeanour’ in his politeness levels; as 

having reached a ‘decent advancement’ in his educational levels. However, as the 

doctor observed at the end, ‘he is often mentally confused by his frequent epileptic 

attacks’. Or Augusto, number 5, defined as having ‘a scrofulous physical state', was 

proving morally ‘regular and correct in his demeanour' with ‘remarkable 

improvements both in studying and speaking' in his education and, according to the 

doctor's observational notes ‘He is very keen on working, proving good in any kind 

of trade'.   

     A double mechanism is taking place here.  On the one hand, disparate 

categories, which had in common their pertinence to behaviours disruptive to normal 

conduct, were being laid on the same ‘tabula’, a table that ‘enables thought to 

operate upon the entities of our world, to put them in order, to divide them into 

classes, to group them according to names that designate their similarities and their 

differences’ (Foucault, 2005:xix). The list included children affected by diseases or 

special conditions (such as epileptics), and children from non-specified categories 

such as ‘simplicity of spirit’, which referred to disruptive behaviours. The 

juxtaposition of categories, apparently so distant from one another, reminds the 

ironic list of fantastic animals that were listed in the first pages of The Order of 

Things (2005), which had in common just the fact of being laid on the same tabula 

and of being written in sequential order. 
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Figure 2 The daily record of Medical Director Perugia (1903)6. 

 
In the case of these abnormal children, their tabula was represented by a specified 

idea of order, which involved personal and public hygiene on the one hand, and 

morality and rectitude on the other one. The redemptive intent of the medico-

pedagogical treatment showed defective subjects rehabilitated into pupils able to 

read and write correctly, who have learnt how to speak, who have become cleaned 

and morally acceptable pupils. In a word, normalised pupils. 

     Education, examination, and medical knowledge and pastoral practices came to 

be coordinated by the medico-pedagogical treatment in the space-government of 

the dispositif of assimilation. The creation of the file produced subjects, and new 

subjectivities, instead of limiting itself to labelling them. It enabled a visibility whose 

mechanism was simultaneously individualising through the file and homogenising in 

that it opened the space for governing through a whole range of ameliorable 

conditions. In fact, as Allen (2014:22) sustains, it was not a matter of ‘shap[ing] 

individuality in such a way that those concerned were isolated from one another but 

																																																								
6 The image shows a page of a registry. The pupils’ names are written on the left column 
with numbers next to them, and on the top row, the doctor noted date of admission to the 
school-asylum; physical state; level of demeanour; level of education; final doctor’s 
observations.  
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open to the influence of government’. In that, the medico-pedagogical treatment was 

a micro-dispositif that necessarily needed to be a disciplinary one, not only in 

strengthening the body but also in governing the soul. The assimilation of abnormal 

subjects into the social fabric required a preventive ‘process of division within 

[themselves]’, Foucault (in Rabinow, 1984:8) points out. Through these practices of 

examination, classification, and objectification, defective children ‘are given both a 

social and personal identity’ (Rabinow, 1984:8), which come to shape an entire set 

of perceptions… conditioning how they relate to themselves, how they relate to one 

another and how they related to the present (cf. Allen, 2014:xiv).  

 

 3.4.3 The nationalisation of the medico-pedagogical treatment.  
 

 

     The medico-pedagogical treatment with the beginning of delineation of a special 

pedagogy coordinated within the dispositif of assimilation, developed in a whole 

apparatus of government. Comprising processes, institutions, discourses, 

subjectivities and feelings, the dispositif enabled the crafting both of a physical 

space for abnormal students to be educated besides normal students’ classrooms 

and a political tool to economically govern the deficient and disruptive subject in 

society. It emerged as a regime of disciplinary and regulatory practices from the 

filthy streets of a country that was growing both in population and its economy, it 

was surgically opened by psychiatrists and doctors operating on bodies with rickets, 

financed by philanthropists and charities, and scientifically sustained by a whole 

range of disciplines applied to pedagogy (sociology, anthropology, psychology, 

hygiene etc.). It created docile subjects of education that acknowledged themselves 

as in need of correction.  

     However, the dispositif of assimilation also coincided with a new political 

trajectory on a state government level. While charities were being gradually brought 

under the State control, laying the grid from the emergence of a welfarist reason, the 

medico-pedagogical gaze was being progressively nationalised too, as a matter of 

an increasingly universal compulsory education. The Gentile Law nationalised the 

‘differentiated classrooms for abnormal children’ in 1923 (Regio Decreto n. 

3126/1923), and article n. 28 promoted the observation and research on childhood's 

anomalies on the part of the faculties of medicine, to suggest policy improvements 

to the ministry of education. It was already a practice of medical students to go to 

the medico-pedagogical institutes and observe abnormal children to develop new 
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academic methods of treatment, especially because all the psychiatrists and 

orthopaedic surgeons held chairs at specialised universities. However, the Gentile 

Law regulated the practice, consolidating an approach to abnormality that was 

progressively shifting power relations ‘outside the institutes’ and towards local 

schools. In 1926, reform n. 577 brings all differentiated classrooms under the control 

of the faculties of medicine. Art. 230 recites 

 

The faculty (of medicine) proposes to the Ministry of Education the 
norms for the assistance of abnormal children and the organisation of 
differentiated classes; it gives its opinion on subsidiary requests; 
controls differentiated schools for abnormals through expert 
technicians autonomously elected. 

 

 

In the dispositif of assimilation, universities were the places in which abnormality 

was studied, analysed, controlled, and fixed, where doctors provided the scientific 

methods to manage and distribute ability as an effect of the norm, and therefore 

contributing to the progress and wealth of the state. 

     The dispositif of assimilation and its medico-pedagogical treatment as a whole 

apparatus of subjectivities, discourses, processes, techniques, and separated 

spaces coordinated highly individualised and rehabilitative medical practices and 

saviours in the government of disabled bodies, allowing them out of confined 

institutions, and imprinted the space of movements and thinking about abnormal 

subjects in education milieus. It came to address ‘the individual learner’, it created 

the ‘individual learner in need of special pedagogy’ becoming the method of 

management that Armstrong (2003) calls ‘the management of the danger within'. It 

officially opened the space for very specific race practices at the heart of education, 

which under the Mussolini regime came to be encapsulated in something not that far 

from eugenics. 

 

Conclusion. 
 

 

     ‘The normal curve’, Olssen (1993:165) maintains, ’became a “regime of truth” by 

which the present was constituted as normal and by which difference was 

transposed and interpreted in psychological [and medical] terms’. In the dispositif of 

assimilation, bio-politics and statistics brought ‘life into political calculation’ (Allen, 
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2014:85), in that natural processes emerging from society became the directives 

according to which the governmental state with its experts steers the natural desires 

of the autonomous subject, and disciplines it through governmental apparatuses 

such as schools, factories, hospitals and prisons towards the wealth of the state. In 

these apparatuses, biopower as an ensemble of strategies made possible to 

conceive the rehabilitation of malfunctioning subjects, according to a programmatic 

state agenda of a constant and spontaneous process of societal betterment.  

     The dispositif of assimilation, as a multifarious ensemble of security and pastoral 

practices, ‘diabolically’ created the abnormal subject of education intertwining the 

humanist conception of the individual as autonomous and self-contained homo 

oeconomicus; the subject of medical knowledge through practices of examination, 

recording, and surveilling, and care. It placed the economy and the market as the 

site of veridiction in which 'not only does the individual own his or her own capacities, 

but, more crucially, each is morally and legally responsible for him or herself, [and in 

which] 'freedom from dependence upon others means freedom from relations with 

others, except those relations, entered voluntarily out of self-interest' (Olssen et al., 

2004:95).  

     One of the loose beginnings of the history of the assimilation of the disabled 

Other in higher education began here, with a dispositif of assimilation that laid the 

grid of intelligibility for the emergence of a medicalised subject of special pedagogy, 

opening for the history of the less able but recoverable, the less responsible but 

redeemable, the dependent but potentially autonomous, and casting the ‘being 

abnormal’ as a needy and undesirable subjectivity. 
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Chapter 4 

Dispositif of integration 
 
 
 
     The historical, cultural, economic and social contingencies evident in the 

aftermath of the two World Wars mobilised a shift in the government and self-

government of disabled subjects. Through the expansion of the welfare state, the 

‘State began to assume responsibility for its citizens’ (Ball, 2013:28), laying the 

conditions for the emergence of an integrative reason of handicapped subjects into 

society. Education was becoming increasingly important as a means to discipline 

the citizenry and training to become productive citizens. Through exploring the 

entanglement between processes of massification of education and higher 

education, in this chapter, I analyse the operation of a welfarist norm of equality. 

This norm created a grid of regularities and intersections between political economy 

and medicine enabling the mobilisation of statements and subject positions in a 

dispositif of integration of handicapped subjects in a newly constituted citizenry. In 

education, the operations of power and knowledge produced a specific modality of 

government of the defective body in mainstream settings, opening the space for 

certain statements to be said and thought so as to let the handicapped subject of 

higher education to emerge. However, this process should not be seen as a 

progressive establishment or achievement in mainstreaming of higher education 

disability opportunities but as the tabula that allowed a field of government to 

emerge in higher education. 

     The chapter starts with a discussion on the approaches on ‘integration’ and 

education, moving then to an analytics of practices producing the handicapped 

subject of mainstream education. Discursive formations of the handicapped subject 

of ‘regular’ education enabled the mobilisation of strategies on the abnormal bodies 

and selves of higher education, accomplishing the formation of the dispositif of 

integration.  

 
 

4.1. Government and techniques: integrazione scolastica and dispositif of 
integration. 

 

 

     Integration emerged as a concept linked to special education and functionalist 

theories in the late 1950s. Rooted in the liberal-functionalist perspective, it was 
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centred on how to alleviate the detrimental effects of children with educational 

deficits and to integrate them in mainstream schooling (Barton, 1999). Such 

functional accounts were more focused on ‘individual limitations’ deemed to be the 

cause of ‘the multiple difficulties experienced by disabled people’ (Armstrong, 

2007:564), and often closely associated with assimilationist approaches (Slee, 

1999). However, Italian special pedagogists claim that Integrazione scolastica, as 

encapsulated in Law 102/94, has a different approach to integration, ‘urging 

educationalists to distinguish between “integration” – assimilation of a minority group 

into society and integrazione scolastica – a process of reciprocal adaptation 

undergone both by society and the individual with impairments contemporaneously’ 

(D’Alessio, 2011:71). Integrazione scolastica is, in fact, stronger than the English 

translation 'integration'. Sandri (2014:95) highlights how integrazione scolastica 

entails a research into the relations between institutions and members so to 

enhance ‘the potential of the student with disabilities’, in which integration is 

constructed within a community that is mutually learning throughout the process. 

Such an approach comprises a commitment to every disabled child to be in 

education, involving the whole community of school, authorities, family and territory 

rather than just focussing on the disabled student’s deficit (Canevaro, 2007; 

Canevaro and D’Alonzo, Ianes, 2007). ‘Integration/inclusion’, as Canevaro and De 

Anna (2010:205) call it, intends the disabled student as a provider of ‘new 

knowledge for other students, increasing the quality of education in the school 

system’, in a process of ‘coevolution’ (ibid. p. 211) which transforms disabilities into 

resources. 

     Taking a more materialist and Marxist perspective, scholars from the Italian 

disability studies (D’Alessio, 2008; 2011, Medeghini et al. 2008; Migliarini, 2017) 

focus on the historical and political conditions that underpin integrazione scolastica, 

conceptualising it as a top-down initiative (D’Alessio, 2011:3) and invoking for 

structural changes and for more space for students’ voices. In higher education, 

Marsella (2000) taking a liberal-functional approach, describes the achievement and 

problematics that handicapped students face once granted the right to higher 

education, adding how ‘once we achieved the full integration of handicapped 

children in compulsory education we then had to guarantee also the access to 

higher education’. Ferrucci (2005) from a social constructionist approach describes 

the legal process that accompanied disabled students to higher education.  

 This scholarship, however, considered disabled students’ access to higher 

education as a natural consequence of right of education at lower levels. ‘Much of 

the responsibility needs to be taken at the levels of lower and upper secondary 
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school, in which students shape their motivations and expectations for their future 

choices’ Adorni and Arrigoni (1983:51) maintained, in the first Conference on 

Handicap and Upper-Secondary School. 

     Respectively following the liberal-functionalist and Marxist traditions, moreover, 

these approaches do not question the existence of a subject of disability, and they 

epistemologically and uncontestably support the integration of disabled students in 

mainstream education at all levels, supporting a ‘full development’ of their abilities 

and autonomy. The dispositif of integration scrutinises the historical, cultural and 

economic contingencies that called for a readjustment of the state government’s bio-

political project. It looks into the operations of the norm that mass education 

mobilised to make visible and mark bodies’ so to have them pliable and productive, 

following the ‘linkage produced through the double bind of individualisation and 

totalization that characterised the modern nation-state’ (Simons and Masschelein, 

2015:209).  

     The dispositif of integration is only partially on a linear historical correlation with 

the dispositif of assimilation. The historical, cultural and economic changes that 

followed the two World Wars reinvented practices for the government of defective, 

abnormal subjects who are no longer kept away in confined institutions, but needed 

to be governed and self-governed within society. Despite practices of 

deinstitutionalisation and discourses of social rights, the welfare state reason 

enabled disabled students and practices of integration to emerge as discursive 

reiterations of old divisions, which question certain ideas of ‘freedom’ and ‘liberation’ 

brought by the mainstreaming of education and integration as a form of 

empowerment for disabled students in higher education. For this reason, integration 

as a concept cannot be detached from the liberal welfare nation-state rationality that 

governed the Italian state, constituted by specific regimes of practices that reworked 

the liberty of the subject as a citizen in a society of citizens. 

     This stance leads to two specific directions in the dispositif of integration to be 

discussed below, within which education plays a crucial role: the formation of a 

‘social’ which is both the object of welfare and the formation within which disabled 

subjects were to be integrated; and the production of specific kinds of subject 

positions. Starting from this point, the following sections explores how a welfarist 

reason modelled and shaped power/knowledge relations in the mobilisation of the 

norm that 'created' a community within which a specific form of freedom shaped the 

conduct of subjects that could not comply with an educational norm. This modality of 

managing difference inside, not just makes the dispositif of integration work, but it 

also fabricates disabled students as vehicles for this dispositif to function, as well as 
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creating them in order for the dispositif to exist. 

4.2 Dispositif of integration and the community of social rights. 
  

 

     In the nineteenth century, liberalism implied the maximisation of individual 

freedom and the minimisation of the State’s intervention in the market mechanisms, 

to ensure wealth and productivity of the state itself. Coordinated by this reason, the 

liberal dispositif of assimilation produced self-orienting subjects, maximising 

individuals who, in pursuing their own interests, also contributed to societal 

wellbeing and wealth.  

     However, ‘as economic and social problems in capitalist democracies multiplied, 

the argument for lasseiz-faire and economic individualism became more difficult to 

sustain’ (Olssen et al. 2004:126). The dispositif of assimilation exposed new lines of 

visibility, encouraged by processes of democratisation and by a need of rebuilding a 

nation (and economy) that was badly damaged by the two World Wars. The 

intervention of the State, Olssen et alter (2004:126) continue, ‘came to be seen as 

the answer to expansive problems which the market seemed unable to solve’. In the 

aftermath of the two World Wars, Italy was faced with a number of problems, 

comprising a country to be re-build, badly damaged by the fascist regime, the re-

employment of a number of maimed veterans, deep internal cultural divisions, and 

substantial migration processes from the South of Italy to the wealthier North. By 

becoming a re-distributor of resources across ‘society', the State took charge of the 

scattered philanthropic and charitable organisations which before the Second World 

War mostly dealt with veterans and the poor, defective subjects of education, 

organisations which alone were becoming ineffective in moralising the population 

and redistributing wealth in an increasingly urbanised and industrialised society. 

     In this historical framework, economists such as Keynes (1931), and other 

theorists of social democratic or welfare state liberalism (Hobhouse, 1911) began to 

theorise ‘the end of lasseiz-faire’ calling for a revision of free-market policies. Briefly, 

Keynes argued that the market had failed in regulating the freedom and wealth of 

the state and of its citizens, therefore calling for a more substantial input of the state 

action in granting the conditions for the citizenship to prosper. Market needed ‘a 

visible hand to protect us from our own selfishness’ Santori (2015:38) nicely puts it. 

The State was not to intervene in the regulation of the market; it was to constitute 

the conditions for an autonomous individual to effectively increase productivity, while 

being protected from the caprices of the market, ensuring their wellbeing as well as 
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their security throughout this process (Foucault, 2002:365-81). 

     Yet social-democratic liberalism, Hindess (1996:65) points out, impinges on the 

specific idea of a subject’s autonomy as a ‘composite notion’, seeing the individual 

as ‘independent, rational and self-responsible’, however also as belonging to a 

community of autonomous individuals. The ontological ambiguity of the community 

presented political and economic problems of governability for the state, and they 

were solved through the ‘socialisation of society’ (Donzelot, 1991). The social 

community could be governed through ‘welfare’, Rose (1996:48) suggests, ‘as one 

formula for recoding … the relations between the political field and the management 

of economic and social affair’, as well as between individuals in a community. In this 

way, the State ‘was to take responsibility for generating an array of technologies of 

government that would “social-ize” both individual citizenship and economic life in 

the name of collective security’ (Rose, 1996:48).  

     The socialisation through welfare then saw the State also systematically taking 

on ‘the responsibility to satisfy the fundamental needs of all its citizens and not just 

of some categories, configuring an ensemble of social rights’ (Saraceno, 2013:13). 

These discourses of equality, social security, and social justice let emerge the first 

lines of visibility of a dispositif of integration. In fact, the ‘socially constructed social 

body’ became 'something subjects could be integrated in', in which the indivisibility 

and non-marginalisability of 'public goods' (including right to work, to education and 

health) was making the 'exclusion of large groups of people … a highly moral and 

socio-political problem' (Simons and Masschelein, 2015:213).  It is here that the 

welfarist reason enters liberalism, in which all subjects are equal in terms of rights 

and put in the condition of being autonomous and productive. 

     The constitution of the social (of integration) enabled a new field of government 

and subject positions to become available, and the norm of government of the 

omnes and the singulatim could mould new modalities of conduct. As Foucault 

reminds, 

 

I don’t think we should consider the “modern state” as an entity which 
was developed above individuals, ignoring what they are and even 
their very existence, but, on the contrary, as a very sophisticated 
structure, in which individuals can be integrated, under one condition: 
that this individuality would be shaped in a new form and submitted to 
a set of very specific patterns.  
             (Foucault, 1982:783) 
 

 

In fact, the political subject came to be reconceptualised as ‘a citizen’, however ‘in 
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return for duties of social obligation and social responsibility’ (Rose, 1996:49). 

Security became combined with responsibility, and subjects were made morally and 

economically accountable (and therefore governable) for the community, while 

being constructed as autonomous, self-developing citizens. Every citizen was called 

to participate and contribute, effectively developing welfare through citizenship. 

     On an international level, rights were granted through a number of conventions 

and declarations. Immediately after the Second World War, the Universal 

Declaration of Human Rights (UN, 1948) was written, followed by the Declaration of 

the Rights of the Child (UN, 1959), whereas on a European level, the European 

Convention of Human rights entered into force in 1953. However, it is the European 

Social Charter (1961) that encapsulated the welfarist reason and integrationalist 

movement mobilising nation-states in the European area. Social protection, social 

rights to work, to health and to education of the excluded were vigorously upheld. 

     On a national level, the 'integrationist mentality’ (D’Alessio, 2011:6) was 

materially encapsulated by the Italian Constitution (1948). The Constitution of the 

newly established Italian Republic granted equal treatment to all its citizens, and it 

institutionalised the legal subjects of social rights by acknowledging and granting the 

inviolable rights of the person, both as an individual and as belonging to social 

groups where human personality is expressed’ (Art. 2). Moreover, it ensured ‘right to 

welfare support to every citizen unable to work and without the necessary means of 

subsistence'. 

     Yet, the Constitution made also explicit that these inalienable rights do not occur 

in a vacuum, as directly correlated to certain duties that subjects are asked to fulfil. 

The Italian Republic is described, by the very first constitutional article as ‘a 

Democratic Republic, founded on work', and it: 

 

Recognises the right of all citizens to work, and promotes those 
conditions which render this right effective. Every citizen has the 
duty, according to personal potential and individual choice, to perform 
an activity or a function that contributed to the material or spiritual 
progress of society. 
               (Italian Constitution, Art. 4) 
 

 
The use of language in the Constitution ‘deploys a certain style of reasoning' (Rose, 

1996:42), and it describes a set of practical and intellectual actions for making 

something thinkable and to be acted upon. On the one hand, the ‘Republic 

acknowledges and grants the inviolable human rights’ (Art. 2), on the other hand ‘it 

demands the fulfilment of mandatory duties of political, economic and social 
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solidarity’ (Art. 2). Two lines of action were being delineated, one focused on 

equalities of opportunities granted to all citizens (legal subjects) as free and 

autonomous constituencies of an indivisible citizenry, while another line geared 

towards subjects’ productivity and contribution to the state wealth. Moved by a 

‘theory of justice’ that would have redistributed the social good accordingly to 

citizens, society itself became an analytical mean of political strategy. Hobhouse 

(1911:124) called it ‘the theory of the collective action’, according to which ‘while the 

individual must provide energy and initiative, society provides conditions and 

opportunities’ (Olssen et al., 2004:121). This implied a different perspective than the 

one developed in the nineteenth century liberalism, where society was conceived as 

an ensemble of ‘self-sufficient’ individuals ‘to contract propriety on the basis of any 

natural right, or on the basis of any natural interests or capacities’ (Olssen et al, 

2004:119) in producing the state’s wealth. Rights had become social and granted by 

the State as an essential condition for liberty. Freedom assumed a new 

conformation. The idea of ‘freedom from’ exercised in the early liberalism came to 

be questioned (Marshall, 1996), being freedom not just a condition of no restraint to 

action, but ‘an adjunct power’ to do and to expand citizens’ own capacities. It is a 

‘freedom to’ things, goods, and possibilities, such as housing, education, work, and 

health but also moved by the necessity of making 'the inmates to work' (Ball, 2013). 

The position of the ‘working citizen’ was produced. 

     This freedom to do and to be would ensure subjects’ productivity out of a 

complex welfare ‘security net’ formed through the intersection of medical and 

economic statements laid in the dispositif of assimilation. However, this ‘security net’ 

was also a ’security grid’ that allowed for statements on socialisation and security to 

be opened. Inability became seen as a condition of deficit in bodily features to be 

fixed, with invalidity to work as something to be reimbursed forxiv. Poor (and thus 

less productive) members of society were defined by a standard of living deemed 

sufficient by decision-makers (Armstrong, 2003a:244 cf Gewirtz, 2002). On the other 

hand, through socialising deficits, programmes of security constituted a continuous 

surveillance of those subjects that could not contribute to, or that were subtracting 

from, social wealth and public goods, making them visible, controllable and 

disciplinable. The welfare reason developed strategies of security not only to protect 

the productive citizen from the caprices of the market, but also to govern the Other 

of welfare, imbricating it into complex regimes of practices of normation and 

normalisation (Foucault, 2009). Hindess (1996:72) sums up the grid of intelligibility 

of the welfare reason by explaining how social rights were key in mobilising 
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… the citizenship package by securing both the internal conditions 
(through the knowledge and character formation provided by the 
system of compulsory education) and the external conditions 
(through policies on housing, welfare, and income support) under 
which all adult members can participate in the life of the community 
as independent persons. On this view, the fundamental purpose of 
social policy is to ensure that the legal and political community is also 
a community of citizens. 

 

 

The legal and security matrix created by the integrationist welfarist reason mobilised 

the 'population' that emerged from the dispositif of assimilation, around what 

Foucault defined as the city-citizen and the shepherd-flock (power) games. Dean 

(2010:99-100) summarises them along two diagrams: 

 

the individual as citizen who exercises freedoms and rights within the 
legal and political structure of the political community on the basis of 
equality with other citizens; the individual as living being who can be 
known in depth, whose welfare is to be cared for as an individual and 
as a part of a population. 

 

 

The welfarist reason merged the individualistic nature of liberal legal rights with 

pastoral practices of subjectivation and the universal inclusivity of the Christian 

pastoral. The population of the dispositif of assimilation became reworked into 

citizenry, and the norm reshaped through statements of equality. As Dean 

(2010:101) poignantly puts it, 'we can now begin to appreciate Foucault’s 

(1988a:71) characterisation of modern states as 'demonic'', and in which education 

increasingly played a crucial role. 

 

4.3 Dispositif of integration and the production of handicap. 
  

 

     In the construction of the social and of the (social) citizen, a primary role was 

given to educational institutions (Grimaldi and Serpieri, 2012). Education was 

regarded as the panacea of equality of opportunities (Esping-Andersen, 1999), 

framed by the welfare reason as ‘a key tool to promote social inclusion, through the 

development of skills, attitudes, qualifications and goals for participation’ (Youdell, 

2006:12). Education was central to societal change, seen as a potential ‘catalyst 

and vehicle for realising the aspirations of the masses’ as well as a means to 
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prepared ‘skilled and motivated workforce’ (Armstrong et al., 2010:16). The elitist 

and closed education and university system that Gentile Law in 1923 created by 

introducing ‘exams regulating the transitions between educational levels’ (Recchi, 

2007:401) needed to be adjusted to an emerging discourse of equality of 

opportunities in educationxv. In these regards, the Constitution ensured compulsory 

and free primary education to all citizens (art.34), with the restructuring of the lower 

levels of education considered more important to tackle social inequalities than a 

reform of higher education (Troschitz, 2017). Focusing on the elimination of 

inequalities at lower levels, in line with a linear narration of history, equality of 

opportunities would resolve problems of inequality in higher education (Bocock and 

Taylor, 2003 in Troschitz, 2017). The new normality of equal opportunities and rights 

mobilised by the welfare reason, with its integrative movement made special 

schools, exclusionary asylums, and marginalising institutions in general, 

‘unreasonable’.  A new field of government was being opened, in which disability 

and education were written on the same tabula.    

   On the one hand, processes of de-institutionalisation saw the passage of Italian 

Mental Health Law 180 in 1978 (the Basaglia Law), which dismantled all the 

psychiatric hospitals except for the juridical ones, and built community-oriented 

mental health services. On the other hand, a general social unrest, comprising 

students’ and workers’ movements, families, teachers and associations of 

handicapped people all vocally rejected practices of segregation (Lauchlan and 

Fadda, 2012). Furthermore, democratising experimentations on a pedagogical level 

such as the experience of active education and the popular education of Don Milani 

and the School of Barbianaxvi , were pushing for a more comprehensive form of 

education which was to embrace the diversity of life experiences of children, asking 

for full-time school and abolition of social discrimination through differential classes.  

     The breaking down of the walls of separated institutions created new visibilities 

that questioned the very material premises of educational (and societal) institutions. 

Built environments, as well as educational settings were emerging as inaccessible 

for bodies that would not fit with the norm. Law 118/1971, which ‘gave to all disabled 

children (except for those affected by extremely severe physical and/or mental 

disabilities) the right to attend regular mainstream schools and to be integrated in 

regular classrooms constituted the first comprehensive legislation that triggered the 

integration of abnormal children. Moreover, Law 118/1971 was extremely important 

for an archaeological analysis of disability as it allowed the encounter of medical 

and economic statements on the handicapped body. In the same law, the need to 

make educational premises accessible to facilitate the attendance of handicapped 
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children in schools and universities was promoted, alongside the naming 

(production) of invalidity, and of subjects of welfare assistance. As a matter of 

security (protection) of subjects that could not self-sustain, economic knowledge, 

materialised in the National Institute for Social Security (INPS), and medical 

knowledge, embodied by the Local Health Authority (ASL), jointly certified degrees 

of bodily invalidity on a 1 to 100% rank, so to legally identifying the civilian invalid 

and ensuring a pension to those certified by private medical centres linked to the 

Ministry of Health. Law 118 is a powerful mobilisation of power in the process of 

integration, in that it normated and normalised invalidity, translated physical and 

mental deficits into degrees of invalidity and distributed it along a scale of 

percentages (with 66% invalidity making the legally invalid subject). It connected 

handicap with invalidity, as signifier and signified which became the materialisations 

of the disadvantage that (state) education could fix to amend the caprices of the 

market. It represented the material deviation from the norm and the line of visibility 

of the deficit body.  

     This deviation was also conceptualised on an international level by the World 

Health Organisation in the International Classification of Impairment, Disability and 

Handicap (ICIDH) (WHO, 1980). The ICIDH followed the International Classification 

of Diseases (ICD) and it differentiated from it by taking the influence of the context 

on the health of populations and individuals rather than the subject’s disease as a 

starting point for the analysis of disadvantage. To do so, it merged a medical regime 

of truth with measurements of impact to the external context, providing three 

different classifications. The first one being the classification of Impairments, 

intended as ‘any loss or abnormality of psychological, physiological or anatomical 

structure of function' (ibid, p.27). The second related to Disabilities reflecting ‘any 

restriction or lack (resulting from an impairment) of ability to perform an activity in 

the manner or within the range considered normal for a human being'. And then the 

third one, already defined in the document (p.14) as the more problematical, 

concerning Handicap, defined as ‘a disadvantage for a given individual, resulting 

from an impairment or a disability, that limits or prevents the fulfilment of a role that 

is normal (depending on age, sex and social and cultural factors) for that individual'. 

It is ‘handicap' that enabled the intersection with the environment, and, as the 

document stated further 

 

The structure of the Handicap classification is radically different from 
all other lCD-related classifications. The items are not classified 
according to individuals or their attributes but rather according to the 
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circumstances in which people with disabilities are likely to find 
themselves, circumstances that can be expected to place such 
individuals at a disadvantage in relation to their peers when viewed 
from the norms of society. The scheme is not exhaustive and is 
restricted to key social roles, what have been regarded as the most 
important dimensions of disadvantageous experience - orientation, 
physical independence, mobility, occupation, social integration, and 
economic self-sufficiency. For each of these dimensions a gradation 
of circumstances is possible, so that specification of the individual's 
status in regard to each is required.  

(ICIDH, 1980:14) 
 

 

The discursive emergence of ‘handicap' was the naming of the disadvantage that 

abnormal subjects had compared to the others in regular schools in fulfilling an 

expected (normal) role, where the signifier correspond to the signified. Handicap 

was emerging from the difference from behavioural norms of autonomy, it also 

allowed for the definition of programmes to normalise those subjects whose 

behaviour failed to conform (cf. Hindess, 1996). Moreover, it reflected the need to 

control the field of government in which defective subjects where finding 

themselves, in a time in which de-institutionalisation was making difference visible.  

     The ICIDH (WHO, 1980) still regulates handicapped subjects in Italian higher 

education as part of a bio-political project. If in closed institutions abnormal bodies 

could be easily disciplined and made pliable, in a de-institutionalised context, the 

integration of the Other in society needed new tools and new terminology to be 

controlled and made productive. The nomenclature reflected the change in 

perspective: it was not a matter of taking about handicap per se, rather of handicap 

in certain environmental conditions (handicap in mobility, handicap in seeing, 

handicap in social integration etc.) as a reflection of situational deficits. The 

handicapped subject then became an individual in a ‘situation of handicap’: the 

handicap was not intended as a subject’s attribute; it emerged only when an 

individual performance was compared to a normal one. However, while this grid of 

intelligibility involved the context in producing certain subject positions, the (liberal) 

centred conceptualisation of the subject saw the body, rather than the context, as 

the source of disadvantage, as encapsulated by the idiom ‘carrier of handicap’ that 

began to spread. 

     This mentality of government was perfectly summed up by the Falcucci 

Commission’s report (1975:2), following some pilot programmes for the integration 

of handicapped children in regular schools.  
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A preliminary consideration from the Commission is that the 
implementation of a school structure suitable to face the problem of 
handicapped young people presupposes the conviction that even 
subjects with developmental, learning and adaptational difficulties, 
must be considered as protagonists of their growth. In fact, there are 
cognitive, operational and relational potentialities in them, which are 
often blocked by the schemata and demands of current culture and 
social costume. Fostering the development of these potentialities is a 
particular duty of the school, considering that its function is precisely 
that of bringing to maturation, from a cultural, social and civil point of 
view, the possibilities of development of each child and every young 
person. The school, in its task to tailor its educational action to the 
individual potentialities of each student, seems to be the most 
appropriate structure to help handicapped students overcome their 
condition of marginalisation which otherwise they would be 
condemned in, even though a network of medical and social services 
has to be considered co-essential to the very same objective. 

 

 
The liberal subject of self-fulfilment, constrained in a condition of marginalisation can 

be integrated through the disciplinary power of education jointly with ‘a network of 

medical and social services, co-essential to the very same objective’. The report 

triggered an entanglement of biopower and truth on bodies that did not fit with the 

'norm of equality and autonomy' and therefore to be assisted 'to develop their 

abilities to the fullest' (Falcucci, 1975) to comply with the normal order and become 

productive. Most importantly, the Falcucci Document shaped a certain kind of 

freedom and space of manoeuvre to exert personal autonomy and self-fulfilment of 

subjects that did not fit the educational norm. As Canevaro (2007:9) encapsulates 

the mentality of the time: 

 

We realize the importance of opening the doors of schools to all 
pupils with disabilities, because they were recognised dignity despite 
their physical deficit, their sensory difficulties, and their cognitive 
potentialities, which sometimes were severely limited. Respect for life 
required the assumption that the person with disability is a person, 
and as such requires both respect, and education in regular contexts. 
The value of the person has not only to be affirmed, but to be 
concretely promoted by an educational context that must offer 
everything that the disabling condition required, and this could only 
happen in a normal school context. 
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While doors were being opened for abnormal subjects to be in regular classrooms, 

other limits were being crafted on their impaired bodies and minds, objectifying 

deficit and defining the limits of freedom of their personhood. Where Canevaro talks 

about dignity and integration, Armstrong (2003b) talks about the effective initiation of 

the management of ‘the menace of the others within’.  From here, the Falcucci 

document fed into law 157/1977 which abolished all differentiated classes and 

special schools and promoted ‘the integration of students portatori di handicap 

(carriers of handicap) with the provision of specialised teachers’ (Tortello, 1999:2). 

The emergence of the handicapped subject of integration then triggered a series of 

strategies and tactics of power to govern abnormality in mainstream education. 

 

4.4 Technical government of the handicapped subject of integration. 
 

 

     New objects and subjects were being produced by 'the play of continuities and 

recurrences through the application of techniques of power and the deployment of 

forms of knowledge' (Ball, 2013:44). Coordinating sovereignty (rights), economy 

(invalidity), and morality (handicap) through a sort of ‘regime of internal control’ 

(Gerwitz and Ball, 2000:254), the welfare reason developed in an administrative 

bureaucratic machine of integrated re-distributive strategies of power, linking 

abilities resources and experts. Newman and Clarke (1992:5) called this rationality 

‘bureau professionalism’, in which medical and pedagogical experts operated 

according to 'the dominant perceptions of what constitutes common sense 

knowledge concerning the needs of marginalised groups and what they deserve to 

get' (Armstrong, 2003a:245). As Newman (1998 in Gerwitz and Ball, 2000:254) 

continues: 

 

Bureaucratic administration provided the organizational context in 
which welfare professionals—doctors, teachers, social workers etc.—
exercised their professional judgement. This combination of 
administrative rationality and professional expertise guaranteed the 
‘neutrality’ of the welfare state and protected the exercise of 
professional judgement in the delivery of social welfare. 

 
 
This controlling bureaucratic regime, and the power that it conferred on welfare 

professionals, enabled two strategic positions of authority in enacting integration. 

First, experts governmentally ensured that equality was granted as part of the public 
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interest and good, which was related to the regulatory of power; second, ‘the expert’ 

became the guarantor of order, coordinated by the disciplinary of power. In this 

sense, experts were 'part of powerful systems of knowledge who imposed order 

upon an unruly world' (Slee, 1999:196), operating as part of a normalising regime of 

practices that worked simultaneously through restraining the body and cultivating 

the character in the interest of social stability (Turner, 1991). 

     In this bureaucratic reason, the norm mobilised the education of the handicapped 

subject along three disciplinary strategies, which Ball (2013:41) aptly defines ‘the 

pedagogic machine’:  

 

- objectivation and surveillance of medical, social and pedagogic services;  

- rehabilitation towards a state of (social) normality to overcome the 

condition of marginality and upholding equality;  

- management of desire through the potential of self-development and 

self-fulfilment.  

 

The liberal idea mobilising the subject of handicap and the individualisation of its 

deficit easily explains the number of criticisms moved towards policies and practices 

of integration as disregarding any modification to the setting in which the Other of 

education was to be integrated. Armstrong and Barton (2008:10) summarise these 

criticisms 

 
Integration makes no requirement for the school to effect radical 
change in its culture and organisation because the expectation is that 
the child is accommodated to existing structures and practices or – at 
best, if organisational and pedagogical adjustments are implemented, 
they take place around the individual child or group of children 
identified as in need.  

 
Handicapped subjects were to become ‘protagonists of their growth', and the focus 

was on their bodies and on their selves, because a body becomes productive only if 

it is a subjectified body with a subjectified self (Foucault, 1977).  

     Defective subjects, previously governed in special institutions through the 

medico-pedagogic model, came to be visible, and therefore governable, through a 

regulatory ‘typological obsession [for] identification, categorization, labelling and 

monitoring’ (Armstrong, 2002:442). Medical and pedagogical saviours not only 

depoliticised those practices, but also enabled again the nominalist creation of 

differences as part of those ‘rituals of power’ and ‘ceremonies of objectification’ 

(Ball, 2013:68) constitutive of the 'being in' an education system. 'The role of special 
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educational professionals is to diagnose students' levels of disability, and then to 

provide, according to their special needs, individual programmes outside the normal 

educational provision' Slee (1999:196) encapsulates it. This process of objectivation 

of handicap, with its entanglement between context, bodily deficit and disadvantage, 

defined the problem of the abnormal body in mainstream education emerging from 

division between what was normal (healthy) and abnormal (pathological). The 

working of power/knowledge relations then allowed for the production of a subject 

that could be integrated and educated under the gaze of medical, pedagogical and 

community experts. A series of strategies of division and control produced the 

subject of integration, mechanisms of security that would identify the 'not-yet-

autonomous' subject of mainstream education and activate programmes of 

rehabilitation, triggered by Law 517/77. 

     First strategy concerned numbers: ‘no more than two handicapped students 

could be allocated within a regular classroom’ within a ‘maximum number of 

students for an integrated classroom not higher than twenty’. Second, hierarchical 

control, as specialised ‘support teachers – trained through specialised courses – 

were to be paired with regular teachers within the integrated class setting’. Third, a 

medical and pedagogic gaze to ‘diagnos[e] and [prescribe] therapeutic services to 

handicapped children and their families by the local health agency for socio-psycho-

pedagogy support’ (cf. Begeny and Martens, 2007; see also Lauchlan and Fadda, 

2012). 

     The objectification of deficit is a regulatory bio-political technique and part of a 

process of division of abilities and bodies, which allows for biopower to be 

rationalised and used to enhance the productivity of the state. Additionally, 

strategies of surveillance served to order, educate and therefore govern the Other of 

normal education in regular settings. The dispositif of integration in Italy was not 

only what D’Alessio (2011:3) defined as ‘an essentially un-problematic and perfectly 

designed top-down initiative’, but also a complex apparatus, a tenuous micro-

physics of power that made up handicapped subjects from below.  Regulatory 

practices of the objectification and surveillance of bodily difference coupled with 

pastoral, disciplinary practices, which experts operationalised into a subjectification 

of souls produced the integrated Other, the shaping governable selves, therefore 

making them predictable. These concerted pastoral techniques of power of 

objectivation, control and subjectivation reshaped autonomy as part of an 

ambiguous welfarist project, both 'essentially human' and 'artificial'. As Hindess 

(1996:75) puts it, 

[O]nce autonomy can be represented … as the product of particular 
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conditions [determined by the knowledge obtained by the subject], 
then it can also be seen as heteronomy, as a state in which 
individuals' decisions and actions are subject to determinations that 
lie beyond their control – that is a negation of real autonomy. 

 

 

The conundrum of autonomy and welfare state is then linked to these processes 

that produce subjects as citizens in the condition to perform a certain kind of 

independence, while putting them in a condition of dependence to these very State 

given conditions to exist. This is a strategy of power that, for example, manifests in 

the practice of 'disclosing' disability at university so to access specific provisions and 

benefits which I will explore in depth in Chapter six while analysing the government 

of disabled subjects in higher education. The dispositif of integration in education, 

through concerted practices of objectivation, surveillance and subjectivation was 

simultaneously becoming 'an expression of humanity and a demarcation of the limits 

of humanity' (Ball, 2013:48).  

 

 4.4.1 Joint practices of objectification and subjectification: wild 
integration and the definition of the Individualised Educative Plan (PEI). 

	
	
     Following the enforcement of Law 517/77, the state’s political agenda of 

socialisation, ability building, and mainstreaming of educational opportunities 

encountered a number of problems and resistances at the school level (Lascioli, 

2014), reminding us of the role that chance, accidents and uncertainties play in the 

writing of history. The history of integration of handicapped subjects into the 

mainstream education is the history of how the presence of the Other has been 

juggled through difficulties in acceptance from teachers and from ‘normal’ children, 

parents and inadequacies of a setting that was tailored according to the needs of a 

certain kind of education subjects. ‘As this ragbag of knowledge, practices and 

programmes was gradually put together, new practices were invented and old 

practices were revitalised and pressed into service for new tasks’ (Kendall and 

Wickham, 1999:123). This managerial chaos has been called wild integration 

(Vitello, 1991, D’Alessio, 2012; Maggiolini and Molteni, 2013), identifying the period 

that extends from Law 118/1971 to the beginning of the 1980s, in which ‘the 

percentage of students with disabilities placed in general education classes rose 

from estimated of 20% to 30% to approximately 98%’ (Giangreco et al., 2012:72). 
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The enactment of national law 1977 as part of a dispositif of integration is a 

magnificent example of the challenge, as Ball (1993:10) puts it, of ‘relat[ing] together 

analytically the ad hocery of the macro with the ad hocery of the micro without losing 

sight of the systematic basis and effects of ad hoc social actions’. The dispositif of 

integration could be pictured as Foucault’s tabula, on which all the discursive 

practices, subjectivities, dispositions, laws, objects were now confusingly together 

and in need to be given an order.  

     As Sbarbati (1998) clarifies with the hindsight, that period was called ‘of 

insertion’, in that although the norm was stating democratic rights such as 

compulsory education for all, certain training for educators, specialist competences, 

proper structural and didactic assistive technologies, the culture of teamwork and 

the culture of handicap were still to be perfected. However, it is exactly the order of 

these knowledges (saviours) into pedagogical connaissance that opened the 

position of the handicapped subject. Wild integration is the moment in which 

freedom in the dispositif of integration was being renegotiated, in which discursive 

statements were becoming discursive practices, and in which the positions of 

handicapped subjects of welfare were being created. 

     In 1978, the nationalisation of the health system defined the intervention of 

health local authorities in the activities and rehabilitation of handicapped children in 

schools, jointly with children’s families, schools and the community (Schianchi, 

2012). This joint network brought to the formulation in 1983 of the Piano Educativo 

Individualizzato (PEI), a detailed educational legislative disposition which defined 

the special needs of handicapped subjects (Ministerial circular n.258/1983). The PEI 

introduced a ‘functional diagnosis’ that integrated a medical diagnosis, the 

identification of subjects’ relational and cognitive capacities, as well as personal, 

family, and social resources on which they could rely on. This integrated set of 

‘dispositions, manoeuvres, tactics and techniques’ (Foucault, 1979:26) materialised 

a record of the handicapped subject so that the medico-psyco-social equip in 

concert with general and specialised teachers and other education personnel, could 

pursue a personalised, educational and didactic programme of therapeutic and 

rehabilitative interventions (Groppo, 1989). The PEI not only materialised handicap 

as a disadvantage in a clinical file, objectifying the student that does not comply with 

the normal mundane school practice, but it also successfully reshaped the medico-

pedagogical treatment into mainstream schooling.  It both created the problem of 

the handicapped subject and tried to solve it. 

     The introduction of the PEI within the dispositif of integration created a 

paradoxical double-movement on the ontological production of handicapped bodies 
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in mainstream education, which reminds us of the neutrality of power and therefore 

its dangerousness. A discourse of rights was articulating forms of independence, 

self-development and autonomy, promising through education a life as ‘full-citizen’ 

and granting the conditions to reach normality (and therefore equality). Conversely, 

certifications of handicap, specialised educational plans, supportive teachers, 

separated classrooms, and differentiated methods of evaluation made handicapped 

bodies and selves ‘the place[s] where the most minute and local social practices 

were linked up with the large-scale organization of power’ (Dreyfus and Rabinow, 

1983:111). In fact, through creating and managing a very specific kind of medico-

pedagogical freedom as a space of government the PEI was a concerted use of 

power not only in surveilling the subject of power, but also as part of strategies of 

moralisation of the welfare state reason. The role of the medico-psycho-social 

equipment of experts as pastors of the State through the modern practices of 

counselling, therapeutic and social work contributed to the subjectification of the 

citizen needing assistance by ‘attaching them to specific normalised subjectivities’, 

requiring then to work on their themselves, rehabilitating them towards productivity, 

and consequentially maintaining a desirable [secure] social order. This created the 

complex system of subjection in which the body becomes a useful and productive 

force through processes of self-subjectification (Foucault, 1977:26). 

     As Armstrong (2003a:242) aptly points out, ‘in this struggle, the emphasis is less 

on one of balancing two conflicting projects (human need and social control), but 

rather one of drawing human need into the framework of social control’. The norm 

worked on the moralisation of subjects as the management of desire through the 

potential of self-development and self-fulfilment. Going back to the certain kind of 

autonomy that is expected from the subjects, Dean (2010:43-4) neatly puts it 

 
[T]he forms of identity promoted and presupposed by various 
practices and programmes of government … elicit, promote, 
facilitate, foster and attribute various capacities, qualities and 
statuses to particular agents. They are successful to the extent that 
these agents come to experience themselves through such 
capacities (e.g rational decision making), qualities (e.g. having a 
[disability]), and statuses (e.g. being an active citizen). Much of the 
problem of government here is less one of identity than one of 
identification. 

 

 

This consideration, read from an analytics of government, confutes but also explains 

the reason why the rationality moving the welfare state reason would 'rarely 
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comprise any question of asking students classified as handicapped of what they 

want' (Armstrong, 2003a:242). Pastoral practices shap subjects’ desire towards self-

fulfilment in the space for freedom opened by the medical notion of handicap, then 

making pliable subjects of handicap through education. Increasingly, subjects are 

not simply “externally” regulated by “objectifying” power/knowledge practices (Usher 

and Robin, 1994), but rather regulate themselves through “subjectifying” practices, 

ways of conduct that prioritise Christian practices of ‘confession’ of the truth about 

oneself as a strategy of help and empowerment. This is what I explained in my last 

section, in which the processes of government and identification of handicapped 

students materialised the successful government of defective subject into higher 

education. 

 

4.5 The grid of definition of the handicapped subject of higher education. 
 

 

… the [research] groups have infused science and love in preparing 
their papers in the different subject-matters [of this conference], and I 
hope that through their words facts will spring and translate, in a near 
future, into an amelioration of both the university life conditions and 
integration into society of all youths that access upper-secondary 
education, winning against difficulties, which sometimes are really 
enormous, rewarding theirs and their families’ will and personal 
sacrifice, because it is society that needs them. … Because the 
Community is the objective of this university system which we work 
for, in this Community the differences must be attenuated the most or 
made disappear, in respect of human dignity and in the perspective 
of a positive social integration for all.  
 
  (Handicap and Upper-Secondary Education Conference, Parma, 
Zanella, 1983:10) 

 

 

   Once objectified and subjectified the handicapped subject of primary education 

the 'problem' of handicap began to emerge also in the higher levels of education. In 

the 1980s, the number of students was rapidly increasing at all levels of education 

and the regulation of the Other within reached the upper-secondary school level. 

‘We cannot give the opportunity to stay in education to handicapped subjects if we 

do not give them the opportunity to carry on to university’ said Lucchetti (1982) in 

the first Conference on Handicap and Upper-Secondary Education.  

     The egalitarian outlook toward university opportunities shaped by the welfare 
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reason needs necessarily to be framed within a boom in enrolments begun in the 

early 1960s, which reached its peak in the second half of the 1960s and beginning 

of 1970s (Luzzatto, 1988). In fact, according to the ISTAT (2012), the enrolment 

ratios of individuals in higher education skyrocketed from 288,000 in 1961/1962 to 

760,000 students in 1971/1972. The disorganisation within the university premises, 

social unrest and the push to a universal access to university for secondary school 

graduates brought the Parliament to approve the first of a series of ‘Urgent 

measures for the University’ (Law 910/69), legislating on the right to equal access to 

secondary school to all students regardless their personal conditions. 

     A number of Conferences began to be held to discuss the emerging problem of 

integration in higher education, concerning among other topics Handicap and 

Upper-Secondary Education (Parma, 1982), Integration of handicapped into 

University (Rome, 1983) and University and invalidity (Sassari, 1988). Here specific 

circumstances were problematized and by coming together constructed a certain 

‘object of thought’ (Bacchi, 2012), the problem of the handicapped in university 

milieus. Giovannelli (1983:190), in his conclusive remarks at the Conference of 

Handicap and Upper-Secondary Education summarised the emerging problem into 

three areas, which he calls barriers to the effective integration of handicapped 

subjects in higher education: 

 
- Economic barriers: ‘there is a need of a precise financial statement which 

could give a global picture of the sector … Comparing the social expenses of 

tackling handicap in society with the social expenses of not caring about the 

problem, we could see that the expenditure is much higher in the second 

case than in the first one … the overcoming of economic barriers is made 

more difficult by the lack of bureaucratic coordination in the interventions’. 

 
- Architectural barriers: which could be easily dismantled through a more 

‘rational urbanistic, architectural and logistic planning’ (1983:190) 

 
- Psychological barriers: these barriers are of two kinds, as Canestrari (p.16) 

in the same Conference defines: 

 

o A belief that for a handicapped student it is enough to accomplish 

compulsory schooling: this belief works on handicapped subjects’ self 

and discourages them to apply for university, as well as on teachers 

and professors and in the ways in which they interact with, and think 

of, the handicapped student, 
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o The idea that university is very intellectualistic and not 

professionalising and therefore not suitable for handicapped subjects, 

who should be more suitable for vocational schools and professional 

institutions. 

 

The physical presence of abnormal students manifested as a problem of 

government coordination and optimisation of resources (economic problems), 

people (psychologic problems – government of selves), and territories (university 

milieus and accessibility). It set the conditions to produce a sort of integration that 

could harmonise ‘the strategies of searching for a norm of good government’ which 

respected ‘both economic processes and the bio-political imperative for the 

optimization of the life of population’ (Dean, 2010:68).  

     In this picture, economic problems called for the bureaucratic, disciplinary and 

regulatory dispositif coordinated by the welfare reason to bring order and efficiency 

in a university system that, following the open-door policy and the participation of 

‘non-traditional’ students, was not managing resources and funding frugally. 

Therefore, a concerted programme of collection of data, ranging from university 

expenditure to number of handicapped students enrolled, was to create a complex 

‘general matrix’ to study ‘redistributions, realignments, homogenizations, serial 

arrangements and convergences of the force relations’ (Foucault, 1978:94). This 

matrix constituted the grid of intelligibility of handicap in higher education, but also 

the analytical grid that made visible major dominations and confrontations and 

games of power and knowledge. 

     Architectural barriers and problems of accessibility emerged from this grid as the 

materialisation of a certain subject that was expected to enrol in higher education. 

The built environment let the handicapped subject emerge from a space moulded by 

certain disciplined set of university activities, academic power/knowledge relations 

which since then had ‘ensured apprenticeship and the acquisition of aptitudes or 

types of behaviour … by means of a whole ensemble of regulated activities and 

communications’ (Foucault, 2006:72-3). The welfarist reason and the norm of 

equality were making disability visible as a material problem of premises, of 

inaccessible lecture theatres and university halls, which in turn were discursively 

produced by a specific academic routine. These well-oiled types of communication 

and routines, and the mundane of university were being shaken by the socialising 

and egalitarian techniques of the welfarist reason, which were opening new subject 

positions. Zanella (1983:10) introduced the problem in his speech:   
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While researching a right arrangement and a valid line of 
intervention, we have studied all the aspects related to the university 
choices of young carriers of handicap, which are motivated differently 
according to the different types of deficit they have and their 
professional objectives, which have to take into account problems 
and the legislation connected to the labour market. This needs to be 
tackled in a systematic way not to lose all of the positive that can be 
realised if the social terrain is not ready. 

 

 

What Canestrari had defined as psychological problems aligned in what Foucault 

calls ‘the three aspects of experience’ – truth, power and ethics, putting abnormal 

learners and their abilities at the centre of the problem (Ball, 2013). A ‘double 

recognition’ was needed: on the one hand, an ‘external recognition’ of the Other 

university learner by the academic staff, and on the other hand processes of 

subjectivation as a form of government of abnormal selves needed to be developed 

so to manage these students’ abilities in the most rational way. In fact, the optional 

basis on which students can decide to enrol to university, as well as the free choice 

of the discipline to study, began to pose problem to the effective coordination of 

labour, people and resources. This opened a different space of manoeuvre for a 

specific form of freedom and autonomy, coordinating strategies of power in the 

dispositif of integration along three lines: 

 
- Integration could be enhanced by the means of technology: technological 

process could have helped handicapped students in their defective position 

compared to the normal students to reach autonomy in their studies as well 

as in the labour market, 

 
- Pastoral programmes of management of the abnormal, in a system in which 

the choice of a university programme was independent from the previous 

educational career, could have worked on handicapped selves through 

directing students towards certain university programmes, i.e. orientation 

before enrolment, as well as pastorally guided them in choosing certain 

‘working positions’, 

 
- Medical and psychological knowledges provided the regime of truth for 

objectification and subjectification of the abnormal subject of university, so to 

allow ‘recognition’ of the Other of university by the academic staff in the 

regime of the pathological.  
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Strategies of power in shaping the selves of abnormal students of higher education 

help us understand how historical inequalities, both in and beyond university, 

dividing practices, and politics of creation of specific subjectivities are closely linked 

to the idea of potential (Burke, 2012).  The process of formation of subjectivities 

through dividing practices, and through practices of the self, show how capabilities 

and attitudes are not something that a subject ‘has’ and that is difficult to assess 

them according to objective assessment criteria. Subjectivity is ‘understood as 

constituted through discourses and ways of “doing”’ the subject, and ‘taking up 

available social positions’ (Burke, 2012:65). And as power works at its best when is 

hidden, the problem of disability and higher education was emerging from ‘those 

"blocks" in which the adjustment of abilities, the resources of communication, and 

power relations constitute regulated and concerted systems.’ (Foucault, 1982:787, 

see also Lazzarato, 2006). Palmonari et alter (1979) provided a glimpse into the 

tenuous but crystallised academic strategies of power, these blocks that were 

preventing the opening up of certain subject positions at university of different 

bodies and in the adjustment of the welfarist tactics in higher education. As they 

write, 

 

[A] few years ago I was part of a commission set up in the faculty to 
investigate a solution to problems posed by the enrolment of some 
student with physical impairments in the first year of programme. The 
constitution of the commission was moved by some teachers’ 
reactions to the presence of these students during their lectures.  
Teachers expressed concerns about the real possibilities of these 
students to effectively address the complex difficulties posed by 
university attendance, and in some cases, both implicitly and 
explicitly, they raised doubts concerning the extent to which these 
students, who regularly graduated from high school, could 
understand, learn and follow the course of study. Hence, the 
presence of handicapped students immediately evoked questions 
and doubts about the intellectual and social abilities of the students 
and bear this in mind, this was coming from highly cultured people. 

 

 

Academic power emerged from the grid as a crystallised set of relations of 

domination that resisted difference and a norm of equality in academic milieus. 

‘Resistance is never in a position of exteriority in relation to power’. Resistance from 

academic staff let discourses develop with the dispositif of assimilation manifest 

through hereditary theories of knowledge, linking capacities to blood in the display of 
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true discourses of academic legitimation. With processes of integration, educational 

neo-eugenics was making its entrance in higher education.  

     In this enmeshing of breaks, blockage, strategies, ‘discourse can be both an 

instrument and an effect of power, but also a hindrance, a stumbling-block, a point 

of resistance and a starting point for an opposing strategy’ (Foucault, 1978:101). 

The ‘psycho-medico-pedagogic machine’ built around the abnormal subject of 

compulsory education enabled the opening up of subject positions that did not 

disrupt existing academic power relations.  The only viable modality for abnormality 

to be present in higher education was through a medical regime of truth. As 

Popkewitz (2001:337) puts it: 

 

… [E]xclusions are produced through the systems of recognition, 
divisions, and distinctions that construct reason and ‘the reasonable 
person’. The norms in the pedagogical discourses have no way of 
accounting for difference except in terms of deviation from certain 
universal standards. In this way, diverse groups are only seen from 
the perspective of a ‘being’ that is different from the norm.… It is thus 
implied that the best thing that can happen to such a person is to 
become ‘like the normal person’. 
 
 

Academic power was not challenged and medicine enabled new defective subject 

positions to emerge in higher education. 

 

 4.5.1 The handicapped subject of higher education. 
 

 
     The Framework Law 104 issued in 1992 brought order to these academic 

agonisms of power. It defined the loose boundaries of the dispositif of integration at 

all education levels and societal spheres, ‘ensuring the maximum autonomy 

possible through full integration into family, school, labour market and society’ 

(Art.1). This created a tight security-net that connected the control of education to all 

the social domains, preparing that terrain of government that Giovannelli (1983) was 

envisaging in the early 1980s. Firstly, Article 2 legally defined the handicapped 

subject as 

 
… a person with a stabilized or progressive physical, psychological or 
sensorial impairment, which is the cause of learning, relationship or 
work integration difficulties that determine a process of social 
disadvantage or marginalization. 

 
This handicapped subject is a subject with impairments that  
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[H]as the right to benefits in relation to the nature and consistency of 
the impairment, to the overall residual individual capacity7 and to the 
effectiveness of rehabilitation therapies. (Art. 2) 

 
 
And again, the welfarist reason mobilised the norm of equality individualising the 

deficit in the subject and bringing the gaze and control of medical and psy- experts 

over its integration and rehabilitation. As Article 1 specifies as the policy aims, the 

State  

 
Pursues the functional and social recovery of the person affected by 
physical, mental and sensory impairments, and it ensures services 
and benefits to prevent, treat and rehabilitate the individual’s 
handicap, as well as [ensuring] handicapped person’s legal and 
economic security (paragraph c); 
 
Intervenes towards overcoming states of marginalization and social 
exclusion of the handicapped person (paragraph d). 

 
 
The first State’s aim was pursued through actions taken following the production of 

a certificate of invalidity. The certificate of invalidity was the material manifestation 

as well as the constitutive grid of the regularities merging economy and medicine on 

the body of the abnormal subject, and it constituted the creation and the range of 

solutions to the subject’s lack of validity. On the other hand, the certificate of 

handicap objectified the role of both physical and cultural context conditions, in 

producing subject’s disadvantage.  

     Presenting these two certificates became compulsory with Law 17/99 for 

disabled students to ask for provision and special exemptions in higher education. 

The ‘objective’ sentence of medical professional encoded both ensured disabled 

students’ access university settings and financially compensated their deficit. The 

position of the handicapped subject was now opened at all levels of education. 

According to Article 1a,  

 

[T]he integrazione scolastica of the handicapped individual in normal 
schools at all levels and in the university is realised through 
coordinated programming of school services with health, social 
welfare, cultural, recreational, sport and other activities in the territory 

																																																								
7 Being capacity to fulfil normal life expectations calculated in degrees of invalidity, the 
residual individual capacity corresponds to the capacity of validity that was not immediately 
calculable from a calculation based on invalidity, therefore signalling a ‘positive’ change in 
the approach to an individual’s abilities. 
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managed by public or private bodies. 
 

 

These practices extended the gaze of the expert and the concerted control of 

medicine and pedagogy into universities. A programme of rehabilitation through ‘the 

university's planning of adequate interventions’ was tailored according to ‘both to the 

needs of the person and to the peculiarity of the individual study plan’ (Art.1b), 

reshaping the PEI through the creation of an individualised student’s record. The 

handicapped subject of higher education was being identified and secured in an 

apparatus of experts, who were to decide on practices of rehabilitation to the 

normality of autonomy. The techniques that these power/knowledge relations put to 

work implied  

 

‘specialised technical and teaching aids’ (Art. 6bis) ‘as well as any 
other form of technical assistance … for the effective exercise of the 
right to study, also by means of agreements with specialized centres, 
acting as a pedagogical consultant, for the production and adaptation 
of specific teaching materials’. 
               (Law 17/99, Art.1b)   

 

 

Technological progress was enabling new forms of rehabilitation, with technology 

becoming an aid towards adaptation of the handicapped body to the academic 

teaching practices. Moreover, specialised peer-tutors were to work to create a 

horizontal net of control as well as enacting the welfare socialising reason through 

individualised pastoral and academic support. When it comes to examination, the 

PEI laid the conditions for, ‘handicapped subjects to take tests aimed at evaluating 

the academic performance with the use of the necessary assistive aids (Art.4)’, 

however, this ‘individualised treatment is subjected to prior agreement between the 

teacher and the specialised tutor, which can suggest the use of equivalent tests and 

the use of specific technical means in relation to the type of handicap ’.   

     The definition of handicap and the ensuring of rights to education at all levels 

(city-citizen game) coupled with pastoral practices (shepherd-flock game) in 

moulding handicapped students’ selves. The pastoral operations of power 

materialised in a letter that a handicapped student from Sesto Fiorentino sent to his 

secondary school institution denouncing the discriminatory situation in which he 

found himself during his transition to university. This letter was brought by a group of 

students by the same school to the Italian Parliamentary Chamber, in a open 
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session called ‘Youngsters at the Chamber (Ragazzi in Aula)’, a scheme which 

gives the opportunity to secondary school students to actively take part in Italian 

parliamentary sessions. An excerpt from the introduction to the students' proposal 

recites: 

 

A widespread problem in the world is about people who have severe 
physical infirmities, including blindness, deafness, paralysis and 
muscular dystrophy. 
Subjects affected by these diseases may encounter difficulties in 
performing even the simplest activities... Until the 50s, disabled were 
pitied, ignored, or worse, ridiculed and sometimes confined in 
institutions. 
The common mentality did not acknowledge their desires, needs, 
wants, not recognising them as being as rightful as the ‘normal’ 
human beings. Even today discrimination is deeply rooted, although 
the voluntary social organizations, private co-operatives operating in 
the sector, and associations created by the disabled themselves 
have made remarkable achievements and accolades. Social security 
seeks to provide the required assistance for integration, but still this 
is not enough. In some places, and indeed in universities, this help 
from the state is not present. This is ridiculous because they have the 
same mental abilities we have, therefore they should also have equal 
opportunity to study, but in reality it is not. And that is why we are 
asking the region to provide personnel to follow this type of people in 
their everyday activities, such as climbing stairs or moving from a 
classroom to another. 

 

 

These demands were eventually formulised in law n. 17 issued in 1999, titled 

‘Integration and modification of the Framework-Law issued on the 5th of February 

1992, n.104, for handicapped persons’ assistance, social integration and rights’. 

This event also showed how more than allocation of abilities, the welfare reason is 

an ethos that deals with identification of the subject in certain ‘social positions’, 

carving a specific kind of freedom and certain requirements for autonomy. Through 

the request for adaptations moved by the handicapped student as in his right to 

higher education, subjection and subjectivity came together, refracted in the bio-

politics of a state that accomplished the handicapped subject of welfare, and 

showing the successful ‘adjustment between political power exercised over legal-

political subjects and pastoral power exercised over live individuals' (Dean, 

2010:93). Law 17/99 integrated and prescribed, with a more legally binding grasp, 

what the Framework Law had just ‘invoked’, becoming a clause of it and modifying 

article 13. Law 17/99 moreover introduced the figure of the Disability Delegate for 
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the Provost, a member of the academic body who was to deal with ‘functions of 

coordination, monitoring and support of all initiatives concerning integration within 

the university… set up by universities within the limits of its budget and of the 

resources intended to cover the charges’ (Art.5 and 5bis). 

     Law 17/99, as part of the frugal liberal governmental reason, strategically 

produced an academic figure as a gatekeeper, warden, and guarantor of disability in 

higher education, controlling processes of integration, governing the disposition of 

subjects, things and resources. The delegate was also needed to ensure the 

frugality of government, as the funds for disabled students’ provision constituted a 

percentage of Financial Ordinary Fund (FFO) that the ministry of education 

allocated to universities. In this way, frugality of resources could be managed 

through the whole dispositif of welfare, and make sure that equality of opportunities 

was ensured as well as monitoring and controlling the presence of the Other within 

on a local and state level. Abnormality in university was finally produced, governed 

and controlled on different levels, through the consolidation of a complex dispositif 

of integration in higher education. 

Conclusion. 
 

     In this chapter, I discussed a dispositif of integration which began to delineate 

after the end of the Second World War. By showing how the construction of a social 

enabled economy, medicine, and education to be written on the same tabula, I 

demonstrated how the emergence of the handicapped subject of mainstream 

education was crucial to enable the opening up of the position of the handicapped 

subject of higher education. Made visible by a discursive formation of social rights 

and politics of equality, the dispositif brought ‘abnormal subjects of higher education’ 

to envisage themselves as viable subjects of university. The welfarist integrative 

reason enabled the handicapped subject to emerge ‘from the political rationality and 

the “experts’ systems” of the emerging governmental state’ coordinated with ‘the 

imperative for a bureaucratically organised system of mass education’ (Hunter, 

1996:161). Thus, medical knowledge allowed them to become viable subjects of 

higher education, but for this to happen, handicapped subjects needed to be 

recognised by the professors-gate-keepers as possible recipients of a university 

degree, and as beneficiaries of academic knowledge.  
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Chapter 5 

Dispositif of inclusion 
	
	

 

     In this chapter, I present the dispositif of inclusion as a heuristic that intersects 

with the dispositif of assimilation and integration, and mobilises a neoliberal reason 

in higher education. In the dispositif of inclusion, the order of the social is displaced 

by the object of diversity, with new visibilities, regularities and discontinuities 

emerging from a shifting norm that opens up for new subject positions, in the 

intersection of bodily difference and individual performance.  

The shift from an industrial to a knowledge society, and the crisis of the welfare 

state, displaced the role of the State in favour of a marketised regime of truth, 

enabling a neoliberal reason to emerge and mobilise new discursive statements and 

regimes of practices. 

In higher education, performative discourses of raising standards, excellence, 

enhancement and incentives, competition and choice challenge the coexistence of 

discourses of equality and democratic participation.  New knowledges shift the 

epistemic limits of truth, and the dispositif creates the space of freedom for the 

crafting of new objects, classifications and language. The object of disability 

displaces handicap, and DSA (Disturbi Specifici dell’Apprendimento8) and BES 

(Bisogni Educativi Speciali 9 ) emerge as new forms of objectification and 

subjectification of difference. Ableism materialise as a new discursive regularity. 

Again, the dispositif of inclusion brings together multiple elements that, as 

Armstrong et alter (2010:11) specify, ‘go beyond education and higher education’ 

and comprise cultural, historical, economic and social changes. 

 

5.1 Inclusion and difference.  
 

 

     ‘Inclusion’, Gartner and Lipsky (1987) point out, ‘involves a change in paradigm 

in which to think about education and differences among people’ (in Simmons and 

Masschelein, 2015:218).  Inclusive education scholars put themselves in open 

discussion with processes of normalisation that followed practices of integration of 

																																																								
8	Specific	Learning	Disorders.	
9 Equivalent to Special Educational Needs. 
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disabled subjects in mainstream education. Critical towards ‘those individualistic 

within-the-person explanations that have been a powerful force in the field of special 

education’ (Barton, 1999:54), ‘along with the paraphernalia of its deficit-oriented 

practices’ (Liasidou (2015:1)’, inclusive education shifted the focus on the 

educational setting and its role in constructing disability. It included a set of practices 

and beliefs that were meant to embrace the whole institutional community, as well 

as teaching and learning methods, and assessment procedures. It was a 

commitment to recognising human diversity and becoming ‘a celebration of 

difference’ (Barton, 1998:80). This difference, as part of human traits, should no 

longer be medicalised. Inclusive education, Barton and Armstrong (2008:10) add, is 

based in all subjects’ right to education, and it does not concern just ‘one group – 

disabled children, or children who are identified as having learning difficulties – but 

with everybody’.  

     Inclusive education was a matter of barriers’ removal, of making social context 

and teaching methods accessible to all, so the removal of physical and socio-

cultural barriers would contribute towards making more democratic and equitable 

societies (D’Alessio, 2011). It became a critique to things ‘done to people’ and a 

commitment to voices and participation in education. It challenged the dominance of 

medicine and psychiatry in managing abnormality in integrated settings, based on 

care, control, therapy and remediation (Armstrong, 2007), developed in the dispositif 

of assimilation, with inclusive practices seen as an answer to experts’ positions that 

had, until then, a stronger say on disabled people bodies. This fed into what 

Armstrong and alter (2010:29) call ‘an ever-expanding literature on the 

implementation of inclusive strategies and practices’.  Integrazione scolastica here, 

as Sarpi (2014) underlines, intersects with an inclusive education thinking in that it 

aims to adapt teaching methods to each student’s characteristics (not just disabled) 

while also raising awareness and supporting diversity within the school. De Anna 

(2007:77) encapsulate this perspective highliting how ‘there can be no inclusion 

without integration’. 

     In higher education studies, early research focused on access to higher 

education and widening participation (Hurst, 1993; Shevlin et al., 2004), as well as 

cross-country comparisons of disability policies and practices in higher education 

(Hurst, 1998). The focus was on the removal of barriers and the empowerment of 

disabled students in universities (Riddell et al., 2005), on making voices and 

experiences heard (Kendall, 2016; Beauchamp-Pryor, 2012); on denouncing 

exclusion in higher education (Gabel and Miskovic, 2014; International Journal of 

Inclusive Education - Special Issue on Inclusion in Higher Education, 2012), and on 
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institutional practices, such as issues around disclosure and stigma in the formation 

of students identities (Riddell and Weedon, 2014), as well as practices of support, 

consultation and personal development planning in university modules (Vickerman 

and Blundell, 2010). In Italy, scant research on disability in higher education began 

to emerge in the late 2000s, with Ferrucci and Caldin (2015) focusing on inclusion 

and voices of disabled students taking Molise as their case study, and Maggiolini 

and Molteni (2013) to the experience of disabled students in a university in 

Lombardy. Furthermore, Masiello (2015), assessing the extent to which Italian 

universities are inclusive, provides a sociological and pedagogical overview of the 

state of research in Italian disability studies.  

     Inclusion became the new ‘grand narrative’ in the ‘evolution and recurrence’ in 

the ‘dominant social-historical paradigm’ (Armstrong, 2007 cf. O’Brien, 1989), which 

Mitchell and Snyder (2015:4) define ‘inclusionism’, a rhetoric embraced by public 

education in its mission of enhancement of diversity. As they point out, ‘inclusionism 

has come to mean an embrace of diversity-based practices by which we include 

those who look, act, function and feel different’.  

     Despite the plethora of studies and the approach to inclusive education outlined 

above, many authors have pointed out how there is still little agreement as to what 

inclusion means and what its implications are (Armstrong et al., 2010; Allan, 2008). 

Dyson (1999:37) prefers the plural term ‘inclusions’, resulting in the idiom ‘inclusion 

means different things to different people’ especially when it comes to the local 

enactment in educational milieus. ‘Absolutism’ he remarks, ‘washes over into the 

empirical domain’. 

     It is exactly the ‘empirical domain’, that shows the reworking of inclusion as a 

dispositif. Difference, diversity and inclusion emerge as objects of new governmental 

regime of truth, as a new order of visibilities on abnormal bodies, with new savoirs, 

new classifications, languages and visibilities emerging from the intersection of 

political economy and medicine. These elements, knowledge, and form of reason 

cannot be detached from the specific historical, economic, cultural and social 

conditions that enabled the emergence of inclusion as an object of policies, a telos 

of education. By problematizing the epistemic boundaries of disability and looking 

for new breaks, recurrences and visibilities, inclusion needs to be understood ‘in the 

context of an approach to the “problems” of social diversity’ (Armstrong, et al, 

2010:4). This problem began to coordinate after the end of the Second World War, 

and then materialised as objects of policies from the late 70s, framing these 

problems within ‘education systems [which] attempt to manage the social and 

economic complexities of national and cultural identity in societies that are highly 



	 124	

diversified internally and yet globally interconnected’ (Armstrong, et al, 2010:4). It is 

this internal diversity that becomes the new visibility and regularity of the dispositif of 

inclusion. A governmental programme mobilised within an increasing assertive 

neoliberal reason produces and operationalises diversity of the omnes (the social), 

and difference of the singulatim in an increasingly interconnected and globalised 

world, in which knowledge and literacy were becoming progressively linked to the 

labour market. Diversity, however, as McLaren (in bell hooks, 1994:31) sceptically 

highlights,  

 

somehow constitutes itself as a harmonious ensemble of benign 
cultural spheres, is a conservative and liberal model of 
multiculturalism … when we try to make culture an undisturbed space 
of harmony and agreement where social relations exist within cultural 
forms of uninterrupted accords, we subscribe to a form of social 
amnesia in which we forget that all knowledge is forged in histories 
that are played out in the field of social antagonisms.  
 

 

Diversity makes bio-politically possible cut across differences, and it to put on the 

same tabula of intelligibility multicultural and multi-ability subject positions, so to 

constitute an all-comprising social. The dispositif of inclusion here enables the 

contextualisation and historicisation of diversity and inclusion in higher education as 

part of a reworking of order, security, and economic relations, questioning ‘who 

should be included’, if inclusive education should be for all. As Wendell (1995:101) 

aptly asks: ‘if an education system is geared to meeting the diversity of pupils’ 

learning needs, the inclusion of pupils with SENs (Special Educational Needs) 

becomes just one part of this diversity’ (in Simmons and Masschelein, 2015:219), 

and so does not have to be justified separately. Ahmed (2012:65) ironically points 

out how if inclusion happens through diversity and every-body should be in on the 

basis of diversity, then ‘the signs of exclusion disappear’.  

     Given these premises, post-structural researchers in education questioned 

whether inclusive education could actually pursue any transformative change in 

educational settings. Allan (1996; 2008) showed how the application of Foucault’s 

methods in the classroom ends up making disciplined subjects of disability; Graham 

and Slee, (2008) questioned the what into which students with disabilities need to 

be included, following Graham’s research into the perpetration of Otherness by 

inclusive policies in the Australian education system (2006). Lastly, Youdell (2006, 

2006b) looked into the construction of diversity as politics of education by following 

the production of othered subjectivities in so-called inclusive settings. 
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     The apparent conundrum of inclusion and difference is driven by two separate 

practical and philosophical observations. First, by deploying the very notion of 

difference, the discourse of inclusion finds its tenets in a norm, which is the creator 

of such differences. Second, by being the history of difference the history of all, 

inclusion ends up becoming the history of the Same. Not surprisingly, studies on 

ableism, rooted in a Marxist-Hegelian conflictualist tradition, emerge from this 

history of the Same, as a manifestation of the Hegelian dialectic that resolves 

oppositions and ‘privileges unity, wholeness, and sameness over the partial [and] 

the fragmented’ (St. Pierre, 2000:495). In this resolution of contradictions, the 

disabled Other becomes subsumed in the Same, with ableism being the synthesis 

of the dialectic process. In these emergent studies of ableism (Campbell, 2001, 

2009, 2017; Goodley, 2014), and ableism in education (Dolmage, 2017; Runswick-

Cole, 2011; Hehir, 2002; Hutcheon and Wolbring, 2012), ableism then comes to be 

defined as  

 

A network of beliefs, processes and practices that produces a 
particular kind of self and body (the corporeal standard) that is 
projected as the perfect, species-typical and therefore essential and 
fully human. Disability then is cast as a diminished state of being 
human. 
              (Campbell, 2001:44) 
 

 

New languages appear, such as dis/abled, in which dis/ability is seen as the 

difference that delimits and shows the direct implication of disability in constructing 

the Same (Annamma et al., 2016; 2012; Migliarini, 2017). 

     When it comes to the dispositif of inclusion in higher education, the inclusive 

project produces difference within, and disciplines certain different bodies by 

opening new subject positions - like (special) needs and learning disorders - making 

mainstreaming of access and opportunities more of ‘a messy series of 

compromises, adjustments, and individual preferences’ (Corbett, 1997:55). These 

manifestations also invite us to reflect on whether these new approaches to 

inclusive difference and disability are actually assisting universities in becoming 

more inclusive in this neoliberal moment. As Slee (2012:43) encapsulates it, it might 

well be that ‘the language we use to calibrate and categorize the population has 

become a new dividing technology’, which does not erase exclusion, rather it 

reworks the normal/abnormal dichotomy, along with new objects such as 

meritocracy, choice, individualism and competition (Youdell, 2006). Liberalism, 
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Burchell (1991:140) points out, is ‘a rationality of economic government in the 

immediately connected sense of both a government orientated by the performance 

of the economy and a government which is economical or frugal’. The dispositif of 

inclusion is a heuristic that allows us to investigate how the State, through diversity 

and difference, economically re-adjusts the conducts of abnormal subjects towards 

bio-political objectives of national wealth and prosperity mobilised by a neoliberal 

reason. 

 

5.2 A changing post-scenario: rise of neoliberalism, performativity and 
individuality.  

 
 
     The 1970s were years of social, economic and political change. Modernity’s 

progressivism and its teleological narrative of betterment in the future came to be 

questioned. The two oil shocks in 1971 and 1978, the growing unemployment, and 

the students and unions’ struggle against unequal working, social, and educational 

conditions led to a series of societal revolts in a new age of uncertainty (Rusconi 

and Scaramuzzi, 1981). The North and South divide grew wider and while the 

Northern regions could sustain the effects of the crisis, the Southern regions saw 

intensive State financial interventions. A new socio-economic order was changing 

the Western condition, ‘associated with the notion of a post-culture, post-industrial 

society and the changes produced by information technology’ (Usher and Edwards, 

1994:8). In Western countries, the historical and cultural contingencies that operated 

on this shift were intertwined with the redefinition of the economic, political, cultural 

and social institutional arrangements structured around Keynesism, and the crisis of 

the welfare state (Vaira, 2003). The tangles of the security-net that maintained the 

social, mobilised by the welfarist reason began to grow loose, and a new 

governmental order and new spaces for manoeuvre began to open. 

     This historical period is identified with the emergence of neoliberalism as a new 

political reason. Olssen and Peters (2005:314) define the rise of neoliberalism, as ’a 

specific economic discourse or philosophy which has become dominant and 

effective in world economic relations’, with a close link to processes of globalisation 

and the rise of information technologies. Neoliberalism has been since then 

conceptualised, researched, discussed in its fickle and re-inventing rationality, which 

‘like globalisation’, Peck and Tinkell (2002:383) argue, ‘should be understood as a 

process, not an end-state’. Neoliberal reason insinuates itself in national economies 

increasingly entrenched in international connections and commitments to free trade, 
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in which local and global relations see an inextricable and reciprocal influence, and 

in which knowledge is taking the place of physical labour in economic systems of 

production.  

     Foucault, in the Birth of Biopolitics, presents a genealogical study of this 

changing bio-political apparatus. The philosopher delineates a critique of 

contemporary neoliberal capitalism by drawing upon two variants of neoliberalism 

developed post Second World War, the Ordoliberals in Germany – the Freiberg 

School; and the theorists of human capital of the Chicago School in the United 

States. Drawing upon the Ordoliberal theory of neoliberalism, Foucault retraces the 

differences between neoliberalism and early liberalism, describing the change in the 

State’s form of government. For early liberals, the market was autonomous and self-

regulating, with transactions and production of wealth happening on the basis of 

exchange, and the State not interfering in the operations of the market. In the 

neoliberal conformation of regularities, the Freiberg School defined the market as  

‘kept going by the state’s political machine’ (Olssen, et al. 2004:167), promoting the 

concerted creation of social conditions that could stimulate market competition. The 

naturalness of the norm and economic processes of the early liberalism become 

rewritten by a different, ‘constructivist involvement of the State [which] actively 

creates the conditions within which entrepreneurial and competitive conduct is 

possible’ (Barry et al., 1996:10).   

     This is a different conception of lasseiz-faire: the State positively intervenes in 

constructing the conditions for the market to operate, also in arenas which were 

before excluded from economic transactions. Lemke (2001:195) calls it ‘the 

universalization of the entrepreneurial form’, in that business models of operating 

become to craft the grid of intelligibility of a new space of State government, a ‘New 

Managerialism’ (Newman, 1994). In a business-oriented order of things, models 

such as New Public Management and Public Choice Theory (Buchanan, 1975) 

reshape the space and conduct of individuals through cost-effectiveness rationality 

with the State exerting the role of constructing ‘a moral and cultural order to promote 

and reward entrepreneurial [frugal] behaviour, opposing bureaucratic initiatives 

which stifle the market mechanisms’ (Olssen et al. 2004:168).  

     Therefore, this new grid creates a new language, new discursive practices, new 

objects and subjects positions which emerge from a regime of economic truth that 

begins to consume the distinction between the private and the public, on a state and 

on an individual level. Notions of accountability, performativity, choice and merit 

emerge as new constituencies of the neoliberal shift, in which while the State rolls 

back, individuals are ‘increasingly left at the mercy of the market’ (Lazzarato, 



	 128	

2009:111). Risk finds new lines of regularities departing from the security-net crafted 

by the welfarist reason and the dispositif of integration. The withdrawing of market 

protection writes new visibilities on citizens’ bodies, individualising risk and 

capitalising on the individual’s performance rather than on the distributive sociality of 

the net, letting the market shape the social according to the object of performance. 

‘Property distribution emerges naturally as people fight over scarce resources’ 

(Buchanan, 1975:36), in a situation in which ‘inequality is equal to all’ (Foucault, 

2008:143). 

     This epistemic shift changed the whole conception of security and, consequently, 

of welfare, with market becoming the best judge in the allocation of resources, 

subsuming the welfare state in its role of guarantor of equal well-being and opening 

to private bodies in managing and supplying those resources that once were 

administered by the State. The private and the public enmesh, and while external, 

private bodies take what was the place of the State in managing the public good, on 

an individual level economic processes get hold of what was considered private by 

promoting competition in areas of the social that were immune to it, such as 

education and higher education institutions. As Lemke (2001:201-2) neatly remarks 

 

…The crisis of Keynesianism and the reduction in forms of welfare-
state intervention therefore lead less to the state losing powers of 
regulation and control (in the sense of a zero-sum game) and can 
instead be construed as a reorganization or restructuring of 
government techniques, shifting the regulatory competence of the 
state onto ‘responsible’ and ‘rational’ individuals. Neo-liberalism 
encourages individuals to give their lives a specific entrepreneurial 
form.  

 

 

Systems of protection move towards a more individualised risk, remoulded into 

individualised insurances covering all aspects of citizens’ lives, including education 

but also health, work and pensions. Burchell (1996:29) calls it ‘a new form of 

responsibilization’, a responsibility that teeters on the brink of ‘new forms in which 

the governed are encouraged, freely and rationally, to conduct themselves’.  But it 

also insinuates within the individual, performatively activating subject’s selves. The 

writings of Hayek were the first ones to theorise this economic shift. Olssen and 

Peters (2005:317) observe how Hayek departed from the classical economic 

theorists (Smith, 1976; Mill, 1965; Marx and Engels, 1968) as he introduced 

‘subjectivism in economic theory regarding value … noting that the data of the social 

sciences are themselves subjective phenomena and that social objects like money 
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and tools are constituted by human beliefs’. From the objective value of labour 

materialised in machineries, in a society in which knowledge is becoming the new 

capital, value becomes subjectified in the individual, creating a double-binding that 

is both ‘out there’ and ‘in here’ (Peck and Tickell, 2002). It is a reason that operates 

on multiple intersecting levels, what Ong (2007:4) calls neoliberalism with a capital 

‘N’, a ‘model of serial repetition based on comparing units of equivalents’ that 

‘collapses multiple socio-political values into a single measure or structure’, 

complemented by a neoliberalism with a small ‘n’ as a ‘technology governing “free 

subjects”. Burchell (1996:23) identifies this as a mechanism of government in which 

subjects are both ‘objects and targets of governmental action’ as well as the 

‘necessary (voluntary) partner or accomplice of government’. 

     Here enters the second aspect of neoliberal rationality of Foucault’s analysis: the 

Chicago School of Human Capital theorists in the United States. The Chicago 

School, and Becker in particular, focused on human capital theory. Becker (1964), 

drawing upon Hayek’s subjectification of value, argued that labour in economic 

theory needed to be conceived as ‘an active rather than a passive factor in 

production’ (Olssen, et al. 2004:169). Becker’s contribution is crucial in two specific 

aspects: first as Foucault (2008:226) argues, through his theory of consumption he 

conceptualises the fact that the ‘man [sic.] of consumption, in so far as he [sic.] 

consumes, is a producer’. A new position is opened in the neoliberal grid of 

intelligibility. By producing their own satisfaction, subjects make labour an integral 

part of themselves. Second, it humanises capital, in the sense that it is human ‘in as 

much as the ability-machine, of which it is the income, cannot be separated from the 

human individual who is the bearer’ (Foucault, 2008:226). The non-discursivity of 

the body again becomes reshaped by the historical contingencies, remoulded by 

politics of performativity not only in being ready to individually take upon risks that 

once were insured by the welfare state, but also being animated against the state of 

dependency in which the welfare state had induced them. Lazzarato (2009:126) 

calls it ‘dispositif of incitement to employability’, pervaded by the politics of vitality 

that attaches abilities to the body-capital, engendering then a new performative 

focus on the liberal individual. Subjects as human capital are made proactive, 

optimising their situations and possibilities, from passive consumers to active 

entrepreneurs of themselves (Peters, 2001; Lemke, 2012; Ball, 2016) transforming 

the mutualisation of the social into the individualisation of the private. They become 

‘self-made-men [sic]’, with the promise of a sort of ‘autonomy’ that implies flexibility, 

agility and creativity. In this scenario, choice becomes an indispensable object to set 

subjects free in their economic-oriented decision. It was choice, as Bauman 
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(1997:3) remarks, which was missing in the deterministic modernist process of 

civilisation, and people’s discontents ‘arouse from a kind of security which tolerated 

too little freedom in the pursuit of individual happiness’. This process ‘aspires to 

construct prudent subjects whose moral quality is based on the fact that they 

rationally assess the costs and benefits of a certain act as opposed to other 

alternative acts’ (Lemke, 2001:201); it is a process of self-responsibilisation that is 

‘at once economic and moral’ (Peters, 2001:61). The economic dynamics become 

analytical drivers, rewriting the regularities of the archive in economic terms, letting 

economic criteria reshape non-economic spaces, social relations, and feelings.  

     However, while the State progressively withdraws in terms of providing a security 

scheme of protection, in such a way that has been defined ‘the minimal state’ 

(Lazzarato, 2009), ‘neoliberals have promoted the development of the strong10 state’ 

(Olssen et al., 2004:172). This will be more visible when following the workings of 

the neoliberal reason in higher education. In fact, ‘while advocating privatization of 

resourcing and decentralisation of provision of social services, neoliberal 

government has built stronger state structures and introduced more robust modes of 

centralized control and regulation’. Autonomy and freedom, of both institutions and 

subjects, come to be re-written through market criteria as a grid of evaluation. 

Power (1997) calls it ‘the audit society’ where the market, which becomes the meter 

whereby continually judging, evaluating and moulding subjects’ behaviours, serves 

the development of the entrepreneurial qualities deemed necessary for ‘national 

economic survival and competition in the world economy’ (Peters, 2001:60). While 

the inclusive discourse aims to bring all the differences equally on the table, the 

individualising neoliberal reason builds on performance, merit, deservedness ‘to be 

in’ education, leaving inclusion on the enactment of the subjects rather than the on 

the socialising action of the state. 

 

5.3 Disability dispositif, discipline through difference, regulatory through 
diversity.	

 

 

     In this ‘dispositif of incitement to employability’ (Lazzarato, 2009:126), of 

entrepreneurial and individualising self-promotion, how do regimes of truth upon 

disabled bodies rework the limits of the dispositif of inclusion? Simons and 

Masschelein (2015:213) point out that politicians are not the only ones arguing for 

																																																								
10 Italics in the original. 
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inclusion, as ‘this kind of exclusion is defined as a problem, first and foremost, by 

those who are governed in the name of the social and freedom’. In a neoliberal 

society, in which human abilities become the capital to spend, the norm again 

reworks itself, opening up for new subjects of inclusion, disabled citizens as rightful 

part of a (productive) society, which needs to make space for them. The neoliberal 

reason instils vitality, it dismantles barriers, it produces disabled subjectivities that 

could produce their own satisfaction by being part of the productive system. Mitchell 

and Snyder (2015) call them ‘the able disabled’. 

     Allan (2010:603) notes how ‘the sociology of disability’ emerges here, 

‘established by a small number of key scholars, many of them disabled … marked 

by a significant shift in the analysis of the nature and causes of disability from 

individualistic to social and material frames of reference …  as a direct challenge to 

the weighty paradigm of special education with its fixation on individual deficits’. In 

this context, Oliver and Barnes (2010) created the ‘social model of disability’, a new 

form of savoir that brought disabled people’s connaissance to academia. Briefly, the 

social model of disability formalised into a structured model the ideas of the Union 

for the Physically Impaired Against Segregation (UPIAS), a group of English 

activists denouncing the assumptions that the problem with some individuals was 

located in their bodies and functions. Disability, according to the model, was 

described as ‘the disadvantage or restriction of activity caused by a contemporary 

social organisation which takes little or no account of people who have physical 

impairments and thus excludes them from the mainstream of social activities’ 

(UPIAS, 1976:14). Impairment was instead conceptualised as ‘lacking part of or all 

of a limb, or having a defective limb, organ or mechanism of the body’. The model 

aimed at ‘giving back’ disabled people their own bodies, specifying how the 

addressing of the problem of disability ‘required political action rather than 

therapeutic intervention’ (Cameron, 2014:138). For the first time,' ‘biological 

existence was reflected in political existence' (Foucault, 1978:142), with power, 

resistance and freedom  

 

[I]nspiring and encouraging subordinated groups … to resist 
obstacles imposed by and to fight for emancipation from the 
dominance of those historically privileged in Western culture – those 
autonomous individuals born with easy access to freedom and 
agency, those possessed of unlimited options. 
            (St. Pierre, 2000:489) 
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‘Every history’ Tremain, (2019:134, see also Tremain 2017) powerfully remarks, can 

be traced genealogically’, making the task of a Foucauldian analysis to’ describe the 

way in which resistance operates as a part of power, not to seek or promote or 

oppose it’ (Kendall and Wickham 1999, in Mills, 2005:41). The social model 

emerged as articulated with the neoliberal dispositif, with inclusive operations of 

difference enabling a certain kind of freedom in the interstice of re-appropriation of 

bodies and animation of ‘liberated’ subjectivities. Liberation movements as UPIAS 

represented indeed forms of liberation of subjugated subjectivities from ‘states of 

domination … in which power relations remain blocked' by the means of specific 

social groups – namely the medical experts. However, this was also shaped by 

governmental ‘games of truth that no longer involve a coercive practice' but linked to 

a certain modality of exercising freedom as ‘a practice of self-formation of the 

subject' (Foucault, 1994:282), and as an attempt – typical of the liberal rationality – 

‘by those confronting certain social conditions to make sense of their environment’ 

(Rose et al., 2009:24). Relevant here is the work of the post-structural disability 

studies scholar Margareth Shildrick (2012:32), who acknowledges how the 

modernist scholarship, such as the one that created the social model of disability 

‘should note that the valued attributes of personhood are autonomy, agency – which 

includes both a grasp of rationality and control over one’s own body – and a clear 

distinction between self and other’. Following a post-structural approach, self and 

body are simultaneously moulded by power and knowledge and therefore 

discursively produced by historically and locally defined regimes of practices. 

Tremain, in her exploration of disability as an apparatus of power could not 

encapsulate the productive force of power and knowledge more clearly, by opening 

to the mutual discursive formation of impairment, disability, and disabled 

subjectivities (2001), as well as stating how ‘classifications (and classification 

systems) … is performative insofar as it contributes to the constitution of the very 

value-laden resemblances, distinctions, associations, and relationships between 

phenomena and state of affairs that it puts into place’ Tremain (2019:134). The 

dispositif of inclusion brought into the same grid statements said from abnormal 

subjects and ‘the experts’ of the welfarist reason, statements that ‘acted as relays’, 

and brought ‘the varied ambitions of political, scientific, philanthropic, and 

professional authorities into alignment with the ideals and aspirations of individuals, 

with the selves each of us want to be’ (Rose, 1999:218). The self came to be written 

in rules of regimes of truths. Interestingly enough, one of the criticisms that the 

feminists in disability studies levelled against the theorists of the social model was 

geared towards the absence of an engagement with the forms of oppressions that 
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disabled people experienced on a subjective level (Morris, 1996; Thomas, 1999; 

Corker and French, 1999, 2001), moving the exploration of disability studies towards 

engaging with feminism, postmodernism, queer theory, critical race theory etc. 

(Shildrick, 2012; Goodley et al, 2012; Goodley et al, 2019)xvii. Neoliberalism with the 

small ‘n’ ‘takes freedom itself and the “soul of the citizen”, the life, and life-conduct of 

the ethically free subject’, Gordon (1991:5) remarks, making of bodies, differences, 

and participation a productive and performative discourse. 
     In fact, the dispositif of inclusion enables the intersection of discourses of 

participation, performativity and choice with new forms of regularities in difference – 

as disciplinary, and homogenisation – as regulatory. Paradoxically, the differences 

that the dispositif of integration was to minimise through practices of equality, 

disciplined through regimes of practices, were now becoming the mobiliser of 

disciplinary programmes of productivity. It created new subject positions in which 

the political and ethical shaped the government and self-government of disabled 

people as rightful productive citizens. Lemke (2001) calls it a ‘stronger “demand” for 

individual scope of self-determination’ a sort of new form of autonomy that implies 

being very much involved and participant to the solution of problems and issues that 

were before the domain of welfare agencies and experts’ competence. Handicap 

here, identified by the ICIDH (WHO, 1980) as the disadvantage that either an 

impairment or disability can cause, loses its signified. Impairment and disability 

represent the biological of difference and the social construction of oppression 

(intended as lack of autonomy).   

     The politicisation of the disabled body and the social construction of disability as 

part of a neoliberal reason then reverse the idea of participation, inclusion, disability 

and empowerment. The neoliberal reason mobilises abilities, not deficits, and it 

requires subjects to activate themselves. In fact, in the new International 

Classification of Functioning, Disability and Health (ICF) (WHO, 2001)11, the will to 

knowledge and its classifications reshape the definition of disability into a 

performative incitement to participation, in which disability and ‘functioning’ are 

defined as outcomes of interactions between health conditions (diseases, disorders 

and injuries) and contextual factorsxviii (WHO, 2001). 

     From the new regularity of difference, also the notions of empowerment and of 

liberated subjects lose their signified. As Dean (2010:82) adds, ‘while empowerment 

is presented as a quantitative increase in capacity, it acts as a qualitative 
																																																								
11 ICF (2001) replaced the ICIDH (WHO, 1980) in many European countries and it was 
adopted as classification in compulsory education in Italy in 2015 with the policy ‘la buona 
scuola’, and as a framework for the ‘profilo di funzionamento’. However, it does not apply to 
higher education were the ICIDH is still currently in use. 
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transformation of forms of subjectivity’. Neoliberal reason animates subjectivities, 

making them actively participant in the bio-political project of the state. Through new 

visibilities, neoliberalism does not create subjects of empowerment; it produces 

subjects of performative difference. If the welfarist reason was highly normalising in 

its sharing of risk and in its creation of a civil society, neoliberal reason insinuates its 

through human and bodily differences activating each ability of the body, taking 

difference as biopower. ‘The regulatory apparatus of the modern state', Rose 

(1999b:217) insists, ‘is not something imposed from outside upon individuals who 

have remained essentially untouched by it'. Foucault stresses how in neoliberal 

reason, human capital has a peculiarity compared to other capitals, ‘for the ability, 

skill, and knowledge cannot be separated from the person who possesses them’ 

(Lemke, 2001:199). Abilities and disabilities become subsumed with the human 

capital of the impaired subject, in a logic of value of difference that the dispositif of 

inclusion operationalize in education and in the labour market. A subject with 

diverse abilities can be put to work through ‘the game of competitive freedom’ 

(Foucault, 2008), ‘conceiving the freedom of the governed as a technical means of 

securing the end of government’ (Dean, 2010:24).  

     On the other hand, diversity became a regulatory strategy, laying differences on 

the same tabula of health, thus creating a continuum of health that could be 

mobilised bio-politically. The stark distinction between able/non-able commences to 

blur, dissipated along ranges of health conditions and the increasingly accessible 

terrain of government. It is here that a discipline of difference and a bio-political and 

regulatory form of diversity encounter one another, making inclusion a governmental 

programme. 

 

Inclusion and exclusion, the normal and the abnormal, do not 
determine a ‘great division’; they are instead variables of 
governmental action that tends, anyway, to multiply cases, situations 
or statuses. Government acts less through a divide than through the 
modulation of divisions and of differences. Foucault (2004a) clearly 
states that this modality of government does not relate to the 
mechanisms of normalization of disciplinary societies, founded on the 
inclusion of the normal and the exclusion of the abnormal. 
 
           (Lazzarato, 2009:119) 

 

 

‘The neoliberal programme’ as Lemke (2001:200) continues, ‘seeks to create 

neither a disciplining nor a normalizing society, but instead a society characterized 
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by the fact that it cultivates and optimizes differences’. By dividing the human body 

and soul through a relentless set of divisive practices, neoliberalism capitalises on 

the exaltation of difference that could promote an endless competition, however 

conversely, it mobilises an inclusive discourse to promote cohesion. The hegemonic 

role of the market logic, as Lazzarato continues 

 
intensifies the need for social and political integration, since 
competition is a destructive rather than a unifying principle, 
systematically undoing the cohesion that society constructs. As 
Foucault (2004a) explains, they propose countering the ‘cold’ 
mechanisms of competition with the ‘hot values’ of the state, the 
nation, the social, civil society, that is, values inscribed in non-
economic dimensions, given that the economic relation is unable by 
itself to achieve being-one-with-the-other or being-together (l’être-
ensemble).  
         (Lazzarato, 2009:130) 
 

 
     Inclusion and inclusive education emerge in this individualised society of 

difference as the necessary discourse of governmentality that holds a diverse 

society together. Inclusive statements are necessary for State sovereignty, and to 

secure ‘the State’s legitimacy and self-limitation’ (Burchell, 1996:23). This is a 

crucial point in the development of discourses of inclusion and the neoliberal 

reason, animated by ‘feel-good rhetoric that no one could oppose’ (Armstrong et al, 

2010:4). For such a reason, despite discourses of equality of opportunities and 

competition being described as in stark contrast (Riddell et al., 2005; Grimaldi, 

2012) the dispositif of inclusion puts them on the same tabula, demonstrating how 

they are mutually constitutive of one other. 

     Therefore, the dispositif of inclusion created a grid of intelligibility of abnormal 

bodies that disciplines through differences and regulates through diversity, to create 

at the same time profits and order through the enhancement of human differences. 

It is here that disability and difference are linked to the human capital theory in the 

production of new subjects of education and higher education. As Simons and 

Masschelein (2015:211) affirm in their analysis of governmentality in inclusive 

education, “the social”, “the individual” and “education” are correlated in liberal 

governmentality. Disabilities, ‘unlike other forms of capital, cannot be separated 

from the individuals who own these resources, which nevertheless constitute 

resources that can be sold in a market’ (Olssen et al., 2004:169). As Olssen et al 

(2004:169) continue, Becker distinguishes two central aspects to human capital: 
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- inborn, physical and genetic disposition, 
- education, nutrition, training and emotional health. 

If according to the human capital theory physical and genetic traits are inherent to 

the subject, impairment becomes an integral part of the disabled body, and 

education and training culturally determined. In a new political language and 

economic order, ‘constructed around notions of choice, freedom of the market and 

the rights of the individual, over and above the notions of social justice, the 

community and the welfare’ (Taylor, 1990 in Barton, 1999:55), higher education 

played a fundamental role in the redefinition of the subject of disabilities. In the next 

section, I look into how the neoliberal reason organized the grid of intelligibility of 

market, abnormality, inclusion and higher education in the Italian context. 

 

5.4 Neoliberalism and Italian higher education. 
 

 

     While the dispositif of integration and welfarist reason were producing 

handicapped subjects of higher education, a displacement was happening in higher 

education. New objects and statements were being crafted, with historical 

contingencies putting business, economy, market, knowledge and higher education 

onto the same grid of intelligibility. Technological development and the rapid decline 

of the so-called industrial economy (secondary economic sector) were intersecting 

with an increase importance given to higher education institutions to drive economic 

growth. 

     In this context, according to the ‘Brooks Report' (OECD, 1968), in Italy ‘in 1963, 

only the 1.7 per cent of research expenditure in higher education was financed by 

the business firm'. In a country in which the literacy rate was still very low, the 

growing economic prosperity had been guided mostly by the industrial sector, as 

entrepreneurship outside the university, and the Ministry of Education was the major 

funder of higher education institutions (75% per cent of funding was coming from the 

national government). Clark (1983) defined the Italian situation as ‘triangle of 

coordination’, comprising strong power of academic professorship, relative strong 

power exercised by the state government through centralised bureaucracy, and little 

influence of market operation. The liberal policies of Casati and Gentile had made 

intelligible Italian universities as spaces in which education had as their objective the 

moral and intellectual growth of human beings, and not only their professional 

training’ (Procacci and Szakolczai, 2005:50-1). As Varia (2003:180) maintains, in the 

thirty years which saw neoliberal reason to emerge on a global level, Italian higher 
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education’s ‘structural, cultural and organizational configuration remained 

substantially untouched’ despite the issuing of the open-door policy in 1969. 

However, during years between 1975 and late 1990s, new objects, regularities and 

visibilities emerged from a shifting higher education context. The crisis of the welfare 

state, neoliberal tendencies on a global level, and in particular those animated on a 

European level to meet European higher education standards (Moscati, 2001, 

2012), began to disrupt the crystallised institutional order, moving from 

democratisation and equality to efficiency and quality (Vaira, 2003). Objects such as 

transparency, performance, choice and comparability began to stir at a distance the 

government of Italian universities with competition ‘as a way of increasing 

productivity, accountability and control’ (Olssen and Peters, 2005:326). In particular, 

with the Ruberti before (1989) and Berlinguer Reform (1993) after, governance, 

curricular structures, certification of degrees and internal and external assessment 

began to be reshaped according to a pressing European homogenisation of 

practicesxix. 

     These changes were discussed and written on paper with the Sorbonne 

Declaration (1998), where the Ministers of Education set out the problem of 

knowledge and growth, and the universities’ role in addressing it. Recognising the 

‘major change in education and working conditions … education and training 

throughout life [were] becoming a clear obligation’ (Sorbonne Declaration, 1998:1). 

Higher education was to be strengthened, so that students and society could benefit 

from ‘the best opportunities to seek and find their own area of excellence’ (ibid, p.2). 

However, this growth could only become possible if visible. As the Declaration 

continues, ‘the internal recognition and attractive potential of our systems are 

directly related to their external and internal readabilities’ (ibid, p.2). A common 

reference would therefore have ‘improved external recognition and facilitated 

students’ mobility as well as employability’ (ibid, p.3). Having set out these premises, 

the State founders remarked the importance of cooperating in the constitution of a 

European Higher Education Area (EHEA).  

     The intent of the EHEA was to make the European university education more 

appealing on the international market by making it more comparable in the global 

education arena, and by aligning programmes, degrees and certifications across the 

state members. This would have also made processes more transparent and 

measurable, and enhanced the quality of their academic performance (Bologna 

Declaration, 1999). Neoliberal reason was mobilising and making intelligible a new 

role for universities. In the Bologna Declaration, the three drivers that universities 

were to embrace to bring about growth were spelt out. 
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A Europe of Knowledge is now widely recognised as an irreplaceable 
factor for social and human growth and as an indispensable 
component to consolidate and enrich the European citizenship, 
capable of giving its citizens the necessary competences to face the 
challenges of the new millennium, together with an awareness of 
shared values and belonging to a common social and cultural space. 
 

      (Bologna Declaration, 1999:1) 

 

 

In this displacement of higher education’s role, the production of knowledge was to 

embrace and accomplish three directives: being a lever for citizens’ productivity 

through developing marketable skills; contributing to European growth and 

competitiveness in the global market; creating shared values and an inclusive 

cultural space.  

A more autonomous university was deemed indispensable to enact these aims. 

Processes of decentralisation began to be enacted through Law 53/2003, however, 

it was Law 24/2010, called the Gelmini Reform after the minister who wrote it, which 

represented the most comprehensive Italian answer to EHEA’s project. This policy 

directly affected university governance, reworked institutional programmes and 

objectives, and legally introduced, within the university boards of directors, external 

and private bodies (Canino, 2018). 

     The space was opened for the mobilisation of statements such as performance, 

‘accountability’, ‘incentives’, ‘quality assurance’, ‘departments and centres of 

excellence’, ‘competition’ and ‘rankings’ to mould the higher education’s regime of 

practices. The object of performativity (Lyotard, 1984; Ball, 2003; 2016) insinuated 

itself in welfare state reason, and created the bases to pervasively link aspects of 

the education process with requirements of efficiency (Robin & Usher, 1994), 

reworking ‘rational’ arguments concerned with ‘quality’ in education and ‘rational’ 

use of resources.  This epistemic shift saw discourses of excellence, raising 

standards and quality operating to rework democratic access to education, and 

weakening the discourse of entitlement, associated with a welfare state rationale, 

with its locus of more individualistic and self-interested economic interests and 

discourses of ‘deservingness of education’ and choice. As Peters (2000:60-1) points 

out, education could now become a ‘key sector in promoting national economic 

competitive advantage and future national prosperity’. 

     This neoliberal reason reorganised statements and regularities within and across 
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universities, and it redistributed truths according to a ‘new managerial’ approach 

(Gewirtz and Ball, 2000). Ball (2016) defines ‘management’ as ‘a delivery system of 

change [and] a method for reculturing educational organisations’ and as a grid that 

mobilises practices through the establishment of measures and accountability 

systems to calculate and control individual effectiveness. This grid constitutes 

professionals as ‘entrepreneurial’ and accountable subjects (Grimaldi and Serpieri, 

2010), and shifts the bureaucratic system that Newman described as ‘welfarist’ 

towards a more decentralised and autonomous system of control.  

     Rostan and Vaira (2011:328) observe how three specific directions of a market-

driven rationality can describe this shift in the government of universities. First, the 

new style of government ‘awarded a larger and substantive autonomy to higher 

education institutions, paralleled by accountability and performance-based 

evaluation for allocating public resources’.  The university performance, according to 

specific criteria set up by the state government, becomes a leading principle 

towards the university negotiation of meanings and attraction of resources. The 

institutional performance is evaluated by an external independent body, the ANVUR 

(National Association for the Evaluation of University and Research), which was 

established in 2006 (law 286, art.2) with the aim to ‘rationalise the evaluation system 

of the quality of university’s and public and private research centres’ activities which 

are recipients of public funds, as well as [to rationalise] efficiency and efficacy of 

national programmes of financing and incentivising of research and innovation 

activities’. These analytical criteria, shaped against the quality assurance indicators 

of the European Association for Quality Assurance in Higher Education (ENQA), 

operate to define quality standards and to monitor the institutions in enacting and 

maintaining them, with the aim to achieve higher levels of efficiency in their 

institutional structures and their strategic plans. This change is strategically linked 

with the supposed increased autonomy of universities becoming an active part in 

drawing up their strategic programmes (law 43/2005)xx . However, in the audit 

society, their strategic programmes are monitored according to criteria that ANVUR 

as a state body defines in advanced, tidying universities’ autonomy to the rules of 

quality and competition, which generate winners and losers through linking the 

evaluation of the programmes to different allocation of funding from the Ordinary 

Financial Fund (FFO).  

     Secondly, Rostan and Vaira (2011:328) observe that the emergence of neoliberal 

reason in higher education is putting ‘growing pressure on institutions to seek and 

retrieve entrepreneurially economic resources to complement, but also to expand, 

their financial budgets as the state increasingly retrenched’. This new evaluation 
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system was also connected to year on year cuts to the FFO, starting from the 

financial year 2009, which was meant to be compensated for by the entrepreneurial 

capacity of institutions to attract funding in the private sector. ‘In this context’ Gewirtz 

(2002:3) observes, the market mechanism is meant to function as a system of 

resource allocation in which resources flow away from `low-performance' 

(unpopular) [universities] and towards `high-performance' (popular) ones.  This 

rationale resonates with the former Italian Prime Minister’s speech, Matteo Renzi, 

which was pronounced during the ceremony for the inauguration of the academic 

year at the university of Turin in the same period in which the EHEA guidelines were 

released. 

 

I am not saying that we are asked to divide the series A universities 
from the series B universities just because the government requires 
to do it… As a matter of facts, in Italy there are already series A 
universities and series B universities. […] We cannot bring all the 
ninety Italian universities into the global competition, otherwise they 
will sweep all of us away’. 
              (M. R., 18/02/2015) 

 

 
     Lastly, neoliberal reason stimulated ‘competition among institutions … on 

attracting students, scholars and economic resources (both public and private)’ 

(Rostan and Vaira, 2012:328).  In particular, reform 240/2010 aimed to strengthen 

the state government objective to differentiate the formative and didactic supply, 

creating a competitive market within and across Italian institutions but also to create 

‘structures of excellence’ recipients of premium funding in order to steer potential 

customers (students) choice. It becomes more a matter of ‘rebranding’ the 

university, ‘to make individual institutions more attractive to prospective students, 

research customers and the like’ (Moscati, 2009:210). These new strategies 

stimulated what Ball (2016:1049) defines as ‘endogenous privatisation’, where the 

aim is to ‘make public service organisations more business-like and more like 

businesses’, but also allowed more external actors to enter these relations shaping 

an ‘exogenous privatization’ in which the state government retracts itself as the 

principle provider for universal provision, stimulating market logics as engine and 

government of the university (Borrelli and Stazio 2018).  

     Here visibility becomes a priority. Visibility of data, visibility of capabilities 

(outputs) attractiveness of curricular offer and appeal of institutional services. The 

more transparent the university policies are, the more its subjects are seen. This 
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visibility turns the gaze towards ‘student-centred learning and teaching’ (EHEA, 

2015:5), with students as customers to be cultivated and fostered by an institution 

now required to be ‘responsive to the needs of their clients to be competitive, 

[providing them with] the skills … that reflect the nature of the market’ (Olsenn et al., 

2004:170). The provost’s position is redefined by putting ‘an emphasis on the 

managerial aspects; [taking] responsibility for the results obtained; [assuring] 

efficiency and effectiveness in the management of resources (whether financial or 

human); [and demonstrating] entrepreneurship’; features that Grimaldi and Serpieri, 

(2012:169) had already associated to the head teachers’ role following the policy of 

1997 which had already opened for regimes of decentralising and quasi-market 

practices in reforming the school system. Moreover, high-level performance can be 

reached only if university subjects, from staff to students, can successfully be re-

made as subjects of excellence and make themselves accountable for and to the 

institution. This new regularity turns the gaze upon professorial and teachers’ 

productivity, linking salaries, compensation, and status to individual performance, 

conferring a visibility and a sort of insecurity, connecting performance, accountability 

and market truths. Moreover, it exposes also students’ performance engendering 

discourses of merit and individual deservedness of education. 

     The grid of neoliberal intelligibility is encouraging new agile, self-responsible, 

flexible, proactive and able subject positions in higher education as a ‘central 

resource in a reformed, entrepreneurial public sector’ (Ball, 2013:139-40). In a 

neoliberal institution, discourses of merit, autonomy, choice and self-

entrepreneurship produce students as responsible for themselves, as sources of 

revenue and prestige, principal actors on the accountability system of performance 

that is geared towards the search for funding according to certain indicators of 

quality. Performativity and competition operate as discursive statements that divide 

the true and false of university students, making increasingly unreasonable to attract 

students that, by not being performative and able, would hinder the prestige of the 

university and therefore damage the university branding (visibility). With the 

requirements of a neoliberal university, new truths on ability are produced, with 

bodies required to perform productively on high intensity markets of knowledge, 

bodies which can attract funding and produce revenues, while not impinging on the 

university funding - a sort of performable bodies. Being the funding for right to 

education of disabled students a percentage of an increasingly withdrawing FFO, as 

stated by Law 17/99, performance, financial insecurity and competition begin to 

draw a grim picture in terms of access, participation, and equity of opportunities of 

disabled students in higher education. 
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5.5 Dispositif of inclusion: special subjectivities eugenics and ableism. 
	
 

     As Armstrong (2007:556) has already highlighted, the macro-category of special 

educational needs that emerged with the Warnock Report (1978) in England, 

‘although [it] focused on educational needs rather than impairments, it became a 

globalising category denoting difference or learning difficulty which coexisted with 

the established categories of impairment, and alongside new ones’.  

Emerging from the grid of a society of knowledge, in which a ‘learning economy’ 

(OECD, 1996) has as primary form of capital the human, Special Educational Needs 

became the macro-category that comprised the new emerging problem in education 

and higher education, the Disturbi Specifici dell’Apprendimento (t.f.I. Specific 

Learning Disorders). In Italy, Special Educational Needs have been defined by the 

legislation in 2013, as a macro-category which denotes a  

 
"Area of scholastic disadvantage much wider than that explicitly 
referred to the presence of deficit. In each class there are students 
who present a request for special attention for a variety of reasons: 
social and cultural disadvantage, specific learning disorders and/or 
specific developmental disorders, difficulties arising from the lack of 
knowledge of Italian culture and language because they belong to 
different cultures". 

(MIUR12 Directive, 27 December 2012). 
 

 

Almost thirty years later than in England, in the first decades of the twenty-first 

century, Special Educational Needs emerged as a problem in Italy, with new socio-

pedagogical connaisance naming difference in new categories and classifications. 

The Special Educational Needs (BES) macro-category includes non-native 

speakers subjects, disabled students, and Specific Learning Disorders (DSA). DSA 

are described as cognitive ‘dysfunctions’, and they are not classified as disabilities - 

therefore not connected with legal invalidity. As the TARxxi of the region of Veneto 

stated in a juridical sentence  

 

«The DSA is a different situation from handicap and much less 
serious than the latter». In fact, we are not in the presence of a "physical, 
psychic or sensory, stabilized or progressive deficit, which causes 

																																																								
12 Italian Ministry of University and Research. 
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difficulties in learning, in relationships or in work integration, and so as to 
determine a process of social disadvantage or marginalization, according 
to envisaged by art. 3 law n. 104/1992 " 

 
       (TAR Veneto, section III, sentence 6 September 2007, No. 3135).
  

 

DSA emerged as a subject position of cognitive difference, able in the body 

(including the mind) and therefore non-intelligible through the grid of welfarist 

invalidity. They emerge as different from the normative requirements of an 

increasingly competitive and performative education system. In fact, policy 170/2010 

defined DSA as  

 
dyslexia, dysgraphia, dysorthography and dyscalculia as Specific 
Learning Disorders (DSA) occur in the presence of adequate 
cognitive abilities, in the absence of neurological pathologies and 
sensory deficits, but can constitute an important limitation for some 
activities of life daily. 

  (Article 1, paragraph 1) 
 

 

DSA emerged from a classification of subjects that could not keep up with specific 

agile modalities of learning, as reworkings of dividing practices on students that 

scored adequately in the IQ, therefore excluding problematics of ‘not-being 

intelligent enough’, however that could not perform in the same way as ‘the 

educational norm’. In the society of knowledge, in which education is becoming 

increasingly positional, what Baker calls ‘the hunt for disability, unreadiness, at-risk-

icity’ generates new forms of abnormality. As Slee (1999:203) neatly puts it  

 

In the past, falling out from school or being ushered out, was not so 
problematic; it was still possible to get started, and to lead an 
autonomous working life. Now it is a problem, as there is nowhere 
else for young people to go. It is hardly surprising then, that special 
educational provision has broadened to contain the growing 
population of ‘problem students’. 

 

 

The ‘problem students’ in a society of knowledge saw the proliferation of new 

objects, practices classifications and subjects which came to be individually defined.  
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Dyslexia is "a specific disorder that manifests itself in a difficulty in 
learning to read, in particular in the deciphering of linguistic signs, or 
in the correctness and speed of reading".   

         Law 170/2010, art. 1(2) 
 
Dysgraphia is "a specific disorder in writing that manifests itself in 
difficulty in the graphic rendering".  

          Law 170/2010, art. 1(3) 
 
Dysorthography “is a specific writing disorder that manifests itself in 
difficulty in the linguistic transcoding processes". 
 

          Law 170/2010, art. 1(4) 
 

Dyscalculia is "a specific disorder that manifests itself with difficulty in 
the automatisms of calculation and processing of numbers".  

 

Law 170/2010, art. 1(5) 

 

Again, the order of statements, objects and subjects that emerge from the medico-

pedagogical treatment and the PEI materialise in a new system of classification, the 

Personalised Didactic Plan (PDP) from which DSA emerge, and are disciplined 

through, creating a file, observing and examining different cognitive abilities and 

disciplining them in specific ‘cognitively disordered’ subjectivities.  The bio-politics of 

the Norm materialised new (able) subjects of deficit, discursively produced through 

practices of diagnosis by experts working for the National Health Service, as well as 

by psychologists working in State accredited institutions. The DSA subject position 

was opened by a painstaking collection and analysis of  

 
1) Personal data 

2) Type of the disorder 

3) Individualized educational activities 

4) Personalized educational activities 

5) Compensatory instruments 

6) Dispensing measures 

7) Forms of examination and personalized assessment 

 

Learning disorders were then disciplined through ‘specific dispensatory and 

compensatory measures’, which were included in a scheme called ‘flexible didactic’ 

for the entire duration of their university careers. Moreover, as the article continues, 
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a) Use of an individualized and personalized teaching method, with 
effective and flexible forms of scholastic work that also take into 
account the peculiar characteristics of the subjects… adopting an 
adequate methodology and educational strategy; 
 

b) Introduction of compensatory measures, including alternative means 
of learning and information technology, as well as measures to 
dispense with certain services that are not essential for the quality of 
the concepts to be learned; 

 
c) …The use of compensatory tools that promote verbal communication 

and that ensure gradual learning rhythms, also providing, where 
useful, the possibility of exemption (Article 4). 

 

The emergence of cognitively disordered positions discursively produces new 

subjects as the Other to the able norm. Despite Thomas and Loxley (2007) affirming 

that there is no clear definition of what those special needs imply, it is that ‘special’ 

that defines and makes them visible. Here the grid of intelligibility in the dispositif of 

inclusion produces new discontinuities from new regularities: difference from the 

norm in fact relies on ‘existing understandings of the socio-cultural production of 

ability’ (Hutcheon and Wolbring, 2012:40), however it produces new forms of 

abnormality from new forms of intersection between medicine, the economy and the 

neoliberal reason. This reworking of the definition of SEN and the medicalization of 

‘abnormal cognitive abilities’ in a society of knowledge become the manifestation of 

a certain kind of ableist freedom in the dispositif of inclusion. This ableist freedom 

opens up a space for government and self-government that emerges from 

difference, from the bio-political plan of diversity, and from the performative 

requirements of an increasingly performative university in times of austerity. In fact, 

in a university in which performance, agility, quality and flexibility are becoming the 

new norm, ‘difference without ableism is not possible’ Campbell (2009) maintains. 

Ableism Hutcheon and Wolbring, (2012:40) continue, ‘is described and is reflected 

in individual and group perceptions of certain abilities as essential’.  

     The grid of intelligibility of subjects in neoliberal universities puts difference and 

performance and ability in the same space of government, in which ‘norms of ability 

appear synonymous with the privileges of citizenship’ (Anderson in Mitchel and 

Snyder 2015:7). A new performative and neoliberal normality emerges, which 

makes ‘disability truth-claims dependent upon discourses of ableism for their very 

legitimation’ (Campbell, 2009:14). Kaplan (2000) draws a parallel between a new 

version of eugenics, proactivity and ‘quality citizenship’. The hereditary, natural 

deficit that characterised the emergence of eugenics in the dispositif of assimilation 
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comes to be reworked by a neoliberal reason into agile, flexible mobile subjects and 

modulating practices of government that Garton (in Baker, 2001:668) calls ‘concern 

for the quality of population’. Within the bio-political order of diversity, and the 

performative, ableist neoliberal reason, disability again re-emerges as an 

undesirable status, the difference from the (able) Same that must not be desired 

(Campbell, 2015). Practices of abjection of disability intended in Rose (1999b:253) 

as a form of existence ‘rendered beyond the limits of the liveable’, rewrite difference 

in the dispositif of inclusion. The only way in which a subject could be different, 

autonomous, fully citizen, and therefore included, is by being able.  

Conclusion. 
 
     In this chapter, I analysed the emergence of a dispositif of inclusion mobilised by 

a neoliberal reason. Displacing the values of social justice and solidarity of the 

welfare state, the neoliberal state begins to stimulate competition both between 

subjects and institutions utilising the market as a site of veridiction. In a situation of 

performativity, quality, excellence, discourses of human capital and merit emerge, 

modulating new ways of self-conduct based on the paradigm of the enterprise. 

Universities, are increasingly asked to act as businesses from European agencies, 

to mould curricula and study offers based on the needs of the market, cope with less 

public funding and generate more private investment. This dispositif has 

engendered new abnormalities, mobilising the norm between the bio-political 

technology of diversity and the disciplinary technology of difference. In a global, 

multi-cultural society, in which knowledge was becoming the primary capital vehicle 

of power, DSA emerged as the main problem in higher education. Concomitantly, 

special educational needs re-worked the individualising operations of power upon 

abnormal bodies and selves, and ableism emerged as the new requirement for 

being included in university. 

Discourses of inclusion, integration, welfare, neoliberalism, equity and competition, 

ability and disability, special needs and performativity intersect in the dispositif that 

governs disability in higher education. The co-existence of practices, subjectivities, 

and discourses across and within the three dispositifs of abnormality and higher 

education constitute the history of the present of disability in higher education, the 

disability dispositif in higher education. 

     In the next part of my thesis, I am going to mobilise these three dispositifs within 

a specific university, identifying how the micro-practices and micro-physics of power 

in a university that is shifting from welfarist to neoliberal reason are producing, and 

excluding, certain kinds of subjects of higher education.  
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Part two: Mobilisation of powers.   
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Chapter 6 

Disability and the panoptic university. 
	
	
 

In this chapter, I begin to deploy the disability dispositif as a space for manoeuvre in 

the context-bound university presenting the genealogical operations of power and 

knowledge through the whole institutional apparatus emerged from the operations of 

the Framework Law 104/92, its close 17/99 and Law 170/2010. The university, 

operating as a panopticon, mobilises a series of techniques, strategies and positions 

of power so to make disabled students pliable, productive, and eventually bio-

politically contribute to the wealth of the State. By exploring how disabled students 

are surveilled and the order of the university status quo is maintained through an 

apparatus of security, this chapter explores how governmentality is enacted upon 

disabled bodies of higher education, regulating the ‘directions’ of voices and 

constructing an institutional grid of power that secures a certain institutional order as 

well as a bio-political return. 

 

6.1 Disability and the panopticon: visibility and surveillance. 
 

 

     The disability dispositif in higher education comes into operation through a 

specific modality of management of the ‘difference inside’ ensuring security of the 

population and order of the posited things. Here the university is taken as one of 

those governmental institutions in which the history of the Other is a history of 

discipline, government, and sovereignty, with the aim to produce certain subjects 

and contribute to the wealth of the State. The history of the Other - the defective 

subject of the dispositif of assimilation, the handicapped subject of the dispositif of 

integration, and the disabled subject of the dispositif of inclusion, becomes the 

history of the Same, the history of the government of the multiplicity in its differences 

and similarities, as well as the government of the individual’s self. Here, the rationale 

mobilising the disability dispositif was about ‘managing a problem … fitting a new 

group of different people into existing structures’ (Armstrong, 2003a:252), so to 

frugally administering, rationalising, and balancing the use of physical and economic 

resources. Foucault (1977) provides Bentham’s panopticon as a material example 

for this deployment of heterogeneous forms of power to make and economically 
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govern subjects, as a set of practices, ‘a modern, all-purpose … all-embracing 

conception of organisational control’ (Ball, 1990:156), which mobilises objects, 

subjects and theories encompassing both managers and managed.  

     Briefly, the design of the panopticon entails shifts from the view of a single 

watchman in the middle of a circular structure, to the perception of the inmates of 

being constantly observed in their movements, although it is impossible for a single 

individual to monitor all them together at the same time. This perception of being 

observed leads the inmates to constantly discipline their own behaviours. The 

panopticon, in Bentham’s ideas, was not just an architectural solution; it was, 

according to Foucault’s (1977:24) words, ‘a general political formula that 

characterises a type of government’. This artefact suggests to ‘give way to 

everything due to natural mechanism in both behaviour and production. It must give 

way to these mechanisms and make no other intervention, to start with at least, than 

that of supervision’ (ibid, p.24). Thus, the panopticon was not just a rationalised 

mechanism of internalised control, discipline and rigour, operating on the conduct of 

subjects; it was also an economical machinery, working on subjects in four specific 

ways: 

 
• By minimising the hierarchical control, therefore saving finances on 

administrative and academic personnel support; 

• By minimising the control on the subject in terms of order, as, once 

disciplined and internalised the behaviour, there was no need to invest in 

expensive disciplinary punishments on the part of the institution;    

• By minimising disruptions through the stable and unchallenged maintenance 

of the present power/knowledge relations; 

• By maximising the production of outcome: 

 

o First, through applying the formula of omnes et singulatim (Foucault, 

2002: 298-325), ‘the government of each and all’ (Ball, 2012), 

subjects could be governed according to an individualising and 

homogenising norm which, while saving resources, could also 

improve the outcome and management of the whole student 

population; 

o Second, by continually re-stating the status quo and by making 

visible an undesirable disabled condition, the non-disabled student is 

constantly reminded about the ‘right’ way of being productive. In this 

way, through the panoptic university, it is possible not only to 
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discipline (subjectify) and make productive students that do not 

comply with specific institutional requirements, but also to put to work 

students already classified as normal. 

 

Thus, the panopticon, as Foucault (1977:130) summarises, ‘increases the forces of 

the body in economic terms of utility and diminishes these forces in political terms of 

obedience’. And it is: 

 

[P]olyvalent in its applications … it is a type of location of bodies in 
space, of distribution of individuals in relation to one another, of 
hierarchical organization, of disposition of centres and channels of 
power, of definition of the instruments and modes of intervention of 
power, which can be implemented in hospitals, workshops, schools, 
and prisons. Whenever one is dealing with a multiplicity of individuals 
on whom a task or a particular form of behaviour must be imposed, 
the panoptic schema may be used. 
            (Foucault, 1977:205) 
 

 
     The panopticon operationalizes the three forms of power constituting the 

disability dispositif – disciplinary, governmental and sovereign. Disciplinary power 

applies to the task of the disability apparatus to train, through specific tactics and 

mechanisms, disabled students’ bodies and souls, to make them autonomous and 

docile and therefore productive citizens; and it does this through an ‘art of ranking’, 

‘a technique for the transformation of arrangements, [which] individualizes bodies by 

a location that does not give them a fixed position, but distributes and circulates 

them in a network of relations’. (Foucault, 1977:146). Governmental power is 

instead materialised in the pervasive effects of subjectification of disabled students, 

upon whose bodies and souls technologies of domination and technologies of the 

self encounter, and accord that to a bio-political plan of enhancing the nation’s 

wealth. Sovereign power is a form of power that ‘having first taken a juridical form, is 

democratized and anchored in the rights of the legal and political subject’ (Dean, 

2010:122), and it is operationalized in two modalities. First, through funding, 

provisions and everything that concerns the right of disabled students to education 

as citizens. Second, materialising in ‘the right to life or death’ of disabled students as 

subjects of higher education. In fact, when the well-oiled workings of the panopticon 

fail to subjectify disabled students as autonomous subjects of deficit, practices of 

abjection and eugenics either cast them off as not-fully students, or they surgically 

make them impossible subjects of higher education. I will explore these effects more 
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in-depth in chapter 8. 

 

6.2 An apparatus of security: the structure of the disability dispositif between 
order and surveillance. 

 

 

     As I have illustrated through the dispositif of integration and inclusion, when the 

problem of disability in higher education emerged from the need to respond to the 

increasing population of disabled students, first it was regulated through the 

Framework Law 104/92 and then by its clause Law 17/99 and Law 170/2010 on 

DSA. 

     Following the Framework Law, which first introduced a whole series of 

compensatory and dispensatory measures to rehabilitate disabled students in 

relation to a university norm, many universities established ‘Disability Offices’ to 

coordinate provisions, benefits and facilities. After the clause 17/99 also the position 

of the Disability Delegate for the Provost (DDP) was established, to coordinate the 

economic aspects of disability in higher education. These material phenomena, 

upheld as the banners of integration and inclusion of disabled students in higher 

education, reveal themselves as part of a well-oiled machine to put disabled 

students to work. As the Università degli Studi policy states, the Inclusion Office in 

fact, 

 

The University, in collaboration with the Opera Universitaria 13 , 
promotes the insertion and integration of students with disabilities 
and special needs in all aspects of university life, in fulfilment of the 
law 104/1992 "Framework Law for the assistance, social integration 
and the rights of handicapped people", its supplements and 
amendments (in particular of the law 17/1999) and the Law 8 October 
2010, n. 170: "Recognition of dyslexia, dysgraphia, dyscalculia and 
dysorthography" and the Guidelines attached to the Ministerial 
Decree issued on 12/07/2011.  
             [Art. 1, paragraph 1] 

 

 

To promote integration and make the panopticon work, the university deploys a well-

organised administrative structure. This structure employs a bi-cephalic warden of 

																																																								
13	The	Opere	Universitarie	are	bodies	managed	by	either	Regions,	or	Provinces,	or	Comuni	that	
provide	 services	 for	 students	 connected	 to	 right	 to	 education,	 equal	 opportunities	 and	
accommodation.	
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the disciplinary institution. 

 
To achieve the purposes of Art. 1, the University and the Opera 
Universitaria share a plan of activities, whose fulfilment is 
implemented by the bodies which oversee the services for students 
and graduates, teaching support services those teaching support, as 
well as those relating to the right to education.  
                        [Art. 2, paragraph 1] 

 

 

Each of these two wardens respectively represents the university and the Opera 

Universitaria, and manage a tentacular vertical and horizontal staff organisation. The 

Disability Referent, as an administrative member of staff employed by the Opera 

Universitaria, works to provide services identified as ‘pedagogical support’; while the 

DDP, representing the University, works to ensure the effective upholding of the 

‘right to education’ of disabled students’ as citizens. The Disability Referent, in 

providing pedagogical support, follows the students from their first day in the 

university and, in the role of pastor, deploys a number of apostles, the assistants. 

The assistants, managed by an assistant coordinator, are to help disabled students 

in their daily university tasks, so as to both help and surveil them but also report to 

the pastor on their academic performance. The DDP, embodies the right to study 

services, managing the legal part of disabled students’ education with the function 

of: 

 
[B]eing the constant reference point within the university for all issues 
related to disability and students with learning disorders (DSA): it is 
the figure to which all the members of the academic community can 
go to highlight problems related to disabled students’ integration; it is 
also the figure that coordinates precise indications for the academic 
bodies regarding the general policies of the University on disability 
and DSA.  

        (CNUDD, 2014:6) 
 

 

The DDP becomes the strategic authority in the management of disability within the 

university context, one that is asked to govern through those neoliberal ‘techniques 

of the minimum’ (Lazzarato, 2009:128) and frugally manages a social group that 

was increasingly becoming too expensive to maintain in university neoliberal times 

of austerity. 

     The delegate is supported by ‘the Disability Commission, constituted of the 
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Disability Delegate for the Provost and of an academic member of staff in each 

academic unit of the university’ (CNUDD, 2014:1). The DDP administers a number 

of disability delegates across the whole campus. Until 2010, the number of 

delegates corresponded to the number of faculties, however, with the enactment of 

the University Reform n. 240/2010 and the capillary division in departments in place 

of faculties, the number of delegates multiplied, one for each department, reaching 

the number of twelve. The Delegates, academic staff themselves, function as 

assistant guarantors of the right to education for disabled students in each 

department. In their capacities, they both direct students to the Disability Referent if 

they need additional resources, as well as dealing with the module’s academic staff 

throughout disabled students’ career, to provide them with the documentation that 

certifies the disabled student’s need of compensatory measure throughout the 

module and in the summative assessment. Moreover, Delegates liaise with 

academic staff, students, and disability Referent to arrange a peer-to-peer tutor 

support if the disabled student needs it to pass a specific exam. As the DDP 

explains: 

 

The departmental delegate is, let’s say, the figure that helps from 
within the department, it is the principal referee for the students, 
students go to the delegate in case of sudden problems, or just 
because they have to take an examination and the delegate goes to 
the teacher and says, look, there is a student that has this kind of 
problem and thus explains to the teachers the guide lines that s/he 
should abide by to allow this student take the exam. 
 

             [DDP, May, 2016] 
 

 

Departmental Disability Delegates represent the sovereign, legal power of the 17/99 

integration policy, ensuring that is applied across departments, as well as being 

disabled students’ academic gatekeepers to university. 

     The Psychologist with the Laboratory of Observation, Diagnosis and Training 

based in the Department of Psychology and Cognitive Sciences occupies a third 

position in this structure of surveillance and maintenance of a medical regime of the 

truth of disability. The psychologist works closely both with the Disability Referent 

and the DDP, and has three specific duties: offering psychological support to 

disabled students that find it hard to carry on with their studies; having diagnostic 

meetings with DSA students to provide them with a certificate attesting what 

measures they need to take each university exam; following DSA students 
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throughout their careers. As the psychologist specifies: 

 
Usually in October … I meet with each of them to understand their 
clinical history, their school history, how they study etc… Then, before 
each examination period, each of them has to tell me ‘I want to do 
this, this and this exam, for this exam I need more time, for this other 
exam I need the ‘formulario’, for this exam I need to take it orally, 
which are all measures that they can request by law. I write a 
certificate in which I summarise their diagnosis and what they had 
told me during the meeting, and then I write which measures they 
need to take for each exam, sometimes slightly modifying them. This 
diagnosis goes to the departmental delegate who sends it to the 
teacher. 
      [Psychologist, April, 2016] 
 

 
If the Disability Referent provides the practical support to education, deploying a 

whole series of assistants and a series of assistive technologies, the DDP, with all 

his Departmental Disability delegates and selected tutors, upholds the right to 

education; and the Psychologist, with the Laboratory of Observation, Diagnosis and 

Training behind her, legitimises the support and the right by certifying the medical 

truths of disability.  

     The well-oiled apparatus of surveillance, order and discipline homogenises 

pedagogical support, legal right to education and scientification of the medical truths 

on disability across the whole university career. The aim to integrate the abnormal 

student has been upheld, coordinating the knowledge on disability (medical), the 

pastoral support of disability (Disability Referent), and the legal, sovereign character 

of it (Disability Delegate). The psychologist could not state it clearer: 

 
Because at the beginning, the student would have gone with her 
diagnosis to the professor, the professor would have known nothing 
and therefore he (sic.) could have said ‘on what bases should I give 
you more time? Should I favour this student or should I not?’ That 
problem has been taken on by our office [Inclusion Service] which 
sends the letter saying what difficulties and capacities the student 
has and what compensatory measures are to be adopted. Then, if 
the professor is in doubt and says to the student ‘Well you can try to 
do it written as the others, then if you fail it, I can let you do the oral 
exam’ – because this can happen too – then the student has an 
intermediary to go to [the Departmental delegate]. 

 
[Psychologist, May, 2016] 
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The whole apparatus coordinated by the Inclusion Service works to integrate the 

disabled student in higher education within a regime of medical truth and to setting 

up a whole apparatus of surveillance to support students to be at university and to 

take examinations. Again, the non-conformity of bodies is normalised through 

medicine, through a certificate that validates the legal subject of education as a 

medical subject. The three figures of the dispositif – disability Referent, DDP and 

Psychologist, meet twice a year to discuss problems of and solutions for the system, 

to better manage students.  

     It is interesting to note how the lowly levels of power are here materially 

represented in the two Heads of Disability Staff. The welfarist regime of practices, 

which characterises the university (and therefore State) approach to disability, is 

composed by the two regimes of practices (Christian-Judaic flock-pastor 

relationship, and Ancient Greek city-citizen game) that Foucault (2009) describes as 

constitutive of the welfare state reason. The Disability Referent is the pastor, 

coordinator of pastoral practices to look after the disabled flock, whereas the 

Disability Delegate is the ruler of the city, ‘conceived as a community of free 

[disabled] citizens’ included within university as ‘belonging to the demos … and 

being members of a recognised civic group’ (Brown, 1992:85 in Dean, 2010:95). 

     Here the two Heads of Service are also expressions of the two techniques and 

politics involved in mobilising disability in higher education, disciplinary and 

regulatory. Discipline is concerned with the ‘anatomo-politics of the human body’, in 

that it optimises its capacities through ‘a parallel increase of its usefulness and its 

docility, its integration into systems of efficient and economic controls’ (Foucault, 

1978:135). This is the objective that the pastoral practices and the didactic support 

of the Inclusion Service broadly aims to reach. Regulation instead deals with ‘bio-

politics of the population’ focusing on ‘the species body and its biological processes’ 

(Foucault, 1978:135) which here is exemplified by the Disability Delegate role to 

ensure the wealth of the nation through the successful upholding of disabled 

students right to education, and therefore the achievement of a degree needed for 

the state to survive in a regime of high accountability policies. 

     Curiously, the more recent staff and managerial changes in Università degli 

Studi, one year after the end of my fieldwork, made the position of the Disability 

Referent redundant and concentrated all the organisational control in the figure of 

the lean and flexible DDP as a (deputy) manager who, through enacting a neoliberal 

rationality, is shifting the disability dispositif in higher education towards neoliberal 

government. The requirement to provide a certificate that confirm the eligibility to 

access the Inclusion Service provisions and facilities becomes then the material 



	 157	

point of junction of these two techniques of power, the disciplinary and the 

regulatory. 

 

6.3 Security and the order of voices. 
 

 

     This apparatus of security, mobilised by the encounter of welfare and neoliberal 

reason, ensures a very controlled order of voices in the panoptic university. There 

are specific streams of voices, and the disability dispositif enables the control of the 

spoken on disability in specific modalities. As Foucault describes in his inaugural 

lecture at the College de France (1971), 

 

‘Since the depth of the Middle Ages, the madman has been the one 
whose discourse cannot have the same currency as others. His word 
may be considered null or void, having neither truth or importance, 
worthless as evidence in law, inadmissible in the authentication of 
deeds or contracts… on the other hand, strange powers not held by 
any other may attributed to the madman’s speech: the power of 
uttering a hidden truth, of telling the future, of seeing in all naivety 
what the others’ wisdom cannot perceive… no doctor before the end 
of the eighteenth century had ever thought of finding out what was 
said, on how and why it was said, in this speech which nonetheless 
determined the difference. …. But all this attention to the speech of 
madness does not prove that the old division is no longer operative. 
You have only to think of the whole framework of knowledge through 
which we decipher that speech, and of the whole network of 
institutions which permit someone – a doctor or a psychoanalyst to 
listened to it and which at the same time permit the patient to bring 
along his poor words or, in desperation, to withhold them… And even 
if the doctor’s role were only that of lending an ear to a speech that is 
free at last, he still does this listening in the context of the same 
division. 

    (Foucault, 1981:53-4) 
 

 

The speech of the disabled is regulated by specific rules and at different levels. To 

maintain the apparatus of security and order, the old divisions between the Same 

and Other, the normal and abnormal students division is maintained by allowing 

disabled students to speak only within the dispositif and to its authorities, organised 

around the three axes of power: bio-power pedagogical support - the Disability 

Referent and his assistants; bio-political right to education - embodied by the DDP, 
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Departmental delegates, and peer-tutors; and knowledge/social medicine - 

represented by the Psychologist and the Laboratory of Observation, Diagnosis and 

Training. The voice of disabled students then, is heard indeed, however not through 

the empowering role of right to education, but rather through calculated and divisive 

strategies of power. According to these strategies, the Disability Referent and the 

psychologist represent the welfarist rationality of power: the gaze of the doctor is the 

truth and disabled students see their symptoms and pathologies identified and 

verified by the verdict of the doctor. Moreover, it is to the Inclusion Service that 

disabled students go to ask for special provision as their right: a discourse of rights 

is channelled through the office, demonstrating how the medical truth comes before 

the political one. 

     The voice of disabled students is not articulated only in relation to the Disability 

Referent or the Psychologist. The disability dispositif and its networks allows for ‘a 

dissemination, then, of procedures of confession, a multiple localization of their 

constraint, a widening of their domain’ (Foucault, 1978:63). As emerged from the 

dispositif of integration, the first confession implies practices of disclosure of 

disability. Usually at the beginning of the academic career, students that do not 

conform to the ‘normal requirements of university’, are asked to provide a certificate 

of invalidity and a certificate of handicap to the Disability Referent. When the 

document, emerged from the grid of regularities of the dispositif of integration, 

certifies a bodily invalidity equals or above 66%, then students are entitled to 

benefits, provisions, services provided by the Inclusion Office. The DSA students 

instead are asked to provide a diagnostic clinical certificate, issued by a nationally 

recognised psycho-medical body, which attests their learning disorder (Law 

170/2010).  

     Disabled students and DSA are therefore summoned to speak in front of the 

Disability Referent, to ‘voluntarily’ take their positions at university, making a specific 

use of their subjective freedom. This regime of practices mobilises specific positions 

of authority as well as defining and making visible, certain subjects that perform 

less, or differently, than the norm. 

 
[T]he agency of domination does not reside in the one who speaks 
(for it is he who is constrained), but in the one who listens and says 
nothing; not in the one who knows and answers, but in the one who 
questions and is not supposed to know. And this discourse of truth 
finally takes effect, not in the one who receives it, but in the one from 
whom it is wrested.  
             (Foucault, 1978:62) 
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More importantly, this confession needs to be reiterated on every occasion to each 

member of academic staff, for each module and assessment, through the 

intercession of the Departmental Disability Delegate, in which compensatory 

measures needs to be asked and agreed either by the Disability Delegate and 

teachers, or by teachers and tutors. As the DDP puts it 

 

Well, I believe that from this point of view disabled students could 
lean on… It is a discourse that I put myself in the shoes of professors 
- of colleagues, perhaps he (sic.) sees this student arriving, perhaps 
without certificate because the student does not bring it on him, and I 
am not saying that he can be telling me lies, but perhaps he tends to 
exaggerate the thing, therefore it is correct that information are 
certified and secured and that they are sent by the delegate. And I 
repeat that, the student has always access to the Departmental 
Delegate. 
       [DDP, May, 2016] 
 

 

The truthfulness of their requests, moreover, needs to be supported by the medical 

certificate to be recognised as valid by their teachers:  the alterity of disability needs 

to be constantly re-instated in order for the regime of truth to be validated by 

processes of subjectification as well as objectification. 

Lastly, the disability dispositif ‘contains’ disabled students’ voices within the 

apparatus of order and surveillance when it comes to complaints and explanations 

of problems. Before the issuing of policy 17/99 there was no place in which disabled 

students could discuss their issues, be listened to, or complain about the system. 

The Inclusion Service came to represent the place in which disabled students could 

have their rights upheld, where they could have their voices heard, but this 

happened in a specific way, through very carefully defined relations of power. In fact, 

once a complaint is made, it is the disability referent that ‘hears’ it, not a political 

student body as a representative of students' right to speak and shape the 

university. Disability is always something to confess, to sort out, and to be smoothed 

over; it is never either an individual or a collective force. Moderated through the 

Referent and through the whole apparatus, every problem sorted by the Office 

strengthens the truth of disability and tightens the force of power over disabled 

students' bodies. The more they subject themselves to the office, the more the office 

objectifies them, and more they are subjected to the grasp of power. This is not just 

a process of normalisation of disability; this is to open up a space for reiterating a 

certain division, between reason and madness, within the academic environment. 
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As Foucault (1981) maintains, the role that the Disability Referent and the 

psychologist could comply with, was a carefully crafted position of power that 

allowed the government of disability within the university milieu. 

     There are two things also need to be pulled out here. First, the words of the mad, 

since the Middle Ages, were bearers of a ‘hidden truth’, a truth that ‘the others’ 

wisdom cannot perceive’ and ‘which nonetheless determined the difference’. 

Disabled students, by voicing their difficulties and complaining about the university 

system lay bare the ableist regime of practices that makes up academia, a regime 

that allows them to voice their problem in a contained, controlled and surveilled 

space. This space does not question the order of things and allows the system to 

maintain ‘the context of the same division’, as well as continuing reproducing 

disability and disabled students. 

     Second, the welfarist and integrationist nature of the institution is, in such a way, 

reiterated: being the disability dispositif an apparatus of security, it allows for the 

containment of disability within the relationships created by the apparatus. The voice 

of disabled students, as recipients of a service rather than active participants of their 

shaping of the institution, is channelled through the three systems of surveillance 

and normalisation: the disability referent and his assistants, the DDP and the 

departmental disability delegates, and the psychologist and the Laboratory of the 

Department of Psychology and Cognitive Sciences. Moreover, the very 

individualised nature of the treatment and the deficit, does not allow for students to 

create a sense of community that could constitute a new space for reflection that 

could inform the operation of the disability dispositif. 

 

6.4 Panopticon, bio-politics and the governmental (sovereign) state. 
	
 

     The panoptic university, through institutional strategies of power, acts as the 

lower levels of a ‘frugal state government’ (Foucault, 2010:28). Now I want to take 

on the point of intersection between bio-politics as regulatory technique of power, 

bio-power as the disciplinary of power and sovereignty, and discuss how the 

panoptic university constitutes the lower levels of a sovereign state that fabricates 

disabled subject positions and aims to constitute disabled students as a certain kind 

of autonomous citizen. This intersection of powers rewrites the government of 

disabled students as subjects of inclusion and integration according to economic 

terms. 

     Following the issuing of Law 17/99 and the establishment of the disability 
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delegate figure, in December 1999 Disability Delegates of the Provost from various 

university in Italy met in the form of an exploratory seminar. Their discussion 

stemmed in the constitution in 2001 of the National Conference of the Delegates of 

the Universities (CNUDD) as a supra-university body equivalent of, and working in, 

concert with the Conference of the Provosts of the Italian Universities (CRUI). 

Briefly, the CRUI is an organisation constituted of all the Provosts of the Italian 

universities, whose aims are: 

 

• Deepen the problems of the University System, representing its 
needs to the governmental and parliamentary authorities; 
 

• Expressing opinions on the development plan of the Universities and 
on the state of University Education; 
 

• Promote and support the initiatives of the Universities in national and 
international locations through relationships with similar community 
and foreign associations.    

 
  (Retrievable at http://www2.crui.it/crui/homecrui.html) 

 

 

The CNUDD was constituted as a parallel space where to discuss and exchange 

disability practices in different institutions across Italy. From the lowly levels of the 

governmental state, the DDP, the representative of the expensive Other of 

university, becomes in charge of the very difficult task of making disability more 

economical, in practices and finances. The delegate’s effort, encoded in strategic 

practices, is then shared on a centralised level through discussion in the CNUDD. 

The problematization of disability, from the lowly discussion of departmental 

disability practices, reaches state level through the DDPs as constituting the state 

consultant committee CNUDD. With their discussions and sharing of practices, the 

DDPs of all universities around Italy become the highest authority connected with 

the state as a political apparatus ‘but neither actually nor functionally part of the 

“state”’ (Rose, 1999a:xxi). In fact, as specified in the Guidelines (2014:2), 

 
The CNUDD has assumed an increasingly significant importance as 
a reference body for the Ministry of Education, University and 
Research for everything related to the implementation of the 
provisions of policy 17/99 and, subsequently, of policy 170/2010 
which concerns the problems of students with Specific Learning 
Disorders. In particular, a representative of the CNUDD participated 
in the table set up by the MIUR for the preparation of the "Guidelines 
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for the Right to Study of all students and students with DSA". 
 
 

     As early as 2002, the first Guide Lines were presented, establishing the CNUDD 

as a permanent university commission, representing policies and activities of Italian 

universities concerning disabled students and problems related to disability and 

special needs of university students (De Anna, 2016). In 2014, a second edition of 

the Guidelines was released, acknowledging the Italian ratification of the UN 

Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities in 2009, the issue of policy 

170/2010 on DSA and other legislation issued in the meantime (De Anna, 2016). 

According to its regulations, the CNUDD is composed of a Directive Council, whose 

President is elected among the members, and it needs to meet twice a year to 

discuss general issues and exchange practices. Describing itself as a body with 

functions of coordination, monitoring and support of integration and inclusion of 

disabled students within university, the CNUDD during its meetings problematized 

and re-problematized disability again, trying to find strategies to conciliate the 

economic reason with an expensive law 17/99, and to answer the new urgent 

problem, students with DSA following law 170/2010. The DDP of Università degli 

Studi explains it to me. 

 

… [T]he disability delegates for the provost, while exerting a more 
local role here within their universities, meet once or twice a year in 
an assembly that takes the name of CNUDD, which is the national 
assembly for the delegates of disabilities of Italian universities and is 
a body that the CRUI wanted, which is the body that gathers all the 
provosts of Italian universities… [The CNUUD] helps provosts 
precisely to understand but, above all, to support the needs of 
students with disabilities. The CNUDD is ten years old so if you go to 
the CRUI website that now also has a link to the CNUDD and lately 
some guidelines have been proposed for students with disabilities 
and special needs so that the universities are obviously not obliged to 
follow these guidelines but they are a sort of guide that the university 
can adopt to respond precisely to the needs of these students… 
Thus, we talk about particular cases and then from the particular 
case we exchange views and we try to understand whether other 
universities have dealt with that specific case in different ways so to 
exchange best practices. 

[DDP, May 2016] 
 

 

     ‘Sovereign power’, Lazzarato (2006:13) specifies, ‘is blind and weak but that 

does not signify, by any means, that it lacks efficacy: its impotence is ontological’. 
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The sovereign power of the state materialises in the apparatus of authorities 

working for the national aim of productivity in the university, who are endowed with 

the power of uttering, and operationalise through best practices, what is right and 

wrong on disability in higher education. If the Provost is the manager of a neoliberal 

university and represents it in the CRUI, the DDP becomes the proxy for the provost 

for all the disability practices enacting the division between the normal and abnormal 

university student body. If the CRUI governmentally works to represent the 

instances of universities within the national government, the CNUDD becomes the 

regulatory and integrative body, the Other of the CRUI, enabling strategies of 

government of disabled students within and emerging as the disabled side of 

university. It is the orchestrator of a performative dispositif of security that ensures 

disability is continuously discussed, monitored, surveilled on a state government 

level, with the intent of making disability financially affordable and economically 

governable.  

     ‘Foucault’, Lazzarato (2006:11) points out, ‘through the concept of bio-politics, 

was already pointing out in the seventies what, nowadays, is well on its way to being 

obvious: “life” and “living being” [le vivant] are at the heart of new political battles 

and new economic strategies’. To do this, each DDP from all the Italian universities 

represented in the CNUDD, shares practices to homogenise and enhance disabled 

students’ university experience in Italy and making their best to readjust the 

practices towards a normalised, ordered and productive status and to animate their 

planning ‘towards making the institution increasingly inclusive’ (CNUDD, 2014:6). 

     In this shifting scenario, with the State cutting funding from the FFO, which 

includes monetary provision for disabled students, with risks increasingly taken 

upon by individuals, the government of disability happens on the edge of two 

dispositifs, with their welfarist and neoliberal reason, the integrative and the 

inclusive. With quality and performativity beginning to reshape the university 

transforming it into an enterprise, the dispositif of inclusion takes the apparatuses 

that emerged from a welfare reason of participation, care, and rehabilitation and 

begins to rewrite them through the objectives of performative standards. As 

Lazzarato (2009:128) aptly notes, ‘neoliberals use institutions of the Welfare State, 

which they always opposed because they produces ‘social property’ and overturn 

the functions and ends they were meant to fulfill. They have learned to tame 

institutions and make them serve the ends of neoliberal capitalism’. 

     These shared institutional practices require the objectification of disability and 

disabled students, as something that exists, producing it as an object towards which 

addressing programmes of maximisation of students’ performance and productivity, 
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and therefore conceiving them as ‘empirical given[s]’ (Scheurich, 1996:300). In a 

university that reworks democratic participation by the means of effectiveness of 

‘marketisation of students’ abilities’ and spendable skills on the labour market 

internally allocates resources so to meet the needed quality standards by targeting 

what can surely guarantee an economic return. In a regime of truth that relies on 

figures and statistics, welfarist and neoliberal reasons in universities work together 

in making disabled students accountable as governable and performative subjects 

following two lines of visibility. Drawing upon Ball’s distinction between 

‘performativity’ in Lyotard’s sense as “be operational (that is, commensurable) or 

disappear” (Lyotard 1984:xxiv) and in Butler’s (1990) sense as enactment or 

performance (Ball, 2003), first, if disabled students disclose their disability, making 

themselves visible, they are given a percentage that locates them within ranges of 

invalidity (both economically and physically) that accords to them a right to access 

specific facilities and provision (Law 68/2012); second, they become subject to the 

marketised criterion of productivity of knowledge as are their non-disabled 

colleagues. For this reason, ‘disclosure of disability’ becomes an imperative. In fact, 

State government funding, as decided by law 1999 is allocated on the basis of the 

number of disabled students enrolled at university. State and subjects are once 

again mutually constituted. Hence disclosure becomes a governmental strategy of 

the panoptic university and an economic solution for two reasons: subject positions 

opened up by a discourse of difference would enable for more disclosures of 

disability, therefore making the university visibly more inclusive; second abnormal 

students at risk of underperforming can be singled out, monitored and made perform 

through the governmental dispositif.  

     Therefore, both in the CNUDD and the Università degli Studi DDP’s accounts, 

the focus on students’ needs is justified through individually tailored strategies that 

maximise their potentiality and their biopower, so to create the condition for them to 

perform at their best. However, a neoliberal, managerial discourse of supplying 

services to customers intertwines with the identification of disabled students’ needs. 

Whilst for non-disabled students’ services are options to opt for so to maximise their 

university career, for disabled students, services are a ‘forced option’ if they want to 

be in academia, which can be accessed only through disclosure and medicalization 

of deficit. Borrelli and Stanzio (2018) compare this institutional strategy to the logic 

behind ‘the statistical second-type error’. In a system that rewards excellence, the 

institution is pushed to avoid investing resources in projects or individuals that are 

more likely to reveal themselves as unproductive. As funding is rationed and 

frugality an imperative, investing institutional money in a fallacious project (or 
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subject) can eventually become too expensive to sustain and would not guarantee a 

secure economic return to the institution.   

     Therefore, it becomes necessary that students that do not perform according to 

the university performative criteria are singled out and monitored in their 

performance, otherwise avoided altogether. The range of services is not ‘optional’, 

for disabled students although they can decide not to resort to them, but such use 

may be the only way in which they can attempt to govern themselves as 

autonomous subjects of deficit, either in an integrative or inclusive university. The 

order of voices again enables a certain kind of autonomy. A technology of 

performativity animates the needs of disabled students through a welfarist grid but 

they remain ‘talked about’ (Armstrong, 2003a:251) even in a university in which 

freedom of choice means autonomy and entrepreneurship.  

     ‘Bio-politics, understood as a government-population political economy 

relationship, refers to a dynamic of forces that establishes a new relationship 

between ontology and politics’, Lazzarato (2006) points out. The CNUDD sets the 

agenda for disability being spoken according to specific modalities and for disabled 

students to govern themselves as autonomous subjects of deficit. Moreover, DDPs 

comparisons and judgements become part of a strategic sharing of ‘best practices’ 

of government, whereby power performatively mobilises subjects and institutions 

towards the best economic results, establishing those conditions that provide both 

‘institutionalised bases for particular discourses (such as a discourse about [higher] 

education and disability) and the power bases14 for realising particular objectives’ 

(Fulcher, 1989:13).  

     As Dean (2010:60) suggests ‘a regime of practices needs thought to be enacted’. 

An analytics of government seeks to investigate the thought that mobilises these 

practices. The reason that animates the panoptic university, the thought that gives 

direction and meaning to the regime of practices within the disability dispositif, it is 

the enactment of a welfare state policy that promotes the integration of disabled 

students through the most inclusive practices to enhance the wealth of the state.  

 

Conclusion. 
 

 

     In this chapter, I diagrammed and discussed the whole governmental apparatus 

of the disability dispositif within the university to surveil, order, discipline and make 

																																																								
14 My italics. 



	 166	

productive disabled students at university. The panoptic university acts on three 

interconnected levels, ‘in here’, in the subjectifying of the medical, handicapped 

subject of university, ‘in there’ in the university and in its apparatus of domination of 

abnormality, and ‘in there’ at the state government level, in which the DDP reports, 

discusses, and refines bio-political strategies to better govern disabled students in a 

disability dispositif swinging between a welfarist and a neoliberal reason. Through 

these concerted forces, power/knowledge relations not only are deployed to govern 

abnormality within the academic milieu, but they also make sure of the relentless 

production of abnormality through repeated practices of disclosure, within which the 

objectification and subjectification of disability come together.  

     In the next chapter, I explore the workings of two technologies, autonomy and 

sensitivity, exploring how disabled students’ freedom is shaped in such a way that 

they can be put to work only within a specific space of manoeuvre.    
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Chapter 7 

Governing through technologies 
	

 
 

     To govern disabled students as autonomous subjects of deficit, and making of 

them independent, productive, and disciplined students, two powerful technologies 

of the self and of domination operationalize power and knowledge in the panoptic 

university. They govern the process of normalisation of disabled students’ bodies 

and souls as defective subjectivities in the disability dispositif of higher education.  

Rose (1999a:xi) defines technologies of domination as ‘(i)the technical assembly of 

means of judgement (clinical examinations, tests, examinations, assessments with 

their associated norms and normativities); (ii)the techniques of reformation and cure 

(pedagogic, physical, therapeutic, punitive); (iii)the apparatuses within which 

intervention is to take place (designs of prisons, classrooms, equipment, the 

connection of these into larger assemblages such as schooling or health visiting). 

Technologies of the self instead 'determine the conduct of individuals and submit 

them to certain ends' (Foucault, 1988:18), operating on the self-government of 

disabled students towards specific institutional (state) aims and shaping a specific 

space of freedom as higher education subjects. 

Campbell (2000:308) in these regards talks about ‘perfecting technologies’ as 

‘positive eugenic practices’, and Baker, paraphrasing her words, argues that 

 
If ‘bodies marked as disabled’ are born at all, ‘slipping through the 
net,’ so to speak, then the activity of the posse switches to trying to 
‘perfect’ that ‘defective’ body-mind to make it more ‘normal’, leaving 
the reference point unquestioned and inscribing as a genuine effect a 
human subjectivity that defers to this order of things.  
 
            (Campbell, 2000:308, in Baker, 2001:674) 

 

 

Whilst Campbell calls them ‘perfecting technologies’, autonomy and sensitivity do 

not aim at ‘perfecting’ disabled bodies and souls. These two technologies operate 

ontologically to produce a space of government for disabled subjectivities as 

‘subjects-of-lack’ (Erevelles, 2000:37). Disabled students are already enrolled at 

university as defective subjects, as certified by their certificate of invalidity or in the 
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diagnosis of DSA, and this deficit needs to be re-instated, normalised and 

rehabilitated. This process is neither agentic nor intentional. These two technologies 

enable the panoptic university to work as a subjectifying machine that moulds 

certain kinds of (productive) citizens.  

     Hence, a technology of autonomy is a liberal technology that shapes disabled 

students’ freedom towards a certain defective autonomy, making them pliable and 

productive subjects of deficit. When the well-oiled machine does not succeed in 

shaping disabled subjects autonomy and productivity in a certain way, which implies 

disciplining/making them acceptable of their disability, a technology of sensitivity 

intertwines by adjusting the space of manoeuvre. A technology of sensitivity works in 

a sort of inverse tendency of a technology of autonomy. It mobilises certain feelings 

of compassion, understanding, expiation that are genealogically written on the 

disabled body and mind when disability presents itself as a problem which the 

student cannot deal with autonomously.  

     Neoliberal inclusivity and welfarist integrative reasons intersect in this space of 

manoeuvre, conducting disabled students towards a certain kind of ‘economic and 

economical autonomy’ as well as categorising them as defective subjects to be 

rehabilitated. When autonomy does not succeed in producing certain subjects of 

deficit, sensitivity in a sort of way intervenes ‘by closing the gap’ of autonomy. I will 

go back to this point later. As the disability dispositif is an ontological formation 

(producing the disabled subject) as well as a methodological device (showing the 

intersection of two reasons, one integrative and one inclusive) in each instance that 

is presented here as constitutive of each technology we can see how disability is 

ontologically produced as well as how the two reasons govern disabled subjects of 

university. 

 

 7.1 Technology of autonomy. 
	
 
     As Mansfield (2000:13) points out, the Enlightenment positioned the subject as 

‘free, autonomous and rational being’. The autonomous subject is Descartes’ ‘I 

think, therefore I am’ individual, the conscious being identified through ‘intellect and 

reason’. As he continues, ‘to later Enlightenment thinkers, the operation of reason 

was the highest achievement of the human species’. Following this system of 

thought, Framework Law 104/92 granted ‘full respect of human dignity, liberties and 

autonomy of the handicapped subject, promoting full integration in family, education, 

labour market and society …  preventing and removing all the invaliding conditions 
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which impede the human being’s development and the achievement of the 

maximum possible autonomy…’ (Art. 1, comma a-b). 

     Here, a technology of autonomy mobilises an ensemble of material objects, 

discourses, subject positions, artefacts and statements aimed to promote disabled 

students’ integration and inclusion in the academic setting, striving to put them in a 

condition of being eventually independent subjects of deficit. By operationalizing a 

series of individualising compensatory/dispensatory measures, while striving to 

homogenise subjects so to deploy the least effort, expense, and disruption, a 

technology of autonomy ‘is aimed at constituting useful bodies’, to insert them in a 

[unquestioned and ableist] system of utility’ (Foucault, 1977). 

 

 7.1.1 Accessible accommodation.  
	
 

     A technology of autonomy redesigns the space for disabled students through the 

availability of accessible accommodation. The materiality of power manifests in the 

reworking of the built environment to govern disabled students’ conduct towards 

independent living. Accessible accommodation is the materialisation of the liberal 

‘freedom from’ (Marshall, 1996) obstacles to conduct an autonomous university 

experience.  Accessible accommodation is provided by the Opera Universitaria, and 

it is automated, hence completely accessible, with adjustments to furniture that 

make students in the condition to do things on their own. The automated flat 

functions through user interfaces, such as buttons, remotes, keyboards and vocal 

recognition that receive the information and, through an integrated system of 

control, moves and adjusts furniture according to student’s needs. Through them, it 

is possible for example to lift the table platform, open the entrance door, lift down the 

bottom of kitchen cabinets, lower the bed structure to favour the laying process. As 

the Disability Referent claims, 

 

‘Our university provides an advanced system of automated 
accommodation which allows our disabled students to live 
independently and autonomously, to have the opportunity of living the 
university time as a moment of maturation and leaving their family 
homes’. 
    [Disability Referent, November, 2015] 
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 Figure 3. Example of automated space. 

 
Located in student compounds, accessible accommodation can help disabled 

students live alone afar from their family, a life event in which they are expected to 

break their family ties and become independent, growing adults (Pallas 1993). As 

the Disability Referent further argues, 

 
On the issue of accessible flats… we reserve the accommodation 
independently from whether there are people with disability applying 
for it or not, and we don’t discriminate whether one is a resident in 
our city or not. We do this exactly to favour their autonomy, so they 
can take advantage of this university experience to organise 
themselves autonomously, learning how to live alone, or with the 
facilities that we offer… and results are there. Take Luigi, he was 
living here [in an accessible accommodation supplied by the Opera 
Universitaria] and that was useful for him, he organised himself with 
all the practices, and now he lives in one of the [accessible] houses 
offered by the municipality, the path that he undertook earlier was 
propaedeutic for later, you know. 

 
                [Disability Referent, November, 2015] 
 
 
However, accessible flats are also very expensive to maintain, especially in times of 

substantial cuts to university. For this reason, the number of flats is limited and 

disabled students are asked to 
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Request for accommodation must be handed in to the Disability 
Service in May in order to find, before the start of the new academic 
year, the best solution for each student’s needs. 
 

(Art. 4 paragraph 5b, p.5) 
 

 

Paradoxically, the most accessible space is that which makes the disabled student 

most visible, by being targeted according to the student’s ‘individual needs’. 

Accessibility, which is par excellence an inclusive word, becomes a flag for ‘students 

with special needs that require it’. Moreover, the practice of asking students to 

provide evidence of their disability five months in advance to the Inclusion Service, 

well before the beginning of the academic year, allows the opening of the record of a 

new not-conforming student coming to the university, to be inserted in the ranks of 

students to be particularly monitored. Hamraie (2017), in their book Building Access: 

universal design and the politics of disability, makes an important point. Accessibility 

for inclusion is not just about making the environment completely barrier-free: it is 

also a matter of constructing a barrier-free culture, in which different bodies and 

different needs are appreciated as descriptors of human beings. Here a welfarist 

rationale of individualisation through medical certificate encounters the 

independence and autonomy proper of a neoliberal rationality, enabling the 

perpetration of a division between accessible and non-accessible accommodation.  

 

 7.1.2 The assistance timetable. 
 
 
 
     A technology of autonomy works through the system of assistance supplied for 

the entire university day-to-day routine of disabled students that I have described in 

chapter Six. Upon request, the Inclusion Service provides assistance to help 

students carry out practicalities connected to the university student routine, from 

going to class to photocopying academic material. The service is called 

Accompagnamento (accompaniment), and it is supplied through the 150-hour 

university scheme as paid part-time students’ collaborations designed to assist 

disabled students. 

Specifically, the Service includes 

 
- accompanying disabled students to class and back home, 
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- moving within and across the university campuses, 

- going to the canteen and helping disabled students consume their meals 

(such as by carrying their self-service trays), 

- physically assisting disabled students while in the study rooms or 

laboratories, 

- accompanying them either to meet their tutors or to the library, 

- supporting them in presenting/modifying their study plan, 

- helping them retrieve the pedagogical material (such as photocopying 

books). 

 

 
Disabled students are informed of the service when they enrol at university and can 

decide whether to request it and how frequently. As Valentina, a law student and 

wheelchair user explains to me, 

 
The Disability Referent informed me about the service of 150-hour 
assistants for disabled students and that it is us managing them, ‘I 
put you in contact with the Assistants’ Supervisor, who is the woman 
that manages everything, every week you have to send your hours 
and your movements [commitments] and she arranges your 
assistances, so when I started my studies I contacted the Assistants’ 
supervisor, in the first week I request many assistances also for 
example to have my meal, but then as I have a big group of friends, 
and I am able to manage myself for little things, now I ask for 
assistance just to go to university and back home. 
 

      [Valentina, April 2016] 
 

The service is highly structured, as it requires a whole integrated time-schedule for 

all disabled students across the week (see figure 4). Assistants are asked to give 

their weekly availability to assist disabled students by Thursday the week before; 

whereas disabled students are to submit the request for the specific time and place 

in which they will require the help of an assistant for the following week. The 

assistants’ coordinator then allocates disabled students and assistants on a 

spreadsheet which is sent via email on Friday (for the following week). 
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 Figure 4. Weekly timetable of assistances15.  

 

The accompagnamento is a well-refined assembly of techniques of power. Through 

this service, the institution is 

 

… able to fulfil, more efficiently than the circle, two requirements: to 
be complete enough to form an uninterrupted network – 
consequently the possibility of multiplying its levels, and of 
distributing them over the entire surface to be supervised; and yet to 
be discreet enough not to weigh down with an inert mass on the 
activity to be disciplined, and not to act as a brake or an obstacle to 
it; to be integrated into the disciplinary mechanism as a function that 
increases its possible effects. 
             (Foucault, 1977:174) 
 

 

The system of assistance enables students’ autonomy through two modalities of 

																																																								
15 The timetable shows on the horizontal top red row the name of the disabled student to 
assist, with the name of the faculty/department underneath in the light blue boxes. On the 
vertical column the weekdays are written in blue and in each box the disabled student 
assistant is allocated a certain time and place to support the disabled student. 
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government of their freedom. First, they can decide for themselves when to request 

assistance. The optional nature of the system of accompagnamento allows students 

to independently decide whether to resort to it, if they need so. Second, the 

presence of an assistant allows them to freely go about university mundane 

practices and therefore conducting a normalised university experience. This bio-

assistance to disabled students, as living beings with impaired bodies, increases 

their autonomy relieving them of the burden of dealing with a university life tailored 

to an able body, it augments their physical bio-power, and it reduces the stress 

caused by having to manage within an unfavourable university routine, which could 

prevent them from being at the best of their performance. As Dreyfus and Rabinow 

(1983:141) remark, ‘it is at this point in the spread of bio-power, that social welfare 

programs became professionalised’. The autonomy provided by the service of 

assistance is mobilised by a disciplinary and bureaucratic welfarist integrative 

reason. The price to pay for this freedom is being subjectified by hierarchical 

relations that surveils disabled students throughout their academic routine and 

constantly reminds them of their defective position. 

However, in times of austerity that also see an increasing number of disabled 

students enrolled at university, the service of accompagnamento puts a strain on 

university financial resources. Giovanni, a blind student, in his last year of a Masters’ 

degree in engineering raises a problematic issue related to this change. 

 
They make the assistants fill in a detailed Excel sheet [to report the 
hours worked], some new structures that weren’t there before are 
being constructed, I believe that more than an evolution it relates to 
something that is happening because the service is under pressure. 
There are more users, therefore the service is in some way 
developing itself, the direction in which all this is happening should be 
discussed I believe, all this is leading to a change, disabled students 
are more, the word is not enough anymore, an informal definition 
agreed between all is no longer enough, something more formal is 
needed. 
      [Giovanni, March 2016] 

 

 

The re-structuring of the system requires assistants to write the precise hours they 

have worked on an Excel spreadsheet, rather than on an informal white grid 

unofficially used in the past to keep a record of their assistances. This rigour allows 

for a tighter control over the time spent for an assistance and for a more economic 

use of time (and employees). At the intersection of the bureaucratic welfarist reason 

and the managerial neoliberal reason, the dispositif as a machinery of production, 
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Foucault (1977:174), points out: 

 

became larger and more complex, as the number of workers and the 
division of labour increased, supervision became ever more 
necessary and more difficult. It became a special function, which had 
nevertheless to form an integral part of the production process, to run 
parallel to it throughout its entire length. Specialized personnel 
became indispensable, constantly present and distinct from the 
workers.   

 

 

The professionalisation of the service achieves a two-fold aim. First, it clearly 

defines the division of roles between specific (paid) assistant position and disabled 

subjects. In this way, autonomy is described by economic relations rather than 

solidarity and informality. Neoliberalism, with its business models shapes daily 

practices and economises the relations between disabled student and assistants, 

tying them to their well-defined subject positions.  Second, in this highly regulated 

schedule, disabled students can exert a very specific autonomy. Asked to be very 

accurate in requesting assistance for the following week, disabled students are 

required to predict their near future in detail. This practice of prediction compels 

them to project their future (disabled) routine, in a relentless process of 

subjectification of their disabled selves. In a highly disciplinary panopticon, if they fail 

in their prediction and cancel assistance more than three times, they are punished 

by being automatically banned from using the service altogether. Therefore, despite 

being given the freedom to choose reason and timing to resort to assistance, the 

autonomy that disabled students are given requires a constant subjectification as 

subjects of deficit, within a space of manoeuvre that describes their actual autonomy 

as ‘autonomy in governing themselves as subjects of assistance’. 

 

 7.1.3 Redistributive justice. 
	
 

     A technology of autonomy works through disabled students’ financial benefits 

and exemptions. The institution, following policy 104/1992 recognises the total 

exemption from the payment of tuition fees for students providing a certificate of 

invalidity equal above 66%, regardless of family economic background. The 

redistributive and integrative nature of the welfare reason, which dispenses invalid 

citizens with certain costs, is reflected in specific exemptions that disabled students 
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can benefit from during their university careers, such as exemption from tuition fees. 

As the Disability Referent points out, 

 

Francesca, you need to consider that, by definition, a disabled 
student will always have more expenses than you. If a disabled 
person can’t work, he [sic.] receives 250 euros per month of invalidity 
pension and the assegno di accompagnamento16 is 500 euros, let’s 
say you receive 700 per month… For example, you have to come to 
Università degli Studi to take the test, you need to come the day 
before, look for the hotel, it has to have a lift, the room needs to be 
accessible - and it is not granted that you can find one - all the 
accessible hotels are from three stars and above… I mean I believe 
this is why there is this special attention towards them, and it is a 
good thing because if the world were perfect, then it would have 
made sense (not to pay the tuition fees) but as it is not… It is better 
they do not pay. 
         [Disability Referent, February, 2016] 
 

 
The Disability Referent links disabled students’ right not to pay university tuition fees 

to the extremely expensive conditions of disabled people’s lives. Here the 

redistributive and integrative welfarist reason seeks to alleviate disabled students 

from an additional expenditure that could prevent them from enrolling at university, 

adding financial burdens to their academic careers, and eventually impinging on 

their autonomy as disabled citizens. In a welfare state system that relies on specific 

mechanisms of economic contribution to the national security net, by not paying the 

tuition fees, disabled students are prevented from being active contributors to the 

university economy, which, in austere times, can become to be seen as a burden, 

therefore recalling discourses of dependency. 

     The technology of autonomy, through the promotion of specific economic 

subsidies, casts disabled students as recipient citizens. Through the words of 

Rebecca, a blind undergraduate student of Law, this becomes explicit. 

 

Rebecca: So, this is my thought, I know it is not shared by others, but 
I believe that the economic exemptions should not exist, not even 
disabled should have them, because to have a service you need to 
pay for it, you cannot ask for a service and not pay for it. 
 
Francesca: What do you mean? 
 
Rebecca: I mean that, for example, now as I don’t pay the tuition 

																																																								
16 Translation ‘accompanyament cheque’. 
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fees, I cannot contest that a service has not been given to me as I 
wanted. The answer will always be, ‘com’on, shut up’. They don’t give 
you a service, they concede it to you; and as you don’t pay for this 
service, it will always be a concession. 
This thing really bothers me because if I want to contest the 
university because it doesn’t provide me with a specific service, I 
have my hands tied, because they can always answer me ‘But what 
do you give us in return for this service? They give it to you as 
almsgiving; can you see what I mean? 
It seems bad to me because it is like biting the hand that is feeding 
you, however it is what I have always said and argued, because if I 
have to contest something, ask for something, I need to have all my 
papers to ask for it. I would like to talk about it with someone, but I 
don’t know with whom. 
 
Francesca: Why don’t you talk to the Disability Referent? 
 
Rebecca: Because if I talk to the Disability Referent he says to me 
that I’m crazy, because I told him once and he said that I should shut 
up, I mean, he told me ‘But what are you saying?? The service is 
given to you anyways!’ OK then, I’ll shut up.   
                
               [Rebecca, February, 2016] 
 

  
Not paying tuition fees binds the disabled subject to a legal subjectivity that shapes 

a very specific form of freedom. A technology of autonomy mobilising the exemption 

from tuition fees emerges from a welfarist reason that makes disabled students 

handicapped, dependent subject of invalidity. Rebecca questions a regime of 

government that guarantees autonomy as subjects of deficit, which produces 

disability as an undesirable experience to be compensated through monetary 

facilitations, a kind of preferential, integrative treatment that allows disabled students 

to be in, despite their unfavourable condition. In her thought, a neoliberal order of 

university, in which the institution supplies services to its customers so to enhance 

their performance, a discourse of rights to education, as well as resistance to 

medicalization, intertwine. For this reason, the Disability Referent calls her a ‘mad 

person’, not because she is asking to pay, but because she is challenging an order 

of discourse that still identifies medical, individualising knowledge as dictating the 

rules of power. The Disability Referent, from his condition, benevolently thinks that 

not paying the tuition fees would favour disabled students in their university 

experience. Indeed, this practice facilitates disabled students by alleviating them of 

a financial burden as part of their right to education. However, in a governmental 

state, in which the university is the lowly level of state power, if a disabled student 
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does not pay for university, it is not contributing to the security-net, to general 

welfare provisions as a working citizen. Citizenry is based on a do ut des 

liberal dynamic, which means, you are fully part of the welfare state by contributing 

to it by working and paying taxations. This strategy of power still keeps disabled 

students in a condition of abjection as within university but not fully citizens, and 

Rebecca is denouncing this, ‘we, disabled students, are not fully part of the 

institution, we are only recipients and not put in the position to contribute to its 

welfare’, and therefore restricted in their space of autonomy.  

     Here once again a technology of autonomy produces disabled students as 

subjects of deficit, this time by means of exemption from paying the tuition fees. This 

system of thought exposes the fundamental problem of desirability of disability. Until 

disability (diversity) is not seen as an enriching experience to the institutional 

community (and therefore the wider social), disabled subjects’ positions will be 

exempted from paying as ‘they have nothing to give in return, to capitalise on’.  

 

 7.1.4 Assistive technologies. 
	
 

In recent years there has been a significant increase in opportunities 
for people with disabilities or with DSA to use compensatory tools, 
both hardware and software, thanks to the evolution of assistive 
technologies and Information and Communication Technologies, 
which allow them to acquire more and more autonomy to carry out 
their activities. In some cases, the aid allows students to do what 
otherwise they could not do, in others it improves performance in 
terms of safety, speed and effectiveness. 

(CNUDD, 2014:9) 
 

 
At Università degli Studi, assistive technologies are stored in the office of the 

Assistants’ Supervisor in the space in which the Inclusion Service is located, 

providing: 

 

• a P.C. on which disabled students can find a software to magnify characters 

and a speech synthesis system in three languages guiding the user; 

• a Braille bar to read what appears on the screen; 

• a scanner text reader with speech synthesis installed on P.C .; 

• a colour auto-focus video-magnifier for reading texts and viewing images. 
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Visually impaired, blind, or DSA students can use them all in loco. A loan service of 

Braille keyboards and accessible portable laptops is also offered.  

     Assistive technologies are not only present in the Inclusion Service, but also in 

other sites across the campus. In particular, a scanner has recently been installed in 

one of the libraries, whereby textbooks can be scanned and transformed in EPUB, 

PDFs, Word Files and MP3 audio books. Disabled and DSA students can 

autonomously scan books and notes, therefore enhancing their autonomy in 

individual study. Alongside this ‘self-service’, the Assistants’ Coordinator can scan 

books upon disabled students’ request. The specific scanner that the Assistant 

Coordinator uses is located in the Inclusion Service and it has a feeder mechanism, 

which requires books to be photocopied first, and then scanned page by page. This 

process implies a long and costly job, which is not always feasible in a short time, 

and students are asked well in advance to provide the photocopies to the Assistants’ 

Coordinator, who is responsible for the scanning.  

     Power ‘comes to be written onto bodies and into our conduct’ (Ball, 2012:6), and 

it is ‘totalizing, individualising and productive’. When it comes to technologies, the 

technology of autonomy works to enable disabled students’ autonomy in their 

studies and productivity both through totalising and individualising modalities. 

Individualising modalities imply that either disabled students have their own 

assistive technology, or that the university provides specific assistive technologies 

ad hoc upon students’ request (such as a Gianluca’s interactive device that I 

describe below). Totalising modalities entail providing a limited number of 

standardised assistive tools that can be used by all disabled students (as the 

example of the smartpens below). Technology then enters in the circle of utility, 

improves physical performance that becomes one with the subject, it defines each 

one by the relationship the body has to have with the object it manipulates. 

 

Over the whole surface of contact between the body and the object it 
handles, power is introduced, fastening them to one another… It 
constitutes a body-weapon, body-tool, body-machine complex. 
 
         (Foucault, 1977:152-3) 
 
 
 

The projector. 

 

 

     Disabled students can make a request to the disability service to buy a specific 
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device for them if they require it during their studies. If the Disability Referent 

believes that their requests are reasonable, in the sense that that specific device 

can improve their utility and benefit the university at large through the student’s 

improved performance, then he can place a specific order to buy it from an external 

supplier. Gianluca’s case provides an example of this process, having requested a 

specific assistive technology for visually impaired students to follow his lectures. 

  
Francesca: Was there any student requesting something in particular 
that you bought? 
 
Disability Referent: Yes absolutely yes, for example Gianluca 
requested this device with which he then completed his degree, he 
had a problem to follow the lectures on the board because he saw 
little. But he is a little genius, he found the device that could fit him, 
we contacted the company that was very professional and came to 
give us a demonstration, and also the lecturer was very good 
because it made himself available during Easter holidays and said 
we have to do it when the other students are not here, he did four 
one-hour lectures in four different classrooms in which I participated 
too and I did not understand anything at all obviously, Gianluca was 
asking questions etc, so we changed four classrooms to evaluate the 
different positions and then we purchased it… Yes practically 
speaking it is a camera that you point to the board, connect to the 
computer and on the computer you can see what's on the board. 
Everything worked run by a software that Gianluca created himself. 
  
          [Disability Referent, February, 2016] 
 

 
Gianluca’s case is emblematic in many different aspects. It is an example of a 

technology of autonomy that operates on the level of the individual. Gianluca is 

subjectified as a subject of deficit who autonomously governs himself in such a way 

that a specific technology can make up for ‘his disadvantage’.  He managed to find 

and order the device that suited his needs; he created the software to use it; and 

had the Inclusion Office buy it for him. Gianluca used the device for every lecture, 

also on different modules, therefore boosting his biopower and complying with the 

requirements of autonomy of defective subjectivities. Assistive technologies are 

strategies of power that not only enhance disabled students’ productivity and 

discipline them in their deficits, but also serve to maintain and not to question the 

pedagogical approaches and teachers’ practices of teaching and learning. 

Autonomy here means being able to adjust a deficit to teachers’ fixed pedagogy. 

The ultimate aim of technology is not to assist teaching and learning practices in 
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making the lecture accessible to all different students, but to adapt a disabled body 

to a homogenous Same. 

     Welfarism and neoliberalism intersect in this specific event. A welfarist, 

integrative reason materialises in a highly individualising, rehabilitating, assistive 

technology, which is purposefully tailored on Gianluca’s disabled body. However, the 

interference of an external provider in supplying the device is an example of those 

exogenous practices of privatisation that Ball (2016) describes as constitutive of a 

neoliberal mentality in education. As the CNUDD guidelines specify,   

 

When disabling conditions severely limit the autonomy of the student, 
the right to education is granted also through agreements stipulated 
with associations, or service cooperatives, individualised personal 
assistance, specifically when this cannot be ensured directly by the 
national socio-medical service. 

(CNUDD Guidelines, 2014:9) 
 

 

Following the Guidelines, external support to Università degli Studi is provided by 

associations such as IRIFOR17, which supplies assistive technologies and human 

and technological readers that could read out loud books and screens; such as the 

Italian Union of Blind and partially sighted, which provides specific help to fill in 

documentation, audiobooks, a volunteering service, with people not only reading 

books but also accompanying disabled people somewhere, as well as supplying 

formative trainings.  

These organisations also offer assistive technologies at lower prices, allowing 

disabled students themselves to buy devices tailored on their individual necessities. 

These assistive technologies can in fact be very expensive, and an individualising 

approach to disability implies that the university cannot buy devices for each student 

that places a specific request. These forms of privatisation have ethical and 

discursive implications, with the state becoming ‘more technocratic than democratic’ 

(Ball, 2016:1049).  

 

The smartpen. 

																																																								
17 The IRIFOR Social Cooperative represents a point of reference for people suffering from 
visual pathologies, guaranteeing prevention, assistance and rehabilitation services to 
increase individual's ability to control health and to manage a disability and to improve the 
quality of life of both individuals and their family (IRIFOR website). 
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     Another example of a process of normalisation of a defective autonomy is the 

loan service of limited numbers of smartpens that the Inclusion Service offers to 

enhance DSA students’ autonomy, to follow their lectures and to study individually. 

Smartpens are computer-pens that can record the audio of the lecture while the 

student is writing on a specific notepad. Through connecting the pen to the 

computer, it is possible to reconstruct the notes, integrating missing parts and then 

digitalise them, transform them into PDF and print them out. In this case, DSA 

students explicitly asked the Inclusion Service to provide Smartpens for students at 

Università degli Studi. Romina, an undergraduate dyslexic student of Sociology 

explained it to me. 

 

The smartpen is one thing that could help though. I don't know if you 
know them. These are the pens that I made the university buy for 
students because I am carrying out projects on dyslexia. Smartpens 
are one of these instruments on loan for use as in northern Europe, 
so the university has of the instruments that lends you for all the time 
you need and then when you finish you return them. Smartpens are 
special pens that write on high definition paper so they can record 
audio so if you go home and start writing on that particular part of the 
sheet, the recording starts right there. You can mark yourself a point 
or an asterisk and you know that from there you missed what the 
professor said, so at home you can quietly listen to the lesson again 
and take the notes on the part you missed. It is interesting because 
you reconstruct the notes you have taken on your computer even 
with audio. They are also things for the able-bodied, it is not an 
exceptional instrument. But it simplifies your life, without having 
interrupt the professor, which is unpleasant at times, you take what 
you take and then you solve it at home. 
                 [Romina, April, 2016] 
 

 

Romina, by actively promoting activities and techniques to help dyslexic students 

enhances their university performance. Not only she works towards improving her 

own autonomy, but also that of other dyslexic students. She shows confidence in 

her dyslexic subjectivity, knowing how to go about the existing academic order of 

things, and demonstrating how technology can become an integral part of a DSA 

subjectivity in the disability dispositif. By promoting the purchase of smartpens, 

Romina remarks DSA students’ equalisation of right to education to non-dyslexic 

students, recognising that smartpens can also be used as tools to improve the 
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performance of non-dyslexic students. The DDP adds the institutional position on 

smartpens provisions by adding how 

 
… it is clear that it is a duty of the institution and students’ right to 
have this assistive technology, but one can say, this is the pen, now 
share it, our aim is to have a pen for each student … These are small 
attentions that make a difference. 

 [DDP, May 2016] 

 

 

Following Romina’s thought, the DDP dreams about a university that provides a 

smartpen for each dyslexic student as integral to their rights to education and to be 

equalised to non-dyslexic students. However, as Foucault (1982:792) remarks, ‘the 

exercise of power is not a naked fact, an institutional right, nor is it a structure which 

holds out or is smashed: it is elaborated, transformed, organized; it endows itself 

with processes which are more or less adjusted to the situation’. Here smartpens 

are adjustments to a specific posited order of power relations, and they are artefacts 

that contribute towards making dyslexic students autonomous in their defective 

subjectivities. Processes of individualisation reach their highest level, effectively 

transforming the technological device into an assistive technology rather than a 

strategy to make pedagogy more inclusive.  

     However, it goes without saying that providing a smartpen for each dyslexic 

student is a completely unaffordable practice, as, the DDP [May 2016] continues, 

‘these are expenses that weigh on the university budget’. Again, a compensatory, 

integrative welfarist reason mobilises thought towards individually adjust students to 

a normalised order, while a neoliberal reason here only becomes a strain on the 

university budget and making it impossible to think this is a solution. 

 

 7.1.5 Anticipation. 
	
 

     The technology of autonomy is also constituted by a regime of practices of 

anticipation, which requires the disabled student to ask in advance for any particular 

adjustment that needs to be made to teaching, learning, or assessment practices, or 

compensatory/dispensatory measures and special requirements. By knowing in 

advance that disabled students need specific requirements, all the adjustments to 

the regular, mundane routine can be set up prior, so as to arrange for disabled 

students to participate in or attend university activities. Anticipation is asked when 
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applying for an accessible accommodation, as well as for planning the assistance, 

but also when changes to the pedagogy and the summative assessment are 

required. The practice of ‘anticipating’ warns that some disruption in the regular 

university routine might occur, and therefore special adjustments are required to 

allow for student’s autonomy in pedagogy and assessment of that specific module.  

     An example of the regime of practices of anticipation is the advance notice that 

DSA or disabled students are required to give to take a summative examination. I 

want to discuss two examples of this. To ensure that all the 

compensatory/dispensatory measures are in place for students to take the 

examination autonomously, disabled students must notify the Departmental 

Disability Delegate of their need at least three weeks before the examination 

(Università degli Studi disability charter, 2015 art. 6). The Departmental Disability 

Delegate in Engineering points out how 

 
… I always ask the student to contact me maybe a little in advance 
because I have a department with more degree programmes and 
with many people, plus I'm not always physically here 7 days out of 7. 
It is important to receive students’ requests on time. It has already 
happened that a student comes to me the day before a test, and then 
it is difficult to get feedback from the teacher, so the first time I meet a 
student I always recommend to ask for such measures and 
adjustments in advance because maybe you do not always succeed 
to reach or agree with the teacher on the day of the examination. 

 
   [Departmental Disability Delegate in Engineering, May 2016] 

 
 
The strategy of anticipation allows lectures to be reached on time and be informed 

of the presence of a student that would disrupt the normal assessment procedures. 

Through a controlled network of power relations, the autonomy of the student in 

taking the exam is allegedly upheld by the authoritative voice of the delegate that 

intercedes for disabled students on the basis of their certificate of invalidity or 

diagnosis of DSA. Moreover, the discourse of anticipation allows time to reach 

academic staff that do not consider students that needs adjustments to their final 

examination as the norm. 

A second example implies DSA students and the use of compensatory/dispensatory 

measures to take their examination autonomously. Currently, the Psychologist has a 

meeting with DSA students, assessing their cognitive deficit, and prescribing the 

necessary compensatory/dispensatory measures to take the examination. Then the 

student hands the clinical certificate to the Departmental Disability Delegate, who 
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sends an email to the academic explaining which measures the DSA student needs 

for the examination. 

     This procedure is very bureaucratic and slow. Recent modifications of the 

practice, which were initiated by a group of DSA students, streamlined the process 

through the use of an online platform. The changes eliminated the passages of the 

student going to the delegate and the delegate notifying the academic. The new 

system flags up the DSA student in the list of students taking the examination and, 

through a drop-down menu, the academic can see all the compensatory measures 

that the student is entitled to, allowing the academic to choose the one that s/he 

thinks would suit the examination the most. However, this was not what dyslexic 

students had asked for. As Fabio DSA undergraduate student of Physics explains, 

 
So, the idea was that the psychologist puts on the website the 
measures for the student for that specific exam as well as the 
certification. Then the student registers to the exam, the professor 
sees the clickable ‘DSA’ written [next to the student’s name and a 
drop-down menu] shows that among all the 
compensatory/dispensatory measures that a student can use, for that 
exam the student has chosen one or two. The professor sees the two 
measures and if he [sic.] doesn’t accept them he communicates it to 
the delegate, to the DDP, and to the psychologist and from there they 
can ask to meet with the teacher to understand.   
 
So since the student has the right to a number of measures, it’s like I 
give you a toolbox and at that point you can take what you want, you 
can take what you need, you can use everything you have in there, 
it's not that at that point you have to tell me which to use, I have the 
right to all! Where is the problem? So, based on your intelligence and 
your need during the exam, you say I would like to use this. Then you 
select it, and the professor institutionally accepts that for that exam 
and for that student he [sic.] will use that. But the student chose it. 
That was the idea.   
 
Instead now it works that the DSA student registers to the exam, with 
a list of all the compensatory/dispensatory measures he might need, 
and then when the professor looks at the appeal and sees that there 
are students with DSA, and if he clicks on it [DSA], the window opens 
with the entire list of possible measures. And it's obviously a mess 
because in the list there are also things the student doesn’t need, 
because for example you have the right to break the exam in two, the 
professor doesn't want that, and out of all the options he chooses the 
additional time, but you wanted the exam broken in two because you 
are entitled to it. So now we are back to the starting point. Now you 
have to send an email to the professor saying, ‘I'd like this measure, 
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and he could say but why this and not this other measure? Which my 
colleague flagged up because it happened to her. The professors are 
often available in one way but not in the one in I’d like them to be, to 
which I have the right, to which also the psychologist authorised me. 
Because now I have to ask the professor for a favour by sending him 
an email. This is wrong, this is what they do not understand and must 
understand. When the student communicates these conditions to the 
professor the professor acknowledges it as a request for a favour. 
 
      [Fabio, May 2016] 
 

 

 
Figure 5 The online platform streamlining DSA assessment procedures.18  

 

     Fabio’s account of the event shows a different truth, a subjugated knowledge that 

perished in the agonism of legitimation. Fabio, supported by a small community of 

dyslexic students attempted to fashion a different kind of autonomy. This autonomy 

would have implied dyslexic subjects ‘taking ownership’ of their dyslexia, and 

choosing the tools available by law to take an examination. However, the ritual of 

examination, in its ‘ceremony of power’, ‘deployment of force’ and ‘establishment of 

truth’ (Foucault, 1977:184), is an assembly of strategies of domination that display a 

certain order of power/knowledge relations as well as objectify specific subjects.  
																																																								
18 The box shows the ‘Italian Moodle page’ that a teacher accesses once all students have 
subscribed to take the exam. In the horizontal red box is written ‘CAREFUL: two DSA 
students are present in this list’. Again their DSA condition is highlighted next to their names 
in the grid of subscriptions to the exam. 
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Here the practices of anticipation set forward by dyslexic students would have 

subverted the academic order of truth. With their initiative, they would have exerted 

an autonomy that overcame academic power, taking ownership of the ritual of 

examination. Despite still objectifying a defective autonomy, which is mobilised 

through compensatory/dispensatory tools, here dyslexic students would have 

questioned the (sovereign) academic power in evaluating and decreeing the true 

and false of university student. This is a neat example of how resistance is 

constitutive part of relations of power, in which academic staff, to reassert relations 

of domination and certain objects and subjects of domination, inevitably need 

students struggles to manifest. 

     Yet, despite simplifying the process of asking for compensatory/dispensatory 

measures, this system continues to be built on divisive practices, which visually and 

practically reproduce the division between conforming and not-conforming students. 

Moreover, it offers no challenge to academic power as this remains in a ‘position of 

power’ by having the last world on which compensatory/dispensatory measure DSA 

students can use to exert their defective autonomy during the examination. The 

posited order has been reinstated, and defections curbed. 

     Hence, a technology of autonomy works through a regime of anticipatory 

practices in two ways. It conducts students to make themselves visible in advance, 

governmentally adjusting to an ableist given order through normalising practices; as 

well as by giving time to teachers to acknowledge the presence of students that 

disrupt the mundane university practices of assessment. In this regime of practices, 

a welfarist reason governs students as subjects of deficit to be rehabilitated towards 

a fixed assessment, one of Bernstein’s (1977) three message systems of schooling; 

delineating a very specific deficit-laden modality of shaping the space of autonomy 

for disabled students. A neoliberal, inclusive reason instead mobilises disabled 

students towards recognising their difference in advance, so to economically act at 

the earliest in fixing their problem and therefore preventing any potential expense 

later. This ‘economy of time’ manifests also in an ‘economy of words’: the practice of 

anticipating adjustments to pedagogy and assessment results in an undisturbed and 

smooth examination’s flow.  Having disabled students previously adjusted to the 

normal class situation, they allow for the creation of a patina of inclusion as 

coexistence of diversity in the same class as well as to discipline disabled students 

as subjects of deficit. 
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 7.1.6 The tutor. 
 

 

     Pedagogical support and the right to education meet in the figure of the 

specialised tutor. As the CNUDD specifies in its guidelines: 

 

It is essential to reaffirm that the tutoring service intends to increase 
students’ autonomy, integrate it in the academic context, develop 
their active participation in the training process, improve the learning 
context and prepare targeted interventions according to the personal 
condition and educational needs of the student, in order to create an 
inclusive environment. 

(CNUDD, 2014:8) 
 

 

By employing well-performing students, selected by the module leader and 

employed by the Inclusion Service, this technique of power aims to make disabled 

students autonomous and productive through individualised and targeted strategies 

on their learning methods. Tutors seek to help disabled students understand better 

the subject matter, so as to stimulate/facilitate their participation during classes. This 

‘enhanced’ participation, according to the CNUDD guidelines, contributes ‘to create 

an inclusive university environment’, sharing the same form of thought mobilising 

integrazione scolastica (De Anna, 2016). Tutors, according to the policy, should be 

‘activated upon request of the interested [disabled] student and prior confirmation of 

the Departmental Disability Delegate and of the Inclusion Service. This is the 

Disability Referent explaining how the service works. 

 
Francesca: But how do you select them? 
 
Disability Referent: So the request comes from either the student or 
the teacher who says ‘I think this student would need some support’, 
then as we have to find the person who has the skills, capabilities 
and availability to do so, we cannot activate a call for 150-hour or a 
general selection, we must necessarily go to a targeted person. 
Then, from a practical point of view, first referees are departmental 
disability delegates, in the sense that if there is a problem they get in 
contact with the academic, and after that either the academic or the 
delegate contacts the tutor, after the teacher has identified some 
potential students who have already been tutors or are working as 
tutors and that have particular skills, etc. Then they check the tutor’s 
availability, they explain him [sic.] what is the problem [with the 
disabled student], they give him [sic.] some tips, and then they get in 
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contact with the disabled student. 
[Disability Referent, May, 2016] 

 
 
The system of tutorship is activated either by the disabled student who struggles to 

follow the lecture, or by teachers who recognise that a disabled student is 

struggling. Then the teacher selects specific students both suitable and available to 

tutor. The teacher contacts the Departmental Disability Delegate and in concert, 

they explain to the tutor what problem the disabled student faces. As the 

Departmental Disability Delegate of Engineering explains, 

 

They are tutors but they are students at the end of the day. And the 
tutoring is almost peer-to-peer, it's a classmate who keeps the notes, 
that follows, that checks, with whom you study together. In some way, 
also those who tutor also improve their competence, because when 
you have to explain it you must also have got it. You have to have 
your ideas clear in advance.  
 

[Departmental Disability Delegate of Engineering, May 2016] 
 

 
 
The hierarchical and pedagogical division of roles is a disciplinary technique of 

power, in which observation, pedagogy and learning become a single activity 

coordinated by the dispositif.  Tutors fulfil the role of going through the lecture, 

assessing disabled students’ methods to strengthen and perfect them, while surveil 

them in their academic progress. The experience of Alex, a tutor, provides an 

example of this well-oiled procedure providing an example of him supporting a DSA 

student. 

 
… The first thing I did was to ask her how she was organized, how 
she was managing things, and then I did a first period in which I 
followed her to class, and immediately after class; then I observed 
how she was approaching the lesson, how she followed it, how she 
took notes and then immediately after we discussed the lesson 
together, quite freely, regardless what she had understood, [we 
discussed] what she had written in the notes, and how she took the 
notes, and from there we started and slowly we came to create a 
common working method, but with the intent to progressively 
eliminate the need of my figure, this was a bit 'the goal’. This 
relationship has been going on for a year and a half, more or less. 

       
       [Alex, specialised tutor, November 2015] 
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We have here a sketch of an institution of the 'mutual' type in which 
three procedures are integrated into a single mechanism: teaching 
proper, the acquisition of knowledge by the very practice of the 
pedagogical activity and a reciprocal, hierarchized observation. A 
relation of surveillance, defined and regulated, is inscribed at the 
heart of the practice of teaching, not as an additional or adjacent part, 
but as a mechanism that is inherent to it and which increases its 
efficiency. 
            (Foucault, 1977:176) 

 
 
While Alex is helping the disabled student find her method and reach a certain 

autonomy in her study, he is also contributing in the making of an expertise, bringing 

to bear an ‘othered’ connaissance from a saviour. The special pedagogy of disabled 

students at university emerges from their everyday practices, and disabled students 

become disciplined by this saviour, which simultaneously objectifies and 

subjectifies. While tutoring is intended to be an inclusive regime of practices, it is 

perfectly framed by very integrative and normalising power/knowledge relations. 

     These tutors contribute to disciplining subjects in their deficit, they are classified 

as the ‘other of pedagogy’, but they also constitute an expensive service, and the 

Inclusion Service needs to draw clear lines to make it economically sustainable. 

With institutional funding being increasingly cut, the Disability Referent needs to 

keep a record of the tutors employed and make sure they are economically tenable. 

Welfarist pastoral practices such as the responsibility that the pastor has ‘for each 

merit and fault of every member of the flock’ intersect in the disability dispositif with 

neoliberal economic cuts, tightening the grasp of power upon underperforming 

bodies and minds and making paid tutorship a shaky regime of practices in a 

neoliberal university. Within the disability dispositif, peer-tutoring as an integral 

strategy of a technology of autonomy helps meet a number of objectives of inclusive 

integration. On the one hand, it does not disturb the rigid institutionalisation of 

university, organised around a specific (ableist) arrangement of time, space and 

pedagogy; it does not question academic power, by normalising disabled students 

towards it, and it produces disciplined subjects of deficit by making them through a 

special university pedagogy. On the other hand, in a neoliberal university, [paid] 

peer-tutoring is a very expensive practice, raising questions as to what extent this 

order can continue without being questioned.  
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 7.1.7 Internationalisation: The double Erasmus+ programme. 
 

     In an increasingly globalised university, one of the institutions’ imperatives 

implies to provide students with the opportunity of international exchanges. The 

Bologna Process envisages that common policies and practices will be established 

across the EU to facilitate the movement of students and to ensure that similar 

standards are enforced in institutions awarding higher education qualifications in 

different parts of Europe (Riddell et al., 2005:10), through a programme called 

Erasmus+. The Erasmus+ programme, first established in 1985, has been an 

integral part of a European Union policy to ‘improve education and training systems 

and reinforcing their role as drivers for growth, employment, competitiveness and 

innovation’ (European Commission Strategic Plan 2016-2020, p.24). Being 

international and able to go abroad are constituencies of what a neoliberal university 

expects from its students, and features of those talented students that the university 

is eager to attract. The Erasmus+ programme experience has now become 

normalised in a student’s academic trajectory in mainland Europe, enabling students 

to ‘gain competences and have a personal, socio-educational and professional 

development through studies, training or work experience’ (EU, 2016:25). The 

President of the Committee for Student Merit and Evaluation encapsulates the 

importance of having this experience abroad. 

 
There are two different aspects… Students see the experience 
abroad of great importance, but it is also good for students’ training 
itself, a student who today finishes a Master's degree without any 
experience abroad is a student who has a university career with a 
deficit, the experience abroad is becoming a constitutive element of a 
student's experience... Then the fact that students go to foreign 
universities means also having better outgoing human capital, more 
prepared, and this for the university is an advantage of image among 
other Italian universities … there are double degrees, agreements 
with other universities, they all contribute to a university’s identity. 
  

      [President of the Committee for Student Merit and Evaluation, May, 2016] 
 

 

The neoliberal student is an ‘exchangeable’ student that can create a double-capital 

to the home institution and the abroad one and that can spend the experience 

abroad on the labour market. Given the increasing importance of studying abroad, it 

is in the rights of disabled students to be put in the condition of being able to do so. 

The CNUDD Guidelines are clear in this sense 
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Although the participation of students with disabilities or DSAs in 
mobility programmes has undoubtedly grown over the last few years, 
the universities will have to further promote it, improving the 
dissemination of information and offering specific support at the 
organization abroad. 
In collaboration with the University office in charge of international 
mobility, the Student Disability Service will have to assess the 
student's real needs, facilitate contacts with the host university and, 
in the foreseen cases, initiate the procedures for requesting 
additional funds. Making other students participating in international 
mobility programmes aware is important as they can carry out 
activities as carer or tutor to students with disabilities going to the 
same destination. 
                [CNUDD, 2014:10] 
 

 

     The Inclusion Service helps students fill in the Erasmus+ Programme forms and 

practice agreements, organising ‘informative meetings’ to support disabled students 

in going abroad. However, a technology of autonomy governs and normalises 

disabled students as subjects of deficit also in this specific intent. The DDP speaks 

in these regards. 

 

It is clear that we must find some modalities to facilitate their mobility, 
some of them can be by creating networks between universities 
which offer a certain kind of services, for example we have two 
students who have done the Erasmus together, a disabled student 
was accompanied by a colleague who is said to be willing to help her. 
So, the disabled student is not alone but is accompanied by a 
colleague who also adheres to the Erasmus programme, but in short, 
they help each other.  

[DDP, April, 2016] 

 

 

Two points need to be pulled out here; first, how the institution practically helps the 

disabled student to go abroad by arranging for a student/assistant to follow the 

same trajectory, and second, how the institution pre-arranges to have the same 

disability facilities and conditions in place at an institution abroad. Concerning 

practical support, which implies a student going abroad and accompanying the 

disabled students, we can see how the same thought of assistive attitude puts 

disabled students in a hierarchical relation of power in which a peer is recruited to 

assist also outside university. Here a neoliberal reason brings disabled students 
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towards an international marketability; and a welfarist reason materialises through 

the ‘student assistant abroad’, who shapes disabled students’ defective freedom. 

The focus is projected on disabled subjects, on their individual needs and on their 

individualised deficit. 

      However, when the DDP concludes that ‘the two students help each other’ a 

specific line of flight is opened in the disability dispositif, a space for freedom that 

rewrites both the welfarist disciplinary gaze and the re-inscription of relationships as 

paid services, a form of mutual support that recognises diversity as an enrichment 

rather than something to be normalised or supported. 

As the DDP continues, the gaze moves from the disabled student to the institutional 

context, to consider as viable those universities that share the same ‘philosophy’ of 

Università degli Studi. 

 

These are Erasmus agreements, so they are generally agreements 
that see an exchange in both directions ... for example we have an 
agreement with a German institution, for our students that go up 
there and vice versa, therefore we identify a referent in the German 
university who provides more or less the things that may interest our 
students.... As far as disability is concerned, we would like the 
agreement to be based on a sharing of philosophy, therefore of true 
support for disability and also of quality of service. This is something 
that we must take into account in the field of disability. 
 

[DDP, April, 2016] 

 

 

The institution abroad is required to recognise disability according to the same 

terms, on the same premises. The archive needs to open the same spaces for 

statements to be pronounced, for practices to be enacted, the same thought needs 

to animate the international regime of practices. As disability is very place and time-

dependent, if the ‘hosting’ institution abroad does not recognise a specific condition 

as being disabling, it would not provide a specific service which is instead thought 

necessary in the ‘home’ institution. What the DDP calls ‘philosophy’ is in reality a 

shared intelligibility of disability, which necessarily needs to be mobilised by the 

same system of thought. For example, in the United Kingdom, dyslexia and 

dysgraphia are covered by the Disabled Student Allowance upon submission of 

medical diagnosis, whereas in Italy, as I have already specified, dyslexia and 

dysgraphia are classified as Specific Learning Disorders, they are not considered 

disabilities and therefore not eligible for allowance. When confronted with 
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international experiences, post-structural methods perfectly show the fleetingness of 

truth and how it is dependent on specific power relations and knowledges which can 

vary according to the situation. What is intended for disabled student’s autonomy in 

an Italian institution will not necessarily be the same in a foreign one. 

     Hence, in the practice of going abroad, disability is confronted with different 

regimes of truths on ability and on what it means to be able. As the DDP continues 

 

… So, what we can tell the student is ‘look you are free to go to the 
one you prefer, however, this university offers some service that, to 
us, are closer to your needs… This dynamic is important because it 
helps the student take a more conscious choice, he [sic.] finds 
himself in front of a less dramatic situation, in the sense that we 
prepare him by saying ‘look at these services’. Obviously to do this 
we need to create a network, we need to know their services, which 
are our services, create a net, a cartography of whatever we need to 
know to give quick information to students… So, these are the ways 
in which we can help them in an academic path that is rather 
stressful. It is stressful to undertake an academic career in Italy for 
disabled students, in a foreign country it is even worse if they don’t 
find any service for their disability. 

[DDP, April, 2016] 
 

 

In an increasingly globalised and interconnected world, the practice of 

internationalisation of disability emerges as one of the biggest challenges for 

universities, as it requires the problematization and adjustment of what is the Other 

of ability cross-nationally. But also, through the words of the DDP, it emerges as the 

relentless work of power in shaping regimes of government through the apparatuses 

of the disability dispositif. By underlining how disabled students could freely choose 

a foreign institution, but by picking one of those already suggested they could find 

services closer to their needs, we can see how power, through the disability 

dispositif  `constructs patterns of social relations in classrooms and in the wider 

educational apparatus’ (Fulcher, 1989:53). Autonomy, and a set of practices in 

granting it outside the institution, is driven by the same deficit approach to needs 

that has been already shaped in the home institution, extending the deficit gaze also 

in practices abroad. 
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 7.1.8 External arrangements with other organisations: employment and 
university. 

 
 
     Being the neoliberal reason increasingly connecting the university to the labour 

market, Università degli Studi provides a range of services to increase the 

likelihood, and abilities, of its students to be highly employable on the labour market 

afterwards. A technology of autonomy here works through creating the condition for 

disabled students to become certain autonomous employable citizens once 

terminated their studies. In this specific instance, the network of power relations 

enabled by the disability dispositif involve employment agencies connecting 

disabled students, higher education careers, and labour market to construct a 

trajectory in their university experience that would lead them to be productive and 

employed disabled citizens. The Inclusion Office relies on the work of external 

agencies to supply a more specialised service. As the Disability Charter explains 

 

The Inclusion Service also works in collaboration with the University 
Didactic Department and Student Service to encourage the access 
by the disabled students community to the initiatives promoted by the 
University concerning information and guidance to future 
employment, to training sessions on active job search tools, and to 
the mediation service of demand/offer of internships and job 
opportunities. 
 
         (Università degli Studi Disability Charter, 2015, Article 7, par. 3) 
 

 

     One instance of this concerted aim is represented by a one-day event organised 

with the multinational firm ‘Randstad’, in which Università degli Studi, the Opera 

Universitaria and the firm committed themselves to create a streamlined trajectory to 

employ disabled students. The event was developed in two parts. During the 

morning session representatives of each body discussed the state of the labour 

market, the benefits and the downsides of the most recent law 68/99xxii (Agovino and 

Parodi, 2014; Ferrucci, 2014; Corbisiero, 2015) and the statistics on disabled people 

employability. In the afternoon, they held workshops on how to write curricula vitae, 

how to perform in an interview, and discussed practical skills linking disabled 

students’ university careers and a desired job position. 

     Justice, welfare and health are important for individuals, Marshall (1996:116) 

points out, ‘not because they are good in themselves as individuals, though they 

might be, but because they increase the strength of the state. Investment in health 
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and education are investments now in the individual, but later to be cashed in by the 

increased strength of the state’. The bio-political strategies driving this specific 

connection between the university and the employment agencies are 

operationalized by a neoliberal reason that activates subjects and makes them 

employable on the labour market, part of a governmental shift in the thought 

underpinning the role of universities, mobilised by a Humboltian philosophy, to a 

neoliberal market-reason. While these external arrangements are aimed towards 

helping disabled students make the most of their studies, they end up discursively 

constructing certain kinds of employable disabled subjects. In fact, the connections 

with these organisations become operational on a prior disclosure of disability, so 

job opportunities perpetrate the same disabling division between normal and 

abnormal employees. A technology of autonomy therefore casts disabled students in 

a ‘disabled work trajectory’, perpetrating them as deficit subjects also once they 

leave university. Disability is something that is attached to their bodies, to their 

identities. The individualisation of ability, which in the neoliberal reason is mobilised 

by discourses of merit and performativity, emerges from the Provost’s words.  

 

I do not think that pedagogy at Harvard is much better than here and 
yet the students immediately find a job, it is because they are good, 
and because Harvard has a good reputation because even before 
having excellent materials laboratories etc. the students must be 
good so the companies that take them say that they graduated from 
Harvard and they will be good for sure, so even that is a sort of 
ranking, rating. 
               [Provost, May 2016] 

 

 

The desired university student is the one that the market has hailed, the ‘site of 

veridiction’ of the marketisable student. The desired student is a quickly employable 

student. And in a highly individualising and performing neoliberal university, what a 

technology of autonomy does is to make the disabled subject the most able possible 

so to be an employable disabled and positively reflect on the university rankings. 

Mitchell and Snyder (2015) call it ‘the able-disabled’, employable citizen as well as 

well-performing student. 
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 7.1.9 Counselling and restoring the failing disabled: fixing the defective 
self. 

 

 

     The disciplining of the disabled student as autonomous subject of deficit, the 

shaping of normalised behaviour throughout the whole university career, and the 

individualised nature of the problem bring into play a highly individualised form of 

control over students that do not docilely comply with the given order. The Inclusion 

Office collaborates with the psychological support service to monitor closer students 

who cannot govern themselves successfully as autonomous subjects of deficit. The 

material relation between the two institutional bodies makes the action of power 

visible: on the website of Università degli Studi, information about the psychological 

service can be found just through the disability and DSA service webpage, creating 

an unequivocal link between disability and necessity of psychological support. 

However, the connection is not only on the website, but also in situ. A door in the 

Disability Referent Office, situated in the Inclusion Service premises, leads directly 

to the Psychological Service Office, creating a direct connection between the two 

Offices, as well as easing the physical meetings between the Disability Referent, 

who works with disabled students and certificates of invalidity, and the Psychologist, 

who mainly works with DSA students on their diagnoses. 

     Counselling has become an embedded and common practice in academia, and it 

works as ‘a political reconstruction and disciplining of [disabled students] as ethical 

subjects’ (Ball, 1990:159). It happens in confidence; it is a private discussion which 

needs to happen ‘in accessible spaces suitable for individual, face-to-face talks’ 

(CNUDD Guidelines, 2014:7). Counselling is a form of confession, which binds 

subjects to their mistakes, to their wrong subjectivities that need to be adjusted to fit 

again in the given social, and academic, order. In compelling, persuading, and 

inciting subjects to disclose themselves’, Rose (1999a:244) points out, ‘finer and 

more intimate regions of personal and interpersonal life come under surveillance, 

and are opened up for expert judgement, and normative evaluation, for classification 

and correction’. Hence, the resorting to psychological support comprises a 

normalising process towards autonomy in which ‘punishment needs to be corrective’ 

(Foucault, 1977), and in which ‘the formation of knowledge is linked with the display 

of power’ (Ball, 1990:159).  

The psychologist in fact, at the end of each academic year, publishes a report with 

statistics on the various issues discussed in the psychological meetings, attempting 

to address academic problematic situations. 
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 Figure 6. Declared reasons for resorting to university counselling19. 

 

When it comes to disabled students, it stresses how  

 

[T]he Consultancy Service also follows paths of integration of 
students with learning and physical disabilities ... [moreover] it deals 
with taking charge of students with physical disabilities who, during 
their academic studies, often face difficulties in the process of 
separation and in developing psychological autonomy from the family, 
from which they often continue to depend for objective reasons. For 
them, the path of academic formation is complicated by the difficulty 
of creating relationships, and in our individual meetings we address 
these problems. 

 
[Psychological report, Università degli Studi, 2013:19] 

 

 

Disabled subjects are problematized in their difficulty to become autonomous and 

detached from the family, in a university trajectory in which independence is 

considered an indispensable attitude of the neoliberal desirable student. As the 

report continues, 

 
																																																								
19 The figure shows the reasons why students take counselling sessions, with 66,59% 
anxiety and other problems; 9,8% doubts on future employment and/or choice of university; 
20,18% personal problems; 8,7% problems caused by the apprenticeship, 9,8% problems 
linked to studying.  
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The listening space of the service allows the student to lower the 
level of anxiety and explore his (sic.) problem, to clarify his (sic.) 
needs, as well as the psychological dynamics underlying the 
experiences, and the emotions [underlying] the situation, and to 
identify the strategies and resources to face it. In situations of fragile 
personality structures, the counselling route, organized in 4/5 
individual meetings, is not enough. Therefore, it is necessary to have 
a psychotherapy service that takes care of the most complex 
situations that do not require pharmacological support, in which 
cannot be left alone. 
 
    [Psychological report, Università degli Studi, 2013:24] 

 

 

The psychological service enables the ‘psychologisation of the mundane’ (Rose, 

1999a:248) academic experience of a disabled student, transforming disabled 

students’ encounters with the failures of a university institution into  

 
‘life events’, problems of copying and adjustment, in which each is to 
be addressed by recognising it as, at root, the space in which are 
played out forces and determinants of a subjective order (fears, 
denials, repressions, lack of psycho-social skills) and whose 
consequences are similarly subjective (neurosis, tension, stress, 
illness). 
                 (Rose, 1999a:248) 

 
 

The soul of disabled students then becomes the site of the problem onto which 

operating to restore the order, a site that needs to be normalised according to 

specific academic standards. The psychological service’s aim is to constitute, or fix, 

the non-autonomous disabled student, locating autonomy in a ‘disabled inner self’, 

providing individual strategies for copying. Thus, the psychological service becomes 

the highest form of subjectification of disability in higher education operating through 

the technology of autonomy. From this inner self, questioning the institutional 

disabling processes becomes harder and harder, as the process of subjectification 

of the disabled student as a pathologized self is epistemically limited by the medical 

and psychological authority. The psychological service is the material and symbolic 

place in which university welfarist and neoliberal reason encounter, in the effort of 

moulding the subject of deficit into the autonomous, talented, normalised, 

performative subject of university. 

     In the psychologisation of disability, processes of integration and inclusion 

collimate. The individualising processes mobilising the neoliberal university, the level 
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of anxiety created by the individualisation of risk and the high-stake accountability 

processes that drive the institution let emerge an increasingly ableist university that 

is relentlessly medicalising not only students with certificates of invalidity or 

diagnosis of special educational needs, but whoever cannot cope with the 

performative, accelerated and agile rhythms of the neoliberal university.  

 

7.2 Technology of sensitivity. 
	
 
     A technology of sensitivity works towards the normalisation of those disabled 

students who struggle to be governed and self-governing as autonomous subjects 

of deficit. It is a technology whose rationality mobilises practices animated by certain 

feelings of piety, fatalism, and expiation, but also solidarity and understanding. ‘We 

have too much knowledge and not enough understanding’ once Ball (1998:78) 

wrote. But what kind of understanding is required? A technology of sensitivity 

mobilises certain feelings that stem from a specific kind of understanding, which 

exercises relations of domination upon bodies that do not conform to the university 

standard. Sally Tomlinson similarly talks about ‘benevolent humanitarianism’ 

(1982:5), as a set of attitudes that draw upon doing-good feelings, associated with a 

moral duty to provide help to those in need, which not only ‘provides a moral 

framework within which professionals and practitioners work’, but it also objectifies 

disabled students as subjects of pity, and it expects the beneficiaries to be grateful. 

This approach is encapsulated in what Oliver (1986:16) calls ‘personal tragedy 

theory’. 

 
It has to be remembered, that personal tragedy theory itself has 
performed a particular ideological function of its own. Like deficit 
theory as an explanation of criminal behaviour, like character 
weakness as an explanation of poverty and unemployment, and like 
all other victim blaming theories (Ryan, 1971), personal tragedy 
theory has served to individualise the problems of disability and 
hence leave social and economic structures untouched.  

 

 

     These feelings are also connected with sensitive information and with the 

confidentiality of disability. Through sensitivity, the unsaid, the whispered, the feared 

and the protected come together, in producing subject positions that are increasingly 

threatened by the rules of transparency and proactiveness required by an emerging 

neoliberal university. Therefore sensitivity mobilises power/knowledge relations and 
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depoliticises disability within the dispositif, normalising and reproducing Otherness.  

     A technology of sensitivity also mobilises an apparatus of discourses, feelings 

and practices that prevent the acknowledgement of diversity as a descriptor of 

higher education student body, materialised in the empty mark, and their non-

intelligibility by the assessment grid. It is a technology of abjected recognition, 

constituted by a specific regime of power relations that prevents disabled subjects 

from being acknowledged as legitimate subjects of higher education, making them 

abjected citizens and subjects of new-eugenic (sovereign) practices in education. 

However, it can also emerge as a ‘self-abjecting technology’. Students that struggle 

in taking the position of autonomous subjects in the deficit, are increasingly 

abjectified and self-abjectified by the means of sensitivity, pushed towards the limits 

of reason and therefore of the viable subject of higher education.  

 

 7.2.1 Unsystematic relations. 
 

 

    A technology of sensitivity is constituted by highly individualised practices based 

on university interactions that are managed on a personal level. This maintains 

relations between disabled students, delegates and teachers highly unsystematic, 

never allowing for a generalised way of dealing with processes, and therefore 

preventing the professionalization and formalisation of disability services. While Law 

110/2010 mobilised the neoliberal reason through the capillary presence of disability 

referents in all departments, this re-arrangement of positions ‘does not replace 

delegate power with hierarchical forms of authoritatively structured relations’, Olssen 

and Peters (2005:324) specify. Departmental Disability Delegates are members of 

the academic staff, professionals delegated to deal with disability. This ‘delegated 

authority’ constitutes these positions within the domain of ‘the professions’ as a 

modality of preservation of certain institutional power relations, being positions 

mobilised by relations of trust by their academic colleagues, enabling the perpetual 

unsystematicity of power relations when dealing with disabled students on an ad 

hoc basis. 

     Two examples illustrate how this happens at all university levels, from the 

premises of the inclusion service, to the everyday administration of a faculty, to a 

professor’s office and with the disability delegates. The unsystematisation of 

relations maintains disabled students as others of pedagogy, administration, and 

assessment. 
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The coffee machine. 

 

 

     A first example is materially represented by informal talk at an automatic coffee 

machine in the institution. The Departmental Disability Delegate for Sociology is 

telling me how he arranges for compensatory/dispensatory measures during 

assessment. 

 
… [disabled students] have been already explained that the central 
point of reference is the Disability Referent, so they often go to talk to 
him first and then he directs them to me and sometimes they still 
haven’t understood well what possibilities they have. So first I listen 
to the student needs and then I look for a better solution… so I 
usually take a coffee with a colleague or step by his or her office and 
explain the case a bit. 

 
      [Departmental Disability Delegate Sociology, March, 2016] 
 

 
The informal and unsystematised relations between delegates and teachers block 

the establishing of a professional and official channel, changes to the normal 

processes of assessment are discussed at a coffee machine rather than being dealt 

with professionally as part of the institutional routines. A technology of sensitivity is 

based on the personal relation between the delegate and the member of staff. Here 

I recall the apparatus of surveillance that was analysed in the previous chapter, in 

which the Departmental Disability Delegates were tasked to uphold disabled 

students’ right to education, and to bridge abnormality and academic power. 

Delegates are academic staff first and disability personnel second, they are gate-

keepers for disabled students in academia, guarantors of disabled students rights 

but also insiders in academia who have authority and power in relation to academic 

colleagues. Power positions them as strategic bridges between the abnormal 

subject of higher education and the powerful academic, and this is materialised in 

an informal chat by the coffee machine. By exerting their role of guarantor of 

compensatory/dispensatory measures through an informal chat, Departmental 

Disability Delegates unsystematically maintain the presence of disabled students 

always in a state of informality, making the management of disability dependent on 

personal relations, personal requests, treating rightful measures as favours that 

teachers do to disabled students. 

     Here also sensitivity is enmeshed with a certain insecurity that students might 

find in terms of awareness of what is in place for them at university. Disabled 
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students who are less ‘prepared’ to understand and manage university dynamics 

and structures must rely on the relationships between academic members of staff to 

smooth their academic journey. The informal conversation in front of a coffee 

machine is the materialisation of the informality and lack of system that are the 

vehicles for sensitivity in dealing with more ‘dependent’ students. 

  

 

The contract. 

 

 

     A technology of sensitivity also plays a role in the selection of Departmental 

Disability Delegates. None of them is a professional trained in disability practices, 

they are unofficially20 selected on the bases of an allegedly sensitive connection or 

random encounter they had with disability or disabled students. They are academic 

staff that had already encounters with the Other of higher education and therefore 

given the role by association. The first example comes from the Disability Delegate 

in the Department of Electronics: 

 
Delegate: I was chosen by process of elimination, because nobody 
wanted to do it, in the past I had experiences with a severely visually 
impaired student who did with me both his Bachelor’s and his 
Masters’ dissertation and we had developed assistive mechanisms to 
support visually impaired students, [he was] a very good student. 
 
Francesca: How did you get chosen? How do the selections take 
place? 
 
Delegate: … Basically there is a request from the department to 
identify a candidate. Then we start with all the various negotiations, 
we try to see whether there is any volunteer … we look for to find 
someone who says yes. I believe I was chosen because I had the 
case of this thesis with the visually impaired student. 
 
 [Departmental Disability Delegate Telecommunication Engineering, 
May, 2016] 
 
 

The Delegate explains how he was not driven either by a personal commitment or a 

proper training on disability, he was assigned the post because of a collaboration he 

																																																								
20 Delegate roles are distributed on ad hoc basis for other positions too, the Disability 
Delegate, however, is chosen on the basis of sensitivity. 
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had with a visually impaired student. 

The Disability Delegate for the Humanities was given the role on gender bases, 

supposedly being more prone to caring as a woman. 

 
It’s quite some time now that I follows the guys [disabled students]… 
at that time I was asked to substitute a colleague that could no longer 
continue, I was asked… well my competencies were substantially 
that I was a woman, obviously, eeee well, according to the Dean of 
the Faculty, I was a sensitive person, so, these were the 
competencies that I was asked to have. I don’t know whether 
nowadays they would ask me more, but at that time I didn’t have any 
experience whatsoever, but I accepted with good will because, 
among all those useless duties that we have in this academic job, I 
thought finally a task in which I could do something a bit more 
concrete, and actually I had the confirmation of this in these six 
years, because it is a position that covers a quite important reality. 
 
        [Departmental Disability Delegate Humanities, November, 2015] 

 
 

Lastly, the Departmental Delegate for Architecture was chosen because of a 

previous project she led on disability and housing accessibility.   

 
I teach in the department of Engineering and Architecture. I also 
research and in particular about the built environment for disabled 
people, especially housing, so let’s say I am sensitive to disabled 
people’s needs also from the viewpoint of management of space. 
 

      [Departmental Disability Delegate Architecture, April, 2016] 
 
 
When an academic is assigned as a Departmental Disability Delegate, it is on the 

fragile bases of an encounter with disabled students or disability. Disability is not 

dealt with professionally, with management informed, structured, trained and 

officially employed, it is governed through personal occasional encounters. 

Informality in the selection of academic personnel becomes a medium, a vehicle for 

sensitivity to depoliticise disability, which displays the operations of academic power 

relations that override the legal subject of education, preventing then the 

formalisation of practices that do not conform to the normal academic routine. 

     Moreover, on the bases of these unsystematic relations, Departmental Delegates 

become academic bridges, the academic intercessors that allow disabled students 

to be present through powerful sensitivity relations. Sensitivity is articulated in 

informal, personal media, becoming a medium for informality, it is appealing to 
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sensitivity as a medium to keep things on an unsystematic basis, and therefore 

never granted. 

 

 

The office. 

 

 

     Unsystematic and personal relations also involve pedagogy and extra-help 

based on teachers’ sensitivity to the disabled condition of the student. For example 

Giovanni, a blind student doing engineering described to me how for each module 

he found himself always in a different condition, with academics conceding part of 

their time to re-explain content of the lecture in one-to-one meetings in their offices, 

in a practice that reminds the differentiated classes in which abnormal students were 

receiving a different education. 

 

Well, for example in the case of Physics I and Physics II, the teacher 
conceded me some meetings, and he re-explained to me, with the 
necessary calm and information all that was necessary to learn his 
subject in depth, and I can say I found it quite useful. Same thing 
happened with Electronic of Communications, where the teacher did 
all what was in his possibilities but, objectively, he couldn’t keep up, 
because the hours that he had to run the module were too few… he 
conceded me many meetings and he would have conceded me more 
if only I had asked him. He was very gentle. The casuistries are 
many, but the fundamental thing is that we work with the teacher on 
an individual basis, and there is no global system to which you can 
refer to.  
      [Giovanni, March, 2016] 
 

 
Here Giovanni did not have to go to the academics’ office to have re-explained a 

lecture that he did not understand because he was not cognitively able to do so. 

Giovanni had individual meetings because teaching methods were based on a 

normalised, ableist pedagogy. While an ableist pedagogy was not questioned, the 

time that academics dedicated to repeat the curriculum is instead reconceptualised 

as a benevolent attitude, based on the sensitivity of teachers, who came to be 

praised for their actions. Sensitivity becomes the expression of benevolent 

academic power, where a compassionate, unsystematic response displaces a 

structural one. 

     Unsystematic relations in the name of sensitivity also govern assessment 



	 206	

procedures. An example is a professor of Sociology, who met a student in his office 

and allowed him to have the examination in a separated setting. Here again 

sensitivity becomes understanding the difficulties that disabled students face, 

allowing them to take examination differently. 

 
… I have experience with another person that I didn’t understand 
which kind of disability he had, he wasn’t young, and he had a tutor, a 
paid person who helped him, a sort of cultural carer, he had traumas 
in the past because he was kidnapped. And through his tutor, he 
asked me whether the exam could not be in a public space but in a 
protected environment, otherwise he would have been confused. He 
took his exam in my office and it went very well. 
 

    [Professor of Sociology, March, 2016] 
 

 
The technology of sensitivity relies on people’s availability to understand disabled 

students' disadvantaged conditions and do things that would help disabled students 

attend university and graduate. Again, here the operations of sensitivity do not 

enable us to rethink pedagogy, curriculum and assessment in such a way that do 

not reproduce dividing practices between normal and abnormal students of 

university. Despite allowing disabled students to be in higher education, these 

practices provided on an ad hoc basis are not sustainable in the long term. In this 

case sensitivity prevents a rethinking of higher education as attentive to diversity of 

student population, perpetrating ableist regimes of practices. 

     Unsystematic practices therefore are operationalized by a technology of 

sensitivity in such a way that disabled students are continually reliant on teachers’ 

individual will and availability to give their time to meet individually, to adjust 

assessment procedures and allow compensatory measures. The relations of power 

operationalizing this un-systematisation runs through the academic crystallisation of 

relations of dominations which stretch from an informal discussion at a coffee 

machine to decide how to deal with a student that requires a different treatment, to 

an individual meeting in the office to go through subject matter that was not 

accessibly explained during class. These unsystematic relations are expressions of 

academic power, whereby teachers manage to hold a specific grip on power and on 

the present ableist status quo of academia, in which law, whose function is to uphold 

the rightful subject of higher education, becomes the last resource against a 

crystallised order of things.  

 



	 207	

 7.2.2 Sensitive information – the unsaid. 
 

     A technology of sensitivity is also related to sensitive information. One of the 

bedrocks of university policy is ‘confidentiality’, the condition according to which 

once students disclose their disability, this needs to be kept confidential and treated 

as private information. The discursive formation of the unsaid of the disability 

dispositif, what is kept silent and it does not have to be voiced, perpetrates disability 

with the same strength that visibility does. Once disclosure happens, it is secured in 

the hand of the hierarchical and welfarist disability office, which, through the order of 

voices explained in Chapter 6, controls the flux of information, and the status quo. 

The policy of confidentiality then, with its sensitive information, attaches students 

closely to their disability, locating it among their inner secrets. 

 

 

Data protection. 

 

 

     The degree to which students share confidential information and discuss their 

conditions as disabled leads to different trajectories of the technology of sensitivity. It 

can spark outrage when confidentiality is broken, which is what happened to Maria  

 

And the thing is that I found out that the Disability Delegate for 
Sociology had named all the students with a DSA certification within 
the department of Sociology and for privacy reasons he shouldn’t 
have done this in front of the Council. 

[Maria, June 2016] 
 

 

Maria does not want to discuss her dyslexia and blames the Disability Delegate for 

Sociology that mentions all the names of DSA students in the Departmental council. 

The reticence towards discussing dyslexia and disclosing to academics (therefore 

allowing the capillary surveillance of the panopticon) is mostly associated with the 

stigmas attached to disability.  

     Here the homogenising work of the norm and the desire of sameness animate 

many students that struggle with the ways in which pedagogy and assessment are 

practiced at university, but that do not voice their difficulties fearing to be 

individualised and medicalised, and therefore being differentiated. The Christian 

regime of pastoral practices that describes the practice of confessing either a 
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disability or a learning disorder here explains the forms of thought generating these 

fears. Disabilities are seen as inner faults, as something that differentiates from what 

is right or normal, with disclosure and confidentiality as practices that mortify the 

subject in the present and promise a reward in the future. Through pastoral power, 

theories of stigma (Goffman, 1968) and labelling are rewritten as insufficient to 

explain the nature of power as producing certain disabled subjectivities. Here 

confidentiality and the technology of sensitivity enable the analysis of the operations 

of power/knowledge in producing and moulding the disabled subject, rather than 

limiting their workings to an ‘externally attached’ label. 

     Privacy and data protection are also used as specific ways to maintain certain 

power relations within the disability dispositif. These power relations are manifested 

in a discussion about privacy and sensitive data between some DSA students, the 

university psychologist and the Disability Referent. A group of DSA students wanted 

to create a space for dyslexic students in Università degli Studi in which they could 

discuss their difficulties, share practices, and simply meet and study together. A 

technology of sensitivity here attaches privacy to individuality and to people allowed 

to access sensitive information. 

 
…Fabio and Marino had already sent this thing of the Facebook 
platform two years ago, and they tried to get in contact with all DSA 
students to create a group in which sharing information like ‘do this 
exam in this way because it is better, this professor is evil, on this 
exam you can go easy…’. Fabio wrote an email as he were the 
Psychologist, saying ‘Hello I am Fabio a DSA student and I have 
created a group on Facebook bla bla bla’, and then he sent it to the 
Psychologist, so she could forward it [to other DSA students] from her 
email account. However, the Psychologist did not send it immediately, 
she waited for several weeks. Which is indicative. But then, I receive 
this link, and I was so happy to know that I wasn’t alone. When you 
join the group [on Facebook] you write two lines about yourself and 
then you can chat with others. The problem is that in the past years 
this hasn’t been done anymore, and many students have graduated. 
We have asked the psychologist to send the email again but she said 
‘Eh but there is a privacy problem’. … 
‘Ehm no, there is no privacy problem, because we are not going to 
have the contact of other students, in fact if it is you [the 
Psychologist] sending the mail. The problem doesn’t exist. They hide 
behind the discourse of privacy because they do not want to send it. 
 
            [Romina, June, 2016] 
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Here the Inclusion Office uses sensitive data and privacy as strategies to maintain 

certain power relations, materialised in the unwillingness to send the Facebook link 

and hence to put in contact dyslexic students that than could self-organise and 

become a threat for the existing status quo.  

    On the other hand, sensitive information is also used by the students to keep their 

own order of power relations. This is further explained through Fabio’s account 

 
Fabio: The problem with the Facebook group is with people asking 
me to join the group of dyslexic students of Università degli Studi. For 
me it is difficult to validate whether that person effectively is a 
dyslexic student or an intruder. And I cannot even send an email to 
the Psychologist to ask ‘Sorry, can you confirm that this is a dyslexic 
student?’ The risk is that in the moment in which you approve this 
person, this person can choose whether to introduce herself or not, 
and then read everything on the group. We should try to approve only 
who is really dyslexic, as in the group there are sensitive information 
like who is dyslexic at the Università degli Studi, because someone 
joins the group thinking ‘it is OK that someone else gets to know that 
I’m dyslexic, but [that has to be] only dyslexic people’. 
 
Francesca: And why would someone not want others to know? 
 
Fabio: Privacy. And in a group like that we cannot accept everyone, 
some rules should be imposed, we should start ask each one ‘Who 
are you? Where do you study? Who is the doctor you are followed 
by? And if they say I come from Università degli Studi, I know the 
Disability Referent and the Psychologist, then it’s OK. However, it 
would be so good if it was them [the Office] to send us people, so to 
create a strong group. But if we have a strong group they know that 
they have less control then. If in two people we have managed to do 
this thing about the loan [of smartpens], think what a group of 10 
active people can do. I mean, ten people that want to change the 
university system. We need to understand the intentions of who joins 
the group, because if it is a Psychologist's friend joining it, that is not 
OK. 
              [Fabio, June, 2016] 
 

 
Fabio points out how the group is trying to create a closed community as well as to 

address unequal power relations within academia. These two reasons need 

‘protection’ of its participants’ sensitive information from a potential psychologist or a 

psychologist’s ally, who might request to join the group to gain insights on how 

students think and mobilise themselves. The unsaid of the disability dispositif here 

works against both sides, making sensitivity of information both a form of resistance 

and an obstacle in the discourse of disability. 
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Student protection. 

 

 

     Sensitivity is also intended as special attention to students that are deemed more 

fragile. It is that extra care that protects disabled students who are more sensitive, 

that need extra strength to survive in the ableist higher education institution. 

The first example comes from Luciano, recalling his first day as an assistant. 

 
Yes for the first two weeks, it is you and a more experienced 150-
hour assistant. My first experience was with Tamara, and it was 
written 21:00 at the student accommodation21 [on the assistances’ 
spreadsheet]. So, I took my bike and I met with Ruggero, and he told 
me ‘look Tamara lives there’, and we went to pick her up. Then we 
went to the student accommodation's bar and we ate together, yes 
practically I did nothing but fetching a sandwich that Ruggero had left 
behind, it was him helping her and then he told me how to go about 
her. Yes, I believe it is correct to pass a week with another 150-hour 
that is more experienced because for example, when we finished that 
and brought Tamara back home, we stayed outside her flat to talk, 
just Ruggero and I, and he said to me ‘Look, Tamara can easily drive 
herself autonomously, and sometimes she is also able to sit 
autonomously, she can just feel a bit disorientated when there are 
many people around, in crowed places, like on the bus and so when 
this happens try to behave like this this this… and that’s it. 
 
          [Luciano, Disabled student’s assistant, July, 2016] 

 
 
It is in the private chat, which Ruggero and the more experienced assistant had 

outside Tamara’s house, that the power relations of a technology of sensitivity 

emerged. Knowledge about the student is passed on at a hierarchical level with the 

two assistants discussing the student as ‘a case’ that needs to be treated with care. 

This sensitivity is the one that doctors use to handle their patients with care, the 

gaze that can see in them and know better than them how to deal with their own 

bodies and their condition. It is a hierarchical care, an objectivising sensitivity that 

allows disability to become a tangible reality to handle with carefulness, and 

disabled students are not to be continuously reminded of their deficit and abnormal 

condition. 

     Another example comes from a disabled student using the service, talking about 

the practice of assistant’s shadowing 

																																																								
21 Student accommodation where some of the accessible flats are located. 
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Silvia: When someone is about to finish the 150-hour, the assistants’ 
supervisor calls new workforce and for the first assistances the new 
assistants are always accompanied, to explain to them how to 
manage, maybe the visually impaired student needs more attention, 
a student who is on a wheelchair needs more attention to the road… 
Always the new one shadows the more experienced one. 
 
Francesca: But do you think you would not be able to tell the new 
assistant about your disability? 
 
Silvia: Yes, in fact, often those who were new did not need the old 
assistance, but perhaps with other more shy student, they were 
joined. Because for example there is a blind student, and maybe the 
thing is a bit more complex there and so the old and new assistants 
were coupled with him, then they did the first 1-2 assistance, and it 
was enough. 

[Silvia, May 2016] 
 

 

Sensitivity comes into play when disabled students find it difficult to discuss their 

condition, or do not feel comfortable in doing so. As students are deemed unable to 

explain how to govern themselves as subjects of disability, the experienced 

assistant is called upon to explain to the new one how to deal with disabled students 

and their needs. Here Silvia uses the word ‘shy’ which is indicative of reserved 

students, who cannot articulate their situation. 

     However, such tacit disability is even more insidious than the continuous 

reminder of being disabled, because it silences not only students’ voices, but also 

the many discriminations of academia. This is well explained by the Disability 

Delegate for Humanities: 
 
I usually invite students to go and meet the teacher, to introduce 
themselves, because they must still have their autonomy, to take 
exams, and all that … however given the experience, I have seen 
that, in some cases they were very traumatized [by the personal 
encounter with the teacher], because they were treated in an 
inadequate way, sometimes violent, so with a certain aggressiveness 
on the part of the teachers, because, we know, sometimes it frightens 
what we do not understand, that's to avoid this, I think that the figure 
of the mediator is important and I see that the students are 
reassured, a lot, because it is as if they have a burden taken off, it is 
a network of protection. So, on the one hand, it has to favour 
students’ autonomy, on the other hand however do not leave them 
too much... alone in this path, because they need someone who ..., I 
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mean they must know that once they go to speak to the teacher, or 
when they have to take the exam, the teacher already knows about 
their situation so without them having to repeat their story every time. 
 
         [Departmental Disability Delegate Humanities, November 2015] 
 
 

The Delegate exposes the intertwining of the workings of a technology of autonomy 

and a technology of sensitivity. The figure of the mediator, in this case the 

Departmental Disability Delegate, (whereas before it was the assistant), constitutes 

a safety net, a form of protection for those students that are not autonomous enough 

and that suffer from being continuously reminded of their disability. In her words, 

disabled students are fragile subjects, who try to be autonomous but are in need of 

the delegate to back them up in a situation of difficulty – someone who understands 

the difficulties they face at university and therefore can protect them from the 

consequences of those difficulties. The mediator becomes the voice of students that 

cannot voice themselves, who understands their struggles and therefore intends to 

prevent them from an additional burden. 

    However, in this way a technology of sensitivity not only silences disable 

students, but also asserts hierarchical –and welfarist – relations of power over 

disabled bodies and selves. A technology of sensitivity then, when it comes to data 

protection, works in the direction of ‘covering by disclosing’. Disability is something 

to be hidden, to be protected and to be discussed in private. Power here again 

channels words and relations through the workings of specific tacit knowledges, 

which work in the souls of fragile, shy, hidden ‘casualties of social change (Olssen et 

al., 2004:180) and that again tacitly perpetuates a specific academic order.  

 

 7.2.3 Strategies of awareness: sensitising the academic staff. 
	
 

     The problem of the Italian higher university has been a strong imbalance in the 

distribution of power, which saw a system almost completely financed by the state 

government, and on the other side, run by a closed and powerful class of professors 

(Chairs). Clarke (1977; 1983) defined the phenomenon as ‘the double balkanisation 

of the Italian higher education governance’, according to which, as Rostan and Vaira 

(2012:328) describe, the Italian university manifests ‘a strong but largely formal and 

bureaucratic power at the central level and academic oligarchy’s fragmented but 

substantial power at the periphery’. 
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     Academic staff are widely recognised as a problem when it comes to changing 

well-established teaching practices. As Riddell et alter (2005:55) note, ‘while 

progress has been made in most institutions in the areas of admissions, 

examinations and assessments and student support, teaching and learning is an 

area where significant change is still needed. Disability officers expressed the 

difficulty of influencing developments in this area, since teaching and learning is 

regarded as the domain of academics’. Student support is here identified as a 

patchy solution, which does not bring about a challenge to established academic 

practice. This is a problem that is also brought up by the provost. 

 

Well perhaps on disability we will not be able to do what we should 
do, but we are trying to do our best … well [academic] colleagues are 
the big problem, because first they realise this thing, better we can 
be, therefore in the meantime, what can we do, we can give the 
student extra time, the assistive technology, the visual-audio, there is 
to manage all this thing here and we are not very good at that. 
 
               [Provost, May 2016] 
 
 

Clarke (1977:19) points out how ‘by tradition, the professor is to present lectures 

during the year and to give examinations periodically. As students have completed 

their general education, the professor need not to be concerned with character 

building or with any conception of education that requires attention to students 

outside the classroom’. It is this regime of crystallised academic practices that leads 

the provost’s words: 

 
... it's a problem of giving support, we have a group of teachers that is 
absolutely unprepared, and that is not even an easy person to 
prepare because the professor is one who knows everything already, 
therefore you can’t go and say ‘come and spend half a day of 
training’, they say ‘a training?? I am a university professor, you come 
and want to teach to me??’. Hence, we are trying to distribute some 
informational material, but this is the most important problem, my 
colleagues are not prepared but not only on this, also on many issues 
that weren’t there before, they weren’t there because social 
sensitivity wasn’t there.’ 
              [Provost, May 2016] 
 

 
 
‘In fact, professors need hardly concern themselves with how much students 

participate in lectures and laboratory [work], since the continental tradition assigns 
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to students the responsibility to pick up the specialised knowledge that will enable 

them to pass the examinations’ (Clarke, 1977:19). The government of professors’ 

mentality is one of the nodes of power/knowledge relations in academia. Disabled 

students represent ‘a challenge to higher education staff to question traditional 

notions about teaching and learning’ (Riddell et al., 2005:55), their presence 

questions the stable and well-oiled routine that defines and reproduces the 

professor’s position. In this sense, a technology of sensitivity works in raising 

awareness about how to deal with a different student body. This aims to make 

academic staff understand the situation of disabled students so as to recognise 

them as legitimate students in the classroom. However, this understanding and 

recognition of presence do not imply rethinking curriculum, pedagogy and 

assessment practices according to the diversity of the student body.  

 
Sensitivity not in the sense that something moves me, but sensitivity 
as this situation must be understood, therefore sensitivity as 
understanding I would say. Sensitivity in the sense that someone 
understand or does not understand, the thing has to be done, then 
someone does it because it comprehends it, other don’t, because 
they don’t comprehend it. The problem with some colleagues is not 
that they don’t do it because they don’t want to, it is because they 
don’t understand it, they don’t distinguish a dyslexic from an idiot. We 
need sensitivity to grasp these signals and know what needs to be 
done. 
              [Provost, May, 2016] 

 

Appealing to professors’ sensitivity becomes a strategy of dealing with the presence 

of disabled students in university milieus. A technology of sensitivity moulds the 

disabled body into a body recipient of emotions and feelings, before than a body 

that has a legal right to be in the classroom. It is a reversal of power relations, a de-

politicisation of feelings. 

 
But I would reverse the discourse, right implies the matter of being 
there, they [disabled students] are guaranteed by the law, we can 
transform rights into actions and behaviours because it is a problem 
very related to implementation so it is also very related to what 
people feel… so it is a problem of sensitivity. 
 
      [Provost, May, 2016] 
 
 

The Provost’s words materialise what Slee (1999:195) identifies as ‘a false 

dichotomy between educational policy as an “expression of intents” and practice as 
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implementational pragmatics’. Disabled bodies in university settings emerge as 

subjects of compassion and comprehension, those feelings of ‘personal tragedy’ 

which are characteristic of ‘benevolent humanitarianism’ (Tomlinson, 1982, 2017).  

 

Let’s say that I have made it clear that there is no ethical side, it is an 
issue that concerns the right to study, that is to guarantee to these 
people conditions as similar as possible to people that don’t have 
those problems. We do that in economic terms, therefore who has 
economic problems we give them scholarships, and we do that also 
for these forms of disadvantage that do not depend on the person, on 
personal will or commitment; they depend on objectivity, on 
misfortune and chance. I put it on these terms, sensitivity does not 
mean you have to be good. 
              [Provost, May, 2016] 

 
 

Here a technology of sensitivity is merging the ethical and moral reason part of the 

welfare egalitarianism and the discourse of right to education with a more utilitarian 

reason, reworking a certain commitment to equality and difference into an 

objectified, problematized, individualised student issue that needs to be known and 

understood on the premise of sensitivity. The technology of sensitivity, in this sense, 

entails accepting the presence of disabled students in higher education but as a 

problematic presence that can be economically compensated on the basis of rights. 

     Awareness meetings have been organised by the Inclusion Service in 

collaboration with Departmental Disability Delegates and the Psychologist from the 

Laboratory of Observation, Diagnosis and Training. The purpose of these meetings 

is to sensitise staff on disability and DSA issues, explaining to them what being 

disabled or DSA implies, seeking their understanding, and hence space for the 

application of law and for acceptance of students’ diversity. The Disability Delegate 

for Architecture describes how one of these meetings was structured. 

 

The only thing that was done was the intervention of the psychologist 
on DSA issues. This one here is the presentation that was given, now 
she should be giving another one with some updates. The problem is 
to find the departmental council willing to contain these presentations 
too, because they are always super ... for example at the beginning 
of the year the councils are always very dense with other issues, in 
the summer the risk is that not all the teachers are there, January, 
February there are all the deadlines for departmental research 
papers… The solution would be a one-day long council! Instead 
everything is crammed in a Wednesday afternoon, and then you 
should find the right amount of time to dedicate to it, it shouldn’t 
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become a two-minute communication. This one lasted for half an 
hour, because first I introduced the psychologist, then 15-20 minutes 
for the psychologist’s presentation and then 10 minutes of questions. 
The attention was vivid because it was still at the beginning of the 
departmental council!  
 
       [Departmental Disability Delegate Architecture, April, 2016] 
 

 

     Through presentations to raise awareness during departmental meetings, the 

whole apparatus of the disability dispositif enables forms of acceptance and 

understanding of disability and DSA as an integral part of institutional practices. 

However, by choosing the Departmental meeting, with the only presence of 

academic staff and without involving disabled students, a welfarist and objectifying 

regime of practices is perpetrated with experts gazing over disabled students, 

objectivising them both as subjects of medicine and as others of pedagogy. These 

are places in which students are spoken about, rather than with. ‘Discourse is 

political when it is concerned with struggles over values, relationships and interests 

and over who is in control’ (Armstrong, 2003a:251). Here the order of discourse is 

clear: sensitivity and strategies of awareness are in place to maintain a very specific 

(medicalised) order of things. As shown in one of the slides presented in the 

meeting (see Figure 7), pedagogy and connection between teachers and students 

are not contemplated. Disabled students are secured (made up) by a net of experts 

that acts for them and makes sure they will not be confused with normal students, 

thus no effort is required from the teacher. Seminars on awareness are never on the 

differences characterising human beings, and how to enhance different abilities 

through acknowledging the myriad conditions in which we live. Rather in these 

meetings, once again, disabled and DSA students are crystallised as medicalised 

subjects of deficit that require from academic staff sensitivity and compensatory 

measures so to enable them to become viable subjects of university.  
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 Figure 7 University help point for DSA student: modality of intervention22. 

	
     However, a technology of sensitivity not only mobilises academic staff’s 

acceptance of the right to education of disabled students in higher education as 

medical subjects on the basis of social justice. Sensitivity is also deployed so to 

diminish the impact on university funding of expensive compensatory measures, in a 

neoliberal university in which ‘the overall exercise of power can be modelled on the 

principles of a market economy’ (Foucault, 2010:130), and in which frugality is an 

imperative. This is exactly what worries the DDP discussing awareness meetings 

and economic impact of disability on the institution’s finances. 

 

…We have tried to raise awareness through organising some 
informative events on dyslexia, we are trying to engage with a 
cultural discourse with our colleagues and especially with the 
students, on the new problematics that are emerging, and that can 
have also a substantial economic impact on the university. 
 

[DDP, May, 2016] 

																																																								
22 The imagine shows a cycle of bubbles, of which the disabled student is thought as in the 
centre. The red bubble represents the laboratory of observation, analysis and training; the 
blue bubble the language centre; the pink bubble the Departmental Disability Delegate and 
the yellow bubble the Disability Referent.  
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This strategy hints at another form of government of the disabled on a professorial 

level, government through sensitivity. Teachers that abide by the law, but also that 

understand that these students might have additional needs and might need more 

attention, are cheaper than teachers that do not accept their presence. They allow 

for a better time management, they do not arouse anger and discomfort among 

disabled students not feeling accepted as well as being ready to fill a gap in 

autonomy that some disabled students might have. Here I need to recall the 

technology of sensitivity as students’ protection. Teachers aware of disability and 

DSA are able to see the difficulties that students can face, can understand the 

reasons behind shyer students, students that do not ask, they can predict their 

moves, and therefore fill the gap in autonomy, which these students might have, by 

relying on unsystematic, sensitive power relations. A technology of autonomy and a 

technology of sensitivity cross and complement each other again. 
 

 7.2.4 The Mark – failed recognition. 
 

 

The examination transforms the economy of visibility in the exercise of power. It is ‘a 

space of domination, a process of inspection and review about favour or prejudice, a 

compulsory objectification’, Ball (1990:159) argues. With this last strategy of a 

technology of sensitivity, I challenge this objectification. I argue that compulsory 

objectification that the examination brings is often open to questions when it comes 

to disabled and in particular DSA students in two different but interrelated ways. 

In some cases, disabled and DSA students are excused for a lower performance 

because of their objective deficit. This excuse is often translated into a higher mark, 

to make up for an existing condition of disadvantage that they experience. Piety and 

compassion become rationales for government. In other circumstances, a 

technology of sensitivity does not allow for the recognition of disabled students as 

legitimate subjects of university by mobilising academic staff to assign a mark based 

on uncertainty and confusion. 

I start with the first modality in which sensitivity work on assessment practices. 
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The higher mark. 

 

The first example comes from a specialised tutor who followed a student with 

dyslexia and ADHD in the completion of one her modules, and he is recounting her 

experience of taking the exam. 

 
With the other exam instead it was done in the office… The typology 
of the exam was the same [as all the other students], a closed 
questions' exam and then an oral part. She takes this exam, mark 24, 
I was satisfied, she was satisfied, I was happy for her and she was 
also happy because she had attended the module, because she was 
active, perhaps for the first time she was arriving to do… In short, a 
deserved mark. 
On the very same day, while I was having my lunch in the canteen, 
the teacher stops me and tells me ‘I’m sorry Alex, I’ve been thinking 
about it since this morning… I gave her 2423 but I don’t know, I would 
have given her 30 because she put so much effort in it, I don’t know, 
you tell me what to do…’. And I thought ‘Look, I am having my lunch 
in the canteen, and a teacher comes to me and asks me whether she 
did well to give 24 instead of 30, just to make her happy, because the 
discourse was exactly that one, it was blatant that there was a sort of 
gift she wanted to give to her’. And so I told her ‘did she get 24? 
Look, she was overly happy to have got 24.’ She would have been 
much less happy if she had got 30, because, as she is an intelligent 
person, she would have understood that she could not be a 30’. 
 
              [Alex, specialised tutor, November, 2015] 
 

 
Here Alex demonstrates the arbitrariness of the mark. A technology of sensitivity 

moves the teacher, towards reconsidering her mark not on the basis of how the 

dyslexic student had met the intended outcomes and assessment criteria, therefore 

evaluating the student for her effective abilities, but on the basis of the extra effort 

she made because of her personal condition.  The fact that she was dyslexic and 

evaluated in the same modality as students without learning difficulties, confused 

the teacher on whether she had developed or not the abilities required. However, 

what was objective and unquestionable, it was the passion and commitment she 

had put into being in the course. Here sensitivity drives the reluctance of not being 

able to award with a higher mark a student that did put the effort expected from her. 

A higher mark could, in the teacher’s mind, make up for fixed assessment 

																																																								
23 The Italian university grade system ranges from 1 to 30 cum laude. Mark 18 equals to 
pass. 
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procedures, regardless of the student having or having not met the module’s 

learning outcomes. 

Another thing needs to be discussed here. The informal context in which the 

professor approaches Alex, in the university canteen, in a later moment and without 

the student in question being present, reminds of the private talk the two assistants 

shared following the first assistance with Tamara. Disabled and DSA students are 

never consulted, leaving discussions and decisions on the side of the experts, and 

in different arenas, making discourse highly spatialized (Armstrong, 2003b). 

Moreover, informal adjustments entail not questioning or challenging formal 

procedures and the given order of power relations, as already shown at the 

beginning of the section through the examples of contracts and the coffee machine. 

The teacher saw in the tutor an authoritative person with whom sharing her 

concerns, objectifying the DSA student as a subject of piety and an unrecognisable 

subject of higher education. 

 
 
The normalising grid. 
 
 
This final example comes from the professor of Physics in the Department of 

Engineering. He is explaining how the practice of marking according to the same 

assessment criteria reveals evident discriminations towards disabled students. 

 
... I must say that when I do the general assessment I have realised 
that I cannot always use the same grid for these students, I can say 
that I might make a variation of 1 or 2 marks. Now, you cannot 
imagine to create a threshold for those with a disability in the 
evaluation bands of each teacher, who has built up parameters that 
must then weigh dozens of students, diversifying ad personam. The 
final product, the final result in the test must be the correct formula 
[physical formula] let’s say, it must give sensitive, actual data, that is 
knowledge. 

 [Departmental Disability Delegate Physics, May, 2016] 
 

 
Here the teacher is describing how, when it comes to the final examination, it is 

difficult to evaluate consistently their abilities using the same assessment grid used 

for non-disabled students. However, he adds, it is unthinkable ‘to construct a grid 

that envisages a threshold that can be applied, ad personam, every time a disabled 

student submits an examination’. This sentence is emblematic of a specific 

‘normalising rationality’ guiding the process of assessment, discarding completely as 
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impossible an evaluation based on the uniqueness of a student’s abilities. The 

normalising grid constitutes the regime of truth of the legitimate subject of higher 

education, who is evaluated and judged as legitimate university subject on the basis 

of the correct result of a physical formula, not on the basis of the process of the 

production of that formula, despite the final outcome being incorrect. A technology of 

sensitivity hence enters the students’ process of assessment and marking through 

feelings of injustice and compassion or an unjust academic situation in which they 

find themselves. However, in this unjust situation, the normalising pedagogical and 

assessment practices are never reflexively challenged, and academics’ position of 

power is never put into question.  

This specific example can be connected with the second modality in which a 

technology of sensitivity does not allow for the recognition of disabled students as 

subjects of the university. This example shows how normalising assessment 

procedures produce students who, by not conforming with the normal examination 

requirements, are impossible subjects of higher education. 

 
Then I must say that it is very complex, in the evaluation I mean, 
especially in the case of dyslexic students because very rarely I have 
seen a student who adequately demonstrates his (sic.) skills and his 
(sic.) learning, I'm not an expert so I do not know whether this 
depends predominantly on the disability they carry or if they have not 
studied enough. This is certainly independent of the way in which 
concepts are presented (on the examination sheet), which certainly is 
not relevant. I can retrace some concepts that maybe are not 
explained well for some reason, perhaps they have difficulty in writing 
things and I can understand that they have this difficulty; but it's how 
they choose these concepts and develop other concepts and do not 
take certain concepts into consideration … then if they do not take 
them into consideration it might mean that they have not studied 
enough, but it may also be that there are other factors that they can 
not control. I have always accepted the proof provided by these 
students [diagnosis], but I have to say that quite often, there was a 
case of one or two students, I had to give them average marks. Let’s 
say if a student without certification does such a task in that way 
probably she would not pass the exam or take a very low mark. 
Considering the case, I give an average mark. I do not know if it's 
right or not and then again I'm not an expert, but it's not easy to 
compare. Among other things, I also give dyslexic students the 
opportunity to take the oral exam, but they prefer to write it. Perhaps 
it is also a fact of identity, to be united to others or perhaps because 
they are afraid to do it orally. 
           [Professor of Sociology, May, 2016] 
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Here the technology of sensitivity perfectly shows how the subject of law, the one 

promoted through awareness meetings, the subject of right to integration, inclusion 

in higher education is nullified by the academic practices of objectification of the 

legitimate subject of higher education. The academic never questions the process of 

assessment, never considers that one of the practices that disable these students is 

exactly the way in which learning is evaluated. Sensitivity comes into action and 

allows the student to pass the examination with an ‘average mark’ given to them 

because they hold a diagnosis attesting their ‘cognitive diversity. This average vote 

comes out of a clear failure to understand the diversified modalities in which 

students learn and the complete absence of discussion around teaching and 

assessment practices that could reflect the process of learning of the whole student 

body. Confused by these ‘diverse but clinically certified students’, a technology of 

sensitivity works through the teacher assigning a mark that hardly can be 

questioned by the student because it is high enough to be accepted. 

On the other side, Romina, a DSA student, demystifies this regime of truth and 

questions the 26 as an empty signifier of knowledge.  

 

For example a professor, in front of my exam paper during revision, 
told me ‘but miss, I still haven’t understood what is your problem’. But 
I had this ‘26’ and I wondered, ‘Had I been evaluated just because he 
had to do so? If he doesn’t know what dyslexia is, who goes and 
explains it to him?’ I accepted the mark because retaking that exam 
was out of the question, for anxiety, stress… they are very 
unpleasant situations. I understand that when I write I forget things, 
but I have also the doubt that teachers do not know how to assess 
my performance. So I think, they say ‘let’s give her this 26, a mark 
that is not that high but not even that low, so I can get away with it. 
This is a problem because it seems that we are in a condition of 
equality but in reality we are not, it's like talking about the rights of 
black people without black people, when you don’t face the issue 
because you don’t know it, then you cannot evaluate me. The 
fundamental problem is that they do not know it [dyslexia], it seems 
that you ask them a favour and they treat you like a privileged 
person. 
            [Romina, June, 2016] 
 
 

Having experienced the situation the teacher describes above but from a student 

perspective, she questions the knowledge professors have on dyslexia and how 

they evaluate DSA students. Although her position does not put into question the 

medicalization of conditions that do not conform with the norm of higher education, 
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Romina resists both the academic practice of ‘averagely marking’ without 

understanding the reasons why she struggles with written exams, and of being 

governed as a subject of sensitive marking. Here a technology of sensitivity works 

through assigning a mark that would make a student pass, but without 

acknowledging them as viable subjects of examination. The mark, which is 

supposed to be a ‘compulsory objectification’ is in reality emptied of its signified and 

academic meaning. Romina resists the ‘limbo’ in which dyslexic students are 

relegated in some academic staff’s imagination, limbo that allows them in the 

academic milieu but relegates them as unrecognisable subjects of higher education. 

She advocates for teachers’ awareness on dyslexia on what dyslexia is and how to 

evaluate dyslexic students. However, by doing so, she does not challenge the 

medicalization of abilities that do not conform with the given order of 

power/knowledge in higher education. 

 

 

 
Figure	8	Disability	dispositif:	diagram	of	technologies	of	power.	
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Conclusion.  
	
 

In this chapter, I described the operations of two technologies of normalisation at 

work upon disabled student’s bodies and souls in the panoptic university. While the 

technology of autonomy aims to governmentally discipline the disabled subject as 

an autonomous subject of deficit, a technology of sensitivity works towards the 

normalisation of disabled students who struggle with their autonomy, governing 

them towards the completion of their degrees but at the same time making them 

abjected citizens. These two technologies are the principal coagulations of 

power/knowledge relations in the construction of the limits of intelligibility of disabled 

students of higher education, and in the next chapter I show how, through their 

intersection, specific subject positions are made available to disabled students to 

take within the disability dispositif mobilised by integrative and inclusive reasons. 
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Chapter 8 

Shaping the disabled subject of higher education: power, 
ethics, and knowledge. 

 

 

 

     In this chapter, I discuss three subject positions that emerge from the encounter 

of the two technologies of autonomy and sensitivity, to illuminate on how strategies 

of power summon students to take different positions as subjects of deficit at 

university. I explore how these technologies ‘mobilise truth claims and constitute 

rather than reflect social reality’ (Ball, 2013:307) in the disability dispositif. These 

subjectivities are contingent ethical spaces, whose boundaries are defined by the 

modalities in which sensitivity and autonomy shape the disabled subject of higher 

education. To develop these subjectivities, I have created ‘the model of the presa di 

coscienza’ (see fig. 9). Presa di coscienza in Italian can be translated as ‘being 

aware of your consciousness’, or ‘consciousness awareness’, and it entails the 

degree to which disabled students are governmentally disciplined as deficit subjects 

of higher education. 

 

 
 

Figure 9 Model of presa di coscienza. 
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     In this model, the technology of sensitivity is on the horizontal axis, and the 

technology of autonomy is on the vertical axis. The more that students conduct 

themselves as autonomous subjects of deficit, the less the technology of sensitivity 

contributes to the production of subjects as university students. According to the 

different modalities in which disabled students have undergone the presa di 

coscienza a number of subject positions are made available, for purposes of space I 

explore three, identifiable at the two extremes of the straight line and at the exact 

intersection of the two technologies. The presa di coscienza is well explained by 

Rebecca: 

 
To me it is very important [to go through the presa di coscienza], 
because it implies that you have accepted it [the disability] and, as a 
consequence, you can interact with other people in more relaxed and 
unwind ways, because I see people for example that haven’t 
accepted their visual impairment, and in those cases it is very hard, 
because for each silly thing, for example banters, if I cracked jokes 
with some of those people, they wouldn’t talk to me for years, 
because they don’t conceive them [banters], they are neither self-
ironic or ironic towards the others, because they haven’t accepted it 
[the disability] and therefore they haven’t accepted their limits either, 
and if you don’t accept your limits you would never go to the 
professor and say ‘I have this problem’ and so you are bound to bang 
your head over and over again… 

             [Rebecca, April 2016] 
 
 

Presa di coscienza entails the degree of ‘acceptance’ of disability with its present, 

fleeting limits that define the space of government of disabled students to produce 

themselves as certain subjects of disability in higher education. As Rebecca points 

out, once students accept their limits they can govern themselves in such a way that 

becomes easier for them and for others to interact with them, they can ‘accept jokes 

about disability’ but also, by being aware of their needs, they can go to teachers and 

be clear about their academic needs. Presa di coscienza is intended as the 

‘realisation’ of being disabled, embracing the subject position; it is the ethical 

government of oneself as subjected to the state of deficit, so as to become 

productive. Following Brown (1995 in Campbell, 2015:115), it is a ‘vehicle of 

subordination through individualisation, normalization and regulation, even as it 

strives to produce visibility and acceptance’. It is distinct from disclosure/confession 

of disability: in a way, the presa di coscienza operationalises the disclosure, it is ‘the 

enactment of disclosure’ mobilised by the degree in which the student accepts the 
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state of being disabled. It generates subjects with different degrees of ‘conscious 

disability’. In fact, as Foucault (1977:145-6) puts it 

  

The unit is, therefore, neither the territory (unit of domination), nor the 
place (unit of residence), but the rank: the place one occupies in a 
classification, the point at which a line and a column intersect, the 
interval in a series of intervals that one may traverse one after the 
other. Discipline is an art of rank, a technique for the transformation 
of arrangements. It individualizes bodies by a location that does not 
give them a fixed position, but distributes them and circulates them in 
a network of relations. 

 

 

The 'complete' presa di coscienza is the aim of governmental processes of 

discipline in higher education, as it makes a disabled student less expensive in a 

neoliberal university as well as the least disruptive of the present ableist order.  

      However, presa di coscienza does not imply an inner self that has to be 

discovered as disabled. It is not what Campbell calls ‘internalised ableism’. The 

post-structural Foucauldian subject is made up of practices and power/knowledge 

relations. The three positions made available to disabled students in higher 

education on the basis of the degrees of acceptance (governmentalisation) and 

therefore how much they master the ars arrangiarsi, the art of making do with what 

they have. The ars arrangiarsi is mobilised by a very specific economic rationality.  

 
The neoliberals are interested in ascertaining what reasoning it is 
which persuades individuals to allocate their scant means to one goal 
rather than to another. The focus is therefore no longer on 
reconstructing a (mechanical) logic, but on analysing a form of 
human action governed by a specific, unique (economic) rationality. 
 
                 (Lemke, 2001:197) 

 

 

The ars arrangiarsi gathers the ensemble of strategies that neoliberal reason 

orchestrates to allow disabled students to be in university. The more the subject is 

autonomous, the more it masters the ars arrangiarsi; however it can also be said 

that the more subjects have developed a level of awareness of their limits, the more 

they can, through a high level of mastering the ars arrangiarsi, reach high levels of 

autonomy which do not require the intervention of a technology of sensitivity.  The 

ars arrangiarsi is the art of being able to make do, to find solutions that are framed 
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within the deficit and individualistic regime of truth and that comply with the given 

order of things. It is the art of ‘not asking too much’ of the disability service, although 

this does not imply not using the service: the service can be used but in a rational, 

controlled and frugal way, through targeted, well-aimed requests that do not disrupt 

the order of the service. In this way, students can make use of all the facilities and 

resources of the service but in a very organised, conscious and economic way, 

because they know what they need to do to make their deficit work and productive.  

     'Indeed’ Campbell (2015:116) remarks, ‘the tensions that arise due to the 

necessity to work on the “unproductive” disabled body to make it “productive” in a 

recessionist economy grow increasingly evident’. This implies that the Inclusion 

Service can place a precise request for funding to the national government as 

students not only disclose their disability but also know how to address their needs. 

However, it also entails that the more students know how to ‘arrangiarsi’, the less 

they weight financially on the FFO. This entails that disabled subjects are able to 

proactively use the compensatory/dispensatory measures made available by the 

dispositif; and the more disabled students are able to master them the more 

successful the panopticon is.  It is the perfect governmental subject. For this reason, 

the ars arrangiarsi is a regime of practices that implies a high degree of freedom on 

the side of disabled students. As Foucault (1982) maintains: ‘power cannot be 

exercised without freedom’. In fact, the mastering of the ars arrangiarsi requires 

agentic subjects, navigating the deficit in a very conscious way. It is a highly 

subjectifying art, mobilised by a ‘kind of power that takes freedom itself and “the soul 

of the citizen”’ (Gordon, 1991:5). It is also an ableist ars: the better disabled 

students are subjectified and therefore master their deficit, the smoother and 

undisturbed the regime of ableist relations of power in higher education are 

maintained.  

     Before developing the three subjectivities and showing how the model works, I 

need to clarify the nature of the model. The model of presa di coscienza is a 

heuristic device, which by no means intends to exhaust the myriad possibilities 

enabled by the disability dispositif in higher education. This model enables me to 

work on three points I choose to develop on a straight line, which heuristically 

represents the infinite range of intersections of a technology of autonomy with a 

technology of sensitivity. Again, as I made clear in my methods, I optimistically 

argue that ‘it should rather be taken as a map charting genealogical trails and at the 

same time inviting the researcher to follow these lines, but also to bend them, erase 

them or add his/her own’ (Tamboukou, 2013:2). 

     This model is also ‘not-university-subject-matter specific’. By these means, it can 
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be used to research locally and historically, placing disabled students’ university 

practices in any career and discipline, enabling the researcher to identify the 

strategic workings of power according to the specific situation explored. Moreover, it 

is also ‘not-disability specific’, in that the disabling condition in which subjects find 

themselves in the university courses can be applied to any specific physical or 

learning disability. 

     This model is an operationalization of the disability dispositif in higher education, 

enabling the investigation of what some of the criticisms that scholars mounted 

against what Foucault identified as ‘inescapable grid of power’ (Habermas, 1986; 

Fraser, 1989). The dispositif enables this operation in two distinct modalities. On the 

one hand, it does in a way materialise inescapability from a normalising, ableist grid 

of power, designed by a specific order of power/knowledge relations of the disability 

dispositif, whose possibilities are always framed within a medicalised episteme. On 

the other hand, the outcomes of this model in some way contradict Oliver (1986:16) 

when he maintains ‘let us hope that personal tragedy theory, the last in the line, will 

soon disappear also, to be replaced by a much more adequate social (oppression) 

theory of disability’ (in Oliver 1990:10). The model illustrates how theories of 

repression or salvation do not exhaust the productive nature of power. Students are 

actively, and proactively involved in the definition of these positions, whose 

subjectivities are fabricated, not oppressed by power relations. Once again subjects 

are animated, not oppressed by power. 

     The intent of this device is indeed to explore the present condition of disabled 

students in higher education, what practices constitute them and their modalities of 

government. It is therefore a diagnostic of what a disabled student is, as well as an 

analytic in that it explores the genealogical workings of power/knowledge upon 

disabled bodies in academic milieus. However, its ultimate purpose is to 

operationalize the disability dispositif with the intent to lay bare the workings of 

power and enable disabled subjects to refuse them, to depart from them, and to 

start thinking, and governing, their presently not-conforming bodies in completely 

different fashions. 

 

8.1 The acceptable subject of higher education 
	
 
     Acceptable disabled subjects of higher education are subjects that can be 

handled with the system in place. They are the subjects of higher education that do 

not challenge academic power relations, manageable through 
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compensatory/dispensatory measures, and do not disrupt the institutional balance. 

Lazzarato (2009:128) encapsulates the precarious equilibrium on which the 

acceptable subject levels on as 

 

an acceptable equilibrium between different ‘normalities’ … its only 
concern is the ‘absolute poverty’ that prevents the individual from 
playing the game of competition. It only needs to define a threshold, 
a vital minimum (Foucault, 2004a: 149), above which the individual 
can become an ‘enterprise’ and below which he/she falls out of the 
game and needs punctual rather than systematic state assistance.  
 

 

Acceptable subjects are subjects of dividing practices and of integration, who 

meticulously follow university norms and adapt to university regulations. They are 

subjects that hardly modify or challenge the system around them, and use the 

compensatory/dispensatory measures to govern themselves as objectified disabled 

students. They identify themselves as disabled, medicalised subjects who are 

disciplinable in their deficit, and agree on relying on the disability apparatus as a 

given to finish their university studies. They are students of an individualised 

struggle, being individualised both by the medicalization of their disability and by the 

individualising power of the norm; easily adjustable to the institutional requirements. 

They are the Other inside the university, subjects of benevolent feelings of 

integration - as they are indeed present inside the institution - but recognised as 

Other than normal, therefore keeping the balance of normality inside the academic 

context.  

     However, acceptable subjects can fit in the normal university regime in a 

relatively small number of students enrolled for two specific reasons. First, they are 

subjects that require flexibility on the side of teachers, who need to adjust their 

normalised, ableist, mundane practices to the non-conforming student. Too many of 

these abnormal students might require a too onerous effort, as well as questioning 

the existing university practices, therefore becoming a threat to the established 

order of academic relations. Second, these students rely on welfare provisions 

during their university career and, in austere times, these provisions are expensive 

and need to be rationalised among small numbers to be effective. Hence, many 

acceptable disabled subjects together in the same programme and in the same 

institution are possible but difficult to govern effectively. Giovanni provides an 

example of this situation. He is discussing the effect that an inflexible system of 

disabled students’ assistance has on his student life. 
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Francesca: Does the service of assistance get in the way with your 
own schedule? I know that you have to give them your appointments 
and schedule one week in advance... 
 
Giovanni: Well, I can say that if I have given a certain schedule last 
week, I can’t change my plans on the spot. If you invited me for a 
pizza now I would tell you candidly no, because it is not possible, it is 
a matter of respect for the assistant that is coming to pick me up in 
half hour... I can’t change my mind at last because there is a person 
who has organised the day for me. 
 
Francesca: No well, but what I’m saying is, if your friends are at the 
bar and text you to join them 15 minutes before your scheduled 
assistance, wouldn’t you go? 
 
Giovanni: No. Unless the assistant wants to come to the bar with me. 
But then it can become very difficult because some kind of issues 
might arise, like is it right that an assistant is being paid as a shared 
resource to stay with me at the bar while other students might need 
help to get home? 
 
Francesca: So do you feel a bit limited in your autonomy? 
 
Giovanni: But limitations in my autonomy let’s say that probably 
derive only from me, let’s say that sometimes I feel a little bit in 
trouble because I’m asked to make an effort to predict the future that 
I can’t do, which sometimes I couldn’t do. But on the other hand, I 
think it's normal and this is the best method you can find, but at the 
same time it has limits, so rather than complaining about this, I just 
have to recognize that it is a fragile system that couldn’t be 
otherwise. 
        [Giovanni, March, 2016] 
 
 

 
     The acceptable subject is moulded by welfare state institutions, such as the 

services offered by the Inclusion Service, ‘whose functions and ends they were 

meant to fulfil’ (Lazzarato, 2009:128) begin to be overturned by a neoliberal reason. 

Through Giovanni’s words the individualisation of risk and of responsibilities brought 

about by neoliberal reason merges with welfare provisions that are becoming 

increasingly rationed. Giovanni resents, and feels the effects of these changes, but 

accepts them; he resigns himself to the ineluctable transformation of the system. He 

‘just has to recognise that it is a fragile system and that couldn’t be otherwise’, he is 

ready to renounce to his personal, unexpected plans, to give way to paid 
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assistance, as a result of his failure of complying with the regime of anticipatory 

practices mobilised by a technology of autonomy (I’m asked to make an effort to 

predict the future that I can’t do). 

     In the same way in which services and provisions need to be rationed, also 

adjustments to pedagogy and assessment undergo the same rationale. The 

Departmental Disability Delegate of Physics well explains the fragile equilibrium of 

dealing with this kind of subject. 

 

…Well it depends, in a course of 100 students, taking the 
examination in different appeals or in different modalities can create 
organizational problems… It’s unthinkable to make teachers follow 
flexible standards, each teacher tends to do the exams based on how 
the module is structured… flexibility is easy to introduce for special 
cases… 

 

… And even when I correct the writing, if the writing was badly written 
because one doesn’t have the ability to write it well, I have the 
flexibility to correct it, and it is an ad hoc flexibility that I use in those 
cases, and we advised also the other teachers to do it, but organizing 
the exams to give more flexibility for everyone… I see it complicated, 
it is not feasible. 

 
  [Departmental Disability Delegate Physics, May 2016] 
 

 
     The acceptable subject is a student that requires a certain degree of sensitivity 

from the teacher. As the Delegate makes clear, he understands that the student is to 

be evaluated on the same content but with a certain flexibility allowed by teachers’ 

sensitivity. This kind of sensibility is the one that awareness meetings and 

campaigns are promoting: knowing students' situation and allowing a margin of 

understanding because they are ‘diverse’, but able enough for university.    

   However, this flexibility and sensitivity can be applied up to a point: ‘organising 

examinations to give more flexibility to all [students] is complicated, not practicable’. 

In a regime of normalising examination, students that require sensitivity and 

flexibility need necessarily to be exceptions, so as not to question the normalised, 

ableist, regime of power/knowledge university practices. 

The Delegate carries on providing another account. 
 

This has happened several times to me, the disabled student takes 
the exam, doesn’t pass it, and after several times comes to me and 
feels embarrassed. [The student] was going to the teachers to 
disclose the disability before [the examination], but the teacher, if he 
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[sic.] is not urged by me before that…  
So, I tell the teacher ‘Look there is this student, and in your exam you 
have to adjust so and so’… then teachers are prepared and know 
what they have to do. Otherwise they don’t know well how to move, 
let’s say the student says ‘ah I have these difficulties’ and they do not 
know what to do… Then when this student came to my office I said 
‘ah but if you have come to me before you would have avoided so 
many problems!’.  
Because many of the cases are also people who are a bit shy or 
emotional, so a situation of unease can create emotional difficulties, 
which is why you have to tackle them in advance and explain to 
teachers that things can be done in another way. 

 
 [Departmental Disability Delegate Physics, May, 2016] 
 

 
As the Delegate explains here, acceptable subjects are the ones that submit to the 

order of power, they are easy to readjust and normalise in the reasonable and 

truthful system of recognition when they do not follow the clear trajectories of power 

in academic procedures, and do not intercede through the delegate to be 

acknowledged as legitimate subjects of examination. These students, as the 

Delegate specifies, are most likely a bit shy, emotional, they feel embarrassed if they 

do not pass the examination, they create a situation of distress, emotional reactions 

and uncertainty with their behaviours. These situations of distress can be prevented 

if these students are disciplined, governed in advance as subjects of deficit and 

therefore managed through the whole apparatus of power/knowledge. 

     Lastly, the acceptable subject of higher education can also be a student that is 

classified as disabled while undertaking their university career. It is a subject that 

might have struggled in its first years and then identifies its difficulties with being 

classified as disabled. This is mostly the case with DSA and learning disabilities, as 

the Delegate explains 

 

... I also have a recent case of a person who has come and who is 
close to complete her Bachelor’s degree and who has realized only 
now that she has problems of this kind, not in serious form, but she’s 
having problems in coding mathematical information in a certain way. 
So she knew it, but never attributed them to a cognitive problem at 
the basis let's say. It happened when a person who was tutoring her 
gave her some exercises and then realised that she couldn’t 
progress in these exercises … So it occurred to this person that it 
could be a specific problem, it could be dyscalculia… and she went 
for a clinical diagnosis. So it happened a bit late but the bright side is 
that someone at some point thought about it. 
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 [Departmental Disability Delegate Physics, May, 2016] 

 
     Acceptable subjects are students that struggle with their studies, nonetheless 

they persist and once their difficulties become objectified in a certificate, they 

become easy to govern and self-governing as subjects of deficit, students that give 

sense to their difficulties through an individualised diagnosis, not challenging the 

regime of practices and the relations of power/knowledge that create and 

individualise the problem in the first place. In this way, they do not challenge the 

ableist status quo and maintain the otherness of disability within themselves. Sofia 

provides an instance of this conformation (and confirmation) of power.  She recalls 

her bad experience in high school, when she struggled and was pointed at as 

‘intelligent but listless and aloof’ and then describing her feelings once she decided 

to go to the psychologist and have her dyslexia diagnosed. 

 

Sofia: In high school I could not understand why the examinations 
didn’t go well, my mark was always 5.5, always on the edge of pass, 
teachers were telling my mum that I was a very intelligent girl, but 
listless and aloof, and instead I was working my ass off to get them 
done… I was anxious, it is a vicious cycle, you study, the examination 
goes wrong, and then you think that the next will go wrong too, and 
this triggers a dangerous cycle. 

 
Then at the university I learned about specific learning disorders in 
class and the light bulb turned on. Maybe I'll find myself a little in 
them! 
 
Francesca: Was it a relief for you? 
 
Sofia: Yes it was a relief, I went there [to the psychologist’s office] 
with a very foggy mind to understand why I wasn’t good at university 
exams either, what the hell why I study so much and don't pass the 
exams? So when I took these dyslexia tests, and I turned out as 
dyslexic, on the one hand I said what a bad luck, on the other I said 
at least I know. I said that it was a bit unlucky both because I came to 
know it so late, and a little because I was diagnosed with this 
difficulty. Actually, I still get nervous when I see my roommate 
studying for a week and passing the exam, it's definitely not pleasant 
to me. However, it is not that I live it badly, once you know it you 
organise yourself. And therefore the oral modality is my preferential 
to take examinations - from taking 18, or not passing the exam, now I 
take 30. 
      [Sofia, June, 2016] 

Sofia in this specific circumstance accepts dyslexia and adjusts her study methods 
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so to comply with a fixed education system. Through her diagnosis, she can finally 

become a productive citizen, and through compensatory/dispensatory measures her 

marks from barely pass, have become distinction. Sofia can see that her roommate 

does not encounter the same difficulties that she does, but she accepts it, being 

dyslexia is her personal problem.  

     Sofia, having had a very distressing educational past because of her missed 

diagnosis later becomes also an advocate for the rights of DSA students to access 

the provision they need to better perform at university. However, while doing that the 

existence of dyslexia is never challenged, and university practices are questioned 

only in their lack of services for students. The well-oiled order of normality is hardly 

discomforted, and Sofia is autonomous enough to be competitive and productive.  

 

8.2 The impossible subject of higher education. 
	

 
     The impossible subject of higher education is a disabled student that is ‘lost’, 

adrift, disoriented in the context of higher education, not only causing disruption to 

the academic order of things, but also at risk of becoming an expense, a burden, 

instead of a resource. Here, the practice of disclosing disability, and therefore 

mobilising the whole disability dispositif, does not imply a presa di coscienza, and 

the degree in which they are aware and disciplinable in their deficit is crucial for the 

progression of their studies and for their autonomy as students. The Disability 

Referent gives an account of one of these situations, talking about a student whose 

sight has degenerated during her studies. 

 
Valentina does not walk two metres without help, you can see that 
she is lost, this is part of her story, and Gianluca24 says that it is 
difficult now to learn Braille, it is like the driving licence, it is 
unthinkable. And look the majority of students do not even know what 
Braille is, they don’t want to learn it, because it is an acceptation of… 
but you need to understand that to attend university it is 
indispensable to know Braille… You find 80% of students who doesn't 
know it. You understand that that 20% has 4 gears more. 
 

  [Disability Referent, April, 2016] 
 
Valentina, having begun her university programme as ‘sighted student’, now finds 

herself in a position of having to readjust all her academic practices to a pedagogy 
																																																								
24 The severely visually impaired student that designed his own software for the assistive 
technology. 
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that relies heavily on written material. In the past, she did not have the need to learn 

Braille, a writing system that is difficult to learn a fortiori while trying to cope with the 

university routine. She is readjusting not only her self, but also her university 

practices, struggling very hard in navigating the university milieu. The Disability 

Referent makes it very clear in his thought: blind or visually impaired students that 

cannot master Braille will objectively experience more difficulties in their university 

career. Whereas the ones that master it, have 'four gears more'.  

     This difficulty also makes her heavily dependent on the service of assistance, as 

she never had the necessity to learn how to use the white cane to walk 

independently. Impossible subjects are the ones that do not know how to handle 

their deficit, a condition that makes them very reliant on welfare state compensatory 

measures. They are the disabled students that ‘do not take responsibility of their 

deficit’, who refuse to learn Braille despite that being an essential requirement not to 

disrupt academic practices. In a time of economic crisis, in which the university FFO 

has not only been cut but also been linked to a regime of quality and performativity, 

a student that heavily relies on expensive compensatory measures, becomes a 

progressively unbearable expense. 

     An impossible subject of higher education is also a student that demands too 

much of the teacher, therefore incapable to master the ars arrangiarsi. The 

Departmental Disability Delegate for Physics provides a description for this situation: 

 
It depends on the type of disability, with disabilities such as dyslexia 
or dyscalculia, things at a not-serious level, I wouldn’t see any 
difficulty in giving more time to take the examination, or taking exams 
on a different day with different methods… It would be different if 
disability were more serious, we had cases, of people who had 
serious illnesses that precluded mobility or vision and attended the 
first year with an assistant, they asked teachers to write the slides 
using larger characters and we tried to make sure that these students 
could follow… However, if the disability exceeds a certain threshold, 
the degree in physics is already very selective for those who have 
standard skills, and as soon as one struggles beyond a certain 
threshold, then the degree becomes heavy to complete… I saw these 
[disabled] people lost, they wouldn’t take exams or they completed 
them so slowly that they didn’t graduate in the end. I saw them at the 
first exam [of the degree], but then in the second or third year they 
were not there anymore ... You have to study a lot, and also being 
gifted at physics and mathematics, so if students that don’t have 
problems or cognitive disorders or things like that already make an 
effort [to be here]… You need to do intense study and if one adds to 
this that someone might have less time available because he (sic.) 
has to go to medical treatments, or he’s slow in moving, or maybe 
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slower in learning… That person is likely to miss the train at some 
point. So it is not an easy programme for people with disabilities, 
those who have dyslexia or dyscalculia take a little more time to 
complete the exams, however, they go ahead.  
This is a statistical fact, it is something that I see… I’d say it is a 
statistical discourse, a natural fact, half of the people who enrolled 
we’ve lost them at the end of the first year. 
 

 [Departmental Disability Delegate Physics, May, 2016] 
 

Discourses of new-eugenics surface from the words of the Disability Delegate. 

Impossible subjects of higher education are subjects whose disabilities are so 

severe that they ask too much from the academic staff to be in the classroom. As 

the Delegate maintains 'the degree programme in Physics is already very selective 

for individuals that have "standard abilities", and as soon as one’s struggles surpass 

a certain threshold... the programme becomes very heavy'. Disabled subjects 

become 'naturally unfit' for a programme that is already hard for normal students, 

abnormal students victims of the 'university natural selection process'. 'It is a 

statistical discourse, natural, half of the people that had enrolled, we have lost them 

at the end of the first year'. They are subjects of unthinkable and unrecognisable 

changes in the university teaching and learning practices; they challenge the order 

of power relations and academic power vested interests. Impossible subjects of 

higher education are students that 'miss their trains' because they need time to be 

cured, to be rehabilitated, slower in their learning process, 'lost', as Valentina was, in 

the meandering of heavy study sessions not able to manage their own time and 

study methods. 

     The impossible subject is also a student that demands too much time of 

academics in neoliberal times, in which academia asks from them high-quality and 

abundant research outputs. This is clearly expressed by the Disability Delegate of 

Architecture 

 
The problem of providing teaching material in advance is that you 
have to have the slides already prepared at the beginning of the 
module, and perhaps the teacher could integrate more slides at the 
very last minute to perfect the class. In short, I don’t use the same 
slides every year, it is material that is always modified. We always are 
up to our neck in it, institutional commitments, academic articles, do 
your research otherwise you cannot write articles… 
 
      [Departmental Disability Delegate Architecture, April, 2016] 

 
And the Disability Delegate for Engineering also supports her view. 
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There is a problem with assistance at a general level… the 
Departmental Disability Delegate for Architecture and I were in 
charge to research assistance and good practices, and we saw how 
this is a limit because open sensitivity collides with the competitive 
mechanism existing intra-academics, with the academic career too, 
but not only that, the fact that we have so many things to do, so [it is 
hard] to dedicate time to something else… this is the discourse, 
students that have particular necessities engenders discomfort… not 
everyone has this sensitivity and attention. 

 
                 [Departmental Disability Delegate Engineering, April, 2016] 
 
 

The pressure that a neoliberal regime of practices puts upon academic staff, the 

‘publish or perish’ mantra that is permeating and governing academic strategies of 

survival, is also reducing the time and dedication available to students (of any kind) 

in an already tight chain of knowledge production. Oliver and Barnes (2010), when 

they developed the social model of disability in the early 90s', blamed the capitalist 

system of production that was marginalising disabled people from being an integral 

part of the productive system. Thirty years later, exclusionary processes and 

marginalising practices have been discursively reworked in new-eugenic practices in 

relation to disabled students in higher education. 

     In a university in which technologies of performativity and quality are reshaping 

policy and practices, power mobilises discursive reworkings of institutional 

strategies of survival. As Lazzarato (2009:131) concludes 

 
Biopower, like the economy, has no localization, or territoriality or its 
own space. In these circumstances, it is racism that will secure the 
exercise of a sovereign power (the restoration of the power of life or 
death through the selection of who belongs and who is excluded from 
the national community) and that will, additionally, enable biopower to 
be circumscribed within certain limits.  
 
 

Students that are not autonomous enough – therefore completely depending on 

welfare FFO provisions, that require too much additional time; that ask their 

lecturers to prepare and upload teaching material in advance; students that cannot 

anticipate the disruption they would cause by taking more academics’ 

(neoliberalised) limited time; students that challenge the way in which teaching is 

delivered, that question what the normality of academia is, and that ask the 
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university and their teachers to stop and rethink the way in which disciplines are 

evaluated, are becoming unfit, eugenically excluded, abjected and impossible 

subjects of (sovereign) higher education.  

 

8.3 The proactive subject of higher education. 
	
 

     In a neoliberal university, disabled students are not just asked to discipline 

themselves as subjects of deficit, but also to use the services offered in an 

economic, proactive and agile modality. Bailey (2015) calls this a ‘technology of 

vitality’ after the injection of energy that is asked on the side of the student. 

Proactive subjects of higher education are students completely autonomous in 

managing their deficit, and their degree of governmentalisation makes it completely 

successful in the mastery of the ars arrangiarsi. Proactive subjects are confident in 

their deficit and knowledgeable about their condition, and they can economically 

govern themselves in the university milieu as disabled subjects. They are the 

neoliberal disabled subjects, the economic and productive biopower that the 

governmental State is expecting from its citizens. The proactive subject in higher 

education is ‘an autonomous disabled student as a rational subject’. This conception 

of autonomy does not disturb the intelligibility of disabled students as subjects of 

medical knowledge, while drawing upon creativity, entrepreneurship and 

independence proper of a neoliberal reason. Proactive disabled student asks for 

support in the name of autonomy, they know perfectly how to navigate the system 

and themselves in the system; hence they neither question the given social order 

nor challenge privileged positions (Baker, 2001). Proactive disabled subjects of 

higher education go at the same speed as the non-disabled students despite 

starting from a deficit position (66% invalidity) or a diagnosis of learning disorders. 

 

We have another student that is absolutely blind and she has arrived 
second in the entrance exam at Law, and this year, she was in one of 
our student accommodation in the area, she had come before the 
start of the academic year to study the different itineraries in 
advance… last week she came to tell me that she no longer needed 
the flat, because she had found another one with her friends, you 
see, a different approach, she doesn’t have many problems to get 
involved… 

 [Disability Referent, April, 2016] 
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Here the Disability Referent is talking about a blind student that came to the city 

before the start of the academic year to take a course that gave her space 

references around the city, so to go around autonomously. By not requesting 

additional support from the Inclusion Service, she is able to master the ars 

arrangiarsi by circumventing the inaccessibility of the campus.  

The Disability Referent also refers to the student’s ‘different approach’. The 

proactive student is driven by ‘an injection of vitality’, that entrepreneurial spirit 

stimulated by a technology of performativity and sought after by the neoliberal 

university management. The approach the Referent is referring to it is further 

explained by the Departmental Disability Delegate for Engineering 

 
… Yes well, maybe considering what philosophy is behind the 
approach, because if you consider ‘I, in my academic career, I have 
something less than the other students’ then, this can become an 
additional burden or a motivation, ‘I become depressed or I lift myself 
up’. 

     [Departmental Disability Delegate Engineering, April, 2016] 
 

 
Disabled students that are aware of their deficit can decide whether to feel deflated, 

become depressed and demoralised or lift themselves, embracing the deficit with a 

different, creative attitude. The proactive subject decides for the second possibility. 

The same Delegate calls it estro, which in Italian means creativity. 

 
… I have students that send the certificate to me, others that send it 
directly to the teacher, in fact there are students that say, in a very 
nonchalant way, 'I am like this and like that' and then I validate their 
question. So far I haven’t found anyone who takes advantage from 
their disability as a strategy to have facilitations, although Marino was 
closer to doing so, but he managed things very well, he had an 
extrovert character. 
 
      [Departmental Disability Delegate Engineering, April, 2016] 

 
 

     The proactive subject is nonchalant in sending the certificate directly to the 

teacher, a certificate that is then validated by the Departmental Disability Delegate, 

and it is an extrovert student, whose ‘extrovertness’, such as that of Marino, enables 

him to approach teachers directly, to ask in the right way, in a way that does not 

question the apparatus (the Disability Delegate’s confirmation of compensatory 

measure is not questioned), although it might be challenged in its rigidity. This out-

going approach prevents that awkwardness, that embarrassment caused by 
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disabled students that, by being shyer, put teachers in the uncomfortable position of 

not-knowing what to do with them, and therefore having to resort too much to their 

sensitivity. 

     This extrovertness is a quality of biopower highly praised within a neoliberal 

reason, which is coupled with creativity. Gillies (2010:211) describes the relation 

between creativity, subject’s imagination and economic success of higher education, 

as one in which ‘the knowledge worker is not merely adaptable and capable’, that 

would be the acceptable subject, but it is also ‘creative and proactive’. As he 

continues, ‘these ideas can be exploited economically as new ways of generating 

surplus labour value’. The workings of creativity in the disability dispositif and the 

operations of a ‘deficit autonomy’ are exemplified by the economic rationality that 

creatively guides Fabio in what he values the most, a good mark, proactively 

subverting the relations of power descriptive of the university tutor service. 

 

Fabio: Since my second year I’ve always taken private tuitions 
because when I read a book I don’t understand what the things are to 
learn. For me it's all important and I have to read it in a linear way, 
that means that, to understand information X, I must first read A, B, 
C, D ... So my strategy was to take private tuitions to understand 
what I had to learn. Things that require reasoning I can deal with 
them myself, it is the concepts that I want to know from the tutors, so 
to repeat them to the teacher… But because I need the technique to 
pass the exam. I don’t learn the subject-matter through private 
tuitions, it is a technique aimed at passing the exam, because I need 
the vote. 

 
Francesca: But who gives you tuitions? Is it a tutor? 
 
Fabio: It's a student in my class who did the exam in that subject... 
So I take [students] who have this ability here, and I give them three 
different coloured markers: red for things that I have to absolutely 
decant. If I know that there are 5 theorems that are very likely to be 
asked, I write them on the board, I create my own mental path, I put 
myself there and I learn them. But I can’t do that with all the 
theorems. Because I don’t have time. Then grey: what I must at least 
know how to set out; and then the last colour for those things I read 
and understand but I do not remember. 
 
Francesca: And how did you find this student? 
 
Fabio: I started with chemistry, he was my classmate, he got all 30 
and he could explain me all the things I asked him, so I asked him if 
he could give me private tuitions, obviously paying, and I managed to 
make the university pay the last set of tuitions. What I ask to those 
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who give me tuitions is ‘write me the fewest steps to solve the 
theorem, of the things I have to say the steps that I must have in 
mind’. And that’s what professors want. This is what the system 
wants. And my method works. 

  [Fabio, June 2016] 

 

 
Education, is increasingly becoming ‘a positional good, one in which instrumental 

values are very significant’ (Barton and Armstrong, 2008:12-3). Fabio carefully 

explains the strategies whereby he creatively and proactively manages to comply 

with the system, resorting to a tutor to compensate his deficit, however playing a 

‘deficit field’, not challenging an academic order but succeeding in being as 

competitive as a neoliberal subject.  

     Proactive subjects are also visible students, students that do not mind making 

themselves visible to take the most out of the institution and to achieve a high-

graded degree. 

 
It happened to me in particular to have many interactions with a 
student with problems of dyslexia, because for example he wanted to 
have a seat reserved for him on the front line during my classes 
because he wanted to follow more effectively what I was writing on 
the board and at that time I was helping him by putting a sheet on the 
table [to keep his seat] or things like that. 
 
             [Departmental Disability Delegate Physics, May, 2016] 

 
 
Dividing practices such as the white sheet on the first line are proactively used by 

the student to be seen and to better see and understand what is written on the class 

board. Aware of his problems with reading, due to his dyslexia and dyscalculia, the 

proactive student asks the teacher to reserve a seat for him, to make the most of the 

lecture. Visibility, as I have explained in the dispositif of inclusion, is crucial for the 

neoliberal university, and students that come forward, that do not mind being seen, 

and that ‘take in themselves the risk’ of being disabled are most welcome. They are 

both more frugal, as well as allowing the institution to audit its diversity and 

embellishing itself as ‘inclusive’. 

     This self-assuredness, creativity and extrovertness, as well as the mastering of 

dividing practices and of the ars arrangiarsi in the academic context are perfectly 

shown by the case of a student that was certified with DSA at the end of his 

Bachelor’s degree and that wanted to enrol at Università degli Studi to start his 

Master’s. 
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There is a case that I need to finish writing next week… a guy from 
another city who has been admitted to the Masters’ of Materials. In 
short, in the Master’s programme of Industrial Engineering a student 
must have at least a mean of 23 to be able to enrol, and this student 
has 22.8… he is a guy with DSA that has never used the service in 
the other university [where he did his Bachelors’] and so now we are 
trying to understand in which way he could be admitted with an 
exception ... Others would not have requested, they would have 
stopped… He made his request in advance, telling me I had this 
problem, I did this, I did that, an extremely resourceful person and his 
certification is dated May 4th, 2016, and during his Bachelors’ he 
didn’t use anything… I don’t know if it was for a bad university service 
or because he hadn’t been diagnosed, or if it is because he wants to 
come here. From our point of view, we have verified that there are no 
objections to the registration of a student who doesn’t formally follow 
the requested procedures. And they told us that given the particular 
case you can make an entry with an exception, so I was writing down 
two pages as a departmental approval. 

 
        [Departmental Disability Delegate Engineering, May, 2016] 

 
 

This student’s initiative, his enterprise in approaching the procedure of enrolment, 

and the proactiveness in supplying in advance all the documentation needed to 

argue his case, all these conditions make him a possible DSA subject of higher 

education, although his average mark is 0.2 lower than what the regulation 

prescribes. Here a technology of sensitivity comes to mobilise his strategies of 

power, making the exception on the grounds that, during his Bachelor’s degree, he 

proved able to reach that mark, despite his DSA, and without 

compensatory/dispensatory measures. He proved himself able to master the ars 

arrangiarsi without resort to compensatory/dispensatory measures; and now that he 

has been diagnosed as DSA, his situation can only improve. This self-assurance is 

exactly what the panopticon makes work in the process of governmentalisation of 

disabled subject of deficit. As Foucault (1977:201) remarks 

 
Hence the major effect of the Panopticon: to induce in the inmate a 
state of conscious and permanent visibility that assures the automatic 
functioning of power. So to arrange things that the surveillance is 
permanent in its effects, even if it is discontinuous in its action; that 
the perfection of power should tend to render its actual exercise 
unnecessary; that this architectural apparatus should be a machine 
for creating and sustaining a power relation independent of the 
person who exercises it; in short, that the inmates should be caught 
up in a power situation of which they are themselves the bearers. 
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     Moreover, the proactive student is a student that proficiently manages to find the 

ways to go abroad and therefore become the international student that the global 

university is after. The Disability Referent here explains how a student, who ‘moves 

just two fingers like that’ was able to change the university policy and go on an 

Erasmus+ programme. 

 

But then she was motivated to go on an Erasmus Programme, go 
abroad… she also has a good head on her shoulders and knows 
very well her necessities. You know very well that one thing is being 
an assistant, another one is to get someone dressed, do her 
complete hygiene, it is clear that the relationship becomes very 
intimate and delicate. So here in the student accommodation she 
built relationships and so on, and she found a girl with whom she also 
went to live together for a while, she also wanted to do the Erasmus 
and a door was opened to her too as she said ‘if I could go away with 
her I can go on an Erasmus Programme too!’ Because, as things are, 
her situation is absolutely compromised, in the sense that right now… 
you know how the Erasmus works, the calls for application do not 
provide any kind of ... everyone goes his own way, you see what I 
mean? But she pointed out this situation with a letter that has shaken 
the office [Inclusion Service], very well written letter. And she found a 
solution in the sense that the two girls are enrolled in the same 
course, have the same exams done, and have the same average 
grade, and so we went for the option of arranging both in the same 
programme. There are situations in which, while having the desire to 
do this kind of experience, you have to deal with reality, and being the 
person’s autonomy very compressed, [this person] has to mediate 
with this result. And she has found her autonomy indeed, she has it. 
… However, I do not see it wrong to facilitate this possibility, in the 
sense that, for those who want, it can really change their lives. 
Because otherwise the result is that students with disabilities, and 
especially with major disabilities, do not even think of going on an 
Erasmus, because it is a complicated thing for everyone, you can 
imagine for someone who has to depend completely on someone 
else ... blind students go away on their own, then you have people 
who are war machines like this girl… Other people in her condition 
would not even consider the idea, but not even the idea of going to 
university because it is a very complex situation. Because she moves 
two fingers like that25.  

       [Disability Referent, April, 2016] 
  
 

Proactive subjects are perfectly able to govern their condition and can mobilise 

reasonable adjustments for the individualistic regime of disability truth. Given the 

																																																								
25 Here the Disability Referent showed me how she moved her fingers. 
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situation in which this student found herself, she managed to change the university 

policy in such a way that a friend could go on an Erasmus with her and help her out 

in the daily practices. Despite her demanding physical condition, this student, using 

the Referent’s words ‘did find her autonomy’ because she was able, by knowing 

perfectly her condition, to mobilise the office in creating the necessary conditions for 

her to go abroad. Despite successfully changing the policy, a technology of 

sensitivity worked in allowing the student to bring a friend abroad. In fact, even 

though this created the conditions to undertake an international experience, the 

individualistic conception of disability, as an intrinsic deficit that the person has, did 

not allow to question the lack of professional support needed by students in these 

situations. The benevolence of creating the opportunity for her to bring her friend 

was enacted on the basis of her disability, regulation that would not have been 

conceded for a non-disabled student. 

     Lastly, proactive subjects are also easily employable student after graduation. 

Being able to perfectly govern their deficit, and knowledgeable about their needs, 

these subjects know how to make the most out of their university career to find the 

job that most suit their abilities. 

 

Francesca: Does Gianluca still work for that organisation? 
 
Disability Referent: No no, he’s working for a research centre now, 
there was moment in which he had three job offers because 
everyone was competing for having him, then he made a choice, he 
rented an apartment on his own and he goes every day alone 
because he memorized the way… 

                   [Disability Referent, April, 2016] 
 
 
This is the student that a neoliberal university is looking for, the student that boosts 

the figures on the international rankings, a student that, despite his disability, is 

suitable for the present university. In the proactive subject, autonomy is exploited to 

its maximum and the disabled body performs as well as a normal, able student of 

higher education. Moreover, in this specific condition, also a technology of sensitivity 

becomes ineffective: students are ‘at peace’ with their different condition, the 

academic and non-academic staff do not refrain from engaging with diversity, and 

disability is no longer a sensitive issue because it is overtly discussed and dealt 

with. 

     However, the proactive student is also the student who, by perfectly mastering 

the ars arrangiarsi, can become a resource not only to challenge well established 
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ableist institutional practices, but also for other disabled students. It is the student 

who, by knowing how to take care of herself, can take care for the others. The 

proactive disabled student of higher education can become the master of not to be 

governed by a deficit and medicalised norm. And it is from here that the last chapter 

of this genealogy will start. 
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Discussion. 

Disability dispositif part one. Inclusive integration as encounter of reasons. 
	
 

     In a regime of economic truth, in which competition, quality, performance, choice, 

accountability and transparency are reshaping higher education arena, Ball 

(2013:120 cf. Jessop, 2002), starkly presents the changing disposition of things as 

‘a shift from welfare to neo-liberalism, from government to governmentality, from 

politics to ethics, from discipline to subjectivity’. This displacement can also be seen 

in the shift of inclusion as the replacement of the integration project (Slee, 1999; 

Allan, 2015). However, despite Ball’s heuristic and analytical dissection of the ways 

in which the history of the present of university is experiencing a swift shift in the 

way it is governed and in the strategies that are animating the change to a 

performative and high-stake accountability system, and Slee and Allan’s distinct 

accounts of integration and inclusion, a closer analysis of the disability dispositif 

shows how different reasons, systems of thought and modalities of power coexist 

and in the government of disabled subjects in the Italian higher education. This 

conflation, intersection, and overlapping of dispositifs of government is clear in Ianes 

(2005) distinction between integrazione and inclusion (in D’Alessio, 2011:33).  

 

… it is important to distinguish between the practice of integrazione 
and those of inclusion. Integrazione concerns disabled students, 
such as those students who have statements of SEN, whereas, 
inclusion refers to the praxis of individualisation. The latter tackles 
educational needs of all students with special educational needs 
[such as those without a statement]. By taking into account all special 
educational needs, we are inevitably responding in an inclusive way, 
such as taking on board all students’ requirements and respecting 
their dignity. A true inclusive intervention consists in providing the 
necessary individualised formative response.  

 

 

D’Alessio (2011:33) counterposes her thesis, highlighting how Ianes’ definition 

focuses ‘on the pupils and their deficiencies rather than on the structures of the 

education system’. She points out how an inclusive perspective is instead focused 

on the student body as a whole and the removal of barriers, calling for an approach 

that is based on a non-deficitarian view of students’ capacities. Continuing her 

discussion, D’Alessio (2013) maintains that we should be careful in the use of 
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terminology, in which integrazione and inclusion are often used as synonyms 

(D’Alessio, 2013).  

     Yet, what D’Alessio defined as ‘confusion in terminology’ manifests the 

coexistence in the disability dispositif of two different rationalities in governing 

disabled bodies. A welfarist and disciplinary rationality based on notions of invalidity 

and dependence which takes a deficit-driven and normalising approach to difference 

from the norm; and a neoliberal reason, pushed on an European and international 

level, animated through a market-driven set of discourses which, by producing 

independent and autonomous subjects ‘in their diversity’, supply ‘limited support for 

the casualties of social change’  (Olssen et al., 2004:180) and targeted assistance 

to the ‘meritorious’. 

This coexistence opens to question the progressive role of history and the centrality 

of the subject of knowledge (Popkewitz and Brennan, 1998) as the two tenets of the 

Enlightenment thought and of the social theory developed in the late nineteenth 

century, which still strongly underpins educational theory in Italian pedagogy and 

sociology. It also seeks to answer my first research question (as well as being 

integral to the second one). 

     Ianes’ position can be read through Ong’s (2007:3) idea of neoliberalism as a 

‘mobile technology’, a reason that takes on the forms of the State in which it is 

mobilised. The intersection of the three dispositifs and in particular of a welfarist and 

neoliberal reason upon disabled bodies delineate a certain modality of governing 

disabled bodies in university that I call inclusive integration. Inclusive integration is 

different from De Anna (2007) integration/inclusion. While De Anna’s definition is 

used to show practices and concepts that constitute integrazione scolastica can be 

considered as close in meaning to the ones of inclusion on a more international 

level, inclusive integration emerges as an encounter and intersection of reasons. 

Proper of the Italian context, it reflects how ‘the exercise of power is not a naked 

fact, an institutional right, nor is it a structure which holds out or is smashed: it is 

elaborated, transformed, organized; it endows itself with processes which are more 

or less adjusted to the situation’ (Foucault, 1982:792). It is a readjusting of the norm 

as a regularity of the normal/abnormal divide of disabled bodies in a specific 

national context, rather than being a universalising ideology or a comparison 

between different international approaches to disability in higher education. 

     Taking from D’Alessio’s considerations, inclusive integration is integrative insofar 

as it identifies disabled subjects and DSA as subjects of deficit, basing the 

intelligibility of disability in higher education on a medical regime of truth. Subjects’ 

autonomy is sought through rehabilitation and supply of compensatory/dispensatory 
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measures, which relentlessly constitutes them as different to the normal subject. 

Moreover this truth mobilises all the objects, subjects, practices, discourses, 

artefacts and buildings through a medicalised rather than a political thought. Also 

the order of voices and the role of the expert is integrationist. Disabled students are 

spoken of and over by the disability personnel and psychologists, who decree what 

measures and to what extent they need resources to be university students. The 

crucial role of higher education gatekeeper is reserved to teachers and professors, 

who have a last say on the viability of the disabled subject as a university student. In 

this web of power relations, Disability Departmental Delegates as academics play a 

crucial role of bridging disability personnel and teaching staff in legitimising disabled 

students’ presence at university. 

     On the other hand, inclusive integration is inclusive in the sense that disabled 

subjects indeed are within the university context as a right to education. As Allan 

(2015:282) puts it neatly, ‘inclusion starts with the premise that an individual has a 

right to belong to society and its institutions, which therefore implies others have 

obligations to ensure that this happens’. However, this reason takes very little from 

theories of inclusion. It does not mobilise ‘radical change in ordinary [universities] so 

to welcome diversity in the widest sense’ (Barton and Armstrong, 2008:10). The 

frugality of neoliberal reason takes over, and it does engender change, but by 

capitalising on individual differences by making them work more efficiently in a 

regime of austere time. The only thing that is left of inclusion is the right to be there, 

in education, a sovereign claim supposed to be stronger than the individual will in a 

highly individualising economic reason, which is potentially destructive of the social 

and therefore of the state’s legitimation. In fact, neoliberal reason must resort to 

individual rights to uphold inclusion as voluntarily entered relations are being 

replaced by the exclusivity of economic-based services. While the welfarist reason 

continues to make deficit visible, the solidaristic security-net constitutive of the social 

is being quickly dismantled, and a neoliberal reason homogenises society towards a 

new ‘able Same’ by individualising the risk that once the security-net enabled to 

share. In this race for abledness, whoever struggles to hold the competition is 

increasingly left behind, a casualty of a new Same that does not admit 

disabledness.  

     Approaches of integration and inclusion in education discursively do and undo 

bodies ‘at the edges’ of the productive system, bodies that are relentlessly 

‘targeted’, made visible, objectified and necessarily subjectified to both being 

productive and not disrupting the order of socio-economic things. Disabled bodies 

become subjects of university in the name of ‘increasing standards so as to maintain 
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a competitive edge in global [and national] markets’ (Erevelles, 2000:44). This led to 

a reworking of old-new dividing practices over those welfare state bodies that, 

economically speaking, did not comply with a certain kind of quality performative 

subjects. 

     The relations of power that neoliberal reason mobilises and writes upon disabled 

bodies, the economic knowledge that have shaped the present of university, and the 

subjects that were ontologically created through the specific promotion of certain 

way of conducting themselves (ethics) ‘involve a repositioning and reconsideration 

of two social formations key to Foucault’s previous analyses – the welfare state and 

the nation state’ (Ball, 2013:122). And it is through the analysis of the disability 

dispositif in university that we can commence to ‘see things not in terms of the 

replacement of a society of sovereignty by a disciplinary society and the subsequent 

replacement of a disciplinary society by a society of government; in reality one has a 

triangle, sovereignty-discipline-government, which has the population as its primary 

target" (Foucault 1991:102). 

     The possibility of conceptualising inclusive integration illustrates how history is 

not linear. Practices originated in a historical past inform and continue to shape the 

present of disability in higher education, confuting the progressive development of 

time in both explaining and unfolding events in our present. However, it also proves 

that progress is neither located in our tomorrow or in scientific knowledge. History is 

made by the modalities in which individuals are made subjects (Foucault, 1982), by 

the different modalities of government that adjust, are produced, emerge from the 

specific and localised (and in some way also globalised) economic, social and 

political conditions. This does not happen in a linear fashion, but it is dependent on 

the mutual aims of enhancement and survival of the population and of the State. 

The tale of ‘inclusion not being yet there’ (Allan, 2015:291) feeds into this debate, 

and again distracts the focus on what is the present of disabled students. Second, it 

proves that the subject is not universal and unique. Different reasons engendered 

different truths, and while for the welfarist reason the handicapped subject was a 

medicalised subject of invalidity and deficit, in the neoliberal reason the subject is 

shifting towards an able-invalidity, with political and medical knowledges still 

providing the epistemic boundaries to make the subject intelligible. Subjects are 

vehicles of power that are shaped and re-shaped according to the contingent and 

fleeting needs of economy, security and survival.  

     Therefore, to sum up, in the disability dispositif two distinct and indissolubly 

intersecting reasons coexist, the integrative and the inclusive, mobilised by a 

welfarist and a neoliberal reason, and that, through their coexistence, they generate 
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a highly localised, historically, culturally and economically placed reason that is 

called ‘inclusive integration’. Inclusive integration constitutes the social, the space of 

government in which disabled students in higher education are problematized, 

produced, and disciplined. 

 

Disability dispositif part two: mobilisation of powers and limits of disabled 
subjects.  

 

     The model of presa di coscienza operationalizes the disability dispositif and 

inclusive integration, through which I seek to answer my second research question. 

By mobilising two technologies, autonomy and sensitivity, this model makes visible 

the space of government of disabled subjects in the present Italian higher education, 

and materialises what is the disabled subject of higher education. The model of 

presa di coscienza in a disciplinary conception of power, delimits the possibility for 

existence of disabled students in higher education. In delimiting these possibilities, 

the dispositif indeed creates an impasse of power, as the Other of ability in higher 

education inevitably materialises as a subject of deficit at any point of intersection of 

the two technologies in the panoptic university. This impasse, in a way, seems to 

validate those criticisms that were moved against Foucault and its inescapable grid 

of discursive power, ‘ineluctably’ constructing disability and disabled subject as 

ontological deficit formations and challenging hopes of social justice in diversity and 

equity in higher education. In fact, even the neoliberal, proactive student, which is 

the most invoked, most reasonable and most productive subject position in the 

frugal present of university, inevitably produces an ‘autonomy in the deficit’. This 

specific form of autonomy, on the one hand, capitalises on the proactivity of 

disabled subjects, who know how to ‘get away with their deficit’; but on the other 

hand, it must be made visible and controllable through processes of objectification 

and subjectification of proactive disabled students as ‘students of deficit’, as a 

reminder of what are the desirable abilities in academia, the ones that do not 

challenge the established order and academic power. In the panoptic university, 

disabled students are in fact ‘needed’ as a reminder for able students of what 

disability is, so to continue to function productively and to be disciplined in their able 

subjectivities. Hence, the disability dispositif is in place to constantly reproducing the 

binary division of able/disabled practices, maintaining the ableist university order, 

and not questioning academic power.  

     When this order is disturbed, disabled students are either punished; (i.e. by being 

banned from using the accompagnamento service); corrected and rehabilitated 
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towards the norm (i.e. through the psychological service); fall in the false of 

discourse and silenced as unreasonable voices (i.e. Rebecca asking for payment of 

the tuition fees); or lastly, become vehicles of sovereign power and thus eugenically 

extirpated from the regime of intelligibility of university (i.e. Valentina, who does not 

know how to handle herself economically at university as a visually impaired 

student).  

     Indeed in this epistemic truth of disability, autonomy is thought through a very 

individualistic conception of independence, a self-sufficient ability to carry out 

university studies independently, with structured and hierarchical power relations 

regulating the place of students and teachers. It implies being proficient in the ars 

arrangiarsi, without relying on help and support of others. University time is seen as 

an opportunity to become independent, materialised in living independently outside 

the family home. This is built on the assumption that we can be self-sufficient, 

relegating the need of others in the positions of dependent subjectivities, and many 

times as ‘never-grown ups’ through a process of infantilisation (Morris, 1993; 

Priestley, 2000). The formation of certain deficit subject positions also impinges on 

the career opportunities of disabled students, especially if arranged via the 

university. In this way, the tightening of the connection between university and 

labour market is in a way ‘streamlining’ disabled students in ‘disabled working 

positions’. 

     Resistance is also integral part of the grid. It delimits and reinstates the 

boundaries of the dispositif, and it is intended as a necessary and complementary 

requirement for the synergy of the dispositif to work. 

     On the other hand, sensitivity, with its unbalanced relations of power, constructs 

disability as an undesirable subjectivity of inclusion, undermining its inclusive project 

of belonging. In these regards, Allan’s (2015) ethical project of inclusion as driven by 

desire is in fact discomforted by the construction of disabled students as diminished 

subjects in need of salvation. In her identification of two competing discourses in the 

enactment of inclusive education, one mobilised by students’ desires and the other 

one by teachers’ articulation of students’ needs, Allan (2015:293) concludes that 

‘the ethical project of inclusion is driven by desire [and] since we can never fully 

satisfy desire, the ethical project of inclusion will inevitably remain a work in 

progress’, that ‘necessitates the removal of barriers that may prevent people from 

belonging’ (Allan, 2015:282). However, Foucault (1978) reminds us how desire is a 

trap fabricated by liberation processes, always future-oriented and mobilised by the 

self-adjusting processes that make up the population. And in a governmental 

regime, which functions on the mobilisation of population’s desires, ‘identity is 
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preferred over difference’ (St. Pierre, 2000:480). This identity is moulded by a 

technology of neoliberal, able autonomy, self-sufficiency and performativity, which 

by intersecting with a technology of sensitivity, fashions disabled subjects as 

diminished and dependent subjectivities in need of support, always regulated by an 

unbalanced and hierarchical encounter with non-disabled subjects which sets 

specific hierarchical defined criteria for them to belong to the university community. 

Difference from the (able) norm is then again operationalized as an undesirable 

condition that threatens the belonging to higher education.  

     Sensitivity, in the process of inclusion constructs subjects as exceptions, 

inscribing them in relations of domination and subjugation, intended either as 

voluntary philanthropy in the early liberal reason, or as solidarity in the welfarist 

reason. In a neoliberal, performative reason, in which the individualising operations 

of power are economicising the private, emotions and feelings, sensitivity is 

increasingly fading, perishing under the tyrannies of agility, velocity and 

performative outcomes, economicised through the managerial university. For such a 

reason, subjects that take positions constructed through the intersection of early 

liberal and welfarist rationalities, such as those that I have theorised as acceptable 

and impossible subject of higher education, are relentlessly disappearing, and 

becoming abjected subjects of sovereign power.  

Yet, in this grim picture, the present and the future of subjects that do not conform to 

a university norm, can find a glimpse of hope. As St. Pierre (2000:502) fiercely 

points out:  

 

A different kind of agency must thus be theorized since the discursive 
subject clearly is not free to do whatever it wants. Yet agency does 
not disappear. … [F]eminists use this concept of positioning to 
explain how the subject positions available to women not only limit 
their agency but also enable certain kinds of knowledge and action 
not possible from other positions.  

  

Perhaps it is the very awareness of the position which describes disabled students, 

of the conditions that disenable alternatives modalities of being, which can open for 

critique and refusal of the ways in which disabled students are thought, spoken and 

made. Perhaps there is a line of flight from this dispositif that enables to become 

Other than they are, eschewing norms, laws and questioning the scientific 

foundations of knowledge. Perhaps transgression from this grid is possible. This is 

what I am going to discuss in my last chapter. 
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Part Three: Refusals and Reinventions. 
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Chapter 9 

The ethical subject of diversity and the refusal of being 
governed in a certain way. 

 

The practice of freedom must be learnt.  

(Infinito, 2003:155) 

 

 

 

9.1 A different governmentality. 
 

     In this last chapter, I want to show how Foucault’s understanding of ethics, 

developed in the last part of his career, offers a framework within which subjects 

may actively work on a process of self-formation and challenge the present regime 

of government. Paradoxically, in this way, my thesis shows how education 'can play 

a role both in the constraining processes of normalisation and in the productive 

processes of self-creation and freedom' (Infinito, 2003:159).  

To do this, I draw upon a different understanding of governmentality, showing that 

governmentality studies can be of important value in the present, despite some 

criticisms levelled against them as an analytics that does not give adequate space 

to resistance (Ball, 2015). Governmentality, I suggest, is an analytics that, by 

investigating regimes of practices and their power/knowledge relations, can actually 

suggest a way forward, or an escape, from the crystallisation of forms of domination 

in our society. Following this perspective, Foucault provides a different definition of 

governmentality in The Ethics of the Concern for Self as a Practice of Freedom 

(1996:300), by maintaining that 

 
Governmentality implies the relationship of the self to the self, and I 
intend this concept of governmentality to cover the whole range of 
practices that constitute, define, organize and instrumentalise the 
strategies that individuals in their freedom can use in dealing with 
each other. Those who try to control, determine and limit the freedom 
of others are themselves free individuals who have at their disposal 
certain instruments they can use to govern others. 

 
 

Here the regime of government focuses very much on freedom and on how subjects 

constitute and relate to themselves through strategies and practices, directly 
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implicated in the operations of governmental micro-powers (Milchman and 

Rosemberg, 2011).  

     And it is in this relation between the self and freedom that Foucault places ethics. 

Ethics refers to ‘the kind of relationship you ought to have with yourself, rapport a 

soi … which determines how the individual is supposed to constitute himself as a 

moral subject of his own actions’ (Foucault, 1984:352) and ‘this requires [the 

individual] to act upon himself (sic), to monitor, test, improve and transform himself’ 

(Foucault, 1990:28). ‘Foucault’s notion of ethics’ Niesche and Haase (2010:278) 

point out, ‘stands against any understanding of ethics that defines itself as an 

abstract normalising code of customary conduct’. Subjects are not to follow specific 

prescriptions and to act morally according to them; ethical work implies self-

reflection to transform their selves. It is a conception of ethics that entails ‘an 

individual ethos, an attitude or a way of life' (Oksala, 2005:160).   

     To show how this space for creativity is enacted, I challenge again the idea of 

autonomy brought about by the Enlightenment by shifting from the position which 

sees the subject always constituted by power/knowledge relations to an ethically 

informed stance. This requires the “establishment of a certain objectivity, the 

development of a politics and a government of the self, and an elaboration of an 

ethics and practice in regard to oneself” (Foucault, 1997 in Ball, 2012:149). This 

idea of autonomy is a moral autonomy (Friedman, 2000), and it entails ethical work 

of mastering oneself and others. 

     Thus, I take disabled subjects that are able to make their own way at university 

by the means of ars arrangiarsi as the ones that can master themselves and shift 

those limits imposed by the present modalities of state and self-government. From 

the lowly acts of refusal of the practices of governmentality, they can challenge the 

bio-political project and do work of critique on themselves problematizing the limits 

of disability in the presentxxiii. Here again those subject positions are heuristics, while 

proactive subject positions are the most likely from which self-mastery of the ars 

arrangiarsi can develop in refusal of certain intelligibility of disability in higher 

education, they are not exclusive positions for this to happen. Subject positions are 

discursively produced and therefore never fixed and coercive, therefore envisaging 

also acceptable and impossible subject positions as loose beginnings of this refusal. 

     I take the genealogy of ethics from here, from the rational being of the 

Enlightenment, and I suggest the mastering of oneself is the care of the self, rather 

than a conformity to the law (legal/political subject of disability) or a scientific corpus 

of knowledge (medical subject of disability). As Foucault (1984:349-350) specifies 
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My idea is that it’s not necessary to relate ethical problems to 
scientific knowledge. Among the cultural inventions of mankind there 
is a treasury of devices, techniques, ideas, procedures, and so on, 
that cannot exactly be reactivated but at least constitute, or help to 
constitute, a certain point of view which can be useful as a tool or 
analysing what is going on now and to change it.  

 
 
What is more important here is ‘the relationship that one has with the self, the 

choice about the style of existence made by an individual’ (Oksala, 2005:159 cf. 

Foucault, 1990). This is what the ancient Greeks called epimeleia heautou’ which 

‘does not mean simply being interested in oneself … it describes a sort of work, an 

activity; it implies attention, knowledge, technique’. Foucault also refers to this work 

on the self as ‘technologies of the self’. 

     Foucault (1984e; 1990) identified four different aspects of ethics as the relation to 

oneself to investigate the operations of these techniques and devices on the self. 

The first aspect is the ethical substance, that is ‘the way in which the individual has 

to constitute this or that part of himself [sic.] as the prime material of his moral 

conduct’ (Foucault, 1990:26). Foucault associated ‘aphrodisia’ with ethical 

substance, as the intersection of desires, pleasures and bodies. In my case, the 

ethical substance is diversity, as the intersection of bodies, abilities, and creativity.  

     The second aspect is mode of subjection, which is ‘the way in which people are 

invited or incited to recognize their moral obligations’ (Foucault, 1984e:363). This 

mode of subjection is a ‘choice, the aesthetic choice or the political choice for which 

they decide to accept this kind of existence … it’s a personal choice’ (Niesche and 

Haase, 2010:279). Here I do not want to consider how disabled students turn 

themselves into moral subjects of disability. Modes of subjection in this chapter 

show how it is possible to live differently, to escape the grid. Therefore, the mode of 

subjection here is a ‘good student’, not a good disabled student.  

     The third aspect is forms of elaboration, which implies ‘the ethical work that one 

performs on oneself, not only in order to bring one’s conduct into compliance with a 

given rule, but to attempt to transform oneself into the ethical subject of one’s 

behaviour’ (Foucault, 1990:27). These activities can include self-discipline and a 

whole range of personal techniques that subjects practice to ethically and critically 

form themselves. In the case of the students in this chapter, I show how they work 

on themselves to move beyond the normalising notion of disability in the university 

context, showing that other ways to exist in and beyond university are possible. 

     The last aspect is the telos, which identifies ‘an action that is not only moral in 

itself, in its singularity; it is also moral in its circumstantial integration and by virtue of 
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the place it occupies in a pattern of conduct’ (Foucault, 1990:27-8). Telos, which in 

ancient Greek means 'aim, purpose' entails the achievement of a certain modality of 

being that transforms quotidian efforts into the 'characteristics of an individual’s 

notion of the ethical subject’ (Niesche and Haase, 2010:279). In this chapter, the 

telos of these students entails not only to move away from a normalising university, 

going beyond the medicalising processes of the disability dispositif, but also find 

their place in the world through a critical process of learning at university.  

     This process of self-formation 'is ethical itself, but it implies complex relationships 

with the others insofar as this ethos of freedom is also a way of caring for others' 

(Foucault, 1994:288). However, this caring for others does not reproduce the 

relations of pastoral power. The care for the other is second to the care of the self, 

as 'the care of the self is ethical in that the relationship with oneself is ontologically 

prior' (Foucault, 1994:288), but also others are integral part of the self I was, I am an 

I will become, therefore 'who I am affects another's self-construction' (Infinito, 

2003:156). Caring for the self becomes a present concern for others, because the 

Other is constitutive part of what I am, therefore caring for others becomes caring 

for myself. In this way, Foucault' approach to ethics eliminates the binary division 

through ability and disability, as well as academic hierarchies, and enables me to 

rewrite a technology of sensitivity in which caring and compassion happen on a 

horizontal, self-reflexive axis. 

     Hence, as Foucault (1984e:346) continues, ‘ethics is the form that freedom takes 

when it is informed by reflection’ on ourselves and our relations to others. Taking 

care of oneself as work of critique and freedom can bring into being subjects that 

are ‘now capable of turning back upon themselves: of critically studying the 

processes of their own constitution, but also subverting them and effecting changes 

in them’ (Oksala, 2005:165). From this work on themselves, subjects can actively 

refuse the regimes of self-recognition within which they are incited to think about 

themselves, they can speak truth to power and rethink the dispositif of higher 

education that makes available only certain lines of visibility on their bodies. They do 

that by refusing the modalities in which they are made, taking an active stance to 

power as Foucault (1982:787) powerfully says: 

 
Maybe the target nowadays is not to discover what we are but to 
refuse what we are. We have to imagine and build up what we could 
be to get rid of this kind of political 'double bind' which is 
simultaneous individualisation and totalisation of modern power 
structures.  

 



	 261	

Practices of refusal show that ‘the production of something new in the world might 

be possible’ (Deleuze, 1991:163), but not as a means to escape from a negative 

status. In the same vein in which Davis (2012) argues for a closer attention to the 

politics of identity in disability studies, the students that speak in my last chapter do 

not refuse 'disability', they refuse the modalities in which they are spoken and turned 

into certain kinds of subjects through educational practices. 'To reiterate this is not 

an escape from power but its constant interrogation' (Ball, 2017:27). Proactive 

subjects of university, by engaging in constant ethical work on themselves, and by 

caring for the others, can 'chang[e] the social, cultural, and political conditions and 

the apparatuses in which we contingently find ourselves' (Milchman and Rosember, 

2010:7).  

     Therefore, in this chapter, disability, is interrogated not as something inherently 

bad that needs to be eliminated, but as an exercise of diagnostic and an analytic 

(Deleuze, 1991) of what is not accepted in our present higher education, what is 

considered as Other, of what is abjected and what is excluded (see figure below).   

 

 
Figure	10.	Diagram	of	higher	education	as	a	practice	of	freedom. 
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     This problematization, as well as this ethical work on the present, ‘always bears 

upon a material, an epoch, a body of determined practices and discourses’ 

(Foucault, 1984a:49), ‘an implicit level of values … even though it might be 

unsystematically articulated and varies in different historical and cultural contexts’ 

(Oksala, 2005:170). If for the ancient Greeks those values were beauty, nobility, 

mastery of the self among others, for our present we ‘inherited from the 

Enlightenment, such a freedom, autonomy and equality', but also the capitalistic 

coagulations around ability and the economy. The diagnostic of the present and the 

analytics of becoming interrogate and challenge an archive in which these values 

are the only constituents of subjects. It is a genealogy of ourselves but at the same 

time a practice of freedom. And for this reason, in the last section of my chapter, I 

heuristically attempt to show how education can become a site of freedom broadly 

following the lines that Foucault draws in his essay 'What is Enlightenment' (1984a) 

being 'an environment that encourages experimentation with the self; an awareness 

of one's current condition as defined by the given culture and historical moment, and 

an attitude or disposition to critique’ (Infinito, 2003:159). Infinito (2003) also informs 

her analysis of ethical practices in education along the lines of Foucault's three 

'elements of philosophical ethos'. She distinguishes between rethinking educational 

environments towards more space for experimentation, viewing the curriculum as an 

ongoing genealogy of ourselves, and educating for ethical self-creating as an 

attitude of critique, in such a way that both educational practice and the institution 

can be constantly rethought. By drawing upon both their perspectives, I draw an 

ethos for education that would enable creativity for critical self-formation, reclaiming 

a different way of experimenting the three institutional fixities of Bernstein's 

curriculum, pedagogy and assessment (1977).   

     And it is this care of the self and others as process of becoming that I will explore 

in the rest of my chapter, by presenting Rebecca, Giovanni, Fabio, and Romina as 

students that take care of themselves and others, becoming truth-tellers who 

articulate different ways of experiencing, and making, higher education. They are 

also students that, by being able to navigate the university as 'conscious' subjects of 

deficit, can use the knowledge they have of their disability and of the university 

context to engage in ethical work and challenge the taken for granted present. The 

focus on ethics can offer a different pathway, and it is a process that starts on the 

limits of what is given to us as universal, as necessary and embrace the work of 

critique on the contingent, the arbitrary, deploying a 'historical investigation into the 

events that have led us to constitute ourselves as subjects of what we are doing, 

thinking, saying’ (Foucault, 1984a:46). The following part of the chapter is divided 
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into sections, and in each of them subjects refuse specific crystallisation of the 

integrative inclusive university practices and transgress the limits by envisaging 

different ways of doing higher education. 

 

9.2 Refusing individualisation and medicine, enabling diversity. 
	
 
     The medical regime of truth, from the confession of either invalidity or DSA 

diagnosis to the medicalization of support and compensatory/dispensatory 

measures, provides a rationale and a language to govern disability through a 

welfarist reason. Romina denounces the tenets of a welfarist regime of practices, 

constructed on the rehabilitation of the disabled student and the objectification of 

differences against a healthy, normalised, able student. 

 

For example, the Disability Delegate talking to a girl who is dyslexic 
... she went to talk to the Disability Delegate and he told her: 'Don’t 
worry, miss, we’ll cure this disease.' 
This disease?? We cure it?? As if I could go and get a pill in the 
pharmacy and bye. 
 
It is clear that the system is wrong, because for instance if the 
Disability Delegate goes and says to his colleagues to do their job, or 
does what he should do but thinking that I have a disease, it is clear 
that something is wrong because I do not have a disease, mine is a 
condition, what kind of service am I provided with? 
 
               [Romina, May 2016] 

 
 

Working on ethical freedom, and educating for ethical freedom, entails 'at once a 

response to the creative possibilities inherent in human liberty as well as to specific 

infractions upon that liberty' (Infinito, 2003:158). Selves are violated once they are 

not engaged in their own construction as subjects. Romina attacks a specific  

 

… technique, a form of power. This form of power applies itself to 
immediate everyday life which categorizes the individual, marks him 
by his own individuality, attaches him to his own identity, imposes a 
law of truth on [her] which [Romina] must recognize and which others 
have to recognize in [her].  

                         (Foucault, 1982:781)
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'Clearly’ Infinito (2003:163) continues, ‘if people are concentrating on repairing their 

own souls, which is a life-long, intensive, and solitary task, the chance that they will 

come together and assert an alternative form of power is reduced'. Individualising 

subjects as medically disabled, placing their diversity from the norm in a medical 

regime of truth perpetrates existing power relations as it articulates individuals rather 

than collectivities. The individualising power of medicalisation and classification of 

bodies ‘is a form of power that subjugates and makes subjects to’ (Foucault, 

1982:781). Not only medicalisation of diversity individualises and blames students 

for their faults, but it also prevents a reciprocal recognition in the Other, and 

obstructs the politicisation of bodies.  

     Yet ethical work is inherently political. Romina through ethical work on herself 

begins to critically challenge these practices of domination, attempting to show how 

disabled subjects are not ‘subjects prior to this process of problematizing their 

experience’, trying to ‘practicing new ways of acting’ (Infinito, 2003:161). Foucault 

(1982:222) argues that power is an “agonism”, it is a constant provocation that we 

do to ourselves and that offers us different ways to conduct ourselves. From these 

provocations and different modalities of acting, diversity emerges as a positive work 

on the self, as a surprising and creative way of caring for the self, rather than from 

medical dividing practices. Giovanni here offers a new way of practicing diversity as 

ethical substance and transforming disability into a surprising experience in higher 

education. 

 
Well, in my opinion, my disability can be many different things, it can 
also be what I want it to be, my disability can also be a resource, an 
opportunity, it can be an excuse to see or think things in another way. 
It can also be a pretext to get to know people because people tend to 
behave differently sometimes … when they find the presence of a 
disability, maybe disability can be scary but paradoxically it can help 
the construction of some relationships, so for me my disability is a 
part of me substantially and it is something that I live in a way that is 
continuously different.  
             [Giovanni, February, 2016] 
 

 
 
Giovanni breaks free from medical and legal classifications of disability, from the 

truth and false of disability, and embraces his being blind as a resource to challenge 

the fear of the Other. The ethical activity of care of the self here derives from living 

‘the contingency of human experience as well as a recognition of and engagement 

with actual persons' (Infinito, 2003:166). The engagement that Giovanni has with 
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other people begins to show the care of the self as a social practice, rather than a 

medical deficit: disability becomes an excuse to face the ‘fear of the Other’, in which 

Giovanni, to care for himself needs to deal with. His continuous reinventing himself 

both through critical work on himself and critical work with other people, resonates 

with the ‘inventing’ attitude of the modern individual that Foucault (1984:42) reads in 

Baudelaire 

 

the modern man … is not the man who goes off to discover himself, 
his secrets and his hidden truth; he is the man who tries to invent 
himself. This modernity does not 'liberate man in his own being'; it 
compels him to face the task of producing himself. 

 
 

Giovanni produces himself in his diversity, not by overcoming disability but playing 

with the limits of difference, using blindness as chance to see things differently, 

making of it whatever he wants it to be. He challenges an individual construction of 

difference, the normalisation through medical categorisation, and rewrites the 

relation with his difference through encountering the Other. The ars arrangiarsi can, 

from here, take an afresh departure, making creativity not the art of making do with 

the compensatory measures we have, but the art of make of oneself whatever we 

like.  

 

9.3 Refusing a certain sensitivity. 
 
 
     Sensitivity comes into play when disabled students struggle to govern 

themselves as autonomous subjects of deficit. Here Rebecca talks about being blind 

as diversity of the university student body, and attempts to refuse sensitivity regimes 

of practices arguing that, in her opinion, 

 
[T]he university should protect this diversity but really with actual 
facts, that is not that, as I am different, I should waste triple the time 
of others because I have to do things that other [non-disabled] 
students can do by default, it should be granted that I ... for instance, 
as an institution, if you can you should deal with my situation. It 
shouldn’t be me normalise herself to others, but also you institution, 
give me the chances that you give to others, but not as almsgiving, 
no, not in that sense, you give me the tools to realise myself 
professionally as I want, no that you force me to get into those 
schemes that you have already in place because you do not pose 
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yourself the problem of how to make accessible the achievement of 
professions to which I would like to aspire. 
             [Rebecca, April, 2016] 

 

 

Rebecca is very aware of the discriminatory practices that make up disabled 

students’ university experience, and their constant subjectification to processes of 

normalisation. She speaks to power, frankly addressing certain kind of institutional 

practices that tries to meet disabled students’ needs in a charitable fashion. She is 

calling for an institution that does not subjectify students as needy against an ableist 

standard ‘it does not have to be me that I force myself to become as normal as the 

others’, she is calling for an institution that allows for work of creativity ‘give me the 

tools so that I can professionally realise myself in the way I want’. She is asking the 

university to protect diversity, ‘but really with actual facts’, in such a way that 

diversity can become the ethical substance which all students, and not only students 

that the dispositif makes disabled, can work on to become ethical subjects and 

invent new rules for the game of truth. The protection she envisages is a protected 

‘free’ field of government, mixing neoliberal creativity with welfarist solidarity. 

     The subject here as Leask (2011:64) suggests ‘is still regarded as a kind of 

fabrication – but it is now to be understood, in part, as a self-fabrication’. Autonomy 

becomes self-mastery, but not self-mastery of a deficit, self-mastery in which ethics 

are the site of critical refusal of normalising power. All this is not self-discovery, but 

self-production. The normalisation of diversity and the operations of sensitivity as 

domination can be challenged through dialogue, which enables the encounter of the 

Other with academic teaching and learning practices. 

 

What I’m saying is that if you open up with a person, then that person 
is more open towards you as well, you question each other and 
improve together, you enrich yourself… because for example, the 
professor of Roman Law, I told him: ‘I can do the exam on a 
computer too, it is not a problem!’ and him ‘but can you use a 
computer??’ and I replied ‘yes I can! I also take notes during class!’. 
And so he asked me ‘Uhm tell me more, you can take notes during 
class?’. It is a silly thing, but if I didn’t go and talk to him, he wouldn’t 
have questioned himself about the existence of a blind student and 
that that student could also use a computer. Instead it is a way of 
sensitising people, beyond their job, from their professional role to 
their quotidian life.  
          [Rebecca, April, 2016] 
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If we constantly practice “care of the self” - that is, if we are intimately 
involved in making judgements, in thinking critically and imaginatively 
about who we wish to be and the actions we performs, and if we 
practice self-reflection and dialogue with others – then the self we 
produce emerges out of the practice of freedom. 
 

         (Infinito, 2003:163)  
 

 
 

Here Rebecca discloses her thoughts, with 'a candour without rhetoric, speaking 

truth to power' (Ball, 2017:10). She is 'eschewing' normalisation of disability as a 

deficit by engaging in dialogue with her teachers, a dialogue with power. She argues 

how this everyday practice can prevent the objectification of diversity crystallised 

into practices of awareness (such as informative presentation for academic staff) 

organised by the Inclusion Service, as well as subjectification of subjects of deficit 

through promotion of confidentiality. Dialogue becomes a form of elaboration of 

diversity as her ethical substance and a practice that allows the recognition of the 

Other, dissipating stigma, practices of labelling and shame. By the means of 

dialogue, Rebecca makes human diversity an everyday university practice, and 

challenges the bureaucratic and managerial structure that makes up the university 

apparatus, speaking to power and truth of normalised (ableist) academic practices. 

 

9.4 Refusing abjection. 
	
 
     The neoliberal regime of practices and the performative workings of ableism cast 

aside students that do not comply with the agile, talented, and healthy university 

student. These students, through the operation of technologies of sensitivity and 

autonomy on their bodies, become abjected students. Fabio challenges the 

individualising ableist regimes of practices based on a normalised notion of 

performative autonomy. By engaging with a critique of the present of higher 

education, he identifies and refuses the premises on which abjection happens 

through university practices. 

 
You rightly asked yourself the question, why does the examination of 
dyslexic student last now for two hours and not three?  
 
Why today we have 'the frontal lesson' and 'the book'?  
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All this is based on the fact that [the majority of] students can quickly 
take notes and read books to facilitate their studies.  
 
But if one doesn't have one of those two factors, it  is out of the 
university, it's out of the academic world! I can’t take notes and so 
what the hell am I doing at university? And I pay the fees!   
 

        [Fabio, June 2016] 
 

 

As Infinito (2003:160) maintains, 'we are continually involved in assessing our 

“performance” as a subject of the world – a world inhabited by other subjects... the 

subject is a struggle against knowledge, power and subjectivations that act 

immediately upon him or her'. Fabio embodies the struggle, he criticises higher 

education assessing himself against the present ableist norm. He denounces the 

processes of exclusion, and the limited space for self-formation in university for 

students that cannot take notes and read quickly. Fabio historicises excellence and 

destabilises truth, his it is an ongoing critical insubordination (Ball, 2017) moved 

towards to the given order of present university in which his abilities do not have a 

place, making him an abjected student, and citizen.  

     Romina also carries out this struggle against abjection. She refuses abjection 

and invokes 'a system of education aimed at preserving and promoting democratic 

freedom ought to prepare individuals to recognise such infractions upon personal 

liberty as well as to promote the capacity for self-design' (Infinito 2003:158). 

 
…I have to say that we are the pioneers, how many blind students do 
you see at the university? Also we as dyslexic students are 60 out of 
how many students? 16,000? But even if there is one [of them], the 
world should turn over because if there is one, there will be others. 
What I say is that you are a professor and you explain your subject to 
me, but at the time of the examination you become a state official, 
and you must be able to put me in a position to express my 
knowledge in the same way as the others. So it doesn't matter if it's 
just two students, you must be able to evaluate us according to our 
condition. 
             [Romina, May, 2016] 

 

 

Romina recognises hers and others' university experience as 'pioneering', and she 

is pointing out how now students with different bodies are in university and how 

university must address this diversity instead of abjectifying it. As Leask (2011:63) 
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makes clear, ‘because life itself has become the site of a potential domination, so 

the scope for resistance to this potential is widened exponentially'. Romina is 

addressing fearlessly the process of abjection that happens when the disciplinary 

process of examination does not recognise students with different cognitive abilities, 

preventing in this way their (and hers) self-construction as critical ethical subjects of 

higher education. She advocates for considering diversity of student body and 

therefore of citizenry, ‘speaking frankly even when it flies in the face of the prevailing 

discourses and common sense’ (Ball, 2017:10). She is addressing the supposed 

impossibility of dealing with a high number of disabled students that the Disability 

Delegate for Physics was asserting in my previous chapter as part of the 

construction of the acceptable subject of higher education, she is fearlessly arguing 

against discrimination as ‘the world should turn over because if there is one there 

will be others’. This attitude is recognizing diversity, and not the dismissal of radical 

actions in changing teaching and learning practices justified by ‘the low numbers of 

disabled students’. Romina is pointing out how teachers are ‘state officials’ in a state 

institution, and they must ‘put her in the same condition as all the other students to 

express her knowledge’.  

     Fabio and Romina problematize the present ableist university, dismantling the 

coordinates of their university experience and refusing a disability dispositif that 

constructs a certain limited space of manoeuvre for them. From the lowly operations 

of power on their bodies, bio-power, to the call for space to ethically self-form as 

students, they are truth-tellers, who feel the duty to tell the truth as an ethical feature 

of the good citizen (Foucault, 2000b; Ball, 2015b). These students are ‘capable not 

only of determining their own behaviours, but also able to challenge and resist the 

dominant codes and structures of society’ (Sicilia-Camacho and Fernandez-Balboa, 

2009:458), fiercely denouncing the processes of abjection happening on their 

bodies. 

 

9.5 Refusing normalisation and the work on limits.  
	
 

     The care of the self is ethical work that happens on the limits of an experience, a 

historical ontology of ourselves, and philosophical ethos that Foucault, (1984a:45) 

defines as  

 
[A] limit-attitude. We are not talking about a gesture of rejection. We 
have to move beyond the outside-inside alternative; we have to be at 
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the frontiers. Criticism indeed consists of analyzing and reflecting 
upon limits. But if the Kantian question was that of knowing what 
limits knowledge has to renounce transgressing, it seems to me that 
the critical question today has to be turned back into a positive one: 
in what is given to us as universal necessary obligatory what place is 
occupied by whatever is singular contingent and the product of 
arbitrary constraints? The point in brief is to transform the critique 
conducted in the form of necessary limitation into a practical critique 
that takes the form of a possible transgression. 

 

 
This possible transgression 'eschews the limitations of the binary disability and non-

disability', escapes dividing practices and turns onto subjects themselves and their 

ethical work of care and becoming.  

In this section of the chapter, I attempt to explore the ethical-liminal work that 

disabled students do as a way of rethinking normalising teaching and learning 

university practices, enabling diversity as ethical substance, and handing to them 

the implications of my thesis.  

 

9.6 Refusing ableist teaching and learning practices.  
	
 
     Disabled students’ work on the limits of their university experience politically 

exposes the difference between normalisation and moralisation of diversity. Here 

Rebecca discusses her own perception of normality referring to one of the Law 

seminars.  

 
If by normality you mean that I have to do everything that others do, 
even when I can’t… like this morning there was a seminar on legal 
systems in the library, on paper books, and I said uhm, today I skip 
the seminar. If I had had to go instead, I would have had to look at 
the ceiling for half an hour, and this is no longer normal. The desire to 
do everything that others do regardless of your objective limits just 
because others do it, for example reading a sheet of paper, that is no 
longer normal, it is stupidity perhaps. … If by normality you mean 
homologation, then for me it doesn’t exist, but if by normality you 
intend to  try to enhance your diversity and in the meantime try to 
relate the society in which you live, then yes, I practice it every day.  
 
            [Rebecca, April 2016] 
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Diversity transcends normality, and becomes for Rebecca an aesthetics of 

existence, in which 'morality is not related to social, legal, or institutional systems, 

but the relationship one had towards the self' (Oksala, 2005:160). Rebecca here 

refuses to 'trying to do whatever the others do just because they do it', a behaviour 

disciplined through a technology of normalisation rather than a critical work on her 

possibilities. That would have disregarded 'objective limits', such as a blind student 

reading a paper sheet. Stupidity here becomes not being able to recognise your 

limits and thus not engaging in a critical reflection on yourself. 'According to 

Foucault, seeing such a dichotomous choice as inevitable ignore the very essence 

of modernity – the ability or attitude that “simultaneously respects [this] reality and 

violates it’ (Infinito, 2003:170). Rebecca accepts her limits, and at the same time 

turns her blindness into a chance to discuss accessibility and inclusiveness of the 

next seminar. 

 
That seminar was optional, hence I didn’t go, but next week we have 
another seminar on juridical databases, and on Monday I will go and 
talk to the seminar leader to understand how we can think of a more 
accessible tutorial, because there is an accessibility problem with 
juridical databases. 
             [Rebecca, April 2016] 
 
 

Work on the accessibility of the tutorial not only will allow Rebecca to fully 

participate to the university curriculum, but also will allow to rethink the ableist 

practices that make the teaching of Law, and open up for new ways of doing 

pedagogy. It is through the acknowledgment of her limits that Rebecca can become 

suspicious of the present and decide to talk to the seminar tutor.  ‘Being open to the 

infinite possibilities for change means a willingness to critique even our own 

commitments’ Infinito (2003:170) reminds. Rebecca actively decides to see the 

impossibility for her to go to the optional seminar, not as a practice of exclusion, but 

as a possibility to debate a different university. 

     Fabio instead discusses his limitations in following the laboratory sheet for the 

module of applied Chemistry, 

 
When you put me in a lab, and you tell me to switch on the machine 
and to set the right voltage on this level, I can’t understand. It is 
different if you give me an objective and you tell me ‘OK, now, try’. 
Then I might invent how to go about it. I am able to create my own 
path, I can picture it, and it is not a lab sheet. For example, the hand-
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outs of the laboratory of Chemistry is a very very difficult thing to me 
to face, because it is a very long read. 
      
               [Fabio, June, 2016] 
 
 

Fabio refuses the institutionalised and mundane modality of learning chemistry and 

invokes creativity as a way of finding his own way of learning the subject. Creativity 

here is disenfranchised from a neoliberal understanding, free from economic 

rationality, and it becomes an ethical way of learning, a forms of elaboration 

whereby Fabio can manage to learn how to do chemistry and to be a student of 

chemistry. He refuses a university system that teaches students chemistry by the 

means of laboratory records, which make him dyslexic. Fabio is attempting to 

constitute himself through a critical refusal, stressing how pedagogy at university, 

which asks him to slavishly follow a laboratory sheet, does not allow space for 

creativity in his ethical self-production as a student of chemistry. This also involves 

an ‘awareness of the dangers of the present and ongoing critical reflection— this is 

the work of a practical rather than a metaphysical self— which can clear spaces of 

possibility for experimentation with new modes of existence’ (Ball, 2012:149). Fabio 

transgress his limits as a student of Chemistry and calls for a pedagogy that enables 

an artful work of creativity. 

     Fabio advocates such creativity also in relation to assessment practices. In a 

relentless engagement with work done on his limits, he refuses normalising 

assessment methods, envisaging assessment as a process, and not as a fixed, 

resolutive verdict of an inner disabled self. In a rather picturesque modality, he 

brought me into the conversation, engaging with me as a peer, rather than an 

interviewer and, by the means of reversal, he uses my experience to challenge 

normalisation.  

 
Fabio: Now I ask you what's in the Mona Lisa. What is in there? 
 
Francesca: A face. 
 
Fabio: And what's in the background? 
 
Francesca: Some mountains. 
 
Fabio: Brava. And how would you describe her face? 
 
Francesca: Emblematic. 
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Fabio: Oh very good, emblematic, what a beautiful term. You can 
paint: the professor's verdict. 
 
 
This is how it works here, you learn mnemonically and I give you an 
executive verdict. But it does not work that way because to actually 
know if you can draw I can’t ask you what's inside a painting because 
that does not pass through the practice of painting. I have to make 
you paint. And in Physics is the same thing, if I want to know if you 
have understood either a concept, or a demonstration, it is useless to 
make you just write the demonstration! Because you learn it by heart. 
 

        [Fabio, June, 2016] 

 

 

'The locus of ethical activity is not in the solitary mind’ Infinito (2003:160) argues, 

‘but rather in the critical and creative capacities brought forth in praxis'. Fabio is 

refusing a form of examination that, by the means of normalising judgements and 

practices and hierarchical observation, makes his university experience dyslexic. He 

points out how assessing a mnemonic practice does not prove that he has learnt, 

that he has understood the matter of the demonstration, and he is arguing for a form 

of assessment that enables him to practice the matter and thus evaluates the 

process of learning, rather than assessing the mnemonic capacities of a student. 

This can happen in an environment that encourages experimentation (Allan, 1999; 

Ball, 2017) as a basis of education as self-formation. Here Fabio, starting from his 

limits, which emerge from an ableist university, ethically envisages the task of 

producing himself as a student of Chemistry, to make his self through practices of 

care. 

 

9.7 Reimaging spaces for education. 
 

 

     'The point is' Ball, (2017:23) asserts, ‘that education in the present has become 

one of the key sites at which the processes of normalisation are enacted' and for 

this reason perhaps other spaces of education need to be imagined. Fabio based on 

his experience with an online course on machine learning, envisages the 

dismantlement of university as a physical institution in the near future if new ways of 

teaching and learning are not rethought in a more creative, and accessible, way. 
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And that's what happens to me in class, the professor speaks too 
slowly. About things that I already know. And as he says an important 
thing, I've already lost it. This is  why the online class helps.  
And then I have to take a 5 minute break after 20 minutes. Who 
decided that the lesson should be 45 minutes and then 15 minutes of 
break? In this way, the physical class is favourable to one person and 
everyone else gets lost.  
So the right lesson is the one made and designed to be online, I want 
to listen to it at two o'clock because it's the moment when I'm more 
focused? I can do that. Because for example I did an online machine 
learning course, I learned a lot and understood everything. And what 
I did, the things I understood I made them go to double the speed, 
the things I did not understand I played them back 10 times. That is, 
the professor will never reach this personalization of the programme 
... What I say is that the lectures must become web pages, with 
writings, videos, dynamic exercises, so that everyone, from the child 
to the expert, from who has disability to those who have the most 
developed memory, everyone gets something out of that page. 
 
       [Fabio, June 2016] 
 
 

'By forming ourselves as ethical beings, we activate our capacities for creation and 

potentially bring about an ever-evolving person (ourselves), and thereby a new 

different world (Infinito, 2003:162). Through working on/at his limits, Fabio finds new 

spaces in which knowledge can be created, in which not only can he be the master 

of his world, but also part of a world in which others can find their spaces too. This is 

the reconfiguration of experience of disability into a relentless work of critique; it is 

bringing disability out of that 'state of exception' (Overboe, 2007:219) and making 

the diversity of human beings the basis for a politically and critically informed 

democracy. With the work on his self, Fabio politically engages with his ethical 

substance, process that leads him towards imagining creative new modalities of 

linking 'oneself as an artwork and the community in which one lives' (Milchman and 

Rosemberg, 2010:7). The care for the other here becomes a university in which 

everyone can fit in, a university that actively seeks inclusion (Allan, 1999), and this 

university for Massimo is located on the web, opening up a space for debate and 

discussion on the role of MOOCs and lecture recordings in the present and near 

future landscape of university practices. 
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9.8 Rethinking teachers and the relations with teachers. 
 

     'Pedagogy can no longer be taken solely as the oppressive, vertical, imposition 

of Power’ (Leask, 2011:67). Pedagogy must become a form of interaction and 

guidance that allows ethical work to happen, by critically working on the limits of our 

bodies, by stimulating creativity in pushing our boundaries through a critical 

reflection on our present. Fabio again offers a practical and effective picture of this 

limit-attitude and creativity activity on the self. 

 
 
Fabio: For example how do I evaluate a dyslexic student when he 
makes a calculation error? You should evaluate the procedure. How 
do you evaluate the procedure when everything is written in letters 
and the student reverses one thing with another? ... The professor 
says ‘if you get the calculation wrong that is a mistake’. But if I see a 
3 like an 8 how the fuck do I do? I see it just like that, in fact, the 
more the class goes, the more it becomes an 8.  
I have to write on the white sheets [instead of the squared ones] 
because if a minus matches the little line who sees it anymore? I 
have no control. 
 
It's like walking on the rope. 
 
Can you walk on the rope? 
 
Francesca: No. 
 
Fabio: Me neither. It's because you have no control over your 
balance on that. You can put all the attention you have but if you do 
not have control over that you can’t do anything and that's what 
happens to me, I do not have control over that. I can put all the 
attention I have but I do not have control over it. I have control over 
other things but not on writing. But the exam is based on that. The 
professor will have thought that I must subtract the resistance, when 
it must be added. 
                 [Fabio, June, 2016] 
 

 
Fabio is discomforted by the modalities in which truth in the university makes him 

‘known as an object of measurement' (Ball, 2017:4) aimed to produce him (or 

disqualify him) as a normalised – able – university student. 'It takes an effort to re-

describe our failures as failures of means, and not the result of a morally defective 

soul' Infinito (2003:165) claims. Fabio 'can put all his attention into that but he 

cannot help it, he cannot control it'. He sees his limits, and from those limits 
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transgression needs necessarily to start. The game of truth here is the encounter of 

a coercive, normalising modality of assessment with Fabio’s aesthetic practices of 

self-formation. He denounces the practices that makes him dyscalculic and that 

prevents him from living an aesthetic university experience, which would allow him 

to 'exercise the self upon the self’ to develop himself and become the master of 

himself, a good university student as a certain mode of being. Here, ‘transgression 

allows individuals to peer over the edge of their limits, but also confirms the 

impossibility of removing them’ (Allan, 1999:48 in Ball, 2017:29). 'To accept the 

“self” defined by such outside forces’ Infinito (2003:158-160) points out 'limits one's 

freedom in the sense that one is unable to transgress the given, to create oneself as 

something “other” according to one's own inclinations … the moral subject is one 

who is actively involved in creating himself or herself (among others) and who is the 

arbiter, within the given limits of contingent circumstances, of his and her own 

freedom'. 

     Teachers play a crucial role in this process of self-mastery, with education as 

self-formation involving a fundamental re-signification of the categories of student 

and teacher, and their interactions, purposes and relations (Ball, 2017). Failures of 

means can be avoided by rethinking the existent hierarchical practices.  

 
That's why I always ask, and professors almost never understand, 
that I want to do the same exam in the same way, but on the 
classboard instead of on a piece of paper, and I want them to follow 
me step by step because if I write a minus they can tell me 'wait, but 
what is it that you want to do?' 'I just want to add the two resistors' 'eh 
wait you wrote a minus'. And we agree that we don’t count the 
minuses. If a q becomes a p we do not count it. Things like that. 

 
                 [Fabio, June, 2016] 
 
 
Fabio, by arguing that the teacher should evaluate the process rather than the 

result, acknowledges that his self-formation as a student of chemistry requires an 

ongoing dialogue with the teacher which would include processes of summative 

assessment. He acknowledges how his learning experience makes sense by 

recognising his dependence on the teacher who is dialectically involved in the 

process. ‘One always needs the help of others in the soul’s labour upon itself’ 

(Foucault, 1983:3-23). This is also recognising that autonomy as self-mastery 

implies collaboration, co-construction of knowledge, here the teacher becomes a 

'genuine interlocutor' (Smith, 2006 in Ball, 2017:32). Power here is ‘horizontal’ in its 

flux of power relations; it defies the hierarchical and vertical ‘oppressive’ and 
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disciplinary conception, reworking the role of the teacher but also the relation 

between the teacher and the student. The teacher is no longer the figure that 

reveals the truthfulness or the falsity of the final outcome, and therefore the passed 

or not passed examination (and therefore, necessarily, the successful or failed 

student), but becomes the mentor that guides the student towards the self-

construction as a learner as part of a reflective process.  

      Inclusion in the sense of valuing difference both in human beings and in 

educational practices must entail a public endeavour involving every stakeholder in 

the academic milieu (Allan, 2015). And it is on this matter that Romina speaks 

fearlessly 

 
You should question the way teachers teach, because if three 
quarters of the class doesn’t pass your exam maybe it's not because 
they're all sluggish and don’t study, but because maybe there's 
something wrong with your way of transmitting knowledge. But this is 
a problem from elementary to university, professors should question 
more themselves, having the Chair shouldn’t stop you doing so. 
 
           [Romina, May, 2016] 
 
 

Romina is arguing for teachers who are willing to challenge their ways of 

'transmitting knowledge', questioning their teaching and learning methods. She is 

envisaging teachers that perform ethical – and therefore necessarily political – work 

on their role as educators. Foucault associates this work of self-critique to 'curiosity', 

as  

 
… It evokes "care"; it evokes the care one takes of what exists and 
what might exist; a sharpened sense of reality, but one that is never 
immobilized before it; a readiness to find what surrounds us strange 
and odd; a certain determination to throw off familiar ways of thought 
and to look at the same things in a different way; a passion for 
seizing what is happening now and what is disappearing; a lack of 
respect for the traditional hierarchies of what is important and 
fundamental.  
             (Kritzman, 1988:321) 

 
 
Curiosity can be the alternative to immobilised teaching practices, an openness to 

the present and to the diversity of the student body, the idea that 'more than one 

successful configuration is possible, given the various and contingent circumstances 

in which we live and the diverse abilities, needs, and interests of both students and 
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teachers' (Infinito, 2003:168). It implies questioning the way in which knowledge is 

disseminated but also how knowledge is constructed. Giovanni enjoys when 

students become integral part of knowledge construction 

 
...And then there are exceptional cases, teachers who not only help 
me to participate but make of my presence and of my continuous 
questions tools to clarify some things and there it becomes really 
beautiful, it also becomes interesting to go to class. 
 
              [Giovanni, February, 2016] 
 
 

'These different functions of professors, guide, advisor, and personal confidant were 

not always distinct – far from it: in the practice of the cultivation of the self, the roles 

were often interchangeable' (Foucault, 1986:52). Diversity in the class becomes a 

way of refining, clarifying knowledge, in such a way that the teacher is able to 

acknowledge the variety of perspectives that learning processes can take, 

incorporating them in their teaching practices as well as let students guide the 

learning process. Education for ethical self-formation becomes a way of connecting 

student, the Other, and personal freedom, a process of recognition of diversity and a 

political engagement with the present. 

 

9.9 Diversity, telos, and the politics of university.  
 

 

     It is not enough to refuse a disability dispositif. To be an ethical student, you also 

need to be the agent, the actor of your ethics. 'While freedom is a necessary 

condition for ethical acts, our behaviour as free beings will be ethical only as long as 

we “think about” or consciously consider what we wish to make of our freedom' 

(Infinito, 2003:157). 

Self-formation entails not only questioning normalising practices, but also practicing 

freedom from normalisation. Here Rebecca, with her account, challenges 

normalising practices 'from within society', helping push the limits set by processes 

of normalisation in the academic milieu. 

 
On the one hand, I am within [society] and I am a source of 
questions, because the others posed themselves the question of how 
to relate to me, so either if you want or you don’t want, I create you 
problems. But on the other hand, I also make problems to myself, 
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and then by working within society and entering into social 
relationships I make my life too isn’t it? 
 
Yes I will have something less, but I will gain something else [by 
being in society] to make up for that something I have less, and then 
in the end we will not be the same but we will know how to 
communicate … 
 
There is a disability that entrenches in itself and there is instead a 
disability that dialogues which in my opinion is the one that needs to 
be enhanced; dialogue should be the relationship that everyone has 
with disability, is it not? Both with themselves, because disability can 
also be a continuous questioning yourself, and with society because, 
as I said before, if I need something, I should go and tell you, 
because you can’t know [that I need that]. 
 
So I think disability can be seen in these two meanings, a positive 
disability that allows you to make yourself a life, and a negative 
disability, which students consider as a thing that precludes all the 
possibilities of creating a life. 
 
Slowly then pushing the personal and social limits this thing … with 
time … will be ... Absorbed.  
It will become part of the daily routine, it will become part of everyday 
reality. 

             [Rebecca, April, 2016] 
 
 
Rebecca provocatively touches all the aspects of problematisation, inclusion, 

integration, difference, care of the self and others in a neoliberal university. She lays 

bare how difference within is a source of questions, as the 'others', here being the 

Same, need to ask themselves how to interact with difference and engage in a 

process of reflection on difference and dialogue. Rebecca also reflects on herself 

and on how to conduct her life in a present in which 'difference is within society', in 

which institutionalisation is no longer a solution. And here she joins a welfarist, 

individualistic regime of practices with an inclusive one by valuing her 'having 

sometime less' but acquiring in the process of engagement and society 'something 

more' so to enable communication. Here she unfolds her form of elaboration of 

diversity as ethical substance in the form of dialogue. Dialogue is not only the ethical 

work that Rebecca does on herself to transform herself into the ethical subject of her 

behaviour, it is also the strategy that she uses to bridge differences, dialoguing to 

open up differences in society and to embrace them, 'because the other individuals 

cannot know them if you do not communicate them, if you don't dialogue with them'. 
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And it is in this way that the Other, which through the words of Rebecca is the 

Same, engages in a 'process of becoming-other' (Deleuze, 1991:164) and the Other 

and the Same overcome the binary difference and encounter in the process of 

dialogue, self-reflection and critique of the present. 

     Rebecca continues in her idea that disability does not have to entrench in itself, 

but it needs to dialogue. It is the disability that dialogues that 'allows you to have a 

life', and that enables the ethical, freeing dialogue with yourself that sets the 

conditions to rewrite the boundaries of your own freedom. Dialoguing becomes a 

practice of taking care of yourself and others, to open up to diversity and make 

diversity in human beings an enriching, eternal discovery. This work can happen 

through education practices that Leask (2011:68) defines as ‘creative, “enabling”, 

and positive', and an ethical work that is informed by 'actively' practicing freedom. 

Rebecca juxtaposes a negative disability, which precludes all the possibilities of 

creating your life, as the disability that does not question itself, that does not 

dialogue with itself and with the others. 'To be free is to be involved in effecting 

change in the world' Infinito (2003:157) reclaims. There is no space here for 

negative disability, indeed there is no space for disability as a category. Freedom is 

only possible with an affirmative meaning. 

     In her last sentence, she discusses how the work of dialogue can overcome the 

binary divisions between disability and non-disability. Quotidian work on personal 

and social limits can drive difference to be 'absorbed' in the routine, becoming part 

of the everyday reality. And this is her telos, by the means of a relentless work on 

herself and on her behaviours, dialogue of diversity will become 'an action that is not 

only moral in itself, in its singularity, it is also moral in its circumstantial integration 

and by virtue of the place it occupies in a pattern of conduct'. Diversity becomes a 

moral conduct. 

     In the same vein, Fabio discusses the 'absorption' of learning disabilities 

 
There will be changes because they will be forced to make them, 
they can't ignore the problem. I hope there are structural changes, 
not just about learning disabilities because a healthy teaching system 
does not present students with learning disabilities ... I hope in a few 
years in academic revolutions, in revolutions so that the university 
has so many strengths in teaching methods that the student can 
always approach the study in a serene way. I hope this, but it also 
takes a lot of willingness on the part of the teachers, but what I see is 
that after 5 years of lectures you are so used to those methods that 
you never ask yourself the question 'what's wrong? How would I like 
it to be? How would it help me? If everyone asked themselves these 
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questions every day the world would be better, because nobody is 
satisfied but nobody has the alternative. 

        [Fabio, June 2016] 
 
 

It is a matter of pointing out on what kinds of assumptions, what kinds 
of familiar, unchallenged, unconsidered modes of thought the 
practice that we accept rest ... Practicing criticism is a matter of 
making facile gestures difficult ... In these circumstances, criticism 
(and radical criticism) is absolutely indispensable for any 
transformation ... It is not therefore a question of there being a time 
for criticism and time for transformation, nor people who do the 
criticism and others who do the transforming ...  
 
          (Foucault,1988a:154-5) 

 

Here Fabio is promoting an ‘ethics of discomfort’ (Foucault, 2000b) in education, ‘an 

ethic which embraces discomfort as a point of departure for individual and social 

transformation’ (Zembylas, 2015:166), inviting students and teachers to ask 

themselves what can be constantly problematized, questioned, discussed to breed 

the terrain for creativity to enhance and promote diversity as an ethical educational 

practice. Fabio is unsettling, and unsettles others to react. He incites us to a 

relentless practice of critique of ourselves, towards continuous questioning 'what's 

wrong' in the institution, and towards imagining how we would like the institution to 

be. The absorption that Fabio talks about implies a change in institutional practices 

that would allow learning disabilities to disappear. But not because DSA students 

are excluded from university, but because they will no longer be a problem to be 

objectified. This would not happen through giving a smartpen to all dyslexic 

students, as the DDP was envisaging as a practice of autonomy. An ethical 

pedagogy of freedom advocates for 'a 'singularity' that exists without the binary of 

ability and disability' (Overboe, 2007:231), a singularity in which diversity becomes 

an expression of existence. But also in which a permanent criticism could be 

allowed as a way of practicing education, as a way of practicing democracy. In 

Fabio’s words, it is a modern form of power, 'a set of relationships between 

intellectual practice, self-formation and political engagement' (Ball, 2012:144). This 

engagement requires operating a critique of what it is thought as necessary, with the 

conviction that 'between ethics and other structures [such as social and economic 

structures] there are only historical coagulations and not a necessary relation' 

(Rabinow and Dreyfus, 1983). Genealogy then becomes a political endeavour, a 

means for self-formation, and the practicing of freedom. 
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Conclusion.  
	
 

     In this chapter, I have begun to engage with a different modality of working with 

methods of governmentality. I have attempted to show how, through ethical work 

and practices of self-formation, disabled students may be able to realise that they 

are freer than they think and can begin to rethink themselves differently. By using 

diversity as an ethical substance, I have shown how ethical work on the limits of 

disabled students’ university experience can encourage a refusal of their present 

condition, through questioning the medicalising, individualising and normalising 

pedagogy, assessments, teaching and learning practices that currently prevail. By 

refusing their status as abjected students, they challenge the contemporary ableist 

and taken-for-granted higher education historical configuration and, open up new 

lines of flight in which ‘disciplines have gradually ceased to be’ (Deleuze, 1991), to 

leave the space for the artful work of creativity. Perhaps diversity as an ethical 

substance is just another modality among all the ‘ways in which human beings are 

constituted as subjects’ or perhaps, as Casarino and Negri (2004:165 in Ball, 2017) 

provocatively argue the fact ‘that human beings make, build and produce 

themselves … emerges [as] a humanism after the end of Man’. 



	 283	

Chapter 10 
 

Conclusion. For an ethics of higher education. 
	
	
 

10.1 What I have done and where could we go from here? 
 
     The endeavour of my thesis has been to diagnose where our contemporary 

reason has posed the limits for existence of difference in higher education practices. 

I have delineated a disability dispositif that illustrates the contingent place of 

disabled students at university in relation to the forces that constitute our society in 

the present. I did this by archaeologically reconstructing how the disabled student 

became a problem to be governed in higher education, investigating the mutual 

emergence of the State with its economic reason and its population, and the 

fabrication of technics to govern the semi-natural processes proper of that 

population, in particular desire and the norm. By following the different formations of 

welfarist and neoliberal reason in the governing of the population, I highlighted 

regularities, recurrences, visibilities and silences that constitute the present of 

disability in higher education.  

     Then, genealogically I opened for discussion the present form of reason that 

governs and self-governs disabled students in higher education, which I called 

inclusive integration. Inclusive integration distances itself and critically rewrites most 

of the Italian literature both in pedagogy and in sociology, which tends to discuss 

integration and inclusion as consecutive and mutually exclusive, as well as 

debunking the very Italian approach of integrazione scolastica. Inclusive integration 

differentiates itself from other approaches to disability and education because is not 

ideological, it investigates disability in its contingent and fickle materiality, as 

emerging from contextual power and knowledge relations mobilised by the 

coexistence of intersecting historical forms of reason. In my genealogical analysis of 

a context-bound university, I explored how the disability dispositif and its inclusive 

integration produce, discipline, and govern the present disabled subject of higher 

education. I presented the university as a panopticon, in which a sophisticated 

apparatus of surveillance ensures that the Other within is made pliable and 

productive, demonstrating its normalising workings to accommodate difference in 

higher education by the means of a specific idea of autonomy, both informed by a 
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neoliberal understanding of the entrepreneurial higher education subject, and based 

on a construction of deficit made intelligible by a welfarist reason. I elaborated a 

technology of sensitivity as a technology of normalisation, which comes into play 

when subjects of deficit fail to govern themselves as entrepreneurial autonomous 

subjects of deficit in an increasingly neoliberal university, technology that makes 

them abjected students and citizens. 

     I explored the intersection of these two technologies and the subject positions 

that they open for disabled subjects to be made intelligible as university students by 

constructing a model that operationalizes the disability dispositif, the model of presa 

di coscienza. The model of presa di coscienza enabled me to investigate how 

performative and contingent discourses produce disability and disabled subject 

positions in higher education; to follow the fabrication of certain kind of defective 

subjectivities; and to analyse how disabled students use their space of manoeuvre 

to enact their capabilities and liberties.  

     I demonstrated how resistance is constitutive of both these subject positions and 

of the disability dispositif; thus putting myself in open debate with social theory and 

‘liberation approaches’ that counterpose a dialectical approach to disabled people 

oppression. The model of presa di coscienza in fact, is based on the degree of 

conscious embracement of disability to maximise its effect, therefore increasingly 

tightening the grasp of power upon students’ abilities and relying on their 

subjectification as neoliberal proactive subjects. Indeed the model of presa di 

coscienza neatly delimits an almost inescapable grid of power. 

     It is from here that my thesis attempts to give a final contribution to genealogies 

of disability in higher education. In my last chapter, I left the scene to disabled 

students and to their ethical work on living their university life as good students. I 

have tried to show through their accounts how diversity it is thinkable at university in 

times of austerity. Burchell (1996:33) urges us to remember that ‘genealogical 

analyses do not enable us to fix a tariff of the cost of different modes of existence. 

But they do enable us to pose specific, concrete questions of evaluation’. These 

questions of evaluation involve critical work on the levels of ‘body, soul, thought and 

conduct’, on the levels of which technologies of the self ‘act so to transform 

ourselves to accomplish certain ways of doing’ (Foucault, 1988:19). The task implies 

engaging with the ways in which we recognise ourselves as doing subjects, 

attempting to modify our relation to the present. It is indeed individual and patient 

work, which can unfold in a different way of articulating the problem of truth. Luxon 

(2008:396) points out that refusing ‘requires a grasp of “the real”, an ability to 

articulate what is already visible, and that one can bring the techniques learned 
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through self-governance to bear on this reality’. It is exactly this grasp of the real, 

the ethical work of critique of ourselves that ‘enables us to ask questions about the 

necessity of the relation between capabilities and domination, and about the 

possibility of modifying this relation or of disengaging one from the other’ (Burchell, 

1996:34). It enables to question the scientific foundations of the knowledges that 

make us not only intelligible, but also recognisable, speakable and workable. 

     It is from here that I want to talk about the implications of my study for current 

theory, practice and future research. I will do this in two separate sections, and with 

two different audiences, despite the boundaries being not that clear-cut between the 

two and the structures being very loose. As I said in my introduction, the ‘history of 

the present’ of disability in higher education can offer new starting points to rethink 

our ways of doing higher education, what we intend with inclusion and how we do it. 

This discussion will be led by disabled students’ subjugated accounts and it is from 

them that I will try to offer a space to rethink the ways in which we do policies on 

inclusion and disability on a more wider state government perspective.  

     Again, I am not providing comprehensive policy answers, but tools for engaging 

in rethinking our present. As Deleuze (1977:208) puts it, ‘a theory does not totalise; 

it is an instrument for multiplication and it also multiplies itself’. Hence, I will start 

with the local, with the implications for the wider community of people that constitute 

higher education. I go back to my last chapter, and follow the lines of flight that 

disabled and DSA students in higher education made visible to me. These lines of 

flight are not bases for new potential theorisations in the field of disability in higher 

education. Usher and Edwards (1994:10) could not point at this better, 

‘postmodernity describes a world where people have to make their way without fixed 

referents and traditional anchoring points’. Disabled students’ accounts constitute 

practical starting points to rethink how we do higher education, beginning from the 

everyday struggles and refusals of the limits imposed to how our understanding and 

self-understanding happen in higher education. ‘In this sense’ Foucault (1977:208) 

remarks, ‘theory does not express, translate, or serve to apply practice: it is practice. 

But it is local and regional … not totalising. This is struggle against power, a struggle 

aimed at revealing and undermining power where it is most invisible and insidious’.  

 

 10.1.1 Being sceptical of given knowledge. 
	
 

     One of the beginnings is located in challenging the medical regime of truths that 

makes disability intelligible and recognisable in higher education. Medicalising 
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diversity implies objectifying it as ‘unhealthy’ to the community, as well as providing 

targeted actions to prevent unhealthiness to spread through the student (and then 

social) body. This operation of power inevitably individualises and prevents not only 

recognition within the group subjectified as disabled, but also its integral part of the 

wider community of students and teachers. This means being sceptical of the 

posited scientific foundations of knowledge (Allan, 2015), which supply the language 

and practices to deal with specific ‘different’ students. This entails an engagement 

with scrutinising the ways in which inclusion and integration have been 

manufactured, as well as a critical engagement with that ‘special’ of special needs. It 

is by beginning to be sceptical towards given knowledge and practice that we can 

start engaging critically with diversity. 

 

 10.1.2 Rethinking the ethics of pedagogy, curricula, and assessment. 
	
 

     Higher education can be rethought as an ethical experience rather than a 

prescriptive set of tasks. This implies starting from students and teachers’ ethics to 

rewrite the ways in which pedagogy, curricula and assessment are done. Currently, 

the ways in which disciplines are thought are inevitably objectifying some students 

as the Other of the normal learner. To promote inclusive curricula, it is necessary to 

redress those ‘historical misrecognitions that have led to the privileging of particular 

epistemological frameworks in higher education’ (Burke, 2012:191). Curricula can 

become spaces of encounter for different modalities of being, as enriching the 

university community, including both teachers and students. Learning can happen 

through stimulating curiosity towards what is diverse from us, in such a way that we 

can constitute ourselves through the endless possibility of becoming other through 

that diversity. 

     This diversity of curricula, however, needs rethinking in relation to teaching 

practices in higher education. Enabling space for ethical engagement and 

transformation through pedagogy entails unlocking creativity of students, 

experimentation of the limits that they might have self-imposed or that have been 

imposed on their selves. This transgression of limits necessarily comes through 

exhortation to curiosity, to ‘practising beyond’ our current selves. This is indeed a 

difficult task for teachers, but it should not be thought as a hierarchical task. The 

work of ‘practising beyond’ is done by students, is not ‘taught by teachers’, teachers 

can be mentors in this process, stimulating autonomy as self-mastery in the process 

of continuously being thrilled by limits and by being curious to become other.  
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     It is necessary also to recognise that autonomy as self-mastery implies 

collaboration and co-construction of knowledge. This co-construction of knowledge 

depends on how far teachers ‘allow themselves to hope, accept their 

responsibilities, and are prepared to do the necessary work’ (Allan, 2015:293). 

Power needs to be redistributed, and hierarchical positions questioned and, if 

needed, abandoned. Perhaps it is a matter of rethinking what is that authority that 

teachers strongly hold to, redefining the contours of authority, as well as rethinking 

the pastoral games of domination. Burke (2012:194) suggests that this can be done 

if ‘those who have positions of privilege and authority subject their values, 

perspectives and judgements to critique, and open up the opportunity to learn from 

and develop knowledge collaboratively with those groups who have historically been 

excluded from such endeavours’. 

     Teaching critical ways of being, in fact, necessarily means to practice on one’s 

self those critical ways of being. Currently, critical thinking is ‘a compulsory 

requirement’ for an excellent performance in a summative assessment, but it is 

hardly taught (Burke, 2012). Perhaps, rethinking the neat division between teaching 

and assessing critical thinking can allow for different takes on this gap. Ethical 

engagement with oneself entails a relentless assessment of our practices and the 

two processes cannot be detached from one another. Fabio said it out loud, ‘don’t 

evaluate the final product, evaluate the process’. This evaluation would not objectify 

itself in a mark, but in a set of proposals for continuously become better in our own 

critical reflection and enabling the assessment of the myriad modalities in which 

subjectivities can become empty signifiers of endless ways of being filled with 

signified. This means evaluating our ‘concern for existence’, what Burchell (1996:34) 

associates with ‘a concern for freedom as requiring an endless exploration of the 

possibilities for the always-to be-reinvented activity of individual and collective self-

creation’. 

 

 10.1.3 Rethinking the institution and aims of higher education.  
	
 

     Burchell’s (1996:34) idea of ‘collective self-creation’ leads to rethinking higher 

education as a democratic institution whose aims necessarily need to entail the 

relentless promotion of different ways of experiencing diversity of being and doing. 

In this sense, university should protect diversity, but not by grounding it in the merit 

to be in, or in what Rebecca calls ‘almsgiving practices’, but through a serious 

commitment to social justice and equity. Sensitivity then becomes a protection of 
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freedom, a commitment to disentangle inequalities and addressing the play of 

dominations that relentlessly segregate specific subjectivities. As Burchell (1996:33) 

continues,  

 

This makes possible the introduction of new players into the game, 
the elaboration of new rules of the game, existing players, and new 
stakes of the game. If democracy is to be thought of not as an 
essence but as an always modifiable practice of individual and 
collective self-constitution (as a practice of freedom as way of life), 
then the ethics here might be described as a democratic one.  

 

This task goes beyond the institution itself and involves the wider cultural, economic, 

political social context. But this does not mean that higher education institutions 

should justify their ineffectiveness because caught up in aims, problems and 

solutions that fall outside their competences. Higher education institutions, 

especially in these neoliberal times, are inextricably imbricated with the production 

of a certain social, and their connection with the labour market is both 

circumscribing their role and aims and reshaping their cultures and objectives. As 

Burke (2012:194) rather pessimistically points out, ‘unfortunately, there are no 

quick-fix, tick-box answers to the problem of moving beyond hegemonic utilitarian 

and neoliberal widening participation frameworks’. However there are micro-

practices, micro-conducts, which can rewrite the ways in which the institution 

connects with – and prepares subjects for – a life beyond its premises. 

     One modality can involve practising the critical tools of ethical work in real life 

situations, applying them as part of the critical learning of ourselves and of our 

commitment to the wider community. In this way, ethical work would imply 

discovering ourselves as doing subjects, rather than ‘being subjects’ and therefore 

allowing for an endless task of perfecting, rewriting, reinventing ourselves through 

the application of critical thinking and ethical engagement ‘through the field’. Thus 

higher education institutions can lead not only to forming students that are 

committed towards the betterment of their community, but also to creating 

polyhedric subjects that can redesign their selves according to the mutable 

conditions of our present.  

     However, this implies questioning the liberal idea of autonomy, which until now, 

has been shaping and creating dependent and not self-sufficient subjects. There are 

modalities of practicing autonomy that are left in the irrational, that are not 

recurrences, visibilities, possibilities on the tabula of existence and difference in 

higher education, such as an autonomy not causally correlated and based on self-



	 289	

sufficiency and independency of the individual. We need to resume and practise 

autonomies that acknowledge that the task of living is relentlessly accomplished 

through the support of other people. We are not alone in the construction of our 

selves, as well as in the pursuit of our everyday tasks. It is in this different notion of 

autonomy that the micro of the subject, the meso of the institution and the molar of 

the state encounter, and it is from here that I will take my lead to the last set of 

‘deliberately tentative and under-developed prompts’ (cf. Slee, 1999:203) for more 

socially just, diverse, and inclusive higher education policies. 

 

 10.1.4 Rethinking policy as morals. 
	
 

     Policies are one of the best examples of those key texts that I was inviting us, 

some lines above, to be sceptical of. Given the mutual production of State and 

subjects, policies and the economy are powerful tools to shape subject positions 

towards certain State aims. Here I am not saying that economy, subjects and State 

should be separated, but I believe that the political work of ethics can greatly inform 

the ways in which they are connected.  

     This can happen if we reimagine policies not as a set of prescriptions, but as an 

open set of moral conducts. Foucault sustained the idea that the prescriptive 

language of right was difficult to deploy and maintain in political struggles, and that it 

was not a solution to the endless games of power and dominations. As Gordon 

(2001:xxxi) remarks, ‘we should look towards the possibility of a new form of right, 

one which must indeed be anti-disciplinarian, but at the same time liberated from the 

principle of sovereignty’. Policies as morals in this sense ‘can exist and be created 

without requiring foundational juridical premises’ (ibid, xxxi), being produced and 

continuously affirmed through self-reinvention according to the situation in which we 

find ourselves living and acting. In this way, Slee’s (1999:205) proposition ‘policy 

needs to recognise the particularity of the range of sites to which it speaks’ can be 

enacted, leaving dynamic, ethical space to individuals, institutions, community, to 

‘practise the norm (policy) as ‘endless ways of being’ (Usher and Edwards, 

1994:10). 

     Policy as a set of morals informing our ethical living can also attempt to address 

those ‘three key formulations’ (Gordon, 2001:xxxiii), which have implications for our 

present that Foucault left us in his theory of the state, government and power. The 

first formulation implies ‘security and autonomy’. Here Foucault ‘speaks of the need 

for a new flourishing of governmental inventiveness to reshape the welfare state so 
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that older demands (and achievements) in the areas of individual social security are 

satisfied conjointly with new demands of personal autonomy’ (ibid, xxxiii). Linked to 

rethinking our idea of autonomous and independent self-contained subjects, security 

could be rethought through the conception of autonomy as an ethical modality of 

conducting our selves, ‘rather than our bodies’. By doing so, autonomy of the self 

can be detached from the idea of ‘dependency on others’ and therefore of ‘being a 

burden’. Security can become security of the space of government for the ethical 

conduct of ourselves, according to the morals of policy and therefore of the state, 

detaching these practices from monetary evaluations. 

     The second relates to ‘capacities and dominations’, where Gordon (2001:xxxiii) 

recalls Foucault’s question on ‘how can the growth of capabilities be disconnected 

from the intensification of power relations?’ If the loose terrain on which the 

community of human beings can flourish is made operational by the definition of 

morals, capabilities lose their sense of existence. An ethical conduct implies that 

acting ethically comes before ‘the final product’, the result of our abilities. Abilities 

then can be inscribed in the non-discursive, they come to signify the endless ways 

in which, through our ethical engagement with ourselves and the community, we 

can contribute towards creating the possibilities for shaping the space of others’ 

ethical engagement and transgression.  

     The third formulation is connected with ‘relational rights’, linked to the 

‘impoverishment of the relational fabric’ of the Western society. The autonomy given 

by rights is highly individualising and focused on the centredness of the individual. 

Relational rights can be seen as a ‘decentering of rights’ showing how, in the very 

same way the subject is decentered by the endless play of different localised and 

contingent identities, also rights are socially constructed. Together. The right of 

autonomy of a student then becomes the right of autonomy of the community of 

students, in which relations, mobilised by an idea as policy of morals, are integral 

part of the affirmation of that right to autonomy. In this way, through critical learning 

and engaging, community bound can be strengthened, but also opened to the 

recognition that every individual we encounter constitutes integral part of what we 

conceive as very individual and personal rights. As Slee (1999:204) rightly points 

out, this formulation of ‘relational rights’ cannot be ‘politically quick-fixed’, suggesting 

to rethink an education reconstruction as a task ‘that transcends incremental 

reform’. 
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10.2 Myself in this process and space for further investigation. 
	
 

     I want to close with some reflection on my doctoral journey and where it could go 

next. I like to think the writing of a post-structural thesis as a constant displacement. 

A displacement of knowledge(s), whose limits continue to unfold and turn one 

against the other; a displacement of subjects, who dissolve and come back to life 

according to positions in history, contexts and discourses; a displacement of 

objects, which are brought into existence without having an origin. However, the 

most challenging displacement, it is the one of the researcher. By taking up the 

challenge of embracing a post-structural perspective, I engaged with an act of 

deracination from any possible structure in the doctoral process. A post-structural 

perspective debunks the harmonious process of developing a thesis into a final 

unitary piece of work, into a realisation of a totality; there is no ‘theology of creation’ 

(Young, 1981:5). It takes long periods of reflexion, for a beginner researcher, to 

understand that this acknowledgement entails perfectly mastering your position, and 

being able to unhinge that position and look at it with the awareness of its 

ephemeral nature. My own subjectivity has been quite difficult to manage throughout 

the whole research process. Young (1981:7) could not convey it any better when he 

admits that it is ‘this self-critical, self-transforming aspect that is often found so 

irritating and so confusing in post-structural thinkers’. While conducting my research 

and dovetailing my pre-decided position piece by piece, I have lost myself countless 

times. And now, in the process of recalling and describing those times I re-centre 

myself, to communicate my endeavour to a wider audience. This is what I 

understand as post-structural research: to have the courage to lose yourself in the 

process, and to have enough endurance and audacity to find your voice again 

among the ruins (Lather, 2001). Such process and ‘such questions’, Tamboukou 

(2003:21) remarks ‘create unexplored and even unthought-of areas of investigation. 

Foucault’s genealogies do not offer methodological “certainties”. They persistently 

evade classification, but they do inspire the writing of new genealogies to interrogate 

the truths of our world’. 

     Which genealogy will I write next? There is so much left outside of my thesis. I 

talk about inclusion and diversity of modalities of being that necessarily entails the 

work of the whole community and yet no account of non-disabled students is there. 

Their accounts, as well as those of the academic community as a whole are so 

needed in a moment in which the ‘università di serie A e serie B’, which Renzi was 
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mentioning in the dispositif of inclusion, are being normalised and materialised26 

Perhaps my next endeavour will embrace diversity tout court but not as a universal, 

rather as a way of transgressing unity and exploring how diversity can be made 

thinkable to our subjectivities. Moreover, now Law 107/2015 ‘La Buona Scuola’ has 

introduced the ICF (2001) as the Classification to guide (produce) disabled students’ 

functional profiles in schools, thus introducing also the bio-psycho-social model of 

disability and involving neuro-differences in the framing of the PEI. This can be read 

as another epistemic shift, a change in the grid of disability formation that opens up 

for new visibilities, possibilities and modalities of being that will describe disability in 

higher education. 

     An intersectional study of disability and State racism (Foucault, 2003) is a 

political commitment that is urgently needed in the present, in a world in which 

sovereign power is rewriting identities and shifting –or deleting- certain possibilities 

of being Other27, rewriting national identities in such a way that everyday practices 

of eugenics are made thinkable and doable. Intersectionality necessarily needs to 

be taken into account. Our selves are fluctuant, they are made of different identities 

that intersect and create multiple dominations. I can follow the way already shown 

by Dis/Crit, critical studies in disability and race, but not from a social theory 

perspective. I would not pursue an ideology of betterment and progress, I want to 

continue research ‘the politics of care of the self’, as ‘both a genealogical analysis of 

the historical contingencies, and their attendant power relations, that produced our 

modern subjectivity, and the possibilities now contained within our present reality for 

creating new modes of subjectivity’ (Milchman and Rosenberg, 2011:4).  

     These are just two of the myriad of directions I can take from here. The only thing 

I am sure, it is how I feel charged and excited, even after these long five years, and I 

am ready to embark with academic political action to seek to contribute to make this 

world a bit more socially just. Who said that Foucault was trapped in an impasse of 

power? 

 
 
There you are, all wrapped up and loose ends tied. (Foucault, 2009:110)  

																																																								
26	https://www.roars.it/online/wp-content/uploads/2019/05/DM-ex-art.1-comma-2-legge-
240_2010_15-aprile-2019.pdf	
27	https://www.theguardian.com/world/2019/may/19/teacher-suspended-pupils-italian-far-
right-law-salvini-decree		
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Appendix A 

Consent for participation in a research interview 
 

Being disabled at the Italian university: a genealogy of disability and education. 
PhD project - Francesca Peruzzo 
UCL - Institute of Education 
University of London 

 

I agree to participate in a research project led by PhD candidate Francesca Peruzzo 

from the University College London – Institute of Education in London, UK. The 

purpose of this document is to specify the terms of my participation in the project 

through being interviewed. 

 

1. I have been given sufficient information about this research project. The purpose 

of my participation as an interviewee in this project has been explained to me and is 

clear. 

 

2. My participation as an interviewee in this project is voluntary. There is no explicit 

or implicit coercion whatsoever to participate. 

 

3. Participation involves being interviewed by Francesca Peruzzo PhD candidate 

from the UCL – Institute of Education. The interview will last approximately 45 

minutes. I allow the researcher to take written notes during the interview. I also may 

allow the recording (by audio/video tape) of the interview. It is clear to me that in 

case I do not want the interview to be taped I am at any point of time fully entitled to 

withdraw from participation. 

 

4. I have the right not to answer any of the questions. If I feel uncomfortable in any 

way during the interview session, I have the right to withdraw from the interview. 

 

5. I have been given the explicit guarantees that the researcher will not identify me 

by name in any reports using information obtained from this interview, and that my 

confidentiality as a participant in this study will remain secure. In all cases 

subsequent uses of records and data will be subject to standard data use policies at 

the UCL (UCL Information security policy), to the BERA Ethical Guidelines for 

Research (British Educational Research Association, 2011) and to the Codice 

Deontologico dell’Associazione Nazionale Sociologi. 
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6. I have read and understood the points and statements of this form. I have had all 

my questions answered to my satisfaction, and I voluntarily agree to participate in 

this study. 

 

7. I have been given a copy of this consent form co-signed by the interviewer. 

 

 

 

 

____________________________     

________________________ 

Participant’s Signature     Date 

 

 

____________________________    

 ________________________ 

Researcher’s Signature     Date 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

For further information, please contact: 

Francesca Peruzzo  

Francesca.peruzzo.14@ucl.ac.uk 

 

Department of Education, Practice and Society 
UCL – Institute of Education 
20 Bedford Way, 
London WC1H 0AL 
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Appendix B 

List of interviewees 
 
Disability Apparatus (professional and administrative personnel) 

 

Disability Delegate for the Provost of Università degli Studi 

Disability Referent of the Inclusion Service of Università degli Studi 

Psychologist of the Laboratory of Observation, Analysis, and Training.  

Head of the Laboratory of Observation, Analysis and Training 

Specialised Tutor 1 - Alex 

Specialised Tutor 2 - Elisabetta 

Assistants’ Coordinator for the Inclusion Service - Luisa 

Disabled Students’ Assistant 1 - Luciano 

Disabled Students’ Assistant 2 - Serena 

Departmental Disability Delegate for Economics 

Departmental Disability Delegate for Architecture 

Departmental Disability Delegate for Physics 

Departmental Disability Delegate for Mathematics 

Departmental Disability Delegate for Sociology 

Departmental Disability Delegate for Humanities 

Departmental Disability Delegate for Telecommunication Engineering 

Departmental Disability Delegate for Social Services 

Departmental Disability Delegate for Technical Engineering 

 

Academic institutional figures 

 

Provost of Università degli Studi 

Associate Professor of Human Computer Interactions – Department of 

Information, Engineering and Computer Science 

Researcher developing a research on disability in Università degli Studi – 

Department of Sociology and Social Sciences 

Head of Gender and Equality centre 

Researcher 1 at the Gender and Equality Centre 



	 296	

Researcher 2 at the Gender and Equality Centre 

Professor of Sociology – Department of Sociology  

Head of the Student Merit and Evaluation Commission 

Student representative of Universtità degli Studi 

 

Disabled Students 

 

Fabio – Dyslexic and dyscalculic student 

Maria – Dyslexic student 

Sofia – dyslexic student 

Romina – dyslexic student 

Rebecca – blind student 

Giovanni – blind student 

Paolo – blind student 

Benedetta -  visually impaired student 

Valentina – visually impaired student 

Gianluca – visually impaired student 

Silvia – student on a wheelchair 

Simone – student on a wheelchair 

Antonio - student with mobility problems 

Giulia – student with multiple disabilities 

Pietro – student with multiple disabilities  
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Appendix C 

Examples of analytical mind-mapping and arenas. 
 

 
 
Figure 11. Initial brainstorming for arena's production. 
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Figure 12. Arena of integration/handicapped, inclusion/disabled. 
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 Figure 13. Arena of university regime of practices. 
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Appendix D 

Example of analysis using Scrivener. 

 

Figure 14. Example of tripartite and multi-level use of Scrivener to develop the 
analysis.  
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Appendix E 

Transcript of an interview 
 
Sofia, 25 anni: magistrale psicologia con percorso neuroscienze 
 
 
F: Ciao Sofia, grazie per la disponibilità che mi hai dato a fare una chiacchiera con 
me. Vuoi raccontarmi un po’ come hai deciso di fare psicologia? Cosa ti ha portata 
qui e come ti trovi? 
 
Sofia: Ho intrapreso la carriera di psicologia per passione, mi hanno aiutato tanto 
quando ero piccola e sono stata tanto felice di intraprendere questo percorso. 
Al primo anno è stata dura perché c’è stato un bel salto rispetto alle superiori a 
livello di studio dove sono stata anche bocciata un anno. 
Poi quando ho cominciato l’università studiavo tantissimo troppo rispetto agli altri, 
ridavo gli esami 5 o 6 volte senza passarli, quindi ho detto va bene c’è un servizio 
di consulenza usiamolo.  
Ho scritto una mail, ho fatto questo colloquio con la psicologa e a lei ho detto 
guarda sto studiando troppo rispetto agli esami e quindi ho detto sono ansiosa 
perché anche mia mamma mi ha sempre detto eh ma ti agiti troppo per le verifiche. 
E quindi quando studi non memorizzi niente e quindi non memorizzi niente perché 
sei in ansia. Quindi a lei ho detto ma quindi sono in ansia o c’è effettivamente 
qualcosa che non va?  
 
E da lì ho cominciato il percorso di tutti i test perché prima li fai per valutare 
che il QI sia a livello normale perché altrimenti sarebbe un ritardo e non un 
disturbo dell’apprendimento, una volta che ho verificato che il QI fosse a posto ho 
anche tirato un sospiro di sollievo e allora lì ho iniziato tutti i test specifici di lettura 
comprensione e memorizzazione ecc e lì c’è stato detto che sì c’è un disturbo 
specifico dell’apprendimento, in particolare dislessia e allora bisogna riadattare tutto 
quanto, il metodo di studio ecc. e adesso va meglio dai!  
 
F: Quando non riuscivi a passare gli esami o quando studiavi alle superiori cosa 
succedeva che non riuscivi a memorizzare? 
 
Diciamo che alle superiori il mio metodo era: leggere il libro e sottolineare le cose 
importanti, anche se poi finivo per sottolineare un po’ tutto, riscrivevo tutto, quindi io 
ho praticamente tutti i libri riscritti e poi sottolineavo tutto quello che avevo riscritto e 
ricominciavo a ripetere. E io mi accorgevo effettivamente che non mi ricordavo mai 
quello che stavo ripetendo, quello che stavo leggendo e quindi quello che facevo 
era ripetere sempre le stesse cose finche  non mi entravano in testa. All’università la 
stessa cosa, ma il carico di studio è molto più alto e non potevo più leggere tutti i 
libri e riscriverli, quindi io mi trovavo a dover solo leggere il libro e in teoria come 
facevano i miei compagni dopo aver letto le cose, sottolineato, ripetuto, ma a me 
non succedeva. Vedevo i miei compagni che leggevano sto paragrafo e chiudevano 
il libro e ripetevano, io non ce la facevo, io proprio non ce la faccio. Io una cosa 
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cerco di memorizzarla ma non la memorizzo, quindi andavo a fare gli esami, e 
dicevo madonna quando sarò lì le cose mi verranno, ho studiato tantissimo e in 
qualche modo le cose che ho memorizzato verranno fuori. Quindi provo, però o 
andavo in confusione, o non capivano bene cosa rispondessi o non capivo che cosa 
volessero che rispondessi, le cose le sbagliavo, oppure le scrivevo giuste ma non 
erano quelle che mi avevano chiesto, e quindi io rifacevo rifacevo rifacevo l’esame 
finchè non prendevo 18-20 e lo accettavo perché ero esausta. Questo era quello 
che succedeva. 
 
F: Perché adesso hai cambiato metodo di studio… 
 
Sì allora dai test è venuto fuori che io sono molto attenta a leggere bene, se tu mi 
dai un testo io te lo leggo e tu non è che noti particolari problemi, sì OK sono più 
lenta ma non è che faccio chissà quali errori, sì piccoli ma accettabili. È che per 
leggere bene io uso tutte le energie che ho e salto tutta la fase di memorizzazione, 
quindi non memorizzando non so le cose. E in pratica è venuto fuori dai test che io 
ho una memorizzazione uditiva molto alta e quindi ho dovuto riadattare il metodo 
usando gli audio libri. Ho iniziato con quelli solo che le voci sono troppo elettroniche 
quindi fa un po’ schifo e non è che funzionassero benissimo, avevo cominciato a 
contattare quest’associazione che ti leggeva i libri perché ci sono questi volontari 
che ti leggono i libri però boh non mi piaceva. Sono stata abituata 20 anni a leggere, 
ed è per forza diverso, devi stare lì ascoltare e poi magari ti perdi qualcosa e poi 
uno legge il nome sbagliato e dici madonna come l’ha letto e quindi ti distrai. E non 
è sempre funzionale.  
Poi ho iniziato a farmi passare dal tecnico dell’università tutte le audio lezioni, 
quindi io mi ascoltavo un’altra volta tutte le lezioni, quindi io vengo a lezione 
sempre perché so che mi serve, inizio ad ascoltare i libri se non sono troppo 
grossi o mi metto a leggerli, sapendo però che non memorizzo un gran chè, 
riascolto le lezioni e a computer mi riscrivo tutto. Al computer mi riscrivo tutto, sono 
riassunti discorsivi, non posso farmi schemi perché sennò non mi capisco. E 
facendo così mi sono resa conto che me li ricordo. Perché comunque mi ricordo 
anche il momento in cui le ha dette, riesco ad associare più cose, ho anche una 
buona memoria visiva, per dire anche cavolate tipo ad un certo punto entra una 
persona in aula e io mi ricordo che mentre spiegava quella cosa lì è entrata una 
persona in aula. Dopo tutta questa fase qui comincio a schematizzare, ma punti 
chiave proprio perché ho già memorizzato tutto e allora mi capita che riesco a 
ricordarmi come ho scritto quelle cose, quindi lì si che è memoria visiva. Ho tutto 
memorizzato e cerco di avere una visione dall’alto, per questo devo dire questo 
questo e questo e vedo che funziona. Poi ho cominciato a fare gli esami orali 
anziché scritti perché mi sono resa conto che le crocette non fanno per me, tu mi fai 
una domanda e io mentre leggo la prima possibilità mi sono già dimenticata quale 
sia la domanda. Leggo la stessa frase 5 volte, vado su e giù con la lettura, divento 
scema, le sbaglio mi stanco, vado male, se sono domande aperte vado meglio 
perché se sono più discorsive riesco a formularle meglio e a pensare a cosa 
scrivere, mi capita spesso di perdere il filo logico magari mi perdo dei pezzi ma poi li 
aggiungo ecco, invece parlando non mi succede, non mi sembra così tanto, però se 
sono nello scritto devo pensare solo a mente e poi a livello sintattico mi sembra che 
non sia formulata benissimo quindi mi viene da riscriverla.. 
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E quindi la modalità preferenziale è quella orale e sono passata da 18 o a non 
passare l’esame a prendere 30. 
 
F: Ma tu sei riuscita a capire queste cose quando sei andata dalla psicologa o già 
prima le capivi? 
 
Un po’ entrambe le cose, al liceo non riuscivo a capire perché non mi andavano 
bene le verifiche, prendevo 5.5 sempre lì a filo, continuavo a cambiare metodo, li ho 
davvero passati tutti, prima ripetevo a mia mamma i primi anni, alle medie studiavo 
con una signora a cui ripetevo le cose e poi lei me le spiegava e diventavano anche 
più divertenti, quindi mi rendevo un po’ conto di questa cosa, però non capivo bene 
cosa fare, non capivo da che parte girarmi, mi rendevo conto che le cose non 
andavano come volevo ma comunque anche cambiando metodo non migliorava 
niente, e in più non ero a conoscenza dei disturbi dell’apprendimento… 
 
F: Non c’era informazione a scuola? 
 
No assolutamente, a mia mamma i professori dicevano che ero una ragazza 
scostante che ero molto intelligente ma che non mi impegnavo abbastanza, che non 
studio abbastanza e invece io mi facevo un culo cosi, mi mamma mi vedeva 
studiare ma diceva che non dovevo essere così ansiosa ma poi è un circolo 
vizioso perché tu vedi che studi e poi la verifica va male e poi pensi andrà 
male anche la prossima e si innesca un circolo così.  
Invece poi all’università ho iniziato a prendere contatto con i disturbi specifici 
dell’apprendimento, un po’ perché mio papà ha fatto fare il test ai miei due 
fratelli che non andavano bene a scuola e sono risultati entrambi dislessici e mio 
papà anche. 
Poi all’università sono arrivata a conoscenza a lezione dei disturbi specifici 
dell’apprendimento e mi si è accesa la lampadina. Ma forse mi ci si ritrovo un 
po’! 
 
E così l’ho detto a mio padre e lui mi ha detto sì entrambi i tuoi fratelli ce l’hanno ma 
non l’ho detto perché non volevamo creare problemi, poi tu alla fine ce l’hai sempre 
fatta, al liceo hai fatto fatica ma comunque ci sei riuscita e non volevamo montare 
su una cosa. E così io ho detto vabbè mi arrangio, sono andata da sola a farmi i 
test. 
 
F: È stato un sollievo per te? 
 
Sì è stato un sollievo, io sono andata là che la mia mente era proprio nebbia, io 
sono andata là per capire perché non mi andavano bene gli esami, che cavolo ho 
che studio così tanto e non mi vanno bene gli esami? E quindi nel momento in cui 
ho fatto questi esami ed è risultata dislessia da un lato ho detto ma che sfiga, 
dall’altra ho detto almeno sai. Ho detto che sfiga un po’ perché sono venuta a 
saperlo così tardi, un po’ avere questa difficoltà.  Perché effettivamente a me sale 
ancora il nervoso quando vedo la mia coinquilina che studia una settimana e le va 
benissimo l’esame e lei è tranquilla, è brutto. C’è nei momenti più intensi, di 
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sessione di esame, non è che io me la viva male, una volta che sai che c’è ti 
organizzi. 
 
Anzi a me se lo devo dire, la parola disabilità non piace, cioè io proprio il fatto che 
capisci come sei e come deve essere il tuo metodo di studio per rendere meglio hai 
risolto il problema, disabilità è proprio una disabilità cioè una mancanza se vuoi, 
qualcosa che veramente altera la tua quotidianità, per me la dislessia non è una 
disabilità, è una diversità. Penso che siamo in una società che richiede la lettura, lo 
studio sul libro, se fosse diverso sarebbe forse un problema per gli altri, non per me. 
 
F: Quale sarebbe per te la situazione ottimale, come dovrebbero cambiare le 
pratiche universitarie perché per te andasse benissimo? 
 
Beh per me potrebbero continuare a fare lezioni frontali, un po’ dinamiche quindi 
con discussioni di gruppo, con interventi in aula e magari delle piccole interrogazioni 
alla fine di ogni argomento, o magari lavori più pratici, lavori di gruppo o anche 
discussioni su situazioni un po’ più realistiche, perché poi comunque nella vita tu ti 
studi il libro e poi ti chiedono le cose di teoria, quindi la cosa ottimale sarebbe avere 
delle lezioni più di scambio e avere delle verifiche orali, metti che un corso dura un 
mese e fai interrogazioni ogni due settimane. E poi a lavoro un po’ più contenutistico 
perché a volte non passi l’esame perché non hai scritto come volevano loro, quindi 
lì dici ma scusa ma tu guardi se io scrivo bene, come io formulo le frasi, o se il 
contenuto lo so? Su cos’è l’esame su grammatica italiana o sulla tua materia? 
Questo sarebbe l’ideale. 
 
F: Quindi tu il test d’ingresso l’hai fatto? 
 
Sì l’ho fatto e l’ho passato, ma io ho fatto 4 test d’ingresso, perché avevo provato 
in università diverse, e sono passata solo qui, un po’ perché c’era poca gente quindi 
più probabilità di entrare, poi il mio punteggio non era molto alto, poi diciamo che 
c’erano cose di matematica che avevo fatto alle superiori quindi sì insomma l’ho 
passato. Diciamo che è stato un po’ brutto perché visto che ne ho fatto uno e ho 
visto che non sono entrata, ne ho fatto un altro e non sono entrata, ne ho fatto un 
altro e non sono entrata, sono andata in crisi e non volevo neanche venire a farlo 
qua. E il giorno prima di venire a farlo qui ho detto a mia mamma, no mamma non 
vado che cosa vado a farlo tanto non sono entrata da nessuna parte proprio non 
volevo venire. Poi la mattina ho detto ma sono scema, vado proprio al massimo se 
non lo passo almeno c’ho provato. E alla fine sono venuta qui e l’ho passato.  
In realtà io volevo fare psicologia, mi piaceva questa università ma se fossi entrata a 
padova sarei stata felice lo stesso. Ho provato a cesena, trieste, padova e qui. Son 
passata solo qui e quindi vabbè. Poi mi è dispiaciuto perché in magistrale mi 
sarebbe piaciuto andare a pavia, è una magistrale già ad impronta cognitivo 
comportamentale, quindi mi piaceva questa cosa perché era la specializzazione che 
volevo fare dopo. Però il mio livello di voti era bassino perché io sono uscita con 98 
che è medio, però poi la competizione c’è, c’è sempre gente che avrà voti meglio 
dei tuoi e vabbè e mi dispiace un po’ perché ho il primo anno e mezzo con i voti 
bassi, mentre nell’altro anno e mezzo si sono alzati tutti, è per quello che sono 
riuscita ad uscire con 98, altrimenti non so ce l’avrei fatta. Mi è dispiaciuto perché 
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non sono entrata per colpa di quel primo anno e mezzo lì, ma vabbè sono entrata 
qui e ho deciso di restare qui perché mi sono resa conto che in realtà qui ti danno 
delle competenze duplici, perché c’è sia tutta la parte di neuropsicologia ma anche 
tutta la parte di psicologia clinica, quindi ho detto vabbè qui ci danno due 
competenze, eventualmente avrei due lavori e va bene così, mi sono decisa a 
stare qui e sono molto contenta. 
 
F: Ma se ti avessero dato la possibilità di rifare quegli esami, li avresti rifatti? 
 
No ma sei pazza?? No no mai, ormai era fatta, bisogna andare avanti. C’ho 
pensato, ti dico la verità, mi sono informata, appena ho saputo della dislessia e mi 
hanno detto che non sarebbe stato possibile, ma poi mi sono detta, ma ti sembra 
che avresti perso un altro anno solo perché hai preso 18? Ma chissene frega! 
C’è ad un certo punto via andiamo avanti, ora so come devo fare e via, non ci si può 
troppo fermare, già ho perso un anno al liceo, è meglio se cammino adesso! 
 
F: Mi puoi raccontare i test che ti hanno fatto fare al centro? 
 
Allora quando sono andata là mi hanno fatto la vaice che è appunto il test del livello 
intellettivo, memoria di lavoro, capacità verbali, aritmetiche, viso-percettive, 
coordinazione motoria, cognitiva ecc poi macro argomenti dei test d’intelligenza e 
poi i test relativi alla dislessia sono i test che valutano la velocità correttezza di 
lettura, valutano se tu ti accorgi che hai sbagliato oppure no, perché se io ti leggo 
una frase che c’è un non che cambia totalmente il senso della frase e io non lo 
leggo ma non me ne accorgo vuol dire che non sto neanche tanto capendo quello 
che sto leggendo, poi la scrittura mi facevano tipo mi facevano scrivere delle parole 
e nel frattempo dire la la la, poi mi ha fatto leggere parole e non parole per vedere 
se leggi la parola in automatico o a sillabe, lettura di un paio di testi a cui dovevo 
rispondere a delle domande.  
 
E tu hai fatto fatica? 
 
È stancante, esci che sei stanco, devi stare lì un’ora concentrarti, farli al meglio, esci 
che sei un po’ stanchino però per quell’ora che sei lì dai il tuo meglio. Poi 
diciamo che io resisto bene alla fatica, so che questa cosa la devo fare, resisto 
bene, so che la devo fare per determinati motivi e la faccio. Ogni settimana 
andavo lì per due mesi, facevo dei test, dei compitini rispondevo a delle domande, 
oppure facevo dei giochi che magari sei anche incuriosito mentre le fai, avevo un 
po’ di ansia da prestazione ti devo dire c’era il tempo e tutto però funzionano così 
quindi… 
Ma poi anche questa cosa della lettura, non è che noi non leggiamo, se uno mi dice 
prenditi questo libro che è super bello io me lo leggo, non mi leggo un libro a 
settimana ok, ma non è che mi fanno schifo i libri! Poi ma metti che mi piace il calco 
o la politica e il giornale me lo leggo lo stesso ogni giorno anche se sono dislessico!  
Adesso io non voglio assolutamente minimizzare, perché sono io la prima ad 
avere la dislessia ma non voglio neanche che si esageri adesso, sono una 
persona come tutte le altre se posso farmi raccontare una cosa anziché 
leggerla è meglio ma il giornale esiste, internet esiste e se ci sono dei giornali e 
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degli articoli, dei siti te li ascolti se magari sei stanco, ma sarà che il mio livello di 
dislessia non sia così pesante, non è così invalidante per me e per altri lo è di 
più, io personalmente il giornale non lo leggo perché mi guardo le notizie su internet 
oppure mi leggo un articolo di politica non ci capisco niente e allora ciao che me ne 
frega, mi leggo quelli che mi interessano ma non lo legherei alla dislessia, mi 
sembra un po’ forzato. 
 
F: Io faccio vedere il test, la prima domanda si concentra su se a un bambino piace 
o non piace la scuola. 
 
Io penso ci siano mille motivi per cui ad un bambino non piace andare a 
scuola.  
Magari uno ti dice odiavo andarci ma perché non riusciva a separarsi da sua 
mamma, che ne so, allora che cavolo centra con la lettura? Io non me lo ricordo 
nemmeno quanto fosse stato difficile per me imparare a leggere! 
Qui è anche costruito male come questionario in sé. Se uno mi chiede quanto leggi 
in relazione al tuo studio/lavoro, mi danno 350 paper da leggere e mi tocca leggerli, 
ma perché devo, non perché voglio. Se io potessi scegliere se leggere o non 
leggere dei paper sceglierei di non leggerli ma perché mi toccherebbe 
memorizzarli, è quella la fatica! Io te lo leggerei anche il paper, non è quello il 
problema, è che poi non riesco a ripetertelo. 
Poi dipende perché la dislessia è diversissima, cioè io sono l’esatto opposto di una 
ragazza qui in facoltà, io leggo relativamente bene ma poi memorizzo pochissimo, 
lei legge pianissimo ma ogni risposta la sa! C’è chi non riesce a tenere un filo logico 
mentre parla, mentre chi lo riesce a tenere benissimo, siamo tutti diversi! I miei 
fratelli sono bravissimi in matematica e fa schifo nelle materie umanistiche perché 
mentalmente sono più discorsiva mentre lui è più schematico, eppure risultiamo 
dislessici allo stesso modo.  
 
F: Come ti trovi con il servizio dell’università? 
 
Quando ho contattato il servizio di consulenza sono stata ricontattata subito quindi 
quello è stato anche veloce, poi ci sono stati dei problemi con il servizio perché ci 
sono delle pratiche da seguire, serve tempo e complicano le cose, per esempio io 
c’ho messo un anno a capire quale fosse la prassi da seguire, continuavano a 
cambiare, allora la prassi è quella che tu sai, però io all’inizio andavo con la mia 
certificazione dai vari professori e la maggior parte mi diceva no no no 
assolutamente no ti dì solo il 30% in più come per legge ecce cc e quindi io 
ricontattavo la psicologa e la delegata ecc. però sinceramente mi scocciava non 
avere nessun contatto con il docente, perché sono qua, mi vedi tutti i giorni, ti 
dico che ho sto problema perché a me dici di no e invece se ti contatta una 
delegata o chicchesia allora va bene? Cioè mi presento con una certificazione 
in mano… 
Però ci vuole un sacco di tempo, devi aspettare che ti prepari la certificazione che la 
delegata ti risponda.. cioè è un po’… la delegata ci mette un po’ di più a rispondere 
ma perché deve contattare tutti i docenti e poi lì entra in gioco molto la 
disponibilità o la non disponibilità del docente e da quello dipende la modalità 
dell’esame. Che è sbagliato, perché se tu vuoi mettermi alla pari di tutti gli 
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studenti mi dai l’opportunità di fare l’esame nella mia maniera ottimale. Però 
tante volte non è così. 
 
F: Quindi tu lo devi fare scritto anche se chiedi di farlo orale? 
 
Sì, a crocette anche mi è capitato. Anche il mese scorso mi è successo, ho 
preso 18 e l’ho rifiutato. L’esame è a crocette, ma posso prendere qualche 
voto in più, non voglio un voto così basso. Loro non vogliono, poi subentrano 
delle dinamiche particolari perhcè magari c’è il docente che è disinformato, 
quindi ti parla come se tu gli stessi chiedendo un favore particolare. 
Una professoressa un giorno dopo che le ho chiesto di fare l’esame orale lei 
mi ha risposto ‘ma signorina nella vita lei non deve cercare strade alternative! 
Cosa??? Io lì mi sono sentita male, come fai a dirmi una cosa del genere che non 
mi conosci nemmeno, io poi lì non sapevo neanche fino a quanto avrei potuto 
spingermi hai capito e in effetti nessuno mi ha dato in mano i diritti degli 
studenti con i disturbi specifici dell’apprendimento quindi non sapevo fino a 
quanto potessi parlare, quindi io ho contattato la psicologa che ha contattato 
anche la direttrice del centro e tra docenti si sono parlati.  
La venuti c’ha parlato e alla fine ho fatto l’esame orale, ma lì cosa succede, che 
vai all’esame orale e c’è stato tutto sto casino dietro e sarà stronzissima 
perché io l’ho messa in una posizione critica invece poi è andato tutto bene e OK.  
Però adesso io devo fare un esame che io di mio farei orale però ho avuto una 
brutta esperienza con questo docente con cui avevo fatto un esame e mi aveva 
dato del tempo in più, io ho consegnato normale anche se avevo tempo in più 
perchè poi la gente si alza, c’è casino, ciao io avevo perso la concentrazione e 
buonanotte e lui fuori dall’aula mi fa ‘ah ma lei sarebbe la studentessa dislessia, 
va là va là! Così davanti a tutti. E io gli ho detto guardi che ho la certificazione 
se non ci crede. E lui è andato via borbottando. Il problema è che sono professori 
che fanno psicologia, da cui ti aspetteresti una certa formazione, e poi ti fanno sti 
tiri, adesso io avrei un esame con questa persona e non lo vorrei fare orale! Perché 
non vorrei trovarmi a che fare con una persona così, però mi penalizza perché io 
lo faccio scritto. Però ci sono sempre questi problemi che bisogna stare attenti a 
non litigare, a non creare problemi perché altrimenti poi ti tiri la zappa sui 
piedi, io di mio se devo dirti delle cose te le dico e ora mi tocca trattenermi 
tantissimo, vabbè lo facevo perché avevo dei professori veramente incompetenti e lì 
non c’entrava niente la dislessia, però ho imparato un po’ a star zitta e siccome 
voglio fare le cose al meglio, quando parlo non parlo direttamente io, chiedo 
l’aiuto della delegata o della dottoressa, oh sono lì apposta. È che a volte 
penso che si sbattano poco per noi, a volte ho sentito situazioni che avrebbero 
potuto fare di più per studenti e non hanno fatto, adesso io non voglio parlare 
perché a me non è successo niente di particolare a parte due tre cose però ho 
sentito di situazioni… ad esempio una ragazza che doveva fare l’esame di lingua e 
ha avuto dei problemi perché nel centro che fornisce il servizio degli esami di lingua 
non le hanno dato il supporto che a lei serviva. (raccontato poi da Maria) 
 
Noi siamo un po’ abbandonati a noi stessi, quando ho fatto tutti i test e ho scoperto 
che ero dislessica la dottoressa mi ha detto guarda noi facciamo un incontro con 
altri studenti dislessici se vuoi venire e io ero stra contenta in quel momento, 
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sapere cose nuove, mettermi a confronto con persone come me. Insomma abbiamo 
fatto questo incontro, io ho scoperto tante cose nuove, incontrato persone bellissime 
anche Fabio e Romina con cui siamo molto in contatto, solo che poi questa cosa è 
andata un po’ scemando perché abbiamo preso in mano la situazione, e la 
psicologa e il referente per la disabilità non hanno più creato questa comunità 
perché si sono un po’ spaventati dal fatto che abbiamo effettivamente del 
potere in mano. E quindi se la sono un po’ fatti sotto perché hanno visto che 
questo gli toglie della credibilità, del lavoro, anche se potrebbero fare di più, essere 
più presenti nella nostra quotidianità a livello di studenti.  
Poi adesso io ho parlato con il preside della facoltà perché vorrei fare uno 
sportello per la dislessia come c’è il tutor generico no, volevo farlo anche per gli 
studenti dislessici per avere un po’ un supporto psicologico nel piccolo che 
scolastico, ti posso aiutare ad organizzare gli esami, quali sono gli esami più 
grossi da preparare, dove puoi dividerti l’esame anziché farli tutti e due 
insieme, e in più a creare anche una comunità. OK ci sono questi studenti che 
richiedono il tutorato, se volete potete trovarvi per studiare, scambiarvi i riassunti, 
una cosa più dinamica, più di condivisione, cosa che manca totalmente e a 
me questo dispiace molto.  
Io ho parlato con questa ragazza che fa orientamento, lei non ha disturbi specifici 
dell’apprendimento ma ne parlavo perché è una mia amica e lei dice che spesso ci 
sono ragazzi delle superiori che vanno all’orientamento con i genitori 
preoccupatissimi che non sanno se loro possano fare l’università. E a me 
questa roba mi fa troppo incazzare. 
Mi arrabbio perché questo vuol dire che hai avuto una vita scolastica che fa schifo, 
che i tuoi insegnanti ti hanno fatto capire che sei un ignorante e non puoi andare 
avanti perché se sei preoccupato che non puoi riuscire all’università… cioè no. 
Secondo me l’università dall’altra parte deve farti capire che c’è un servizio 
che si sbatte per te, che c’è, che è presente, che si organizza per farti fare le 
cose nella tua modalità ottimale. Un’immagine di un’università che ti 
supporta, che c’è, quando io mi sono iscritta all’università non sapevo 
neanche cosa fosse l’opera universitaria. E in realtà è sotto l’opera che ci sono 
tutti questi servizi della disabilità, dal sito non si capisce per niente! Infatti quello che 
io avevo proposto al preside era proprio di fare questo sportello ma anche fare 
proprio una sezione nella pagina dell’università dove io ho detto mettete la mia mail, 
io mi propongo come tutrice per questi studenti, fate vedere che c’è un supporto 
studentesco! Che almeno un ragazzo dislessico va su scienze cognitive e vede che 
c’è questa cosa, ah mamma guarda qui mi possono seguire, così funzionano le 
cose, che sia un po’ più chiaro perché qui sembra che tutto sia un po’ nascosto e 
non dovrebbe essere così. Sei un ragazzo con disturbi dell’apprendimento? Questo 
è come si fanno le cose, questa è la legge, questi sono i tuoi diritti, ci 
dovrebbe essere più trasparenza, più semplicità. Ti spiego, ti dico, a me tutta 
questa cosa è mancata completamente. Non lo so perché sia tutto così nascosto. È 
un peccato. È vero bisogna rispettare la volontà di tutti, se c’è un ragazzo 
dislessico che non si vive bene la sua dislessia è giusto che venga protetta la 
sua privacy, ma proprio per quello io vorrei fare questo servizio di tutorato 
perché sei tu studente che se vuoi un supporto chiedi. Sennò no, sennò c’è il 
servizio delegati, quello non lo vuole togliere nessuno. Poi io ho provato ad 
andare dentro l’opera, a cercare me è un casino. 
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F: Ma tu hai visto la carta dello studente, la carta della disabilità? 
 
No. Ma sono andata a cercamela io, mi sono arrangiata. Se io non avessi avuto 
Fabio e Romina che mi hanno spiegato un sacco di cose, che mi hanno detto 
guarda che tu puoi chiedere questo questo e questo, io non lo avrei saputo. A me 
questo dispiace. Anche a livello di programmi, lettore vocale, mi hanno detto tutto 
loro e per fortuna c’è stata quella volta che hanno fatto quell’incontro perché 
altrimenti io non lo avrei mai saputo. 
 
Io Fabio e Romina avevamo pensato di fare un’associazione ma ci costa un 
sacco di soldi, ci costa 1300 euro…  
 
F: E l’università non vi fornisce una piattaforma per farlo? 
 
Ci stiamo informando pian piano, già dovrebbe partire questa cosa ed è già stato 
chiesto tramite il delegato della disabilità di fornire smart pen e computer. Ma anche 
lì il discorso, perché solo in un campus e non anche in quello dove studio? Ci 
sono anche io! 
A livello di associazione è un po’ un problema, ma a livello di sportello il preside è 
stato molto contento e dovrebbe partire e dovrebbe richiedere un consiglio e quindi 
devo presentarlo a questo consiglio con il preside, la delegata… ma se parte qui 
deve partire a sociologia, a fisica…  
se io ti devo aiutare con i tuoi esami li devo conoscere, devo averli fatti. Devo 
sapere come funziona, quindi dovrebbe essere uno studente magistrale che ha fatto 
anche la triennale qui, che ti può supportare e che sa. E che mantenga questa idea 
di condivisione anche tra gli altri studenti. Perchè è importante quella cosa lì, per 
non sentirci abbandonati a noi stessi, perchè se c’è qualcuno nella tua 
condizione che può aiutarti perché non farlo? Perché non aiutarti?  
 
È un discorso di pari opportunità, ma non è sempre così semplice. L’intenzione è di 
dare pari opportunità e di supportarli nella loro problematica. A me dispiace perché 
vedo tanti studenti che sono un po’ arresi, che non possono fare quello che vogliono 
perché hanno la dislessia, cioè madonna io penso ma cosa stai dicendo? Sarà 
temperamento mio ma uno arriva a pensare che non ce la fa perché non ha avuto 
supporto sufficiente, e questo mi dispiace, mi fa incavolare perché non lo ritengo 
giusto, cioè sei un’università, non puoi fermarti a creare dei corsi e degli esami, devi 
pensare a tutto. 
 
F: E nel dopo università cosa pensi di fare? 
 
Io vorrei diventare psicoterapeuta. In triennale c’è molta teoria e poca pratica, studi 
dal libro, hanno perfino tolto il tirocinio, cioè hanno fatto un corso più pratico ma non 
basta secondo me. Poi io mi sono arrangiata perché sono andata a Madrid per 
avere una mia esperienza più particolare, e ora in magistrale per fortuna il tirocinio 
c’è. Ma lo scollamento è un po’ un problema di tutte le università italiane. Mi 
dispiace che qui è un po’ un cerchio ristretto, non hanno molti legami fuori da 
rovereto, ce ne hanno all’estero ma non in italia e lì ti devi arrangiare. Io ho fatto un 
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colloquio con questa casa di cui in psichiatria perché vorrei fare il tirocinio lì però qui 
non c’è nessun aggancio. Se sei un attimo intraprendente, è ok, ma se tanti non 
hanno le idee chiare dicono vabbè faccio una cosa qui a rovereto e poi vedo, io 
sono fortunata perché ho le idee chiare! 
 
F: E nel lavoro o nella vita di tutti i giorni senti che la dislessia possa essere un 
impedimento?  
 
No, non può essere un impedimento, ovvio che se mi dicono leggiti la 
relazione di questo paziente e poi vieni di là che ne parliamo allora magari può 
bloccarmi un attimo, ma non può fermarmi, cioè mi prendo il foglio, mi scrivo 
giù le cose importanti e poi vado lì con il foglio oh è solo un foglio non mi può 
dire niente! Non è mica un’interrogazione, non è mica un esame, non stai 
provando niente. 
 
F: Quindi fondamentalmente è solo l’esame il problema?  
 
Sì è solo l’università il problema. Ma è anche vero che la verifica funziona così. In 
che altro modo è che vuoi verificare le conoscenze di una persona? Chiedergliele! 
Finche tutto funziona a livello teorico, la teoria me la devi domandare. Io lo capisco 
anche! Io tante volte mi sono arrabbiata quando mi si diceva no all’esame orale, ma 
scusa tu devi verificare che io sappia le cose, non che io so scrivere o se la so 
mettere giù bene. Fammi tutte le domande che vuoi. Non verrò mai ad un esame 
non preparata, piuttosto non vengo, piuttosto non mi iscrivo. Chiedimi quello che 
vuoi! È la modalità, è la modalità ed è anche il carico di studio, perché dai 4 libri così 
e mi viene un po’ male. 
 
Ma questo è perché la teoria si studia sui libri, perché la teoria è ancora nozionistica 
perchè se si facesse scrivendo il modellino di qualcosa e avendo anche la memoria 
visiva… 
 
Ma infatti è per quello che io vado sempre a lezione. Poi io dovrei anche cambiare il 
modo di prendere appunti, perché io prendo appunti e poi non li leggo, perché la 
mia scrittura non la leggo. È inutile scrivere una cosa e non memorizzarla, in realtà 
poi i miei appunti li integro alle slide, ai libri, mi ascolto le lezioni, ma faccio tutto al 
computer, quindi dovrei imparare a scrivere gli appunti al computer. È che stare lì 
ad ascoltare e non scrivere niente mi sembra inutile, eh sto lì e guardo il profe, 
magari faccio una domanda e non mi scrivo giù niente..  
Il problema è proprio lo studio perché poi nella vita reale, fuori dall’università, il 
problema non c’è. Poi magari pensano che un esame scritto è più obbiettivo, nel 
senso che sono loro più obiettivi nella correzione, quindi magari stanno più attenti 
perché magri ti do un voto più alto nell’orale perché ti ho visto a lezione.. 
Pensa che il primissimo giorno che sono entrata all’università, proprio la prima 
lezione, il professore ha detto: allora che sia chiaro che io non faccio esami orali 
altrimenti viene eliminata tutta l’obbiettività perché parliamoci chiaro se uno mi sta 
simpatico è ovvio che tendo a dargli un voto più alto. E io ho pensato ma senti 
questo, ma saranno cazzi tuoi se poi gli dai un voto più alto perchè tu non sei 
capace di distinguere competenza e simpatia.  
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F: Come ultima domanda, vedi che ci sia potenziale per cambiamento? Come pensi 
che si andrà avanti da qua? 
 
Penso che se il cambiamento non parte da noi studenti, non ci sarà. Credo che se 
noi non ci mobilitassimo le cose rimarrebbero come sono. Cioè non vedo l’università 
tra 4 5 6 7 anni diversa se non viene da noi non cambia purtroppo. Quindi per 
questo penso che sia necessario muoversi, richiedere uno sportello, insistere sui 
materiali, insistere sul computer, insistere sugli esami, insistere sempre. Essere un 
po’ combattivi, credere nel cambiamento che deve venire da noi, perché se non ci 
credo io che ne ho bisogno, chi ci deve credere? 
Credo che il preside o chi sta nelle posizioni alte vede qualcosa e pensa oh che 
bella quella cosa lì ma poi finisce lì. Per quello penso che se non viene da noi non 
verrà mai.  
Io ho parlato qui con il rappresentante degli studenti, ma del rappresentante degli 
universitari non ho mai sentito niente. Ma come è possibile che io studentessa non 
sappia del rappresentante degli studenti vedi cosa dico? Non c’è trasparenza! 
Bacheche robe, metti qualcosa! Io ero convinta che ogni facoltà avesse il suo!  
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Appendix F  

Research Information Sheet 
 
Dear [Participant’s name], 
 
This email is an invitation to consider participating in a study I am conducting as part 
of my PhD project at the UCL – Institute of Education, University College London, 
under the supervision of Professor Stephen J. Ball.  I retrieved your name from 
[name of the president of the disability office], who suggested you might be 
interested in being involved in the research. 
I would like to provide you with more information about this project and what your 
involvement would entail if you decide to take part. 
 
Over the last two decades the rate of attendance of disabled students within the 
Italian higher education has considerably increased. This increase has been 
favoured by Law 17/99, which alongside providing disabled students with didactic 
assistive technologies, it designates for each Italian university the figure of 
specialised tutors and of a Delegate of the Chancellor. Despite these positive 
developments, there is still scant sociological research on disability within the Italian 
education system, especially the one involving the first hand experience of disabled 
students, first recipients of the legislation. The purpose of this study, therefore, is to 
listen to disabled students’ lives within the university milieu, investigating their 
personal experiences during the time spent at university and their impressions about 
the services and provision provided. 
 
Participation in this study is voluntary. It will involve an interview of approximately 45 
minutes in length to take place in a mutually agreed upon location. You may decide 
to answer any of the interview questions if you so wish. Further, you may decide to 
withdraw from this study at any time without any negative consequences by advising 
the researcher. With your permission, the interview will be audio recorded to 
facilitate the collection of information, and later transcribed for analysis. Shortly after 
the interview has been completed I will send you a copy of the transcript to give you 
an opportunity to confirm the accuracy of our conversation and to add or clarify any 
points that you wish. All information you provide is considered completely 
confidential. Your name will not appear in any thesis or report resulting from this 
study, however, with your permission anonymous quotations may be used. Data 
collected during this study will be encrypted and retained in my personal hard disk. 
There are no know or anticipated risks to you as a participant in this study.  
 
If you have any questions regarding this study, or would like additional information 
to assist you in reaching a decision about participation, please contact me at (045-
595768) or by email at Francesca.peruzzo.14@ucl.ac.uk.  
 
I would like to assure you that this study has been reviewed and received ethics 
clearance through a UCL Research Ethics Committee. However, the final decision 
about participation is yours. 
 
I hope that the results of my study will be of benefit to those organisations directly 
involved in the study, other voluntary organisations not directly involved in the study, 
as well as to you and to the broader research community. 
 



	 313	

I very much look forward to speaking with you and thank you in advance for your 
assistance in this project. 
 
Yours sincerely, 
 
Francesca Peruzzo 
 
 
 
PhD candidate 
Department of Education, Practice and Society 
University College London – Institute of Education 
University of London, UK 
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Notes  
																																																								
i The prefix “post” has been matter of debates, within which scholars uphold different views on the 
shift from modernity to postmodernity. Whether it involves a displacement, a rejection, a denial of 
modernism, the critical approach towards a progressive development of knowledge clearly describes 
postmodernism neither as a non-linearly temporal succession of modernism, which would render 
postmodernism a consequential meta-narrative of modernism, or a historical periodization. Whilst 
more Marxist thinkers such as Harvey (1989) and Jameson (1984) saw postmodernity as a 
continuation of modernity, Lyotard (1984) clearly defines the end of modernism by the debacle of 
grand-narratives, of universals and ideological stances, replacing them with the local and little 
narratives (petits recits) of self-legitimation that spur constant processes of reinvention. The end of 
grand narratives, led to taking a 'more nuanced approach to history of minorities' Kudlick (2006:558) 
points out. Perhaps, in this sense, it would be more appropriate to define it in Foucault’s (1984:39) 
terms as ‘an attitude …  struggling with attitudes of “countermodernity”’.  Postmodernity in this way 
can prevent itself from ‘becoming a mastery discourse’ (Pillow, 2000:21). 
ii As Peters (1999) puts it further, post-structural critique ‘increasingly come[s] to specify the subject 
in all its historical and cultural complexity - 'decentered' within the language system, discursively 
constituted, and positioned at the intersection of libidinal forces and socio-cultural practices. The 
subject … is seen as in concrete terms … a temporal being that comes into existence and faces death 
and extinction as a body, yet malleable, infinitely flexible and subject to the practices and strategies of 
normalisation and individualisation that characterise modern institutions. 
iii Through the Hegelian scheme ‘Thesis + Anti-thesis = Synthesis’. 
iv In English, as Burchell points out, in his translator’s note of the Lectures on Psychiatric Power, there 
is no translation for dispositif. As a discussion that took place in a historical moment in which Marxist 
(and Althusserian) definitions of apparatus, Deleuzian discussions on dispositif, apparatus and 
rhyzoma, as well as Foucauldian apparatus and dispositif were taking place, Foucault himself 
sometimes does not make a specific difference between apparatus or dispositif, however as Burchell 
continues, in several passages in his books he makes clear that dispositif is something altogether than 
what is commonly called ‘state apparatus’, which bear Marxist and repressive reminiscences.  
v As Tamboukou (2013:79) nicely wraps it ‘In doing this, it is important to note that I am aware of the 
fact that the classification to follow is indeed a heuristic device that will enable the particular aims of 
this chapter as a primary navigator in the deep grey sea of genealogical analyses. It is by no means 
presenting a closed methodological framework; it should rather be taken as a map charting 
genealogical trails and at the same time inviting the researcher to follow these lines, but also to bend 
them, erase them or add his/her own.’  
vi Locke’s central contribution to the theory of contract was to frame a political conception of liberty 
‘to ensure liberty and market freedom within a conception of sovereignty based on contract’ as Olssen 
et al. (2004:80) specify. Foucault (1991:98) adds to this but remarking how the ‘contract theory 
enables the founding contract, the mutual pledge of ruler and subjects, to function as a sort of 
theoretical matrix for deriving the general principles of an art of government. But although contract 
theory, with its reflection on the relationship between ruler and subjects, played a significant role in 
theories of public law, in practice, as is evidenced by the case of Hobbes (even though what Hobbes 
was aiming to discover was the ruling principles of an art of government), it remained at the stage of 
the formulation of general principles of public law.’  
vii The city was divided into specific areas, and hierarchical wardens would surveil uninterruptedly 
and register each movement and change of condition in the city. Each inhabitant was inscribed in a 
register, and each day called by the name to surveil the state of health, with the sick ones constantly 
checked in their illness. The information collected through the daily visit of the houses would then be 
compared against the general registry of the city. 
viii Source: Surgical clinics at home and abroad. Professor Putti and the Instituto Ortopedico Rizzoli at 
Bologna. British Journal of Surgery, (1923) see references. 
ix Freniatria in the original. 
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x Moreover, while the charity system was being put under stricter management with clear medico-
pedagogical objectives, this further separation was brought about by a problem of containment: 
hospitals, prisons, asylums, were becoming overpopulated and financially costly, and the opening of 
independently funded medico-pedagogical institutes would have relieved provinces and regions from 
the expensive maintenance of undifferentiated mass asylums and mental hospitals. If some of those 
children could be educated within the regular schools, that would offer a solution to overpopulation in 
other more expensive institutions. 
xi  Similar studies are also reported by other psychiatrists (De Sanctics, 1915, Educazione dei 
deficienti) 
xii In his study, De Sanctis already differentiates between abnormals, therefore irrecuperable and 
objects of abnormal education and deficienti, who are recuperable and subjects of emendative 
pedagogy. 
xiii In Italy istruzione is different from education, difference that is not found in British English. With 
istruzione is intended school education, whereas educazione refers to morality (see Schizzerotto and 
Barone, 2006). 
xiv The archive of this practice is linked with the archaeology of the veterans, whose wounds, publicly 
seen after their return from the First World War, opened a space for some statements to be 
pronounced over the impaired body, and the social duty to compensate for veterans’ physical loss in 
the name of the nation (see Stiker, 1999; Schianchi, 2012). 
xv Gentile, in laying down the policy, made sure not to disrupt the relations of power consolidated 
through the Casati policy. In his intents, the ‘sovereignty of the established elite’ (Turner, 1960) 
should not be disturbed, as that elite had financially and ideologically supported the Fascist regime to 
come into power. Gentile introduced examinations in transitions between study levels, with a stark 
division on a secondary school level between a vocational secondary school (which was renamed in 
1929 as apprenticeship school) and lycei, which were the only ones allowing students to higher 
education. This system was meant to maintain a stable social order by containing the unemployment 
(and consequential discontent) of the highly educated supporters of Fascism (Recchi, 2007). Gentile 
in his legislation modified all the secondary levels of public education, creating a unified lower-
secondary school system followed by two different paths of upper-secondary education: the technical-
professionalising, shaping qualified manual workers (reflected in the economic needs of a 
progressively more industrialised state); and the classical and scientific path, leading to university and 
to forge the highly-educated Italian ruling class. 
xvi The Barbiana School, following the innovative pedagogy of Don Milani, became popular for the 
subversive book titled ‘Lettera ad una Professoressa’ (letter to a teacher) which was written by the 
students of Barbiana under the supervision of Don Milani. 
xvii	Power/knowledge relations rework the naturalness of the norm and the socially constructed 
conditions of exclusion become the socially constructed premises of inclusion. The work of disabled 
feminists added a more subjectifying and discursive perspective to the social constructivism of the 
social model of disability. Corker and Thomas (2002) engaged in a discussion of the differences 
between a materialist approach to the body and the post-structural perspective on the formation of 
disabled subjectivities, Tremain (2001) applies post-structural tools to deconstruct impairment as part 
of a productive manifestation of power in a discourse of disability. Corker and French (1999) 
highlight how the social model did not take into account ‘the invisible disabilities’ becoming so 
important in a society of knowledge. 
xviii  External environmental factors (such as social attitudes, architectural characteristics, legal and 
social structures, as well as climate, terrain and so forth);  
Internal personal factors, which include gender, age, coping styles, social background, education, 
profession, past and current experience, overall behaviour pattern, character and other factors that 
influence how disability is experienced by the individual.  
xix These changes implied the introduction of ‘diploma universitari’ to differentiate the curriculum and 
providing more marketable degrees, as well as the introduction of a three-level division of higher 
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education with a three-year first degree (Laurea triennale), a second two-year specialising degree 
(laurea specialistica) and a three-year PhD style dottorato di ricerca (see also Argentin and Triventi, 
2011; Vaira, 2003) 
xx And their closer focus on the territory they inhabit. If before the triennial objectives of the 
university system were defined through a ministerial decree (Art.2, d.p.r. n. 25/1998), and the 
universities were to formulate specific proposals coherent with the ministerial objectives, identifying 
the resources available and to be acquired in order to meet the criteria; 
xxi First grade administrative jurisdiction body, established in each regional capital, where disputes 
related to administrative acts are resolved. 
xxii Law 68/1999 which, the so-called ‘targeted placement’ legally binds firms with more than 15 
employees to hire at least one disabled person, as well as requiring firms to make necessary 
adjustments to make sure disabled people’s abilities and educational certificate match the job position. 
However, as Ferrucci (2014:192) has sadly illustrated, not only ‘the matching that occurs between the 
person who is looking for a job and the job itself is reduced to a comparison between the person’s 
working capabilities and the tasks required to perform a specific working role’, but also the 2008 
crisis has deepened the problem, raising questions on the actual meaning of an academic certificate in 
enhancing disabled people’s placement opportunities.	
xxiii Foucault (1984) retraces a genealogy of the ethics of the mastery of oneself. ‘I think that the 
difference is that in the classical perspective, to be master of oneself meant, first, taking into account 
only oneself and not the other, because to be master of oneself meant that you were able to rule others. 
So the mastery of oneself was directly related to a dissymmetrical relation to others. You should be 
master of yourself in a sense of activity, dissymmetry, and non-reciprocity. Later on, due to the 
changes in marriage, society, and so on, mastery of oneself is something which is not primarily relate 
to power over others: you have to be master of yourself not only in order to rule others, as it was in 
the case of Alcibiades or Nicocles, but you have to be master of yourself because you are a rational 
being. And in this mastery of yourself, you are related to other people, who are also masters of 
themselves. And this new kind of relation to the other is much less non-reciprocal than before’.  
	
	


