Medloscopes

Mediascapes journal 27/2026

il al

Disability on Screen: Visibility, Gender and Narrative in Rai
Productions (2015-2022). The Cases of Blanca and Dafne’

Massimiliano Coviello™
Link Campus University

Arianna Vergari~
Link Campus University

This article examines the representation of disability in contemporary ltalian public service media,
focusing on Rai productions between 2015 and 2022 within a media landscape reshaped by
platformisation, regulatory reform, and evolving inclusion strategies. Developed within the framework of
the research project Wokelt, the study addresses disability — particularly at its intersection with gender
—as a key site for interrogating the relationship between visibility, narrative form, and institutional
responsibility. Drawing on feminist disability studies and Disability Media Studies, the article analyses
two case studies: the prime-time television series Blanca (2021-) and Federico Bondi’'s film Dafne
(2019). Combining close textual analysis with selective attention to production contexts and patterns of
circulation and reception, it explores how these works construct disabled female subjectivity, negotiate
the politics of the gaze, and articulate different configurations of empowerment, humanisation, and
relationality. The article situates these representations within the broader tensions that shape public
service broadcasting, examining how disability becomes a narrative and cultural terrain through which
competing models of legitimacy, authenticity, and social responsibility are staged.

Keywords: Disability Media Studies; Feminist Disability Studies; Italian Television and Cinema; Rai Fiction

and Cinema.

* Article submitted on 17/04/2026. Article accepted on 11/06/2026. This work was carried out as part of the Research
Project of National Relevance (PRIN 2022 PNRR) ‘Wokelt. Investigating Representation, Inclusivity, and Social
Responsibility in Rai’s Fictional Audiovisual Productions’ (Project code: P2022NRIPW; CUP: J53D23016470001). This
work was jointly conceived, structured, and developed by all the authors. Responsibility for the drafting of individual
sections was allocated as follows: Arianna Vergari authored the first three sections, “Public Service Broadcasting Between
Media Transformation and Inclusion Strategies”, “Regimes of (In)Visibility: Disability and Gender” and “Blanca:
Gender, Disability and the Politics of the Gaze”, while Massimiliano Coviello authored the final two, “Dafne: In Pursuit

of Authenticity” and “Conclusion: Two Models, Shared Constraints”.
* m.coviello@unilink.it
™ a.vergari@unilink.it

Copyright © 2026 (Massimiliano Coviello, Arianna Vergari). Pubblicato con licenza Creative

Commons Attribution - 4.0 International License. ISSN: 2282-2542



Mediascapes journal, 27/2026

Public Service Broadcasting Between Media Transformation and
Inclusion Strategies

Over the past decade, the Italian media ecosystem has undergone profound structural
transformations, driven by the expansion of global streaming platforms and the growing
influence of technology conglomerates that have reshaped production models, distribution
logics, and symbolic regimes. As Nucci and Scaglioni (2025) observe, the consolidation of
digital corporations such as Netflix, Apple, Alphabet, Meta, and Amazon has placed
increasing pressure on traditional public service institutions, compelling them to reconsider
their organisational structures, professional competencies, and editorial strategies.

As audiences migrate online at different paces — particularly across generational cohorts — public service
broadcasters are now required to balance the needs of diverse audience segments while simultaneously
reinforcing their brand identity in line with their public service mandate. In this context, Rai has been called
upon to undertake a substantial strategic reorientation in response to an increasingly fragmented and
digitalised media landscape (Nucci & Scaglioni, 2025)."

For Rai, this challenge has resulted in a broader process of strategic redefinition
encompassing industrial practices, production policies, and representational paradigms.
Within this shifting landscape, questions of diversity and inclusion have assumed increasing
centrality. For public service media — institutions historically invested with pedagogical and
social functions — such concerns cannot be regarded as ancillary; rather, they constitute a
structural component of institutional legitimacy. Inclusion strategies oriented towards the
valorisation of diversity thus emerge at the intersection of public responsibility and market
competition. In navigating this terrain, public service broadcasting confronts an inherent
tension between its inclusive vocation and the risk of rhetorical instrumentalisation.

It is precisely along this fault line that the research project Wokelt: Investigating
Representation, Inclusivity and Social Responsibility in Rai’s Fictional Audiovisual
Productions (2015-2022) has developed a systemic analytical framework to examine the
inclusion and representation strategies adopted by Rai Fiction and Rai Cinema during the
period under consideration. The present article is situated within this broader research
context but adopts a deliberately narrower scope. It offers a comparative analysis of two
works, the television series Blanca (2021-) and Federico Bondi’s film Dafne (2019), focusing
primarily on the representation of disability at its intersection with gender. Production
contexts and patterns of circulation and reception are considered selectively, insofar as they
help to situate and qualify the representational analysis. Before turning to the selected case
studies, it is necessary to outline the broader transformations that reshaped Rai’s
institutional positioning during this period, thereby situating the narratives under analysis
within the wider economic, political, and cultural configuration of contemporary Italian media.
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Reconfiguring the Audiovisual System in the Platform Era

The timeframe examined by the Wokelt project coincides with a decisive transitional phase
in the Italian audiovisual industry. Beginning in 2015, the entry of streaming platforms — most
prominently Netflix — accelerated technological innovation, narrative experimentation, and
the reconfiguration of production models. In doing so, it fostered an ambivalent
understanding of diversity, conceived not only as a symbolic value but also as “a functional
instrument for industrial expansion and the segmentation of global markets” (Re, 2026, p.
112).

This development has prompted critical reflection. While platformisation has undoubtedly
expanded expressive possibilities and facilitated the transnational circulation of content, it
has also raised concerns about the potential homogenisation of cultural production.
Scholars have warned that the global scale of major operators may ultimately reduce, rather
than enhance, cultural diversity, giving rise to new forms of standardisation within ostensibly
pluralistic catalogues (Bindi & Bonini, 2025; Lobato, 2019).

The year 2016 marked a further turning point with the approval of Law No. 220 of 14
November 2016 — commonly referred to as the “Legge Cinema” — which came into force in
2017 and comprehensively restructured public intervention in the audiovisual sector (Cucco,
2020; D’Urso, 2023, 2025; Cucco & Manzoli, 2017, 2021). As Giusti (2024) notes, although
state aid for audiovisual production is legitimised at the European level by the imperative to
safeguard cultural diversity, supporting a sector that simultaneously constitutes both art and
industry requires maintaining a delicate balance between symbolic value and economic
sustainability.

Within the same period, a decisive role was played by the leadership of Rai Fiction under
Eleonora Andreatta (2012-2020). Through the 2014 editorial plan Nessuno escluso,
Andreatta promoted a structured renewal of production and narrative strategies
(Guarnaccia, 2018). As Coviello and Re (2021, pp. 259-60) explain, the plan articulated
three primary trajectories: consolidating Rai 1’s generalist mission through qualitative
upgrading; experimenting with formats and languages on Rai 2 and Rai 3 in order to attract
younger audiences and align with international standards of serial production; and
strengthening the broadcaster’s capacity to address audiences beyond the national sphere.
Within this framework, particular emphasis was placed on authenticity, the overcoming of
stereotypes, and the multiplication of perspectives, as part of an effort to negotiate global
models while preserving a distinct national identity.

A further significant development occurred in 2016 with the relaunch of Rai’s digital
platform. The former Rai.tv was reconfigured as RaiPlay, redesigned both aesthetically and
functionally, and conceived as the central hub of Rai’s digital offering (Barra, Brembilla, &
Innocenti, 2024, p. 271). The introduction of RaiPlay Originals further expanded these
possibilities, enabling experimentation with formats, themes, and narrative approaches less
compatible with mainstream scheduling. As Guerini Rocco (2025) argues, “similarly to other
OTT actors entering the national market, RaiPlay has sought to address a younger and,
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ideally, more progressive audience segment — one that recognises inclusion and the
valorisation of diversity as meaningful alternatives to more conservative, normative, and
commercially driven logics.”

The period 2015-2022 can therefore be understood as a laboratory in which public service
broadcasting sought to reconcile its cultural responsibilities with media innovation. While Rai
reaffirmed its pedagogical role and its commitment to promoting inclusion, it also faced the
competitive pressures of the platform economy. In doing so, it became increasingly caught
in the tension between its inclusive mission and the risk of what may be described as woke-
washing (Rhodes, 2022): a set of communication and production strategies that foreground
cultural diversity and respond to the growing prominence of public debates on inclusion, but
may ultimately serve primarily commercial objectives and institutional reputation-building.
For a public service broadcaster, this risk is particularly significant, as it may turn
representational policies into symbolic markers of institutional modernisation without
necessarily bringing about a deeper structural transformation of production practices,
narrative structures, or opportunities for access and participation among underrepresented
groups.

Regimes of (In)Visibility: Disability and Gender

The two works analysed in detail in the following sections were selected from a broader
corpus of thirty fictional audiovisual productions? examined within the framework of the
Wokelt project and subsequently included in the virtual exhibition Woke Screens.? In the
broader project, each entry brings three analytical dimensions into dialogue — production,
representation, and circulation/reception — considering visual language alongside
production policies, distribution strategies, and audience and critical responses. The works
in the corpus are organised around three macro-thematic categories: (1) disability, mental
health, and psychophysical conditions; (2) sexual orientation and gender identity; and (3)
migration and intercultural encounter.

The present article focuses on the first category, using the intersection of disability and
gender as a privileged lens through which to interrogate regimes of visibility and the tensions
between declared inclusion and narrative practice. Within the broader Wokelt corpus, this
category includes the films Dafne and Non essere cattivo (Claudio Caligari, 2015); the
television series Blanca, Doc. Nelle tue mani (2020-), and La compagnia del cigno (2019-
2021); the television films La classe degli asini (Andrea Porporati, 2016) and A muso duro.
Campioni di vita (Marco Pontecorvo, 2022); and finally, the RaiPlay original series Mental
(2020). Rather than surveying this subgroup as a whole, however, the article selects Blanca
and Dafne for a close comparative analysis focused primarily on representation. Both works
centre on adult female protagonists with disabilities and are examined in relation to the ways
in which they construct disabled female subjectivity.
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The broader mapping conducted within the Wokelt project provides a contextual
framework for these two case studies and points to several recurring tendencies in the
representation of disability. First, a marked oscillation emerges between “normalisation” and
a rhetoric of exceptionality. While titles such as A muso duro and, to some extent, Blanca
tend to situate disability within a paradigm of heroism — rearticulating, in updated form, the
figure of the “super-disabled” subject — other works, such as Dafne or certain narrative
trajectories within Mental, privilege an unspectacularised everydayness in which disability is
neither framed as a deficit nor elevated to moral virtue, but rather integrated into a broader
relational horizon. Secondly, the systemic dimension of disability frequently appears
attenuated or reframed within a pedagogical and reassuring register. Prime-time fiction
foregrounds inclusion as a civil achievement or as a path of individual growth, yet often
resolves conflict within an emotionally conciliatory framework that privileges empathy and
resilience over a structural critique of inequality.

More broadly, disability across cinema, television, and digital and social media
environments continues to constitute a field marked by persistent “representational gaps,
certain iconoclasms, often reabsorbed and reworked through the reassuring forms of
stereotype” (Grespi & Perniola, 2024, p. 7). As Schianchi (2023) observes, alongside the
growing appropriation of disability by the audiovisual industry — frequently through codes
that are “stigmatising, partial, inauthentic” — there remains, particularly in the Italian context,
a delay in the development of critical and theoretical work in the field of Disability Media
Studies. Rather than providing an exhaustive reconstruction of the relevant scholarship, the
following discussion introduces the conceptual framework necessary for the close readings.

In outlining the theoretical coordinates within which the case studies are situated, the
contribution of feminist disability studies is indispensable. Far from constituting a mere
juxtaposition of feminism and disability studies, this field effects an epistemological
reconfiguration of both. As Kim Q. Hall notes, drawing on Rosemarie Garland-Thomson,
feminist disability studies do not simply add the experiences of disabled women to an
existing theoretical framework; rather, they “reimagine” disability and, simultaneously,
gender (Hall, 2011, p. 1; Garland-Thomson, 2005, p. 1557). A foundational premise of this
perspective lies in the “denaturalisation” of disability, understood — like gender or race — as
a “culturally fabricated narrative of the body” (Garland-Thomson, 2011, p. 17), historically
and politically situated.

If Western thought, from Aristotle onwards, has long assimilated femininity and disability
— conceiving both as deviations from a normative standard — this symbolic configuration,
whereby the disabled woman “is a cultural third term (...) seen as the opposite of the
masculine figure, but also imagined as the antithesis of the normal woman,” and “thus
ambiguously positioned both inside and outside the category of woman” (Garland-Thomson,
1997, p. 29), gives rise to specific regimes of visibility that are particularly relevant to the
analysis of media representation.

The subsequent sections will return to thematic nuclei such as care, sexuality, and
parenthood; here, however, it is necessary to pause on a crucial issue: the questioning of
visibility as an automatically “positive” and risk-free strategy for marginalised subjects. While
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feminist theory has extensively analysed the sexual objectification of women through the
‘male gaze,” Garland-Thomson’s distinction between “gaze” and “stare” becomes
fundamental. Whereas the male gaze transforms women into a sexual spectacle, the stare
fixes the disabled body as a “grotesque spectacle,” functioning as “a visual assault, a
shocking spectacle to the normate eye” (Garland-Thomson, 1997, p. 26). The disabled body
thus becomes simultaneously hypervisible and reduced to a sign, subjected to fixation and
distance.

Cinema and television have attempted to negotiate this ambiguity of looking, often
producing texts marked by internal tensions. Although the two works analysed here feature
adult women aged between thirty and thirty-five, it is necessary, from an intersectional
perspective, to acknowledge that media exposure has tended to privilege younger women.
Disabled girls, constructed as “can-do” subjects (Harris, 2004), are encouraged to make
their “authentic” selves publicly visible, often within managed and regulated frameworks
(Hill, 2024, p. 513; Banet-Weiser, 2018). For young disabled women, this entails the
expectation that they narrate “their bodies, their experiences, and their feelings in ways that
render disability intelligible, palatable, and sexy” (Todd, 2018, p. 45).

This dynamic reappears, albeit in different forms, in both Blanca and Dafne: a visibility
that is present yet not excessive, motivational yet not conflictual, rendered “palatable for
non-disabled audiences” (Hill, 2024, p. 513; Hill, 2017). Todd (2024) speaks, in this regard,
of an alleged “revolution of visibility” surrounding disability in contemporary media culture,
noting how the exceptional disabled girl — “future girl’, an object of happiness, an online
disability educator” — functions as a symbolic resource for negotiating neoliberal anxieties
concerning work, family, and citizenship (p. 4). Yet such exceptionalisation risks
depoliticising disability, reinserting only certain bodies — often white, cis-heteronormative,
and assimilable — into narratives of inclusion, while others remain excluded or rendered
expendable (Todd, 2018; Todd, 2024).

From this perspective, visibility does not automatically coincide with emancipation. Young
disabled women are frequently represented — or called upon to perform on social media — as
embodying a “happy disabled identity — to be outwardly content, even cheerful in being a
disabled person”, an ableist construction that conceals pain and fatigue while reassuring
normative subjects (Sheppard, 2020, p. 45). Although some productions have articulated
forms of “affective dissonance”, in which insecurity, anxiety, anger, or frustration fracture the
paradigm of optimistic empowerment (Shields Dobson & Kanai, 2019), such emotions risk
being rapidly pathologised or reabsorbed as new technologies of feminine regulation.

It follows that cultural texts — particularly within the Rai context — often appear
contradictory and multilayered, thus demanding careful and stratified reading. In light of
these theoretical premises, the close readings that follow examine how Blanca and Dafne
negotiate regimes of (in)visibility surrounding disabled women. Focusing primarily on
representational strategies, the analysis considers how each narrative constructs the
disabled female body as a surface of meaning, between exceptionalisation and
ordinariness, visibility and discipline, empowerment and political neutralisation. The
concluding discussion briefly addresses their different patterns of distribution and reception,
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insofar as they provide further context for understanding the distinct forms of visibility
achieved by the two works.

Blanca: Gender, Disability and the Politics of the Gaze

Blanca is a successful Italian police procedural drama broadcast on Rai 1 since November
2021, produced by Lux Vide and currently in its third season. It is based on the eponymous
book series by Patrizia Rinaldi, first published in 2009. The main character, Blanca
Ferrando, is a young blind police consultant who specialises in decoding audio material.
Although, for reasons of space, it is not possible here to develop a systematic comparison
between the television series and the novels, it is nonetheless useful to briefly recall some
structural differences between the literary text and its screen adaptation, particularly from
an intersectional perspective attentive to the construction of stereotypes. In the novels,
Blanca is a police superintendent — that is, a figure with a fully recognised professional
profile and consolidated experience — and at her first appearance she is described as a
woman “in her forties”. By contrast, the television series lowers her age by casting a thirty-
year-old actress (Maria Chiara Giannetta) and reduces her professional status by
reconfiguring her as a consultant. This choice appears to align with a broader tendency in
Italian mainstream television to privilege young female bodies, adhering to ageist logics that
shape the symbolic construction of female protagonists (De Rosa, Mandelli, & Re, 2021).

As noted above, Blanca provides a particularly productive vantage point from which to
examine the representation of female disability. To fully grasp its significance, however, the
series must be situated at the intersection of gender and television genre. It belongs to the
crime genre, historically male-dominated and traditionally structured around figures
endowed with institutional authority and investigative rationality. In the Italian context,
moreover, Blanca forms part of a broader proliferation of women detectives in recent
television production (D’Amelio & Re, 2023; Re & Vergari, 2025). As scholars such as
Kathleen Klein (1988), Philippa Gates (2011), and Lisa Dresner (2007) have demonstrated,
the figure of the female detective has long been perceived as inherently problematic, if not
oxymoronic: a “defective” or eccentric presence in relation to dominant gender norms,
compelled to negotiate her professional legitimacy within a space historically constructed as
masculine.

Within this framework, the discourse of “lack” does not pertain to gender alone. In Blanca,
it becomes intensified and layered into a triangulated configuration: the protagonist occupies
a position at the intersection of womanhood, blindness, and female detection — three
categories that have traditionally been marked as sites of “lack”. Her narrative configuration
thus brings into dialogue multiple symbolic registers of presumed incompatibility,
foregrounding with particular clarity the tensions between gender normativity, ableism, and
the conventions of crime fiction.
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Before turning to a close textual analysis, it is important to emphasise that, just as feminist
scholarship has progressively deconstructed the notion of “lack” as constitutive of femininity,
Disability Studies have likewise challenged the understanding of disability as an individual
deficit. Instead, they have advanced a social model that interprets disability as the product
of structural barriers, cultural attitudes, and discriminatory practices. This theoretical shift
marks a crucial historical transition from a medical model grounded in dysfunction and defect
to a social — and subsequently biopsychosocial — framework oriented towards recognising
the agency of disabled people and promoting inclusive structures (Patat, 2024, p. 114). From
this perspective, as Schianchi (2009) argues, “what stands between the disabled person
and life is not impairment, but the gaze directed at it” (p. 8). The implication is that disability
should not be understood as an intrinsic property of bodies, but rather as the outcome of
cultural norms that determine which bodies are recognised as legitimate, functional, and
desirable (Garland-Thomson, 1997).

In light of these theoretical premises, the notion of the gaze offers a particularly productive
analytical lens through which to approach Blanca. The analysis will therefore focus on the
ways in which the series articulates a discourse on vision and female subjectivity that is
structurally ambivalent and internally tensioned. Methodologically, the aim is to preserve the
complexity of the issues at stake, avoiding a reductive binary that would simply classify the
series as offering either a “positive” or a “negative” representation of disability.

The Gaze Between Transgression and Perversion

Blanca is not born blind; she loses her sight as a result of a traumatic event. The flashback
reconstructing this episode establishes a tight nexus between vision, transgression, and
symbolic punishment. As a child, Blanca approaches a beach hut after hearing moans;
peering through the doorway, she unexpectedly sees her sister in an intimate encounter
with her boyfriend and witnesses what appears to be the onset of sexual violence. She runs
to seek help, but upon returning finds the hut engulfed in flames. In attempting to save her
sister, she is severely injured and loses her sight, while her sister dies in the fire.

The sequence constructs blindness as the consequence of an “excessive” gaze, framing
the event as a form of punishment for the transgression of visual boundaries. An additional
layer of guilt is subsequently introduced: still a child, Blanca accuses her sister’s boyfriend
of having set the fire. However, at the end of the first season, the investigation reveals that
this accusation was mistaken. Her gaze is thus retrospectively invalidated — punished, but
also exposed as fallible — and rendered responsible for the wrongful conviction of an
innocent man.

Within this configuration, one may discern the reactivation of regressive mechanisms of
punishment directed at female agency, as identified by feminist film theory in, among other
contexts, its analyses of the 1940s woman’s film. The transgression of the gaze, followed
by sanction, situates the narrative within a tradition in which female initiative is succeeded
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by expiation. From a perspective more explicitly informed by Disability Studies, Blanca’s
blindness may also be interpreted through the “exogenous” model described by Charles
Gardou (2006), according to which disability is construed as a “curse”. As Straniero (2020)
explains: “Within this conception falls the idea of disability as a curse, as a form of
supernatural revenge brought about by the transgression of a prohibition, for instance
through the commission of wrongdoing” (p. 59).

More directly connected to gender than to ableism is another form of gaze directed at
Blanca. As noted earlier, numerous studies have shown how disability is often subjected to
a curious — and at times morbid — look, the “stare” discussed above. Although Blanca
occasionally becomes its object, she appears equipped with the resources to neutralise it,
not least through irony, which enables her to defuse awkwardness and invert positions of
vulnerability. The gaze that continues to exert a more insidious form of violence upon the
disabled female subject, however, is once again attributable to the male gaze, which here
assumes the contours of a perverse gaze aimed at violating the intimacy of her private life.
Sebastiano (the man who, in the season finale, attempts to kill her, and whose motivations
are clarified only at the end of the narrative arc) approaches Blanca under a false identity,
gradually gaining her trust and entering into a romantic relationship with her.
Simultaneously, he covertly installs surveillance cameras in her home in order to monitor
her movements. Within the economy of the narrative, this gesture appears disproportionate
and, ultimately, narratively superfluous: spying on a blind woman introduces a dynamic of
control that is already structurally unequal, one in which asymmetry of power is presupposed
and further intensified. For this very reason, the detail acquires particular analytical
relevance. It functions as a symptom of a perverse gaze that exercises domination as an
end in itself, sustained by a voyeuristic impulse, and that reasserts male control over both
the protagonist’s body and her domestic space.

The Compensatory Gaze: Heroism and the Supercrip

At this point, it is useful to recall the theoretical reflections on the figure of the “supercrip”.
When disability is framed as a lack in relation to a presumed normative standard, a
compensatory logic is often activated, producing the stereotype of the disabled person
rendered “super”. In Jan Grue’s account (2015), the supercrip designates a figure in which
disability is compensated for, or even wholly transformed, into a source of extraordinary
ability. Its narrative structure rests upon a cause-and-effect topos: impairment is not merely
an obstacle to be overcome but becomes the very precondition of success. Within this
framework, exceptionality operates as a prerequisite for the recognition and legitimation of
disability. The result is frequently a narrative that converts disabled people into symbols of
inspiration, tending towards what the activist Stella Young (2014) has termed “inspiration
porn”.
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Following a recurrent pattern in Hollywood superhero cinema, in which “the notion of
heroism [is] paired with extraordinary ability as a compensation for trauma, injury or even
impairment” (Grue, 2015, p. 213), Blanca likewise constructs enhancement as a
consequence of trauma. The protagonist develops an exceptional sense of hearing and an
unusually refined intuitive capacity. Analogies may be drawn with the protagonist of
Daredevil (2015-2018), a lawyer who, after losing his sight in childhood due to a radioactive
accident, develops superhuman senses that he deploys in the fight against crime. In both
cases, blindness functions as the matrix of amplified perception. Drawing on the
categorisation proposed by Schalk (2016), Blanca may be situated within the typology of the
“superpowered supercrip”, in which the character

becomes exceptional by dint of their extraordinary powers and abilities alone — powers and abilities which
are not the result of effort, but merely accident or luck. These are the stories of characters like the blind
detective with extraordinary hearing or the superhero who gains powers after a potentially disabling
accident (p. 81).

From this perspective, it becomes clear how discourses surrounding disability intersect with
those structuring the crime genre and, more specifically, the tradition of female detection.
Blanca’s “superpower” enables her to solve particularly complex cases and ultimately
legitimises her investigative authority. Heightened sensory perception operates as the
narrative device through which the series authorises the agency of a blind woman within a
police environment dominated by male figures.

Promotional discourse and press coverage produced by Rai and Lux Vide likewise
underscore Blanca’s exceptional status. At the press conference held on 18 November
2021, Luca Bernabei stated:

This character has transformed disability into her ability to overcome problems, becoming a kind of small
superhero. Lux Vide aims to produce series that communicate something meaningful. We wanted to convey
the idea that each of us can overcome and defeat our own disability (Morasca, 2021).

This rhetoric of overcoming also recurs in the Rai pressbook (News Rai, 2021) for the first
season, where blindness is described as a lack that the protagonist succeeds in converting
into strength:

After losing her sight at the age of twelve in a fire, Blanca has learned to orient herself in the dark with the
help of her dog Linneo and her other senses, which function as genuine superpowers enabling her to make
a distinctive contribution to investigations (...) Blanca becomes indispensable to the investigations precisely
because of her “superpowers”.

In these formulations, disability is constructed not merely as a deficit to be “overcome”, but
as a condition that attains legitimacy only insofar as it is transformed into an exceptional
resource. In this way, the rhetoric confirms the tendency towards superheroisation that
permeates the media discourse surrounding the series.
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As numerous studies on the representation of disability — and of the supercrip figure in
particular — have demonstrated, one of the most problematic aspects of such narratives lies
in their erasure of the social dimension. Material and structural barriers, together with forms
of systemic exclusion, are frequently displaced in favour of an individualising account
centred on personal “overcoming”. In the case of Blanca, for example, despite its Genoese
setting, there is no explicit reference to the concrete obstacles a blind person might
encounter when navigating urban space. Disability is thus reframed as a matter of inner
strength and personal resilience, contributing, as Alison Kafer (2013) has argued, to its
depoliticisation. The implicit suggestion is that the effects of disability can be neutralised
through individual effort, “making it seem as if all effects of disability can be erased if one
merely works hard enough” (Schalk, 2016, p. 73).

In continuity with certain dynamics associated with postfeminism, this configuration may
be interpreted as a form of “postdisability”: a discourse that proclaims inclusion while
simultaneously emptying disability of its structural and conflictual dimensions, reinscribing it
within a neoliberal paradigm of self-empowerment. Drawing on critical analyses of
postfeminism, it is also necessary to underscore an implicit premise underlying the
character’s construction: Blanca'’s blindness appears “contained” through the representation
of a young woman who conforms to dominant standards of desirability — attractive,
conventionally feminine, and explicitly heterosexual. Bodily difference is thus inscribed
within an aesthetic and sexual regime of normativity that mitigates its destabilising potential.

In this respect, the text is marked by tensions, if not outright contradictions, particularly
where it activates an additional strategy of containment that curtails empowerment. Blanca
repeatedly finds herself in situations of danger from which she must be rescued by a male
character, most notably Inspector Michele Liguori. Beyond the episodic perils encountered
throughout the series, the finale of the first season is especially emblematic: Sebastiano’s
attempt to kill her reasserts a dynamic of female vulnerability and male rescue, effectively
scaling back the autonomy previously established.

It is nevertheless important to acknowledge that the rhetoric of the supercrip does not
operate in a monolithic fashion, but is instead marked by tensions and ambivalences. In
recent years, the category has been partially reassessed, challenging “the assumed
inherently regressive nature of supercrip narratives” (Schalk, 2016, p. 75). Automatically
labelling any narrative that articulates empowerment or success as supercrip risks
reproducing an ableist gaze of its own, as if the exceptionality of a disabled person were
invariably suspect or ideologically compromised. If one suspends a mechanical application
of the label in the case of Blanca, more nuanced dynamics come into view. Alongside the
compensatory logic, other representational strategies are at work which — albeit within the
constraints of format and genre —tentatively seek to unsettle certain entrenched
stereotypes.
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Blanca’s Gaze: Towards Sharing

One of the series’ most innovative elements lies in its staging of Blanca’s own gaze. From
both an aesthetic and production perspective, its distinctive quality resides in a degree of
visual inventiveness relatively uncommon in Rai fiction. Blanca is able to “visualise” certain
scenes mentally through sound, most notably through the auditory texture of rain. The series
translates this perceptual process into a recurring visual device: a black room in which
objects and figures gradually materialise in an almost oneiric register, rendered in vivid,
luminous colours. In doing so, the spectator is granted access to the protagonist’s subjective
perception, her form of vision.

Drawing on Johnson Cheu’s reflections (2010), films that engage with blindness have
frequently conveyed what he terms a “normative gaze”, grounded in an “ableist presumption”
whereby blind vision is automatically equated with absence of sight, total darkness, or
blurred imagery (p. 72). Within this paradigm, Cheu argues, the white, male, heterosexual,
able-bodied cinematic gaze appropriates blind subjectivity in order to reaffirm its own
dominance (p. 71). In Blanca, by contrast, the “blind gaze” is reconfigured: it is vivid,
chromatically saturated, even pop-inflected. In these sequences, the spectator is invited into
the protagonist’s perceptual world, which becomes the site of a distinct and self-authorising
agency, distanced from more conventional stereotypes.

It is worth briefly considering a final modality of gaze — one that gestures towards sharing
through alliance, solidarity, and female friendship. Particularly in the first season, the gaze
of Blanca’s best friend is mediated and delegated: through video calls or photographs, the
protagonist relies on her friend’s technologically mediated sight for certain everyday
activities, such as choosing what to wear. This device stands in deliberate contrast to
another technological gaze — that of intrusive surveillance — thereby establishing a marked
polarity operating at both narrative and stylistic levels. What might otherwise be construed
as a form of compensatory infantilisation here dissolves into the ordinariness of daily
routines and the reciprocity of friendship. Female solidarity, and the relational forms of
looking it engenders, thus partially unsettle the network of predominantly male and
frequently hostile gazes within which Blanca is otherwise positioned.

Dafne: In Pursuit of Authenticity

According to the film’s pressbook, the genesis of Dafne lies in a chance encounter (Rai
Cinema, Vivo Film, & lIstituto Luce Cinecitta, 2019). While waiting at a bus stop, director
Federico Bondi observed an aging father and his daughter with Down syndrome (DS)
standing hand-in-hand, framed by the flow of passersby and cars. He was struck by the
profound simplicity of this gesture, a quiet image that spoke volumes about the intensity of
their bond. In subsequent interviews, Bondi has frequently revisited this image as the
catalyst for the film’s plot. Specifically, during a Q&A for the screening series “Open Roads:
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New lItalian Cinema” (Film at Lincoln Center, 2019), he explained how this encounter
prompted him to reflect on the absent maternal figure and the shifting dynamics of care,
ultimately questioning which of the two was truly supporting the other. As the following
analysis will demonstrate, maternal absence and the redistribution of care constitute the
central thematic pillars of the film.

The first draft of the screenplay takes shape from the questions sparked by that encounter
and from Bondi’s urge to explore the internal dynamics of families living with DS (Racugno,
2019). The director immersed himself in a Florence-based association, engaging with
individuals across all age groups to listen to their stories.*

The film’s protagonist ultimately materialised through Bondi’s meeting with Carolina
Raspanti and her family in Romagna. The scenes were subsequently developed through an
ongoing exchange with Raspanti’s personal experience, drawing on her pre-existing social
network. As Raspanti also noted (Informatore TV, 2019), several aspects of her everyday
life — such as her work at the supermarket, later used as a filming location, and her favourite
Italian singers — were incorporated into the movie.

Seeking to bypass the constraints of conventional acting, Bondi adopted a working
methodology that privileged emotional response over performative simulation (Film at
Lincoln Center, 2019). Rather than providing a typical script, dialogue was introduced
incrementally as filming progressed, allowing Raspanti to internalise the lines and adapt
them to her own natural mode of expression. To elicit an authentic affective response, the
production frequently staged situations drawn from lived experience, rather than asking her
to reproduce scripted emotions (Racugno, 2019). For instance, the scene in which she is
shown crying in the car was prompted by playing a song associated with her first love.
Positioned immediately after the hospital visit at her mother's body, the sequence is
characterised by the omission of both diegetic sound and musical score. This deliberate
sonic void, combined with tight close-ups, compels an intimate confrontation with the
protagonist’s emotional state. Likewise, the supermarket party celebrating her return to work
was organised as an actual surprise, ensuring that her reactions unfolded spontaneously
and remained unscripted. By gradually revealing the story and anchoring key scenes in
Raspanti’s personal reality, Bondi grounds her performance in an instinctive, emotional
register, reinforcing the film’s commitment to an embodied, non-artificial mode of
representation. This approach, however, presented significant challenges for the cast —
particularly for Antonio Piovanelli. In his role as the father, he was required to recalibrate his
performance to accommodate Raspanti’s unpredictable timing and spontaneous responses.

An analysis of the effects of this methodology on storytelling and dramaturgical structure
brings to light several critical issues related to the delicate balance between performative
authenticity and narrative coherence. In this respect, it has been observed that the near-
total overlap between character and actress may foster forms of over-identification, resulting
in a dramatic construction that relies primarily on the performer’s presence rather than on a
fully articulated dramatic structure.

According to Bona (2019), a script developed in such close adherence to the actress’s
personal characteristics risks producing a dramaturgical imbalance. This issue becomes
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particularly evident when comparing the performances of Raspanti and Piovanelli. While
Raspanti’s acting is characterised by its freedom from the mediation of a performative
“‘mask,” Piovanelli remains anchored to a more traditional construction of his role, to which
he appears somewhat constrained. The effect of this asymmetry on the viewing experience
is the emergence of a perceptual gap that may appear almost estranging. For Emiliani
(2019), the zone of indeterminacy between Dafne and Raspanti allows the protagonist to
dominate both the dialogic and thematic levels. Certain existential utterances concerning
the meaning of life, combined with moralising remarks directed toward her father — such as
his excessive consumption of alcohol and cigarettes — and other minor characters,
contribute to an excessive surplus of speech. These rhetorical missteps ultimately weigh
down the protagonist’s construction and further accentuate the overall imbalance in the
acting.

Viewed through the lens of Disability Media Studies (Ellcessor & Kirkpatrick, 2017; Ellis,
Goggin, Haller, & Curtis, 2019), Dafne emerges as a significant counter-trend within the
Italian media context, where impaired individuals are predominantly marginalised or
employed as metaphors for more extensive social concerns and anxieties (Azzalini et al.,
2025, pp. 41-42).

The film proposes a working methodology of particular relevance for the involvement of
people with DS, beginning with film production practices and extending more broadly to
media visibility. At the core of this approach is Raspanti’'s dual position: she functions both
as the on-screen protagonist and as an off-screen collaborator, with her personal
background decisively informing the film’s creative and production processes.

What is more, the collaboration between the actress and the director allows the film to
actively challenge the dynamics of hypervisibility to which individuals with DS are frequently
subjected in mediated images. As Fraser notes (2024, p. 4), such exposure frequently
functions within an ableist framework, in which the disabled body is construed either as a
disruption of the prevailing order or as a clinicalised object. By shifting from a gaze at
disability to a gaze with the protagonist, Raspanti/Dafne and Bondi reconfigure
hypervisibility from a mechanism of marginalisation into a space of self-affirmation. Rather
than appearing as a spectacle of impairment, Raspanti emerges as a subject of agency. Her
presence functions as a relational bridge that repositions both characters and audiences
from detached observers to implicated participants.

Humanising Disability

Dafne tells the story of mourning, of the stages required to work through loss, and of a
process of mutual discovery. While the protagonist, a thirty-five-year-old woman with DS,
gradually comes to terms with the sudden death of her mother and returns to a working
routine and a network of friendships, her elderly father, Luigi, progressively loses interest in
daily life. He stops opening his shop, suffers from persistent tremors in his hands, and
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cannot bear to look at photos of his late wife. Luigi drifts through the city streets by day and
wanders through the house at night, spiralling into a profound state of isolation.

Upon recognising the depressive state into which her father has fallen, Dafne proposes
that they return to the family’s country house, where Maria, the mother, is buried. This
journey, a pilgrimage through the woods, marks a decisive shift in the film’s narrative
trajectory. It transforms the shared trek into a space of confrontation, a renegotiation of roles,
and the reactivation of affective bonds.

Dafne aligns with the recurring themes and stylistic features of Bondi’s cinema. Despite
the Florentine director’s still relatively limited filmography, the centrality of female characters
emerges as a defining trait. It is around these figures that relational dynamics and the
processing of individual and collective trauma are articulated.

Shot between Italy and Romania, Mar Nero (2008) stages the encounter between an
elderly widow and a young migrant caregiver. Originating from Bondi’s observation of his
grandmother’s relationship with her assistant, the film serves as a formative precedent for
the methodology later refined in Dafne (Meale, 2019). By intertwining two life trajectories,
Mar Nero foregrounds mourning and relational asymmetry through a narrative of proximity
and everyday gestures. These elements anticipate Dafne, where the focus similarly rests
on intimate dynamics and lived experience. While Mar Nero situates these concerns within
dynamics of mobility and cultural negotiation, Dafne relocates them in the familial sphere,
consolidating care as both a narrative and methodological principle. Both films reveal
Bondi’'s documentary-inflected sensibility through close observation of bodies,
environments, and landscapes. Despite limited distribution, this trajectory earned significant
acclaim: llaria Occhini received the Golden Leopard for Best Actress at the Locarno Film
Festival for Mar Nero, while Dafne won the International Critics’ Prize (FIPRESCI) at the
2019 Berlin International Film Festival.

Set in a post-earthquake emergency camp, Superiuna (2023) follows two young girls,
Viola and Anna, as they navigate a provisional community of displaced families. Inspired by
testimonies from the 2016-2017 Central Italy earthquakes, the film adopts a child’s
perspective, reconfiguring the post-disaster surroundings into a space of play and
imagination. While female subjectivity remains central, Bondi shifts the focus from the
familial mourning of Dafne toward community resilience and friendship. In both works, the
director maintains a dialogue between documentary observation and plot construction,
characterised by a constant attention to bodies and their movement in the natural landscape.

Building on Bondi’s working method and in continuity with his filmography, how does
Dafne articulate the intersection of disability and gender, and what tensions arise at the
narrative and representational levels? In his comparative analysis of Dafne and another
contemporaneous film co-produced by Rai Cinema, My Brother Chases Dinosaurs (2019),
Daniel Paul (2025) identifies a series of strategies to humanise the representation of
characters with trisomy 21.

Dafne subverts the stereotype of infantilization and asexuality often associated with
individuals with disabilities (Shakespeare, Gillespie-Sells, & Davies 1996, pp. 9-11). The
protagonist is depicted as fully capable of managing adult responsibilities: she is
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economically independent, manages her own bank account, and works at a local
supermarket.

Furthermore, she is never depicted as isolated, but rather as integrated within a network
of relationships between disabled and non-disabled individuals. Across several sequences,
Dafne is shown to be a desiring body, able to express and convey her emotions and
sexuality. During a meal with her new co-worker Camilla, Dafne suggests a romantic interest
in their employer; in a phone call with her friend Viola (who also has DS), she confides her
reluctance to attend a party where an ex will be present. Later, while riding with two forest
rangers, she alludes to her heterosexuality through a witty remark, declaring herself to be
“Very happy and decidedly single.” As Paul (2025) observes, “by showing Dafne’s social
and sexual needs and by making her the protagonist of its narrative, the film facilitates
proximity with her and increases the likelihood of both disabled and able-bodied spectators
to identify with her” (p. 10).

The portrayal of a suburban community that welcomes the protagonist without any visible
form of prejudice appears, however, somewhat singular, if not partially idealised. Moreover,
this microcosm “also feature[s] foreign characters such as the hairdresser's manager and
the housekeeper. Nevertheless, they remain in the background, highlighting a cinematic
struggle to represent not only intersectionality but also the complexity of various diversity-
related issues” (Villa, 2025).

Drawing on Bondi’'s statements, Paul (2025) reaffirms that Dafne “is concerned with the
universal experience of grief and how people work through it and not primarily about
disability as a condition” (p. 9). The film does not frame disability as a “medical problem” to
be treated, nor does it pursue a pedagogical agenda. Instead, Dafne’s impairment is
overshadowed by her resilience in working through loss.

The reversal of the caregiving role is the key strategy in humanising Dafne. By assuming
responsibility for the economic and domestic tasks her father can no longer manage, she
transitions into the role of primary breadwinner and caretaker (Paul, 2025, p. 11). This shift
not only empowers the protagonist’s independence, thereby challenging patriarchal gender
roles, but also unsettles the “trap” of narrative prosthesis (Mitchell & Snyder, 2001, pp. 47-
51), insofar as Dafne’s condition is neither a central focus within the film nor a crutch device
for the father’s crisis. Furthermore, in the finale, her attentive care for her father undergoes
a further transformation, opening onto a space of interdependency and mutual engagement
(Lewiecki-Wilson & Cellio, 2011, pp. 305, 309).

This dynamic becomes evident during the pilgrimage through the woods, undertaken to
return to the mother’s grave. When the two stop at a mountain refuge, Luigi finds himself
alone in conversation with the innkeeper after dinner, giving rise to the only moment in the
film in which discrimination is explicitly addressed. In this exchange, the father confesses
his own prejudices, his sense of inadequacy, and the difficulty he initially experienced in
accepting a daughter with a disability — a shame he overcame through his wife’s support
and the daily commitment demonstrated by Dafne over time. Through this brief interaction,
the sequence indirectly foregrounds the transformative force of Dafne and of her disability.
As Villa (2025) notes, “this unilateral representation indeed precludes the protagonist from
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being a mere narrative device, thereby not confining her to the role of distinguishing between
positive and negative characters”.

The trekking sequence, filmed first, was decisive for the production process as it allowed
Raspanti to acclimate to the camera and familiarise herself with Piovanelli (Film at Lincoln
Center, 2019). This segment stands out as the film's most accomplished; here, Bondi
captures the silences and subtle dynamics between the two subjectivities. Immersed in
nature and tested by physical exertion, the characters rediscover a shared ground, initiating
a gradual process of reconnection.

The final sequence, in which Dafne and Luigi arrive at the family’s country house, marks
their shared working-through of mourning, as caregiving is reconfigured into a form of mutual
interdependence. Dafne gives her father a deflated balloon in which, she explains, “Mom’s
breath is in here. Be careful. In here, she’s still alive.” Through this gift, they are finally able
to acknowledge, orient, and share their grief. The reciprocity inscribed in the gesture of
giving seals a renewed alliance between father and daughter, in which Dafne’s empathy
converges with Luigi’s own struggles as a “disabled individual” (Paul, 2025, p. 12).

Conclusion: Two Models, Shared Constraints

How does Blanca leverage a paradigm of exceptionality and empowerment, and to what
extent is this model shaped by a distinctively postfeminist sensibility? Conversely, does
Dafne’s normalisation of the everyday foster genuine depathologisation, or does it settle for
a merely reassuring and conciliatory narrative?

Together, the two works function as emblematic case studies for analysing Rai’s
representation and cultural policies concerning disability. Blanca oscillates between
moments that potentially disrupt entrenched stereotypes, introducing subtle fissures into the
landscape of Italian television, and normative counterforces that reassert familiar patterns.
On the one hand, the character’s exceptionalism reflects the persistent tendency to amplify
disability in order to render it narratively and culturally “appealing”. On the other hand,
specific aspects of Blanca’s characterisation, most notably her irony, her subjective mode
of vision, and the representation of her everyday life, create openings for more inclusive
narrative configurations. Dafne enacts a process of humanisation, dismantling clichés of
infantilisation and restoring a sense of agency to a woman with DS, enabling her to assume
affective, economic, and relational responsibilities. By foregrounding bodily presence in
radical opposition to practices of “cripping up” (a non-disabled actor playing disabled),
Bondi’s film experiments with an aesthetics of authenticity that nonetheless poses a critical
tension: the overlap between the non-professional actress and the character risks collapsing
the person into the role. This raises the question of whether the protagonist is perceived as
an actor capable of embodying alterity or as a witness to herself, a paradoxical limitation of
her autonomy to identity-based exposure.
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A further significant asymmetry emerges when considering the circulation and reception
of the two works. Blanca benefited from the visibility of prime-time television and achieved
strong ratings: the final episode of its first season reached 5.67 million viewers and a 26%
share, while the second-season finale drew 4.44 million viewers and a 24.3% share. Blanca
has also remained available on RaiPlay and Netflix and has circulated internationally,
including in Spain on Telecinco, in France on M6, and in Québec on Addik. A series of
awards further consolidated its visibility: the series received the DQ Craft Award as one of
“the most innovative global productions” at the C21 International Drama Awards in
December 2021; in 2022, Giannetta won the Nastro d’Argento as Best Leading Actress in a
major series for her performance in Blanca; and in 2024 she received the Ciak d’Oro for
Best Italian Actress in a TV series for the same role.

This broad exposure and the awards received were accompanied by generally positive
critical responses, which often praised the series for combining the conventions of the
procedural with a seemingly original and non-victimising representation (Moccagatta, 2022;
Carelli, 2023). Among the more critical responses, Dondi (2021) warns against the series’
tendency towards a “forced superpower” narrative, whereby disability is transformed into a
form of functional exceptionalism serving the needs of fiction, while remaining distant from
the everyday experiences of people with disabilities.

Dafne, by contrast, followed a different trajectory. The film received significant recognition
on the festival circuit, including the FIPRESCI Prize at the 2019 Berlin Film Festival, the Best
Actress award for Carolina Raspanti at the Italian Film Festival Cardiff 2019, and a Special
Nastro d’Argento. This critical and institutional legitimation, however, was not matched by
comparable public reach (Villa, 2025). Its theatrical distribution remained limited: the film
screened in only 23 cinemas over a period of six weeks, often for a single day, while its
subsequent circulation frequently took place in thematic contexts connected to disability
awareness, including dedicated events and World Down Syndrome Day screenings.

Dafne received positive reviews (Porrovecchio, 2019; Morreale, 2019; Bona, 2019), with
critics praising its authenticity, writing, and refusal to treat diversity either as a pretext or as
the film’s sole thematic focus. Particular attention was devoted to Carolina Raspanti’s
performance, which contributes to the protagonist’'s complexity and prevents her from being
reduced to her disability, as well as to Bondi’'s direction and its capacity to engage with
documentary modes of observation. The contrast between festival recognition, restricted
theatrical distribution, “thematic” circulation, and limited audience data makes Dafne a
revealing case. A film may contribute to challenging dominant representational conventions
while still remaining marginal within mainstream circuits of visibility. This disparity highlights
a broader problem affecting works that address diversity: their cultural impact risks being
limited when critical and festival legitimation is not accompanied by sustained availability to
wider audiences.

The attempts by Rai to include physical and mental disability in its audiovisual production
must therefore be read as signs of an integration that remains partial. If discrimination and
exclusion are not merely the effects of material barriers but are also products of deeply
sedimented cultural imaginaries, then public service broadcasting must pursue a more
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structural and sustained commitment. This necessitates not only an amplified presence of
disabled people through increased volume of content, but also a redefinition of modes of
representation, enhanced access to creative processes, and wider dissemination of works
beyond the confines of tokenistic and fleeting trends.
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Notes

" Unless otherwise indicated, texts originally published without an English version have been translated by the
authors.

2 The selection of the thirty works was preceded by an extensive mapping of Rai’s production during the period
under consideration. With regard to television seriality, the survey was conducted by the Research Unit of the
University of Bologna, with a decisive contribution from Stefano Guerini Rocco. The mapping of film production
was carried out by the Research Unit of the University of Urbino, thanks in particular to the work of Pierandrea
Villa. The results of this mapping process are available in the “Data and Research” section of the virtual
exhibition Woke Screens (https://www.wokeit.it/materiali/).

3 https://www.wokeit.it/. The analytical entries were prepared by members of the three Research Units based
in Bologna, Urbino, and Rome.

4 This experience of proximity and attentive listening also informs the production process, as evidenced by the
film’s patronage by the “Associazione Italiana Persone Down” and the “Comitato Siblings Onlus — Fratelli e
sorelle di persone con disabilita”.
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