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 The concept of Disability remains difficult to define. At the simplest level the term 

usually describes a condition of physical or mental impairment that limits a person’s 

participation in social and economic activity. Societal attitude towards persons with disability 

have changed from time to time. Various factors contribute to these changing attitudes. The 

fundamental values of a culture, to which a child belongs, lend a pattern to his basic 

consciousness, a pattern that gets injected in the individual – self in interaction with the other 

groups of that culture. 

Persons with disabilities face discrimination and obstacles/barriers that restrict them 

from participating in society on an equal basis with other persons. They are denied their 

rights to   be included in the general system, to live independently in the community, to move 

freely, to participate in sports and cultural activities, to enjoy social protection etc. Each work 

of art derived its sense from society. What happens in a society is reflected in literary works 

in one form or another. If one looks at the history of society, one will find that the nature of 

different societies has gone through changes from the Paleolithic period to the present age of 

information Technology. The subjects of literature have been changing as they cover multiple 

spheres of life and society. Sometime it is noticed that many charges are labeled against 

literature as well as society. A literary writing is banned because an opposite section of 

society finds it mirroring beliefs and norms against that society. Thus it appears that society 

acts like back for culture and tradition of the people it reflects upon and a group of people 

share certain similarities with regards to, assumptions, beliefs, caste, creed, myths, religion 

etc. Literature has the potential to affect the reader’s attitudes and feelings and can increase 

one’s awareness, understanding and acceptance of those with disabilities and can assist in 

creating positive attitudes towards disabilities. 

 Much of the literature on disability in India has pointed to the importance of the 

concept of Karma in attitudes to disability, with disability perceived either as punishment for 

misdeeds in the past life or the wrongdoings of their parents. Research in India has 

consistently found substantial social marginalization of people with disabilities. In Hindu 

Mythology, the portrayal of people with disabilities is overwhelmingly negative, but also 

exhibits a strong gender bias in terms of the perceived capacities of disabled men and women. 
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Disabled men in the Hindu myths are in some cases powerful and capable people. However, 

the visually impaired king Dritarashra and the orthopedically impaired Shakuni side with the 

forces of evil in the Mahabharta war. 

 Existing historical understanding of disability are dominated by European and 

American experience   and tend to assume Judeo-Christian ideas of stigma and exclusion are 

universal norms. The historical and contemporary experience of disability in India is different 

from that in the west. Disability is as important as other ideas such as race and gender in 

understanding how societies disempowering and isolate certain groups. The experience of 

other marginalized groups in India suggests that history can be used by excluded 

communities to affirm their rights to complete inclusion in society. The needs of the disabled 

people are not adequately accounted for within the contemporary social organization of 

society. It is perceived in attitudinal terms as a socio-cultural rather than a biological 

construct. Harlan Hahn, Writing within the North American context, stated that disability 

stems from: 

“the failure of a structured social environment to adjust to the needs and aspirations of 

citizens with disabilities rather than from the inability of the disabled individual   to adapt to 

the demands of society” (128). 

Writing within the context of politics of disability, James I Charlton defined oppression as 

follows: 

“Oppression is a phenomenon of power in which relations between people and between 

groups is experienced in terms of domination and subordination, superiority and control. 

Those with power control; those without power lack control. Power presupposes political, 

economic and social hierarchies, structured relations of groups of people, and a system or 

regime of power. This system, the existing power structure, encompasses the thousand of 

ways some groups and individuals impose control over others. (30)” 

In modern times, the treatment of disability in theatre works has reflected an evolution in 

mainstream social attitudes towards disability. In western culture, disability was once rarely 

mentioned in plays. Notable exceptions include Shakespeare’s Richard III. The character of 

Richard III, who is deformed and lame, has served as an influential example of an antihero. 

Richard’s physical disabilities symbolize the fundamental weakness in his character. Yet 

Shakespeare was conscious of the common mistake of equating physical beauty with personal 

or moral qualities, or the reverse perception, that physical unattractiveness represents 
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personal flaws. Richard III is portrayed as a complex character whose own tragedy is in 

surrendering to his moral weaknesses rather than overcoming them.    

 The inclusion of disabled performers in theatre has developed in tandem with wider 

public acceptance of integrating people with disabilities in mainstream society. Some notable 

20
th
 century plays have dealt directly with disability. American playwright Tennessee 

Williams wrote many plays with female leads who were at least in part inspired by her sister 

Rose, who was diagnosed with schizophrenia, and then left severely disabled by a lobotomy, 

as a young woman. In Williams plays, such women are seen as suffering tragedy as a result 

of their illness.    

 Somerset Maugham’s Of Human Bondage revolves around a disable character. The 

central character of the novel is a young man with a club foot. It is a story that tells us how 

failure and success, sadness and happiness and intelligence and stupidity go hand-in-hand and 

despite that we move on. The disability of Philip Carey affects every part of his life and it 

does not allow him to live his life the way he would have liked to live, but that is not the 

central theme of the story. These are the problems that he faces are quintessentially related to 

the volatile human nature that is extremely unpredictable. His disability does not necessarily 

make him sensitive and if he is sensitive compared to his friends and collegians, it is because 

that’s the way he is and it has got nothing to do with the way he walks. The greatest thing 

about this novel is that Philip does not have to prove anything because he has a disability. 

 It can be said that people with disabilities are often depicted as vile, scheming and 

demented characters in various works of fiction. There are far too many books out there that 

portray characters with disabilities and chronic illness in ways that are deeply destructive and 

have a seriously negative impact on the understanding of disability in general. However, most 

of these books are clearly written by authors who have not considered their portrayal at all, 

and who clearly fail to respect experiences that are different to their own. These are the 

authors who fail to realize that disabled people are also, actually, people. 

 This problem arises from the fact that disability is not mainstream. You don’t see 

disabled people roaming around in the streets, catching public transport, getting into 

arguments with other people on the street fighting elections, watching movies, doing 

shopping at a grocery store, visiting prostitutes, getting married, becoming successful 

professionals, going to office and doing all sorts of things that people are seen doing matter-

of-factly. Coming across a person with disability is always a special occasion. 
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 The major problem is that we take visual cues as behavioral patterns. We have a very 

strict definition of what is pretty and what is not, what is beautiful and what is not and how 

good people look and how bad people look. This stereotyping image is also extended to ages, 

social backgrounds and professions. So I think more than disability, it is the perception that is 

at work. It is like for the directors of art movies, especially in India, depicting poverty used to 

be an exotic activity. That is why people like Satyajit Ray would make voyeuristic movies 

about how poor people live, how they dress up, how they eat and procreate. Then these 

movies were shown to foreign audiences because they had never seen such glaring poverty 

and the behavioral attributes attached to it. Even in Indian mythology and folklore, disability 

is used to exaggerate villamous as well as saintly characters, or they are used symbolically. 

Anything that is not ordinary becomes a stereotype and I think in most of the stories, 

disabilities, whether depicted in good light or bad light, is used as a stereotype rather than 

making a statement. 

 

Conclusion 

  The dominant discourse on disability in literature has been that of an individual 

model, which largely relegates the problem of disability to a deficit within the individual. 

This paper calls for rethinking disability: specifically literary work should endeavor to 

challenge existing notions of disability, to re-narrate disability, and to re-vision it as a part of 

human experience and history. Further literary work needs to contest existing expert 

discourses on disability by actively collaborating with people with disability and their 

advocates. Literary writers, intellectuals, and psychologists play a major role in challenging 

the old norms of disability. 
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