i The Academic

An Online Peer Reviewed / Refereed Journal
Volume 4 | Issue 3 | March 2026

A International Journal of Multidisciplinary Research

ISSN: 2583-973X (Online), SJIF IF: 5.6
Website: www.theacademic.in

Reading Disability in Indian Literature: Exploring Cultural Narratives, Identity

Formation and the Politics of Inclusion

Mr. Kiranmoy Pandit

M.A., B.E.d., SET (W.B), Email: kiranmoy.p1985@gmail.com

DOI : https://doi.org/10.5281/zenodo.19492712

ARTICLE DETAILS

ABSTRACT

Research Paper
Accepted: 20-03-2026
Published: 10-04-2026

Keywords:
Disability Studies, Indian
studies,

context, literary

cultural representation,

diversity, inclusion.

Disability Studies is an interdisciplinary field that examines disability
through social, cultural, political, and historical perspectives, with
special attention to the lived realities of individuals and communities. In
the Indian context, this area of study has grown alongside the country’s
diverse cultural traditions, changing legal systems, and active social
reform movements. This paper discusses the development of Disability
Studies in India by tracing its roots in ancient philosophical ideas,
religious narratives, and mythological traditions , and by explaining its
gradual movement toward contemporary policies, rights-based
approaches, and advocacy for social justice. The discussion on disability
on disability and literature highlights how Indian literary texts, oral
traditions , folk narratives, and modern writings represent disability in
varied ways. Thes works often challenge established stereotypes and
offer broader understandings of identity, independence, dignity, and
social participation. By studying literary texts together with important
theoretical viewpoints, the paper shows that literature acts as a
meaningful space for expressing the voices and experiences of persons
with disabilities. It also demonstrates how literary representation
questions traditional ideas of ability, redefines social attitudes toward the
body and difference, and encourages more inclusive concepts of
community and belonging. The article further argues that adopting an

Indian perspective in Disability Studies enriches global academic
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discussion by bringing attention to cultural plurality, Social equality,

representation, and the relationship between power and inclusion.

Introduction: Disability Studies is a field that critically examines the concept of disability
beyond medical and biological explanations. It challenges the idea that disability is only a persoanl deficit
or problem to be fixed, instead positioning disability as a social, cultural, and politi- cal identity.
Disability Studies asks questions like: Who defines disability? How do societies value bodies and
minds that differ from the normative Standard? What are the cultural narratives that shape inclusion

or exclusion?

In India, Disability Studies has emerged in response to complex historical, cultural, and socio- political
realities. With a population that includes millions of people living with varying forms of disability, india's
engagement with disability issues has been shaped by traditional beliefs, colonial histories, grassroots
activism, legal reforms, and evolving cultural production. Literature-both clas- sical and contemporary-

serves as a significant site where disability is represented, contested, and reimagined.

This article provides a comprehensive overview of Disability Studies in india and explores how indian

literature engages with disability

This article provides a comprehensive overview of Disability Studies in India and explores how Indian
literature engages with disability themes. It draws on historical records, literary analysis, cultural studies,
and disability activism to paint a nuanced picture of disability as lived experience and collective

imagination.
2. Conceptualising Disability : From Medical to Social Frameworks

The Conventional medical model of disability interprets disability as and inherent deficiency located
within the individual, viewing it as a condition that requires treatment, correction, or cure. In contrast, the
Social model conceptualises disability as a consequence of societal structures, environmental obstacles,

and prevailing attitudes that marginalise or disadvantage individuals with a reduction in ability.

For instance:

The absence of ramps at curbs constitutes bodily obstruction.

Discriminatory language and stereotypical perceptions function as an obstacle to Society.
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Inadequate access to education represents a structural barrier.

The transition from medical to social models within academic scholarship and demonstrators'

dialogue signalled the emergence of

Disability Studies as an autonomous interdisciplinary field. This paradigm shift acknowledges that
disability cannot be understood solely as an individual limitation but must be examined as an outcome of

social structures, institutional arrangements, and modes of organization within society.

In the Indian context, this transformation has been shaped not only by international disability rights
movements but also by indigenous forms of activism, legisalative developments, and culturally specific re-

evaluations of disability.
3.1. Classical & Theological Viewpoints:

India's cultural heritage contains extensive representations of disability, frequently articulated through
Rational. devotional and narrative traditions. These sources engage with impairment not merely as a

bodily condition but as a concept embedded within broader ethical and metaphysical frameworks.

* Hindu epics and Puranic narratives portray figures with impairments in ways that link physical
difference to didactic and policy-related accountability. For instance, in the Mahabharata, the blindness of
Dhritarastra is symbolically associated with ethical judgment and governance, rather than being treated

solely as a corporeal abridgement.

Similarly, Buddhist and Jain narratives foreground themes of hardship, mercy, and reciprocity, thereby

providing substitute epistemological approaches to understanding human diversity and difference.

Collectively, these classical narratives indicate that impairment was not uniformly conceptualised as
disability in the modern sense; instead, it was deeply intertwined with ethical reasoning, ideological

inquiry, and reflection.
3.2. Era of Foreign Domnation and Organizational Frameworks

Under British ruled administration, disability was increasingly framed through medicalized discourses
that emphasized diagnosis, categorization, and institutional management. Administrative policies were

informed less by indigenous practices and more by eurocentric paradigms of rehabilitation, surveillance,
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and confinement. Consequently, disability came to be regulated through formal institutions rather than

community-based systems.

Simulaneously, disability emerged as a visible concern within nationalist and political movements, as
disabled warriors, labourers, and social activists asserted claims for social recognition, legal entitlements

political inclusion.
3.3. Post-Colonial Initiatives and Legiti-mate Developments :

Following independence in 1947, India approached disability primarily through welfare-oriented
measures and national development strategies. The enactment of the Persons with Disabilities (Equal
Opportunites, Protection of Rights and Full Participation) Act, 1995 represented a pivotal transition

towards a rights-based frameworks.

Subesequently, the Rights of Persons with Disabilities Act, 2016 further consolidated legal
protections by aligning domestic legislation with the United Nations Convention on the Rights of

Persons with Disabilities (UNCRPD), which India validated 2007.

Together, these legislative instrunments conceptualise disability as a matter of human rights and
emphasise the need for accessibility, equality, fair treatment inclusive education, occupational

opporatunities, and broader communitry-based participation.
4. Disability Advocacy and Collective Community Expressions :

Disability activism in India has taken multiple forms, encompassing self-advocacy collectives, non-
governmental organisations, and grassroots community network. Persons with disabilities have played a
central role in leading movements that advocate for social integration, improved inclusiveness, and

meaningful representation exhibition. in public life.

Prominent concerns within disability activism include :

» Equitable access to education and placement

* Elimination of architectural and environmental obstacles in common areas
* Increased visibility and representation within media and cultural practices

» Critical engagement with and resistance to stereotypical portrayals
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» Assertion and ratification of disabled identities

Furthermore, disability activists have increasingly adopted an intersectional perspective by linking
disability with caste, gender, sexuality, and economic disadvantage, thereby acknowledging that
disadvantage, thereby acknowledging that disadvantage, thereby acknowledging that disability is shaped

by and embedded within broader structures of social disparity.
5. Disability and Literature: Central Analytical Abstractions :

Literary texts play a significant role in cultural perceptions and interpretations of disability. While
literature has the capacity to reproduce dominant stereotypes, it also possesses the potential to

question, unsettle, and critique such representations.
The study of disability in literature encompasses several key dimensions :

* Depiction : The manner in which disabled characters are depicted and constructed within literary

narratives.

* Narrative perspective : The position from which the story is narrated and the viewpoints that are

foregrounded or marginalised.

* Symbolic usage : The symbolic deployment of disability (for instance, blindness functioning as a

metaphore for moral or intellectual insight).

» Identity politics : The ways in which literary works engage with, reinforce, or challenge existing

social hiererchies and relations of power.
Various disciplines play a partin the study of disability and literature :
» Literary review : Examining the ways disability is represented in novels, poetry, and dramatic texts.
» Disability Doctrine : Interpreting disability as a socially and culturally constructed concept.

* Personal marratives : Accounts in which writers with disabilites present and reflect on their

own lived experiences.

6. Indian Literary Depictions of Disability :
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Ancient and Legendary Writings.

Indian oral traditions and classical literature have, over centuries, portrayed disability largely through

metaphorical and ethical perspectives.

* In the Mahabharata, the blindness of Dhritarashtra represents ethical ambiguity and highlights the

constraints of authority and control.

* In South Indian folklore, individuals with physical or sensory limitations are at times shown as

carriers of insight, wisdom, or mystical awareness.

Although such portrayals may not align with contemporary views of disability, they reveal that

disability has long occupied a place within India's heritage-based and literary creativity.
6.2. Modern Indian Literature.

In modern Indian literature-written in languages such as Hindi, Bengali, Tamil, Urdu, and English-

novelists and poets have examined disability through evolving and diverse perspectives.
* Rabindranath Tagore (Bengali literature):

His writings frequently address themes of blindness and bodily difference, exploring their didactic,

psychological, and emotional implications.
* Mulk Raj Anand (Hindi 7/ English) :

In novels such as Untouchable and Coolie, Anand foregrounds the pain and resilience of
marginalized individuals, implicitly linking physical vulnerability with disability and broader

structures of social exclusion.
*Barna Faustina (Tamil Dalit Literature):-

Although her writings are not consistently categorized as disability literature, her representations of
caste-based oppression intersect with concerns of bodily violence, social marginalization, and collective

endurance.

* Contemporary Indian writing in English by Disabled Authors (e. g., R. N. Karak, Geetanjali
Shree :-
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This body of work emphasizes real-life impression through reflective, innovative and critically engaged

narrative practices.
6. 3. Self-representational Writing:

Autobiographical writing by Indians with disabilites function not only as individual life stories but

also as forms of cultural evidence.

» These narratives highlight day to day obstacles such as schools without ramps, institutions that
marginalize disabled students, non-supportive occupational setting having inclusive infrastructure, and

the use of biased language.

*They also express happiness, aspirations, determination, and aritistic creativity that move beyond

deficit-based fixed ideas.

Such autobiographical texts encourage readers to reconsider prevailing ideas about disability, personal

agency, and identity.
7. Disability Narratives in Indian Literature:
7.1. Transcending Tragic and Inspirational Tropes:

A frequent stereotype in literary texts in the figure of the "tragic disabled character", whose existence is

portrayed solely through loss and pain. Scholars in Disability Studies contend this pattern :
*  Turns characters into mere subjects of sympathy.

*  Rejects their emotional and psychological complexity.

*  Promotes the belief that lives with disability are naturally of lesser worth.

Similary, the "inspiration trope"-where disability gains significance only when it motivates able-bodied

figures-also restricts meaningful portrayal.

Many Indian authors who write about disability challenge both these conventions by depicting disabled
characters as fully developed individuals with psychological richness, personal agency, and intricate

social relationships.
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7.2. Linguistic Authority :

Language plays a crucial role in shaping perception. Expressions such as "Crippled", "handicapped", and
"invalid" are embedded with derogatory and exclusionary connotations. Consequently, many
contemporary scholars and activists advocate the use of neutral or identity-respecting terminology- such

as "disabled person" or "Person with a disability"-while remaining attentive to contextual usage.

Within Indian linguistic contexts, indigenous terms possess distinct cultural histories and semantic
nuances. Language professionals, therefore, must exercise critical sensitivity in mediating meaning to

avoid processes of otherization or the reinforcement of devaluation.
7.3. Multiple Axes of Identity :

Disability is shaped by its interaction with social categories such as caste, class, gender, religion, and

sexuality. For instance :

Disability is shaped by its interaction with social categories such as caste. class, gender, religion, and

sexuality. For instance :

* A Dalit girl with a physical impairment may experience multiple forms of marginalisation, including

caste-based exclusion and grnder-specific oppression.

*Educational opportunities are often influenced by socio-economic status and geographical context,

particularly the divide between urban and agrarian regions.

Indian literature, especially contemporary texts, frequently foregrounds these intersectiong identities,
demonstrating that disability cannot be understood in isolation but must be examined within wider

structures of social inequality and power.
7.4. Physical Embodiment and Identity :

Literary studies examine the ways in which disabled bodies perceive and negotiate space, temporality,
and social connections. Instead of framing disability solely in terms of deficiencey, many authors

foreground :
*Embodied sensory perception (such as tactile forms of imagery)

*Patterns of gesture and beconing, and bodily rhythm
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» Experiences of comfort as well as pain
*Expressions of creative autonomy and self-determination

These representations broaden readers' understanding of disability, challenging conventional notions of

physical normalcy and ability.
7.3. Multiple Axes of Identity :

Disability is shaped by its interaction with social eategories such as caste, class, gender, religion, and

sexuality. For instance :

A Dalit girl with a physical impairment may experience multiple forms of marginalisation,

including caste-based exclusion and gender-specific oppression.

*  Educational opportunities are often influenced by socio-economic status and geographical

context. particularly the divide between urban and agrarian regions.

Indian literature, especially contemporary texts, frequently foregrounds these intersecting identities,
demonstrating that disability cannot be understood in isolation but must be examined within wider

structures of social inequality and power.
7.4. Embodiment and Identity :

Literary studies examine the ways in which disabled bodies perceive and negotiate space, temporality,
and social connections. instead of framing disability solely in terms of deficiency, many authors

foreground :

*Embodied sensory perception (such as tactile forms of imagery).
»  Patterns of gesture and becoming, and bodily rhythm.

»  Experiences of comfort as well as pain

*  Expressions of creative autonomy and self-determination

These representations broaden readers' understanding of disability, challenging conventional notions of

physical normalcy and ability.
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Case Studies: Detailed Analysis

8.1. Tagore's Treatment of Visual Impairment.

In Tagore's short stories, blindness is often connected with inner awareness and ethical
understanding. Blind characters are not portrayed merely through their physical limitation; instead, they

act as moral figures whose perception extends exceeding ordinary sight.

This perspective challenges simple binary ideas of vision versus visnal impairment and competence

versus incompetence.
8.2. Modern Indian English Literature :

In modern novels and short stories written in English by Indian authors, disability is portrayed in diverse

ways :

*Figures with cognitive corporeal or sensory differences deal with family pressures, educational

institutions, and social conventions.

* Disabled central characters are often presented as storytellers of their own lives, emphasizing their

personal perspectives instead of being treated merelly as subjects of observation.
Overall, these literary works show changing mindsets and growing critical understanding.
9. Disability Studies and Indian Cultural Output Outside literary texts :

Although literature plays a significant role, other cultural mediums also shape understandings of

disability :

* Cinema : Mainsteream Indian films often rely on stereotypical representations; however,

autonomous and local cinema progressively present disability in more sensitive and layered ways.

* Theatre : Performance practices emphasize the body and movement, creating lived, embodied

experiences that challenge conventional norms of gesture and expression.

* Visual Arts : Artists with disabilities engage with themes of realization tangibility, and sense- based

awareness, offering alternative ways of seeing and experiencing the world.
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Collectively, these cultural practices enrich and expand the field of Disability Studies in India.
10. Difficulties and Prospective Pathways.
10.1. Narrative Framing VS Actuality.

Although literary works have broadened the visibility of disability, substantial obstacles continue to

exist in everyday life, such as :

* Restrieted physical accessibility.

* Denial and inequality in access to education.
* Bias in hiring and promotion.

Therefore, academics and authors need to connect cultural depiction with active campaigning and social

engagement.
10.2. Integrated Educatrion and Course Structares :

As an academic field, Disability Studies is still at an early stage within Indian universities. Integrating
disability-related theories into academic programmes across the humanities, social studies, and education

can promote a more comprehensive and inclusive awareness.
10.3. Elevating Disabled Perspectives :

Providing sustained support to disabled creative professionals, reviewers and researchers helps
ensure that knoweldge creation is not merely focused on disability but is generated by disabled
individuals themselves. Initiatives such as community-driven production, reachable modes of

dissemination, and advisory support programmes play a vital role in this process.
Conclusion :-

Disability Studies in india constitutes a vibrant and evolving field shaped by historical contexts, cultural
practices, activist movements, and modes of creative expression. Literary traditions-spanning ancient,
modern, and contemporary periods-continue to play a crucial role in shaping, interrogating, and

reconfiguring understandings of disability. From classical epics to recent autobiographical accounts,
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Indian literature provides a substantial and nuanced framework for examining disability both as a lived

reality and as a site of cultural signification.

By emphasizing inclusivity, contesting reductive stereotypes, and foregrounding marginalized and
diverse voices, an Indian approach to Disability Studies enriches national scholarly discourse while also
making significant contributions to global debates on human diversity, social justice, and collective

belonging.
References :-

* Garland - Thonson, R. Extraordinary Bodies : Figuring Physical Disability in American Culture and
Literature.

*  Mehrotra, N. (Ed). Disability Studies in India: Interdisciplinary Perspectives.
* Shakespeare, T. Disability Rights and wrongs.

* Indian Journal of critical Disability Studies.

*Rights of persons with Disabilities Act. 2016.

* Santosh Kumar, Disability Discourse in Hindi Literature. Indian Journal of critical Disability

Studies (2022).
* Sharma, R. Disability in Indian Literature :

The Transformative Power....... Int. J. Res. Engl. (2025)

Mr. Kiranmoy Pandit Page | 727



