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The literary representation of disability has undergone a significant transformation from
reductive portrayals rooted in tragedy, pity, and passivity to more empowered and
multidimensional depictions of individuals with disabilities as active agents of change.
This thesis titled “Reconstructing Alternatives: Reimagining Diseases and
Disabilities in Select Fictions in English”, critically explores a range of literary works
that foreground protagonists with disabilities who not only challenge the socio-cultural
and structural barriers imposed upon them but also embody resistance through self-
assertion, dignity, and collective advocacy. These characters are deeply influenced by
Enlightenment principles and progressive ideologies shaped by the Disability Rights
Movement, the ethos of independent living, and the broader call for systemic social
reform. Their narratives are not confined to personal struggle; rather, they extend to
community engagement, public consciousness, and policy-oriented transformation. By
reclaiming their agency and narrating their unique experiences, these figures catalyse
shifts in public perception, while reshaping the dominant discourse around disability
from one of deficit and dependency to one of diversity, resilience, and empowerment.
The thesis argues that such literary portrayals contribute to a reimagining of disability
not as a tragic condition but as a site of political subjectivity and social possibility,
enabling a more inclusive and ethically responsive understanding of embodiment

within the cultural imagination.

Chapter I of the thesis, “Introduction”, provides a foundational overview of
the historical, cultural, political, and literary dimensions of disability and its
representation. It begins with a critical exploration of the history of disability, revealing

how ancient civilisations including Greece, Rome, and India construed disability in
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negative term, often associating it with sin, punishment, impurity, or karmic retribution.
Greek mythology, biblical texts, and Hindu epics show how impairments were linked
with moral failings and social exclusion. For instance, in Greek mythology, figures like
Hephaestus, Larunda, Tiresias, and in Hindu mythology, Dhritarashtra, and Manthara
are symbolic of negative attitudes towards physical and mental difference. Moving
through the Middle Ages and Enlightenment era, the chapter discusses the evolution of
ideologies that marked a shift from superstition and eugenics to the pursuit of equality
and human rights. The Enlightenment brought forth thinkers like Rousseau, Voltaire
and others, who challenged oppressive norms and laid intellectual groundwork for
inclusion. However, these advances were disrupted by regressive policies in later
centuries, including Nazi Germany’s sterilisation laws and the discriminatory “ugly

laws” in the United States.

The chapter also traces the emergence and significance of the Disability Rights
Movement, which arose in the late 20th century as a political and social campaign
aimed at ensuring equal rights and access for people with disabilities. It details the
contributions of key figures like Ed Roberts, Justin Dart Jr., Judith Heumann, and Lex
Frieden, who were instrumental in shaping landmark legislation such as the Americans
with Disabilities Act (1990). Their activism challenged the stereotypes and institutional
exclusion that had discriminated individuals with disabilities, advocating for inclusive
education, employment rights, and accessible environments. The chapter elaborates on
disability studies as an interdisciplinary field, explaining how it emerged as a legitimate
academic inquiry within the humanities and social sciences. Scholars like Rosemarie
Garland-Thomson, Lennard Davis, and Tobin Siebers have contributed significantly to
literary disability studies, analysing how literature constructs disability through

metaphor, characterisation, and narrative structures. The chapter emphasises the social
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model of disability, which argues that societal barriers, rather than individual
impairments, marginalise individuals with disabilities. The chapter addresses the
representation of disability in literature, charting a progression from tragic and
symbolic portrayals to more empowering narratives that affirm the agency and diversity
of lives of individuals with disabilities. The selected novels for the thesis, portray
protagonists with various disabilities who assert their dignity, reframe their identities,
and challenge societal limitations. These texts not only contest ableist ideologies but
also depict how characters achieve empowerment through accessing educational rights,

assistive technology, and community support.

The chapter outlines the research aims, objectives, and methodology of the
thesis. It situates the study within ongoing scholarly debates, highlighting a research
gap in the literary analysis of disability. Using qualitative methods and an
interdisciplinary lens, the thesis seeks to dismantle stereotypes and propose
reconstructive alternatives to traditional narratives of disability. In doing so, it fosters a
discourse grounded in empathy, social justice, and human diversity, advocating for the

full inclusion of people with disabilities in all spheres of life.

Chapter II of the thesis “From Fancy to Fact: Disease, Disability and
Literature”, explores the complex, overlapping, and evolving concepts of disease,
disability, and impairment, offering philosophical, cultural, medical, and literary
insights. The chapter systematically addresses definitions, theoretical models, and
societal constructs of norms that shape our understanding of these terms, eventually
linking them to broader questions of normativity, identity, and justice. The chapter
opens with a multidimensional analysis of disease, examined both as a biological

condition (naturalist view) and as a social construct (social constructivist view). It
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underscores that disease, disability, and impairment cannot be restricted to pathology
alone; instead, it involves cultural meanings, societal responses, and ethical dilemmas.
Disease, disability, and impairment can even bring about personal or collective
transformation, challenging the notion that it is always inherently negative. The concept
of disability, following theorists like Deborah Stone and others, is framed as a socially
constructed reality. The chapter contrasts the medical model (which views disability as
a defect requiring correction) with social models that emphasise systemic and structural
barriers. Disability is portrayed not merely as limitation, but also as a site of creativity,
resistance, and identity formation. Impairment, as differentiated from disability, refers
to physiological limitations, but again the chapter highlights how impairment only
becomes disabling through social exclusion. It critiques fixed notions of “normalcy”
and argues for a more inclusive vision of bodily and cognitive diversity. The chapter
clarifies the distinctions between disease, disability, and impairment, such as disease is
largely biological, though sociocultural aspects are acknowledged, Impairment
involves structural or functional loss. And Disability arises when impairments meet
inaccessible environments or exclusionary attitudes. Various types of disabilities
(physical, sensory, intellectual, mental health-related, neurological, chronic illness) and
disease categories (infectious, chronic, genetic, autoimmune, etc.) are explored,
expanding awareness of how medical and societal lenses shape understanding and

response.

The discussion shifts to the social construction of “normal” and “abnormal”,
drawing from disability theorists like Lennard Davis. “Normality” is critiqued as a
historically recent and ideologically charged concept that promotes ableism and
marginalises bodily variation. “Abnormality” is portrayed as a mutable social

judgment, not an objective reality. Disability studies challenge these binary distinctions
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and call for a more fluid and inclusive framework. The core section of the chapter
elaborates on disability theory and critical disability theory. It traces the evolution from
religious model and medical model to social, rights-based, political, cultural model.
Influential thinkers such as Michel Foucault, Tom Shakespeare, Rosemarie Garland-
Thomson, Lennard Davis, Susan Wendell, Tobin Siebers, and others are introduced,
each contributing to the reframing of disability as a cultural, political, and identity-
based construct rather than a medical deficit. These theorists have pushed literature,
culture, and policy towards more equitable, nuanced, and rights-based paradigms, often
by revealing how identities of people with disabilities are shaped, represented, or
erased. Numerous models of disability are discussed, including medical, tragedy,
charity models framed as individualistic and pathologizing. social, rights, political,
cultural, identity, minority, gap, and radical models viewed as emancipatory and
socially aware. The ecological model emphasises interaction between the individual
and environment. These models highlight differing assumptions about the causes of
disability and the responses society should take. These models individually do not fully
capture the experience and needs of people with disabilities, they collectively help in

building inclusive environment, policy, pedagogy, and scholarship.

The chapter connects Enlightenment philosophy with disability discourse, even
though historical philosophers rarely addressed disability explicitly. Figures like
Descartes, Locke, Rousseau, Voltaire, Kant, and Adam Smith are discussed for their
contributions to rationalism, human rights, and social contracts concepts that disability
studies have appropriated to advocate equal participation, dignity, and access for
individuals with disabilities. While some Enlightenment views (e.g., Cartesian dualism
or Kant’s cognitive emphasis) may reinforce ableist assumptions, however,

Enlightenment philosophy’s focus on human rights, liberty, reason, and equality
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provides tools to argue for inclusive citizenship and justice for people with disabilities,
which pave the way for Disability Rights Movement. The frameworks laid out here
prepare for applied literary analysis, helping situate disability narratives within
theoretical models. This chapter provides a robust intellectual foundation for
understanding how disability is constructed, experienced, theorised, and contested
across disciplines, making a strong case for transforming society into a more inclusive

and empathetic space.

Chapter III of the thesis “Disability and its Social and Psychological
Barriers”, establishes the conceptual framework drawing from Judy Heumann’s
observation that disability becomes tragic only when society fails to provide equitable
access. The chapter aims to analyse socio-psychological barriers of disability, through
three novels: Accidents of Nature (2006) by Harriet McBryde Johnson, She Is Not
Invisible (2013) by Marcus Sedgwick, and Window Boy (2008) by Andra White. Each
narrative offers insight into how characters with disabilities resist, negotiate, and

redefine the challenges posed by an exclusionary society.

Drawing on Pierre Bourdieu’s concept of habitus and Erving Goffman’s theory
of stigma, this chapter illustrates how cultural norms, and systemic biases produce long-
standing social impediments. Individuals with disabilities face multiple layers of
discrimination, including inaccessibility to public spaces, educational exclusion,
underrepresentation in leadership roles, and stereotypical media portrayal. The chapter
highlights how accessibility remains limited due to architectural and institutional
negligence, leading to dependency and marginalisation. Michael Oliver’s social model
of disability is cited to assert that societal failure is the true barrier, not individual

limitation. Assistive technologies and personal care, though essential, remain
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unavailable to economically disadvantaged groups, reinforcing structural inequality. A
significant finding is that disability is continuously constructed through exclusionary
practices both in design and discourse. These constraints are not neutral but reflect
deeper cultural assumptions about normalcy and ability. The chapter further explores
how societal attitudes directly affect the mental well-being of individuals with
disabilities. Referencing Tom Shakespeare and Rosemarie Garland-Thomson, it argues
that the psychological burden stems from society’s devaluation of bodies with
deformity. Identity crises, low self-esteem, and internalised inferiority emerge as key
psychological challenges. The chapter employs Lazarus and Folkman’s Coping Theory
and Illan Meyer’s Minority Stress Model to demonstrate how chronic social stressors
compound psychological vulnerability. Feelings of loss, disorientation, and self-stigma
are amplified by lack of support networks and coping resources. Another significant
observation is that trauma-related disabilities often reinforce psychological barriers
through the constant reactivation of traumatic memories. The lack of therapeutic
support and inclusive mental health care aggravates isolation, distress, and emotional
immobility. This section reinforces that psychological impediments are inseparable

from social alienation.

Marcus Sedgwick in the novel She Is Not Invisible, through the character
Laureth, challenges dominant perceptions of visual impairment. Laureth’s journey
across London and New York in search of her father becomes symbolic of her deeper
quest for visibility, autonomy, and recognition. Her resistance to societal attitudes
insisting, “there’s nothing wrong with me”, demonstrates a psychological struggle
against imposed narratives. The novel critiques how society converts impairment into
disability through surveillance and suspicion. Even when Laureth is fully functional

using technology (MacBook, Braille, ATMs with braille technology and so on), she is
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still compelled to disclose her condition against her will. Her success, ultimately, is
rooted in her self-belief, familial support, and cognitive capabilities. A key finding is
that visibility is not merely physical but epistemological; individuals with disabilities
are rendered invisible through social disregard. Laureth’s narrative confirms Bandura’s
Self-Efficacy Theory; her belief in her competence leads to success. Accidents of
Nature by Harriet McBryde Johnson, highlights Jean’s psychological transition from
internalising the ableist notion of “normalcy” to developing critical disability
consciousness under Sara’s influence. Initially resistant to being identified as
“crippled,” Jean gradually realises how institutional language, therapy culture, and
media representation uphold the myth of overcoming rather than accepting disability.
The camp setting functions as a microcosm of wider society, exposing how even well-
intentioned spaces replicate oppressive norms. Sara’s refusal to perform compliance,
rejecting tokenistic games or pity-driven songs, offers a radical challenge to cultural
scripts of inspiration and helplessness. The chapter finds that authentic self-acceptance
often arises through peer solidarity and political critique. Jean’s shift in self-perception,
acknowledging her wheelchair as liberating rather than shameful epitomises the social
model of disability. The camp’s rituals reveal the latent hierarchies and
misrepresentations that continue to frame lives with disabilities. Window Boy by Andra
White shares Sam’s narrative that provides insight into both the spatial and
psychological containment of individuals with disabilities. Confined to his room, his
“window” becomes a powerful metaphor for surveillance, isolation, and hope. Sam’s
imagined conversations with Winston Churchill foster resilience and illustrate how
imaginative capacity can subvert social constraints or barriers. Findings here show that
Sam’s struggle is not with his cerebral palsy alone, but with an education system and

the society that is unprepared to include him. He is denied proper access to school until
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a teacher recognises his intellectual brilliance. His internalised strength and desire for
inclusion reaffirm the role of encouragement and adaptive support in overcoming social
denial. Despite eventual institutionalisation, Sam’s intellectual growth and later success
as a journalist challenge the ideology that equates disability with inability. Through
Sam, the novel critiques systemic failures or barriers while celebrating cognitive agency

and emotional depth.

This chapter further synthesises the three narratives to propose an alternative
understanding of disability grounded in neurodiversity, human variation, and
interdependence. In She Is Not Invisible, both Laureth’s blindness and her brother’s
“Benjamin Effect” are reframed as distinct cognitive styles rather than deficits.
Accidents of Nature exposes the ideology of normalcy, arguing through Sara’s voice
that true independence lies in rejecting ableism. In contrast to the inspiration trope, the
narrative foregrounds political consciousness, bodily autonomy, and authentic
relationships among individuals with disabilities. Window Boy extends these insights
by foregrounding emotional richness and intellectual prowess in a child with cerebral
palsy. It underscores the importance of inclusive education and empathetic support
systems. Collectively, the texts call for a paradigm shift from pathologising disability

to embracing its transformative potential by removing various barriers.

The chapter finally reiterates that disability should be understood not as
limitation but as a form of diversity shaped by social structures. The journeys of
Laureth, Jean, and Sam demonstrate that with the right support, agency, and inclusion,
individuals with disabilities can flourish. All three protagonists resist dominant
stereotypes, challenge institutional exclusion, social and psychological barriers and

exemplify self-efficacy. Their stories confirm the chapter’s central finding that the
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greatest barriers to disability are neither bodily nor cognitive, but social and
psychological. These findings advocate for a transition from accommodation to

inclusion, and from sympathy to structural equity.

Chapter IV of the thesis “From Object to Subject: Independent Living and
Political Intervention”, critically examines the evolution of disability representation
through the lens of the Independent Living Philosophy and its political, legal, and
literary articulations. It foregrounds the shift from viewing individuals with disabilities
as passive “objects” to recognising them as autonomous “subjects” with agency, rights,
and potential. Anchored in theoretical frameworks including disability studies,
postcolonialism, postmodernism, and reader-response criticism, the chapter closely
analyses three selected texts: Emily Included (2011) by Kathleen McDonnell, This Kid
Can Fly: It’s about Ability (Not Disability) (2016) by Aaron Rose Philip, and My Name
is Brain Brian (1993) by Jeanne Betancourt. These texts explore different dimensions
of living with disabilities such as physical, cognitive, and intersectional, therefore,
highlight the social, institutional, and ideological barriers encountered by the

community of people with disabilities.

The chapter opens by contextualising the Independent Living Philosophy,
which emerged in the 1960s—70s United States as a civil rights movement demanding
autonomy and community integration for people with disabilities. The establishment of
the Centre for Independent Living in Berkeley, California by Ed Roberts marked a
pivotal moment, underscoring the movement’s emphasis on equal opportunity,
accessibility, and self-determination. The philosophy opposes paternalistic and
charitable models of disability, advocating instead for inclusion in all aspects of life

such as housing, education, employment, and social participation. The chapter traces
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the political codification of these ideals through key legislation in the U.S., such as the
Rehabilitation Act of 1973, the Americans with Disabilities Act (1990), and the UN
Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (CRPD, 2006). These legal
instruments affirm the rights of individuals with disabilities to equal access, inclusive
education, and civic participation, highlighting the need for infrastructural and

attitudinal shifts in society.

Within this socio-political backdrop, the chapter undertakes a detailed literary
analysis of the selected texts. Emily Included recounts the real-life legal struggle of
Emily Eaton, a young girl with cerebral palsy who fights for inclusive education in
mainstream classrooms. Though Kathleen McDonnell is not an author with disability,
she has included the exact words of Emily’s parents and other associates and even
perspectives of Emily herself in her writing, which made the narrative realistic. Emily’s
narrative, supported by her progressive parents, critiques systemic ableism and
envisions a society where children with disabilities and non-disabled children learn and
grow together. The court cases surrounding Emily’s education journey culminating in
a victory at the Supreme Court of Canada, exemplify the transformative role of legal
activism in securing rights for individuals with disabilities. Her story demonstrates how
inclusive education fosters empathy, dismantles prejudices, and affirms agency. This
Kid Can Fly: It’s about Ability (Not Disability) is an autobiographical account by Aaron
Rose Philip, a black transgender woman with cerebral palsy. Aaron’s narrative
challenges both ableist and heteronormative frameworks, employing an intersectional
approach to disability. The text explores her lived experience of poverty, immigration,
and marginalisation in the U.S., alongside her emergence as an activist, writer, and
public speaker. It critiques structural inequalities in education, public transport, and

health care, and promotes accessibility through both personal testimony and public
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advocacy. Aaron’s self-expression through blogging, media, and motivational speaking
aligns with Independent Living Philosophy’s principles of autonomy and self-
representation. Her use of multimedia storytelling and grassroots activism further
emphasises the transformative power of narrative in shifting public perceptions of
disability. My Name is Brain Brian focuses on learning differences, particularly
dyslexia, through the fictional story of Brian, a schoolboy navigating misunderstanding
and prejudice. Betancourt’s insider knowledge being dyslexic herself enriches the
narrative with psychological realism and educational insight. The novel challenges
traditional pedagogical approaches by advocating for differentiated learning and
inclusive classroom practices. Brian’s journey from shame to self-acceptance illustrates
the need for teacher’s support, alternative learning strategies, and familial
understanding. This narrative, though fictional, resonates with the themes of identity

formation, empowerment, and cognitive diversity.

The chapter also critically evaluates the differences between autobiographical
narratives by authors with disabilities and third-person depictions by non-disabled
writers. Drawing on theorists like G. Thomas Couser and Rosemarie Garland-
Thomson, it argues that first-person disability narratives offer “embodied authority”
and authentic representation, avoiding stereotypes and “inspiration porn.”
Autobiographical storytelling becomes an act of reclaiming subjectivity, reshaping the
discourse on disability from within. Theoretical perspectives are woven throughout the
analysis. Reader-response theory (Fish, Iser) emphasises the role of readers in co-
constructing meaning, particularly in empathetic engagement with voices of people
with disabilities. Postcolonial theory (Said, Spivak) highlights how these individuals,
like other subaltern groups, challenge dominant narratives imposed upon them.

Postmodern theory, especially Derridean deconstruction, helps interrogate binary
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oppositions (abled/disabled, normal/abnormal), revealing fluid and relational identities.
Disability Studies frames disability not as a medical deficit but as a social construct

shaped by exclusionary systems and practices.

The selected texts use storytelling to counter prevailing ableist ideologies and
advocate for inclusive, rights-based perspectives. Through digital media, epistolary
formats, and personal reflections, these narratives employ creative techniques that
enhance accessibility, engagement, and critical thinking. The chapter illustrates how
literature both reflects and influences social and legal understandings of disability,
promoting a culture of inclusion and reform. The chapter, therefore, offers a
multidisciplinary exploration of disability through literature, anchored in the
Independent Living Philosophy. It illustrates how narratives, when grounded in lived
experience and critical theory, serve as powerful tools for social change, educational

reform, and identity reconstruction.

Chapter V of the thesis “Technology Enabled Narrative of Disability as an
Alternative Approach” explores the evolving narrative paradigms of disability in
contemporary literature, with a focus on how technological and medical innovations
have transformed the representation of disability from passive, deficit-based models to
empowering, agentive frameworks. Drawing upon theoretical insights from disability
studies and textual analysis of selected novels, this chapter argues that technology
enabled narratives significantly disrupt ableist ideologies and offer alternative,
inclusive modes of storytelling. The chapter begins by situating disability narratives
within the historical framework of ableism, which normalises able-bodiedness and
marginalises disability as a deficit or pathology. Referencing Lennard Davis’s

Constructing Normalcy (1995) and Fiona Kumari Campbell’s work on ableism, the
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discussion elucidates how literary traditions have perpetuated stereotypes that constrain
characters with disabilities to symbolic roles, either as tragic figures or inspirational
tropes. In contrast, the chapter introduces the emergence of technology enabled
narratives, which depict disability not as a limitation but as a different way of being in
the world. Drawing on Aimi Hamraie and Kelly Fritsch’s Crip Technoscience
Manifesto (2019), the chapter emphasises how assistive devices, communication
technologies, and prosthetics can function as tools of empowerment, challenging the

assumption that bodies with disabilities require fixing.

Out of My Mind (2010) by Sharon M. Draper shares the story of Melody Brooks,
the nonverbal protagonist with cerebral palsy, exemplifies the transformative role of
assistive technology. Through the acquisition of a “Medi-Talker,” Melody gains a
voice, enabling her to articulate her intelligence and challenge the reductive diagnoses
imposed by the medical establishment. The first-person narrative style gives direct
access to Melody’s consciousness, allowing readers to engage with her autonomy and
resist objectification. The use of the “Medi-Talker” reconfigures Melody’s subjectivity,
enabling her to participate in social, academic, and emotional spheres. Technology acts
as a narrative tool that dismantles the medical model and resituates disability within a
framework of social participation and self-expression. The novel resists traditional
“cure” narratives and centers authentic agency of person with disability. The Running
Dream (2011) by Wendelin Van Draanen, shares the narrative of Jessica Carlisle, a
teenage runner who loses her leg in an accident, she undergoes a journey of recovery,
resistance, and redefining ableism using prosthetic limbs. Initially depicted as hopeless,
Jessica reclaims her identity through rehabilitation, adaptive prosthetics, and peer
support, particularly from Rosa, a classmate with cerebral palsy. Jessica’s prosthesis is

not depicted as a mere mechanical substitute of her loss but as an extension of her
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agency and aspirations. The narrative emphasises embodiment and adaptation,
challenging the notion that normalcy is predicated on physical wholeness. Jessica’s
desire to help Rosa illustrates a move from individual recovery to collective visibility
and inclusion. Born Just Right (2019) by Jordan and Jen Lee Reeves is an
autobiographical narrative that presents a real-life example of disability pride and
technological innovation. Jordan, born with a limb difference, uses and co-designs
prosthetic devices that reflect her personality, including a glitter-shooting prosthetic
arm. Rather than mimicking able-bodied norms, her devices serve expressive, playful,
and functional purposes. Jordan redefines prosthetics not as corrections of deformity
but as creative, posthuman extensions of the body. The narrative resists pathologisation
and emphasises identity construction, autonomy, and inclusive design. The prosthetic

device is reframed as a medium for reimagination, not normalisation.

The chapter incorporates theoretical lenses from scholars such as: Tobin Siebers
(Disability Theory), who critiques the ideology of ability. Simi Linton, who critiques
and talks about challenging the institutional codification of ableism. Maurice Merleau-
Ponty, whose phenomenology supports the concept of bodily adaptation. Andy Clark
and David Chalmers (Extended Mind theory), who argue for the role of technology in
shaping cognition. In this interdisciplinary space, disability is not framed as tragic but
as diverse embodiment, where prosthetics, wheelchairs, and communicative devices are

not compensatory but integral to identity and epistemology.

The chapter argues that technology in literature is no longer a background tool but
a narrative device that enables characters with disabilities to assert agency and
challenge normative binaries. The selected works resist the dominant trope of “curing”

disability and instead celebrate difference, using technology to support independence,
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not conformity. Here, Assistive technologies act as instruments of self-definition, not
dependency, fostering nuanced portrayals of people with disabilities. the chapter finally
demonstrates how technology-enabled narratives in contemporary literature destabilise
ableist structures and foster transformative, inclusive storytelling. These narratives
position disability as a dynamic intersection of identity, technology, and culture,
shifting literary and social paradigms toward accessibility, agency, and acceptance. The
chapter calls for broader engagement with disability narratives that do not seek to erase

difference but rather reimagine it through innovation and empathy.

Chapter VI of the thesis “Disability and Alternative Sexuality”, investigates the
intersectionality of disability and sexuality, emphasising the need to move beyond
traditional and prejudiced conceptions that have marginalised people with disabilities
for long. Drawing upon literary texts, theoretical frameworks, and personal narratives,
it challenges the historical portrayal of individuals with disabilities as either asexual or

hypersexual, and as devoid of sexual agency or romantic desires.

Historically, religious, medical, and cultural narratives have desexualised
individuals with disabilities. The chapter traces this from ancient Greece and Rome
where disability was considered divine punishment through to the eugenics movement,
which institutionalised people with disabilities and denied them the right to
relationships. These ideologies reinforced myths of asexuality and dependency, with
society assuming that these people were either uninterested in or incapable of romantic
and sexual experiences. Literary representations mirrored these societal biases.
Characters such as Benjy in The Sound and the Fury (1929), Lennie in Of Mice and
Men (1937), and Joseph Merrick in movie called “The Elephant Man” (1980) reflect

either infantilised or dangerous sexuality, while others like Sir Clifford in Lady
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Chatterley’s Lover (1928) show power imbalances based on physical impairments. The
chapter underscores how such depictions promote ableist and heteronormative
narratives. Moreover, individuals identifying as both LGBTQ+ and person with
disability face double marginalisation. The chapter critiques how dominant discourses
deny these individuals their identities, desires drawing on texts like The Well of
Loneliness (1928), and Death in Venice (1912) to show how non-heteronormative
desires are pathologised or punished. The convergence of ableism and queerphobia

reveals a broader societal discomfort with non-normative bodies and desires.

Contemporary literary disability studies and queer theory advocate for
reconceptualising sexuality and disability. Thinkers like Foucault, Davis, Clare, and
Kafer reject binary models of normalcy, sexuality, and capability, positing instead that
both sexuality and disability are socially constructed and historically contingent.
Kafer’s concept of “crip futurity” and Clare’s challenge to compulsory able-bodiedness
and heterosexuality offer frameworks for inclusive and intersectional analysis. Modern
literature further reflects these evolving perspectives. Works such as The Kiss Quotient
(2018), A Little Life (2015), Far from You, and None of the Above (2014) and so on
explore nuanced portrayals of individuals with disabilities with diverse sexual
identities, emphasising autonomy, desire, and agency. These texts subvert conventional
norms, depicting characters with disabilities not as objects of pity but as active agents

in their own sexual and emotional lives.

The chapter presents a detailed literary analysis of Heidi Cullinan’s novels
Carry the Ocean (2015) and Shelter the Sea (2017), which depict a romantic
relationship between Emmet (autistic) and Jeremey (with major depressive disorder).

Their love story dismantles myths surrounding disability and sexuality. Emmet,
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intellectually gifted and emotionally perceptive, openly expresses sexual and romantic
desires, refuting stereotypes of asexuality. Jeremey’s struggles with internalised stigma
and his family’s disapproval highlight societal pressures to conform to normative
expectations of behavior and partnership. In Carry the Ocean, their relationship is built
on consent, communication, and mutual care principles that align with self-
determination theory and disability rights discourse. The novel also critiques parental
and institutional control over these individuals’ personal choices, presenting autonomy
as essential to dignity and intimacy. In Shelter the Sea, the couple’s activism extends
to the broader community of people with disabilities. The novel explores systemic
issues like inaccessible healthcare, financial precarity, and the inadequacy of group
homes, and lack in sex education. Characters like Darren, a panromantic asexual man
with high support needs, challenge the erasure of disabled and queer identities. The
Roosevelt Project a workplace inclusion initiative symbolises the potential of
community-based, equity-driven models for change. Cullinan’s narratives highlight
how love, advocacy, and sexuality coexist in the lives of people with disabilities. Shane
Burcaw’s memoir Laughing at My Nightmare (2014) complements these fictional
representations with a personal narrative grounded in lived experience. Diagnosed with
Spinal Muscular Atrophy, Burcaw recounts his journey navigating friendships,
sexuality, and independence with honesty and humour. His candid reflections on
masturbation, dating, and sexual experiences demystify the assumption that physical
impairment equates to sexual dysfunction. Burcaw’s writing deconstructs ableist
ideologies through humour and self-awareness, contributing to broader social
discourse. His openness on topics like masturbation, body image, and intimacy serves

as a counter-narrative to societal discomfort with sexuality of people with disabilities.
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The chapter concludes by emphasising the necessity of reshaping cultural
narratives about disability and sexuality. Literature and personal testimony play vital
roles in this transformation. By critiquing historical misrepresentations and celebrating
diverse sexual experiences, these works urge a reimagining of autonomy, intimacy, and
human connection beyond normative frameworks. Central to this reconceptualisation
is the acknowledgement of intersectionality, how overlapping identities of disability,
gender, and sexuality produce unique forms of exclusion and resilience. The chapter
calls for systemic reforms in education, healthcare, and representation to cultivate
environments where all individuals can live authentically, regardless of bodily or sexual
difference. Thus, literature becomes both mirror and catalyst in reflecting entrenched

biases and advocating for radical inclusivity.

Chapter VII of the thesis “Conclusion” synthesises its central argument that
the literary representation of disability has evolved from marginalising portrayals
rooted in ableist ideologies to more nuanced, empowering depictions that affirm
agency, autonomy, and diversity. Drawing on Enlightenment philosophy, the Disability
Rights Movement, and disability studies, the thesis explores how selected literary texts
depict characters with disabilities, who resist societal barriers and redefine disability as
a facet of human variation rather than a deficit. The study critiques earlier depictions of
disability as pitiable or monstrous, advocating instead for complex, authentic
characterisations that affirm the humanity and aspirations of individuals with
disabilities. It emphasises the importance of inclusive language and the rejection of
terms that perpetuate stigma. By incorporating insights from disability theorists like
Lennard Davis and Eva Feder Kittay, the thesis highlights the shift toward
interdependence and social inclusion. Across its chapters, the thesis examines diverse

themes, such as social and psychological barriers, independent living, technoscientific
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empowerment, and alternative sexualities through the analysis of various literary texts.
These works collectively dismantle the stereotypical ideologies regarding disability and
champion the social model, which foregrounds structural and attitudinal barriers as the
primary sources of oppression and exclusion. The thesis also underscores literature’s
transformative role, advocating for narratives by and about people with disabilities as
tools of education and activism. It concludes that disability should be recognised as part
of human diversity, not as an aberration. Future research is encouraged to explore
comparative cultural perspectives, the impact of emerging technologies, and the
representation of invisible and intellectual disabilities, thereby broadening the scope of

inclusive literary studies.



