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Representations of 
disability
Cicely Palser Havely explores some of the 
ways in which popular literature has helped 
to enforce negative attitudes 

Why do we still tolerate the idea that a twisted 
body is the sign of a twisted soul? In both 
J. R. R. Tolkien’s Lord of the Rings and J. K. 

Rowling’s Harry Potter series, the main antagonist’s 
disfigurement is somehow a consequence of their 
wicked practices.

In the former (1937–49), Gollum (introduced in The 
Hobbit as ‘a small slimy creature’) ‘loved and hated [the 
ring] just as he had loved and hated himself ’. Voldemort 
in the Harry Potter books has been transformed from his 
former handsome self by his increasingly evil practices.

The underlying message is that disability and 
disfigurement are the inevitable punishment for 
wickedness — and it seems that most readers are happy 
to swallow this whole. But if we look at the villains of 
history, we don’t see much sign that their deeds visibly 
scarred them — though moral scarring is a different 
issue. In Oscar Wilde’s The Picture of Dorian Gray (1890), 
it is the hidden portrait that turns monstrous, while the 
sinner himself remains unblemished.

Cliché and condescension
Negative social attitudes are inevitably endorsed by the 
lazy, clichéd use of physical imperfection to represent 
moral flaws, though one of the most celebrated early 
depictions of a disabled character suggests a more subtle 
understanding. The villainy of Shakespeare’s Richard 
III is the consequence of his disability and its stigma, 
not the other way round. He is determined ‘to prove a 

villain’ because he is ‘rudely stamped’ (1.i 16–30), not 
vice versa.

The absence of disabled or disfigured characters from 
our literature speaks volumes, but just as medicine and 
surgery began to open up possibilities for improving if 
not actually curing a variety of conditions, disability 
became a familiar theme in literature for children and 
young adults.  The general message was that disability 
was to be pitied rather than scorned in others, and 

The villainy of Shakespeare’s Richard III is the 
consequence of his disability and its stigma
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‘Disability Culture: Assimilation or Inclusion?’: 
www.tinyurl.com/y5hw7gf9

patiently endured if it happened to you. A brief scene in 
Louisa May Alcott’s Little Women (1868) has Beth (the 
‘little saint’) pitying a boy who ‘had not yet learnt to 
suit his amusements to his strength’.

Miracle cures
The title character in Susan Coolidge’s What Katy Did 
(1872) is cut down to size when she ignores sensible 
advice and falls off a swing. For 4 years she is confined 
to her bedroom. At first her understandable bad 
temper drives off her friends, until she is visited by 
her saintly Cousin Helen (another invalid) who tells 
her that she must reconcile herself to being a student 
in the ‘School of Pain’. Sure enough, it is when Katy 
becomes a resigned and undemanding patient that she 
is rewarded with a cure.

Getting better in these stories often requires no 
more than the patient pulling themselves up by their 
own boot-straps:
• In Johanna Spyri’s Heidi (1881), the poor-little-rich-

girl Clara suffers a mysterious illness that prevents 
her from walking. When she is sent to Heidi’s farm 
for its health benefits, Peter, the goatherd, shoves 
her wheelchair down the mountainside, leaving 
Clara no option but to walk again.

• In Frances Hodgson Burnett’s The Secret Garden 
(1911), Colin is kept in a locked room but leaves his 

wheelchair behind when the heroine encourages 
him not to sulk about his imprisonment.

• Eleanor H. Porter’s Pollyanna (1913) provides a 
tiresome by-word for thoughtless optimism. She 
loses the use of her legs in a car-accident, and is 
cured by her dogged cheerfulness.

In some ways, these stories are another version (or a 
mirror image) of the ‘twisted body equals twisted 
mind’ trope. Here, character is the cure and the 
disabled characters’ task in life is to stimulate moral 
improvement in others.

To some extent, most of us can now recognise sexism 
and racism when we see them, even if we are not entirely 
free of the prejudices associated with these deeply 
engrained habits. But when it comes to the prejudices 
associated with disability and disfigurement, it seems 
that we are only beginning to scratch the surface.

Activity
Discussion topics

1 Why do you think disability was such a 
prominent theme in earlier popular literature 
for young adults?

2 Is it a coincidence that the popular fiction cited 
above is all by women?

3 What examples of your own from literature, 
drama and film suggest a more positive 
attitude, and how much of the old attitudes 
still lingers?

The title character in What Katy Did is rewarded 
with a cure when she becomes resigned to her fate
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