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Abstract: The ubiquitous labels attached to ‘disability’ and a ‘disabled’ person such as the ‘blind-king’ 

Dhritarashtra or the utterly transgressive ‘Pagla’ Dashu are allegories pertaining to different aspects of the culture 

in Bengal. Since the texts, especially those belonging to the genres of folklore, mythology and children’s 

literature are deeply embedded into the consciousness of the masses, the identity formation through these texts 

regarding disability largely shape our subjective thinking. The everyday discourse revolving around disability in 

the present context of West Bengal is often derived from diverse forms of collective representation of the same, 

be it narrative, performative or literary. This paper is a further investigation of what our culture allows to be 

tagged as normal and what it marginalizes, in the realm of the abnormal. In this paper we would like to 

encapsulate negotiations between opposing elements in our perceptions of disabilities. These texts become the 

mode of simulation that opens up the dialogic space between the licit and illicit as well as normativity and 

transgression. The paper also tries to chart out the survival mechanisms adopted by the disabled in various literary 

texts which are examined here. The perception of disability is invariably based on our lived experience: the 

everyday transactions with people and surroundings. The greater the intersection between the fields of experience 

and literary transmissions, the more are the chances of an informed reception in Bengal. Finally, it seeks to find a 

restorative path to eliminate the implicit stigmatization of Disability and the Disabled.  

Background: 

While conducting my fieldwork during my doctoral research in the field of Comparative Cultural Studies, I came 

across different people who participated in a survey that was primarily concerned with the impact of the Covid 19 

pandemic on the reception, transmission and further development of martial arts training in India. Some of the 

respondents who participated in the survey were martial art practitioners while others were non-practitioners. Few 

of the non-practitioners who participated in the survey mentioned that they could not be actively involved in 

martial art practice because they ‘suffered’ from one or the other kind of ‘disability’. They expressed great 
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interest in action films, martial arts showcased on sports channels and some of them even had good knowledge of 

different kinds of Indian martial arts like wrestling, kalaripayattu, lathi khela (stick fight). While analyzing their 

responses, I felt the need to explore the dualities in identity formation of the disabled through a close reading of 

literary and cultural elements. Since the scope of this paper is limited, I have restricted my analysis to select 

literary texts and cultural icons of Bengal. 

Introduction: 

The value of literature, especially one that is a classic or traditionally rooted, is that it teaches complicated things 

in a lucid manner through various allegories. Since Disability Studies has become a popular genre over the years, 

there have been an increasing number of literary pieces that uphold handicap-ism. Literature is a resource for 

society (Trautman, 1978).   

Whenever we hear the word disability, a fleeting glimpse of helplessness visits us. Be it due to the age-old stigma 

and baggage that the word carries with it, or be it owing to the crippling thought that the very word confers on us. 

We shall explore, through this paper, if the disability that is portrayed through the character, actually manages to 

‘disable’ the character or rather strengthens him/her. Or whether the author has chosen to portray disability as 

something that prohibits the character to reach his/her absolute potential or rather the disabled person is functional 

and manages his/her way overbearingly, notwithstanding. In today’s scenario, there is a subtle question mark on 

the word ‘disability’ as nothing seems to hold anyone back, except the recesses of one’s own mind. 

Deflecting Disability: 

In the opening scene of Srijit Mukherji’s Mishawr Rawhoshyoa young man attempts to leave his seat for a visibly 

handicapped Kakababu. The result is a verbal spat that ensues as a result of this show of sympathy and the 

protagonist tartly insults the man’s intellectual capacity. (Mukherji, 2013). The significance of this shot being the 

introductory one, as presenting the character to the audience, gives us a frame to put Kakababu in. It is significant 

to note that this example is taken from a literary corpus which gives little importance to the handicap that almost 

never prohibits the protagonist from reaching climactic endings. Why then, is it imperative to put forth his 

affliction? The thinking process that has been attributed to Disability has followed straightened out pathways: 

pity, alienation and marginalizing. Hence the statement by Thompson (2017) “Few of us recognize disability as a 

social identity with a group claim to rights and inclusion.” holds true.  

In case of this particular representation, Raja Roychowdhury, popularly known as Kakababu –Sunil 

Gangopadhyay’s iconic sleuth –though bearing crutches is not subsumed within the canvas of disability. On 

gaining further about him we see that he is placed respectably in society, both in terms of his occupation and his 

scholarship. The question that comes to mind through this is whether the aspect of acquired disability can be 

overcome through the strength of social standing and character? On most occasions Kakababu is involved into 
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serious fights and emerges victorious and often unhurt. (Debroy, 2018).  Something which is even more 

astonishing is seen in many of the stories and the mentioned movie is the use of his crutch as a weapon. The 

symbolic association with a handicap is escalated into something embodying self-defense.  

The lineage of Disability Studies which stems from the various exemplifications: a freak show, sentimental 

fiction or the object of visual difference (Thompson 2017) has been treated different by Sunil Gangopadhyay but 

is one of the very limited examples in the literary scaffold. 

Transgressive Disability: - 

In Sukumar Ray’s ‘Pagla Dashu’, the protagonist is always termed as ‘crazy’ or ‘pagla’ and his real name, 

Dasharathi is rarely mentioned. His mental condition is considered to be as kind of disability, rather a 

transgression, by some of his friends and elders. Everyone is afraid of Dashu but he is also held in high esteem by 

his close friends because he is the one who comes up with brilliant plans. On one hand, he is judged by the 

society for his pranks, antics and peevish behaviour but on the other hand, he is always a hero among his fellow 

mates. 

 

“There was no one in our school who did not know Pagla or Madcap Dashu… But even he had no trouble 

figuring out who Pagla Dashu was just from the mention of his name. From the way he looked, talked and 

walked, it was clear that Dashu was slightly touched in the head.” (Ray, The Crazy Tales of Pagla Dashu And 

Co., 1) 

There is a constant questioning regarding the terms of social normalcy and crazy Dashu, in spite of being an 

extremely intelligent child, is always laughed at, estranged by other children and rebuked by the teachers. There 

are comments on the ethics of confinement. In this particular text, madness is related to dormant mischief. The 

emphasis on morality of the character, notwithstanding the interest of the community suffering from any kind of 

disability, is another significant point that has been portrayed in the book. In certain situations, the realm of the 

comic is blended with the realm of the grotesque. It serves the purpose of the author as well as that of the reader. 

The thrill of the unknown and the formidable serves to specify the inherent duality, in the context of disability, as 

perceived by the society.  

In reality, the mentally disabled people are not considered to be heroes but they are looked down upon as 

adversaries, even in contemporary society that emphasizes the importance of mental health, wellness and 

counseling. The supposed notion is that disability is a carrier of a tainted form of insanity. Anecdotes from the 

literary text, The Crazy Tales of Pagla Dashu, often defeat the purpose of showing the disabled as the ‘Other’ in 

civil society. Manifesting importance on social marginalization of excluded groups is appropriately reflected in 

literature, along with its attendant problems. 
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Literature can undoubtedly be used as an excellent medium to facilitate conversations and explore questions and 

concerns about disability. Literary texts need to portray the Disabled and their Disabilities from an accurate, 

realistic perspective. Literature can help in creating awareness by addressing the important issue of disability and 

also by providing productive insight towards an equal platform for all.  

On a parallel level, let us now take a look at Susan Laughs, a short story written by Jeanne Willis and illustrated 

by Tony Ross. It has been narrated with great affection but without the unnecessary show of sympathy or 

overarching sentiments. The story mentions varied fields of emotions experienced and the activities performed by 

a little girl named Susan. She swims with her father, works hard at school, plays with her friends, rides a horse 

and participates in common activities just like other children. It is not until the end of the story that the readers 

find out about Susan’s physical disability. It is eventually revealed that she is a wheelchair user. When looking 

back through the book, we notice that Susan is never unassisted but we do not realize this until it is bought to our 

attention in the final illustration. It emphasizes Susan’s abilities rather than on the things due to which she is 

limited. It shows that she is like a normal child, at times she is good and strong, at other times; she is arrogant and 

weak. Susan’s portrayal is that of an active, feisty little girl whose physical disability is never shown as a 

handicap.  

Therefore, the reader who sees the eccentric Dashu lolling about in utter contentment in the company of his own 

gang or the little Susan behaving as if nothing is wrong with her, can realize that these idyllic scenes are a sham, 

and so he/she is left to work out his/her own solution to the interference of opposing ideas about disability. 

Disability as the ‘Identifier’ 

Thurer (1980) states, “Physical deformity, and any other outer defect have come to symbolize an inner defect.” 

This is largely applicable in the definitive characters that resonate through our literary canon. The most hated 

characters in The Mahabharata, even more than Duryodhan, are Shakuni and Manthara: a cripple and a 

hunchback. Their impairments mark them so glaringly that each form of handicap becomes the prefixes to address 

these people. What is even more flagrant is the overtone of evil which is almost intertwined with the disabled 

people. These epics which form an unparalleled influence in the minds of people unabashedly endorse a 

monomania infusing disability with evil. 

Even in The Ramayana, the primary adversary is an anomaly bearing ten heads and the woman who starts the 

chain of tragedies, Surpanakha is disabled by the godly brothers. In the post-modern retelling of Surpanakha and 

Shakuni, Poile Sengupta subverts the stories to humanize them but these retellings have not percolated through 

the cognizance of the masses and moulded their thoughts unidirectionally.  

Interestingly, this phenomenon holds true for both eastern and western literary canon. Howard Margolis and 

Arthur Shapiro(1987) state “In myths, for example, blindness is the most frequently discussed disability and is 
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almost always the inevitable consequence of a serious transgression on the blind person's part.” In the context of 

is Oedipus Rex but it equally holds true for Gandhari (through blind by choice) when she attempts to protect her 

son by giving him a special supernatural protection that ultimately backfires. 

Conclusion:  

A close reading of these books can help us to form an understanding of how literature can provide us with a 

critical lens to experience the lives of the disabled. It can further help in situating the discourse regarding 

disability from the periphery to the centre. Collective, informed voice from narratives can liberate disability from 

its age old connotations and relations with the evil. Story books like ‘Kakababu Shomogro’ and ‘Pagla Dashu’ 

have become inseparable parts of our overall socio-cultural repertoire. It is not simply because these have become 

part of an approved hegemonic canon but rather because these books reinforce the dualities contained in the study 

of Disability, as seen in the present literary and cultural scenario of Bengal. Important observations about the 

working of the human mind can be made, through the reception of these texts in an informed social setup. 
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