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— Article

DESTIGMATISING
DISABILITY
IN FIRDAUS KANGA'’S

TRYING TO GROW

G.Krishnaveni
Dr. B.Winmayil

INTRODUCTION

Stigmatization has its roots in the past, where one
group of people discriminated against another based on
their birth. In contemporary society, the most recognized
forms of stigmatization include caste and race. However,
there are many lesser-known factors contributing to
marginalization, such as children neglected by their
families or peers, children of divorced parents, physically
and mentally disabled children, individuals discriminated
against for their body size or appearance, those who have
experienced childhood trauma or abuse, people struggling
with addiction, speakers of minority languages, and those
with a criminal history. Numerous studies have explored
the struggles faced by ostracized groups, particularly those
who are marginalized based on caste and race. Prominent
works addressing these issues include Karukku by Bama,
which discusses casteism, and various autobiographical
writings on racism, such as those by Maya Angelou and
Toni Morrison. Influenced by these writings, many activists
have raised their voices, working to improve the lives of
those stigmatized by race and caste, and advocating for
their rehabilitation and social inclusion.

Stigmatization due to disability is often unnoticed
in the society. Disability is a pervasive issue that

R
N

transcends gender, nationality, and community. Individuals
with disabilities are usually perceived as burdens to
society or their families, viewed with either sympathy or
embarrassment rather than as normal human beings. The
resistance from disabled individuals, along with various
civil rights movements in the late 20th century, has
significantly contributed to the emergence of disability
studies. This field aims to promote inclusivity for disabled
individuals within an able-bodied society. “Disability studies
is an interdisciplinary area of inquiry that emerged in the
late twentieth century, articulating the activist dimension
and simultaneously providing an academic perspective
to the issue” (Mahanta, 2027, p. xii). As an emerging
academic field, disability studies have shaped societal
perceptions of how disability is constructed and sustained.
Its central argument posits that the oppression faced by
disabled individuals is comparable to that experienced by
marginalized groups based on caste, race, and gender.
Historically, discussions surrounding disability have
been less prominent than those focused on race, class,
gender, and caste. However, contemporary literature has
increasingly addressed disability, with numerous scholars
and theorists exploring its implications.
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DISABILITY WRITINGS

Scholars like Stella Young, Tom Shakespeare, Linton,
Heumann, Susan, and Mike Oliver have given voice for the
rights of Disabled People. The disabled people, on the other
hand, publish their biography as a means of showcasing
their agitation as well as a call for other disabled people
to come out from their shells. Helen Keller's autobiography
The Story of My Life explores her experiences of being
deaf and dumb. The Long Way Home by John O'Brien gives
an autobiographical account of living with cerebral palsy
and, My Left Foot by Christy Brown portrays a man who
was suffering from cerebral palsy but learned to write and
paint using his left foot. | Am Not a Mistake by Rebecca
Atkinson reflects on the author's life with spina bifida. The
Incredible Story by Naseema Hurzuk, presents the life of a
paraplegic girl. Firdaus Kanga’s semi-autobiography which
the article analyzes) depicts the life of a small boy Brit, who
has Osteogenesis Imperfecta, a rare bone disease. He has
shown how he was ostracized for his disability in familial
as well as social context.

Firdaus Kanga’s Trying to Grow is a typical example of
fictional representation of disability as it captures some of
the finest aspects of survival of disabled people in India.
Besides, the author himself, as a person suffering from a
bone disease that bound him to the limited mobility of his
wheelchair, stands testimony to the attitude meted out to
people of disability in the Indian context. Trying to Grow
presents the anchorless position of the differently-abled
that forces them to a state of seclusion and identity crisis
leading to their ultimate surrender, despite their consistent
efforts to overcome the stigmatic notions of the society.
Their relegation to the margins and the resultant feeling
of alienation are sometimes further reinforced by the
well-ingrained codes of social behavior of their respective
communities. (Hameed, 2018, p.60)

Firdaus Kanga employs a semi-autobiographical
approach to delve into the stigma surrounding disability,
exploring the impact on both the protagonist, Brit, and his
family within the context of Parsi culture. Brit, born with
osteogenesis imperfecta, grapples with his condition, which
limits his height to just four feet and affects his mobility.
Through Brit’s journey from childhood to his emergence
as a writer, Firdaus Kanga poignantly illustrates the dual
struggle against societal perceptions of disability and the
complexities of navigating his cultural identity. This article
explores the process of the protagonist Brit's life from
stigmatization to destigmatization by applying the Models
of Disability of the renowned Disability Rights Activist
Mike Oliver.

MODELS OF DISABILITY

Mike Oliver, an author with disability, sociologist, and
activist, introduced several models to understand the factors
contributing to the ostracism of disabled individuals: the
Moral Model, the Medical Model, and the Social Model. These
models also represent the evolution of disability studies,
offering a framework to understand and address disability
issues throughout history. Oliver's models distinguish two
paradigms of disabled individuals: one is a passive observer
who experiences society’s discrimination, while the other is
an active agitator who resists societal notions of disability
and seeks recognition for the ability of the differently-abled
people to thrive despite their impairments.

I. MORAL MODEL

The moZral model of disability has its origins in ancient
history when religion played a dominant role in shaping
societal views. Disabled individuals were made to feel that
they were unfortunate for not having an able-bodied form,
which often led to feelings of guilt and remorse. People with
schizophrenia, in particular, were seen not as mentallyill, but
as being possessed by evil spirits or affected by witchcraft
and were subjected to exorcisms and persecution. Brit’s
parents despite the medical confirmation of Brit's disability,
lean more towards spiritual remedies, seeking blessings from
Waga Baba, a charlatan. Their faith in this figure is rooted
in the moral model, which views disability as a punishment
from God. Their desperation for a miracle underscores their
unwillingness to accept Brit's medical reality: “It was more
out of desperation than a strong faith in his magical powers
that prompted Sam to take Brit to him in the hope of an
early cure” Surendran, 1998, p. 194). Brit's disability is not
only perceived as a personal burden but is also regarded as
a societal punishment. Conversations in the theatre reveal a
pervasive belief in lessons to be learned from his condition.
An old man remarks, “You have learned no lessons from your
birth,” while on the beach, discussions about Brit reveal a
tendency to see him as “punished” rather than simply disabled
(Kanga, 2008, p. 223, 253).

II. MEDICAL MODEL

The stigmatization of disabled individuals under the
moral model was eventually replaced by the intervention
of the medical model. The 18th and 19th centuries are
considered a period of enlightenment for the disabled, as
advancements in medical knowledge and practices began
to emerge. The medical model was driven by the belief that
medical science and its innovations could provide solutions to
the challenges faced by disabled individuals, offering not only
treatment to alleviate their trauma but also rehabilitation to
improve their quality of life. According to the medical model,
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Disability was explained as a physical or cognitive
deficiency that needed to be addressed on the level
of the individual and did not have any link with the
individual’s social or geographical environments. While
the role of medicine in alleviating pain and discomfort
and in saving lives cannot be denied, it led to the
institution of a normal body in terms of an acceptable
level of human functioning. (Mahanta 2J.

Over time, however, medical services were increasingly
seen as a profitable business. Rehabilitation became more
accessible to those who were wealthy, while the treatment
of disability was often evaluated based on profitability.
Those deemed unproductive were seen as destined to
remain disabled.

In the era of Kanga, these medical models took
another transition in which many fake physicians emerged
to get more profit. His narrative critiques the exploitation
of disability by medical professionals, mirroring the
emergence of opportunistic figures like Waga Baba.
Brit’s parents, eager to find solutions, resort to dubious
treatments suggested by these fake physicians. They
encourage Brit to consume pearls powder and goat marrow,
believing these remedies will strengthen his brittle bones.
Brit, however, is skeptical: “Have you ever tasted the bone
marrow of a goat? It made me sick, the black and white jelly
| ate by the plate. Nobody believed me when | told them
that bone marrow had nothing to do with brittle bones; it
produces blood cells” (Kanga, 2008, p. 34). This blind faith
in unproven treatments reflects a broader critique of the
medical model and its failure to provide real solutions for
individuals like Brit. Sera and Sam’s refusal to question
the efficacy of these remedies demonstrates how societal
beliefs can hinder genuine understanding and acceptance
of disability. The family's quest for normalcy that eludes Brit
emphasizes the stigma surrounding disability.

The desperate lengths to which they will go in search
of hope ultimately highlights the profound impact of cultural
beliefs on the lived experience of disabled individuals. The
character of Rutty Regina, who calls herself the "breathing
generator," symbolizes the dubious nature of the treatment
Brit receives. Despite her claims, Brit and his sister Dolly
see through her facade and successfully send her away.
This reflects the overarching theme of exploitation and the
false promises often associated with the medical model
of disability.

III. SOCIAL MODEL

The Social Model has a significant departure from
both Moral and Medical Models, critiquing societal
barriers that hinder the active participation of disabled

=
=

individuals. Mike Oliver (1983) defines the Social Model as
a shift in focus from individual limitations to how physical
and social environments impose constraints on specific
groups. This model seeks to challenge societal sympathy
towards disabled people, promoting instead a sense of
pride and solidarity in their existence. It emphasizes that
it is the environment, rather than the disability itself, that
disables individuals. In a society predominantly shaped by
able-bodied perspectives, disabled individuals often find
themselves marginalized and segregated. Activists within
disability studies argue that society unnecessarily imposes
limitations on disabled persons, perpetuating impairment
and exclusion. Their goal is to reform societal structures to
promote equality and inclusivity. Unlike the Medical Model,
which sought to correct individuals, the Social Model aims
to reshape societal perceptions of disability. According to
Oliver, it is society that ultimately defines the nature and
extent of disability experienced by individuals, rather than
the individuals themselves. This perspective profoundly
impacts the psyche of disabled individuals, often leading
to feelings of inferiority influenced by intersecting factors
such as race, class, and gender.

The novel also illustrates the constraints imposed by
the social model of disability. Brit, while physically capable
in many ways, is treated like a fragile doll by his family and
society. His dependency on them is not merely a result
of his condition but is exacerbated by their fear of him
breaking a bone. This leads to a life where essential items
are placed beyond his reach, reinforcing his status as a
dependent: “But, Brit, you just have to ask. We're always
here to help™ (Kanga 2008, p. 62). This statement, while
apparently supportive, underscores his lack of autonomy.
Moreover, Brit faces societal perceptions that further
diminish his identity. When his neighbor Jeroo refers to him
in conversation with his mother, she states, “l forgot about
your son. You understand, when | say men, | mean — men. No
someone like you Brit” (Kanga, 2008, p. 40). This interaction
starkly illustrates how society has defined masculinity in a
way that excludes Brit, reducing him to a mere shadow of
a person in their eyes.

BRIT'S TRANSFORMATION

The society perceived Brit’s birth as a punishment. His
parents' enforced dependency on him resulted in a false
consciousness, making him believe he was incapable of
achieving anything Until Madame Manekshaw came into
his life. Education, a critical aspect of Brit's development,
occurs largely at home due to the limitations imposed by his
disability. However, Madame Manekshaw steps in to help
him gain an education in a school setting, which provides
him a glimpse of possibility beyond his confinement. Yet,
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the social model continues to haunt him. During a school
test, anxiety and self-doubt overwhelm him, leading to a
physical reaction rather than seeking help, which ultimately
confines him to home education again, yet he manages
to excel academically. Despite his achievements, Brit's
experience of being awarded a special prize for overcoming
his disability reinforces the social model's limitations. He
reflects on this moment with a mix of pride and resentment:
“For heem, there ees an Especial prize!” (Kanga, 2008, p. 57).

While the applause swells around him, Brit feels
diminished, wishing he could escape the spotlight
that highlights his difference rather than his merit. His
teacher's comment about viewing the prize from different
perspectives further complicates Brit's feelings: “He was
looking at your prize from a different window. He saw it as
a shining reward for your being so strong. You felt he was
giving it to you for being weak and handicapped” (Kanga
2008, p. 58). This highlights the internal struggle Brit faces.
While he strives for acceptance and equality, he is often
celebrated for merely existing within the confines of his
disability rather than for his academic accomplishments.

Madame Manekshaw’s encouragement and motivation
are pivotal in Brit’s journey toward self-acceptance. Initially
plagued by feelings of inferiority due to his disability, Brit
finds clarity through her words: “To a lot of people, you seem
stupid? because you are so short and, | know it's absurd,
because you can't walk... Still, you feel sad that this is one
door which is shut to you. You shouldn't, you know. Feeling
sad won't open it” (Kanga 2008, p. 68). Narendra Kumar
(1997) notes that her insights serve as a catalyst for Brit’s
blossoming sensibilities, challenging him to move beyond
viewing life solely through the lens of literature (p. 122).

After Madame Manekshaw's death, Brit’s life takes
a transformative turn with the arrival of Cyrus, Defarge’s
cousin’s son. Cyrus provides a fresh perspective that allows
Brit to escape his previous dependency on Sera, Sam, Dolly,
and Defarge. He

introduces Brit to the joys of life: beaches, literary
discussions, and vibrant outings. Cyrus's love for
romanticism and nighttime adventures creates a bridge to
a more fulfilling adult existence. Through this friendship, Brit
begins to evolve from a dependent individual into a more
independent person, learning the nuances of living life to
the fullest. As Dolly settles abroad after her marriage, Brit
finds himself grappling with feelings of loneliness. To cope,
he immerses himself in writing, producing a short story that
garners him both recognition and financial success. This
creative outlet not only helps him conquer his loneliness
but also reinforces his sense of self-worth, allowing him
to see his value beyond his disability (Kumar, 1997, p. 123).
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BRIT'S QUEST FOR SELF

The sudden loss of his father deeply affects Brit,
leaving him feeling isolated and in need of the support
once provided by Cyrus and Dolly. Death and separation
from loved ones affected Brit’s psyche and he thought
that he was living in a separate world lonely like Robinson
Crusoe. Their absence forces him to confront the reality
of his solitude, yet it also serves as a bridge connecting
his tumultuous past with a more fluid present. Despite his
grief, Brit finds solace in the kindness of Amy, who helps
him navigate this difficult period. In a significant moment,
Sera, his mother, leaves Brit under the care of a neglectful
servant while she attends to her affairs. For the first time,
Brit is allowed to be alone in the library. He was always
dependent on anyone for all things and did not believe
that he attacked his servant with the disabled body, who
gave his best when the situation demanded him to prove
his violence to save his life, lifted a huge book in his left
hand and crashed the servant. Brit’s violent attack made
him analyse the strength of his body.

“It was so huge, | wondered how I'd ever managed
to lift it with one arm,” Brit reflected, grappling with a
mix of emotions. “Not for the book... not for Esmero....
For myself, and what I've done. Like Hitler or someone
who felt so awful about themselves, so weak, so
powerless, the only way that could feel all right was
by making someone else feel that way” (Kanga 2008,
p. 215).

In this moment, Brit recognizes the deep-seated
frustration and anger that stems from his disability, as well
as the societal perceptions that marginalizes him.

Cyrus, Amy, and Esmero play key roles in Brit’s journey
toward self-awareness. Cyrus’s adventurous approach
to life and discussions about sexuality encourages Brit
to explore his own identity, igniting a sense of inner
strength. Meanwhile, Amy’s love and budding romance
offers Brit a glimpse into his capacity for love and
connection, affirming his identity as a man beyond his
physical limitations. Esmero’s treatment of Brit, while
initially dismissive, ultimately challenges him to recognize
his body’s capabilities and resilience, instilling a newfound
courage that propels him toward embracing his individuality.
Together, these relationships help Brit navigate his complex
emotions and foster a sense of empowerment, allowing
him to confront the realities of his existence with greater
confidence.

The quintessential is, when Brit and Amy’s intimacy
attracts pity from onlookers, Brit boldly asserts,
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I know it’s no fun looking at me. Because | don't like
looking at blind or lame people either. But try to believe that
people live inside themselves; they aren’t their bodies only.
And no, I'm not rich, and this girl has nothing wrong with her.
Wer're just happy to be together” (Kanga 2008, p. 253-254).

This courageous response marks a significant shift
for Brit; the boy who once shied away from peers and
felt the weight of pity now embraces his identity with
confidence. Brit begins to realize he can navigate life
without the constant support of Sera, Sam, Dolly, or even
Cyrus. He adapts his living space to be more accessible,
and determined to live independently.

The desire for self-sufficiency pushes him to start
writing, and although his early attempts are challenging, he
gradually develops a clear and consistent voice. Ultimately,
as he struggles to exit an elevator and gets his reflection in
the mirror, he shifts from longing for a conventional physique
to appreciating his own four-foot-tall body. Firdaus Kanga’s
Brif) remarks, “There are some things we just can’t believe.
| liked the way | looked” (Kanga 2008, p. 280). The man who
hated his disabled body and independence now accepts and
admires his body and achieves autonomy.

DESTIGMATIZING DISABILITY

Destigmatizing disability is a complicated task that
needs different approaches to help people understand,
focusing on changing societal perceptions, and accepting
disabilities better. According to Erving Goffman (1963),
encouraging social interactions between disabled and
non-disabled people is important because direct contact
can "reduce fear and promote empathy". He explains that
stigma arises from societal perceptions, and it can be
diminished through understanding and interaction with
the disabled. (Goffman, 1963). To Destigmatize disability,
one must not consider it from a deficit standpoint, as it
primarily focuses on barriers, problems, and difficulties.
This is a very limiting perspective and can reinforce stigma
and discrimination in society. This is of great importance
as it does not multiply the fact that disability is an aspect
of a person’s self-concept, and it should not be seen as a
discouragement. Instead, we can appreciate the diversity
of mankind by viewing disability as such and appreciate the
assets and ideas of the disabled. These activities involve
the participation of disabled people, commitment to their
experiences and appreciation of inclusivity. If we change
the context in which issues arise about discrimination, we
increase understanding, lessen stigma and create a fairer
environment for all people where their contributions and
background get respect.

CONCLUSION

Brit’s transformation from self-absorption to self-
actualization is a powerful testament to his growth.
His realization of his creative potential represents a
key moment in his journey toward independence and
acceptance. Firdaus Kanga’s portrayal of the Parsi
community’s beliefs and the societal restrictions placed
on disabled individuals are drawn from both imaginative
and autobiographical elements. His honest depiction of the
desires and erotic longings of disabled people, particularly
those in wheelchairs, offers a critique of traditional beliefs
and highlights the impact of superstition on his experiences.
Brit doesn't resort to violence in his fight against stigma;
instead, he uses his writing as a powerful tool for self-
advocacy. The impetus for his destigmatization journey
comes not from external forces but from his personal
experiences and the self-awareness he develops about his
body. Through this introspection, Brit carves a path toward
breaking free from societal prejudices. Brit’s life experience
could be taken as a wakeup call to all differently abled
people to be free from stigmatization.
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