Disability Models & Myths: Story Analysis Guide

Adapted from: Dolmage, Jay Timothy. Disability Rhetoric. Syracuse University Press, 2014.
JSTOR, http:/www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctt1j2n73m.

Use this guide to see some myths and models of how disability is shown in a book, movie, or
show. Ask yourself the questions in each section to check if your story fits that model. More
than one model/myth can apply!

REMEMBER: Disability as a literary lens means any difference in a character’s body or mind
such as physical impairments, disfigurements, invisible conditions, or mental health that
affects their experience and how others perceive or treat them in the story.

1. Social Model of Disability (Good!!)

What it is:

This model explains that disability doesn’t come from a person’s body or mind—it comes
from a world that isn’t built for them. Things like stairs without ramps, no subtitles, or
negative attitudes create barriers. Disability is part of human diversity, and the problem lies
in the way society is organized.

Why this is important:

This model is empowering and inclusive. It focuses on removing barriers and treating people
with a disability as equals, not problems to fix. It invites us to look at what needs to change
around the person, not in them.

Ask yourself:

e Arethere barriers (stairs, lack of captions, no support) that make life harder for the
person with a disability?

e |sthe character’s struggle caused more by other people’s attitudes or by the system than
by their body/mind?

e Does the story suggest that society needs to change, not the person?

e Is disability shown as a natural part of human diversity rather than a problem?

2. Disability Hierarchy

What it is:

This model shows that some disabilities are treated as more acceptable or valuable than
others. Physical disabilities may be shown as “inspiring” while intellectual, mental, or invisible
disabilities are ignored, mocked, or feared.

Why this can be harmful:

It creates a ranking system where only certain people with a disability are respected. Others
are erased, misrepresented, or stereotyped. This makes it harder for all people with a
disability to be seen as full individuals with real lives.
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Ask yourself:

e Are some disabilities portrayed as more admirable, “heroic,” or socially acceptable than
others?

e Are characters with mental, emotional, or intellectual disabilities underrepresented,
stereotyped, or treated as less important?

e Does the story focus only on visible disabilities (like wheelchair users), while ignoring
invisible or cognitive disabilities?

e Are characters with a disability celebrated simply for doing everyday tasks, rather than
being shown as complex individuals?

3. Medical Model of Disability

What it is:

This model views disability as a medical issue or a problem that belongs to the individual.
The main focus is on diagnosis, treatment, or a cure. It treats disability as something broken
that needs to be fixed.

Why this can be harmful:

It can make people with a disability feel like their bodies or minds are wrong or incomplete. It
often ignores social and emotional needs, and it suggests that a person can only live a good
life if they become “normal.” It leaves out the idea of acceptance or adaptation.

Ask yourself:

Is the character with a disability’s main goal to be “normal” or “cured”?

Does the story focus on medicine, therapy, or fixing the disability?

Is the character treated only as a patient or someone with a condition?

Does the story make it seem like life can only be good after the disability is gone?

4. Disability as Evil

What it is:

This myth links disability with villainy, cruelty, or revenge. Scars, missing limbs, or other
differences are used as visual signs that a character is “bad” or broken. Often seen in comic
books, fantasy, and horror.

Why this can be harmful:

It teaches audiences to fear difference. It connects physical or mental disability to danger
and makes people with a disability seem like monsters or threats. It also suggests that being
bitter or angry is a natural result of being a person with a disability.

Ask yourself:

e |s the villain’s disability shown as the reason they are evil or angry?

e Does the story use scars, missing limbs, or other differences to make a character seem
scary?

e Isthe character angry at the world because of their disability?



e Are they punished or killed as part of the story “restoring order”?

5. Moral Model of Disability

What it is:

This ancient idea connects disability to morality or karma. It treats disability as a
punishment, curse, or test. Sometimes, it shows people with a disability as angelic, pure, or
holy to teach others a lesson.

Why this can be harmful:

It turns real people into symbols. It can lead to shame or guilt about being a person with a
disability and makes others believe that disability is a sign of failure or spiritual weakness. It
reduces people to messages rather than individuals.

Ask yourself:

e |sthe character’s disability portrayed as a lesson or punishment (for them or others)?

e Does the story suggest the character “deserved” the disability because of something
they did?

e Isthe person with a disability shown as morally good, saint-like, or “closer to God”?

e |Istheir purpose to teach others a spiritual or moral lesson?

6. Disability as Ethical Test

What it is:

In this model, the character with a disability is not the focus. They’re used to help someone
else grow, change, or prove they’re a good person. Often, they exist only to “inspire” an able-
bodied character.

Why this can be harmful:
It erases people with a disability’s own stories. Their hopes, dreams, and flaws don’t matter—
only what they mean to others. This makes them into tools or lessons, not real people.

Ask yourself:

e Does the character with a disability have their own story and goals or are they just there
to support the main character?

e Is their main role to inspire or motivate someone else?

e Do they exist just to teach a life lesson?

e Would the story change if the character with a disability were removed?

7. Disability as Symptom of Human Abuse of Nature

What it is:

This model uses disability as a warning sign. A character may be born with a disability or
changed because of war, pollution, or dangerous science. It treats disability as proof that
humans have gone too far.



Why this can be harmful:

It turns disability into a symbol of something “wrong.” It makes people with a disability seem
like side effects of disaster or mistakes of nature, not full human beings. It often uses extreme
or frightening designs to show how “unnatural” they are.

Ask yourself:

e Is the character a person with a disability because of pollution, war, science experiments,
etc.?

e |Is their disability used as a warning or punishment for humanity’s bad choices?

e |Is the disability exaggerated or unnatural-looking to scare the audience?

e |sthe story saying the world went wrong and now people are born “damaged” because of
it?



