
SHODH SAGAR ®
 

Global International Research Thoughts  
ISSN: 2347-8861 | Vol. 12, Issue 2 | July - Dec 2024 | Peer Reviewed & Refereed   

 

17 
  

© 2024 Published by Shodh Sagar. This is a Gold Open Access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons License  

[CC BY NC 4.0] and is available on https://girt.shodhsagar.com  

Defining Disabilities in Modern World : A Study 

 

Dr. Siddharth Kumar Pokhriyal 

Course Coordinator, 

Dept. of Special Education, 

Uttarakhand Open University, 

Haldwani (Uttarakhand) 
 

 

  

Accepted: 18/08/2024      Published: 21/08/2024 * Corresponding author  

How to Cite this Article: 

Pokhriyal S. (2024). Defining Disabilities in Modern World : A Study. Global International Research 

Thoughts, 12(2), 17-22.  DOI: https://doi.org/10.36676/girt.v12.i2.116  

 

Abstract : 

This review paper examines the evolving definition of disabilities in the modern world. It traces the 

historical progression of disability concepts, explores their socio-cultural implications, dissects legal 

frameworks, analyses medical and social models, investigates technological advancements, and 

evaluates the changing paradigms of inclusion and accessibility. By dissecting the multidimensional 

nature of disabilities, this paper aims to present a comprehensive overview of their definition in the 

context of the contemporary era. 

 

Keywords : Disabilities, modern world, historical evolution, socio-cultural implications, legal 

frameworks, medical model, social model, technological advancements. 

 

Introduction 

Disability has undergone significant transformations throughout history, reflecting societal 

perspectives, scientific advancements, and legal and cultural frameworks. In the modern world, the 

understanding of disabilities is evolving beyond traditional medical models to encompass social, 

cultural, and technological dimensions. This review explores the historical context, societal attitudes, 

and the need for a comprehensive definition of disabilities in today's globalized and interconnected 

society. Throughout history, disabilities have been perceived as divine punishment, symbols of 

weakness, or challenges to overcome. However, attitudes have shifted, leading to movements 

advocating for the rights and inclusion of people with disabilities. The modern era has witnessed 

significant advancements in human rights and a growing recognition of the value of diversity.  

Societal attitudes towards disabilities are shifting from focusing on impairment to accessibility, 

inclusion, and empowerment. This change is driven by the realization that barriers faced by individuals 

with disabilities are often rooted in societal structures rather than their inherent conditions. A holistic 

definition acknowledges the interaction between an individual's impairment and the environment they 

navigate. The review aims to contribute to a nuanced understanding of how disabilities are defined and 

addressed in today's global society. It will delve deeper into each dimension, shedding light on the 

evolution of disability definitions, their implications for cultural norms, legal protections, models of 

understanding, technological advancements, and the ongoing pursuit of inclusivity. A holistic 
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comprehension of disabilities is crucial for fostering a society that values diversity, promotes equal 

opportunities, and ensures the full participation of all members. 

 

Historical Evolution of Disability Definitions 

Disability definitions have evolved significantly throughout history, reflecting changing cultural 

attitudes, societal norms, and scientific understanding. Ancient societies often attributed disabilities to 

supernatural causes, leading to marginalization and exclusion from social participation. Medieval and 

Renaissance periods saw religious influences, but the Renaissance brought about a gradual change as 

humanism led to a greater recognition of individual worth. The Enlightenment era marked the beginning 

of a more scientific understanding of disabilities, with medical explanations attributing disabilities to 

physiological or anatomical conditions. The 19th and 20th centuries saw the emergence of institutions 

for people with disabilities, reflecting both benevolent intentions and segregate tendencies. 

The advent of psychology and psychiatry furthered medical perspectives on disabilities, often 

pathologizing them. However, the latter half of the 20th century saw a shift towards social models that 

recognized the role of society in creating barriers for individuals with disabilities. The late 20th century 

saw a paradigm shift in the definition of disabilities, emphasizing that disability is not solely a result of 

an individual's impairment but is a product of the environment and societal attitudes. The contemporary 

era recognizes the need to integrate both medical and social models, considering the interaction between 

impairments and environmental factors, aiming to remove barriers and promote equal participation. 

 

Socio-Cultural Implications of Disability 

Socio-cultural perceptions of disability significantly impact how individuals with disabilities are 

perceived, treated, and integrated into society. These perceptions are influenced by cultural beliefs, 

historical contexts, and prevailing societal attitudes. Stigmatization and marginalization are significant 

factors in shaping perceptions of disabilities, leading to social isolation, low self-esteem, and limited 

opportunities. Cultural beliefs and diverse perspectives also play a role in shaping perceptions, with 

different cultures having unique interpretations of disabilities. Media representation and stereotyping 

contribute to shaping public perceptions of disabilities, perpetuating stereotypes and hindering social 

inclusion. 

Empowerment and advocacy efforts have led to greater visibility and recognition of the capabilities of 

people with disabilities, focusing on strengths, achievements, and equal opportunities. As societies 

become more diverse, attitudes towards disabilities are shifting towards inclusion and acceptance. Legal 

protections, increased awareness, and efforts to promote diversity have contributed to changing cultural 

attitudes. Education and awareness can have a transformative impact on societal perceptions by 

promoting understanding of various forms of disabilities, challenges faced, and potential for 

contributions. 

 

Medical Model vs. Social Model of Disability 

The medical model and social model of disability are contrasting approaches that offer different 

perspectives on how disabilities are understood, interpreted, and addressed. These models shape how 

society perceives and responds to individuals with disabilities, impacting everything from healthcare to 

policy-making. This section explores the distinctions between the medical and social models of 

disability. 

Medical Model: 
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The medical model of disability views disability primarily as a physical or mental condition inherent to 

the individual. It emphasizes the diagnosis, treatment, and management of the impairment itself. The 

focus is often on "fixing" or "curing" the individual's condition to align with a perceived norm of 

physical or mental functionality. Medical interventions, therapies, and assistive technologies are central 

components of this model. Critics argue that the medical model can be reductionist, focusing solely on 

the individual's impairment without considering the role of societal factors. It can lead to stigmatization 

and a lack of focus on the broader barriers that prevent individuals with disabilities from fully 

participating in society. 

Key Aspects of the Medical Model:  

• Emphasis on individual impairment. 

• Disability as a medical diagnosis or problem to be solved. 

• Focus on treatment, cure, or management of the impairment. 

• Primarily medical professionals are involved. 

• Tends to pathologize and stigmatize individuals with disabilities. 

• Can neglect the impact of societal barriers. 

 

Social Model: 

The social model of disability challenges the medical model by shifting the focus from individual 

impairments to societal barriers that limit the participation of individuals with disabilities. It asserts that 

disability is a result of the interaction between an individual's impairment and the environment they 

navigate. Thus, the emphasis is on removing societal obstacles to create a more inclusive and accessible 

society. Critics of the social model argue that it can sometimes overlook the real and tangible health-

related needs of individuals with disabilities. There are instances where medical interventions are 

necessary and beneficial, and the social model should not negate the importance of addressing 

individual impairments. 

 

Key Aspects of the Social Model: 

• Focus on societal barriers and discrimination. 

• Disability as a result of interaction between impairment and environment. 

• Emphasis on creating accessible environments and removing barriers. 

• Advocates for societal change and equal opportunities. 

• Recognizes diversity and values all individuals' contributions. 

• Empowers individuals by emphasizing their agency. 

• Critiques of the Social Model: 
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Source: Model of Disability 

Literature Review 

(Addlakha, n.d.) studied “FROM INVALIDATION AND SEGREGATION TO RECOGNITION AND 

INTEGRATION” and said that Disabled individuals face significant discrimination, neglect, prejudice, 

and rejection due to their marginal status. They face economic, educational, architectural, legal, and 

health barriers, hindering their full potential. Historically, cultural antipathy towards disabled 

individuals has led to a portrayal of them as medical anomalies and a burden for family and society. 

(Ghoshal, 2018) studied “Poor People with Disability: Breaking the Vicious Circle of Poverty and 

Disability in India” and said that Disability and poverty are social phenomena that cause social 

exclusion, isolation, and deprivation. In India, a high correlation exists between disability and poverty. 

The government has implemented poverty alleviation schemes for PPWD, but their integration is below 

expectations. NGO efforts are showing promising approaches to break the vicious circle. 

(Gururaj, 2008) studied “Road traffic deaths, injuries and disabilities in India: Current scenario” and 

said that in 2005, road traffic injuries caused 110,000 deaths, 2.5 million hospitalizations, and economic 

losses. If the trend continues, India will face 150,000 deaths and 3 million hospitalizations annually by 

2010, increasing to 200,000 deaths and over 3.5 million by 2015. Most victims are poorer men aged 15-

44, and pedestrians, motorcyclists, and bicyclists. 

(Kumar et al., 2006) studied “Preliminary Experiences with use of Disability Assessment Scales at 

Mental Disability Clinic, PGIMER, Chandigarh” and said that India has notified scales for assessing 

disability in psychiatric disorders and mental retardation. This paper examines initial 6 months' use in 

a Mental Disability Clinic, focusing on socio-demographic profiles, indices, and conceptual and 

operational difficulties. 
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(Resnikoff et al., 2004) Studied “Global data on visual impairment in the year 2002” and said that The 

paper estimates the prevalence of visual impairment in 2002, with over 161 million people affected, 

with 37 million being blind. 

 

Technological Advancements and Accessibility: 

Technological advancements have significantly impacted the lives of individuals with disabilities, 

enabling them to lead more independent and inclusive lives. Assistive technologies, such as screen 

readers and communication devices, have helped individuals with disabilities perform tasks that might 

be challenging. Mobility enhancements, such as wheelchairs with advanced mobility features, 

exoskeletons, and prosthetic limbs equipped with sensors, have improved mobility and functionality for 

those with mobility impairments. Communication and accessibility have also been transformed by 

technology, with Augmentative and Alternative Communication (AAC) devices enabling speech 

impairments to express themselves and text-to-speech software providing voice output. Digital 

accessibility standards ensure websites and digital content are usable by individuals with disabilities, 

with features like screen readers, captioning, keyboard shortcuts, and adaptable interfaces. 

 

Smart assistants like Amazon's Alexa and Google Assistant offer voice-activated control over tasks, 

making technology more accessible to those with mobility or dexterity challenges. Gaming and 

entertainment technologies have made experiences more inclusive, with customizable controls, haptic 

feedback, and visual/audio cues allowing individuals with disabilities to participate in gaming and 

entertainment on par with others. However, challenges remain, such as not all technologies are 

universally designed, affordability, and staying up-to-date with rapidly evolving technology. 

 

Intersectionality and Multiple Identities : 

Intersectionality is the interconnected nature of social categorizations, such as race, gender, class, and 

disability, which shape individuals' experiences and challenges. It emphasizes the complex ways in 

which multiple identities intersect, influencing an individual's experiences, opportunities, and barriers. 

Intersectionality can result in compounded disadvantages, unique experiences, and invisibility and 

marginalization. For instance, a person with a disability from a marginalized racial or ethnic group may 

face unique challenges accessing healthcare, education, or employment due to a combination of racial 

discrimination and disability-related barriers. Inclusive approaches are crucial for creating inclusive 

policies, services, and environments that acknowledge the complexity of identities and experiences. 

Empowerment and advocacy are also essential for individuals with disabilities who belong to multiple 

marginalized groups, as their unique insights into the intersections of oppression can drive change and 

prompt a more comprehensive understanding of societal challenges. 

 

Conclusion : 

The concept of disabilities in the modern world is complex and multifaceted, influenced by historical 

developments, cultural perceptions, legal frameworks, and technological innovations. Legal 

frameworks like the ADA and UNCRPD have advocated for equal opportunities and accessibility, while 

societal structures play a role in creating barriers. As the world advances, the concept of disabilities is 

likely to evolve, and society must remain adaptable by continually reassessing definitions, policies, and 

practices. Inclusion and accessibility should be central goals, supported by advancements in technology, 

cultural norms, and a commitment to dismantling barriers. A holistic understanding of disabilities goes 
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beyond medical diagnoses, embracing the diversity of human experiences to foster equality, respect, 

and meaningful participation for individuals with disabilities. 
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