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A B S T R A C T 
Children’s literature originally emerged with both educational and entertainment purposes 
and has gradually expanded to include a wider range of perspectives. In recent years, a 
critical imperative has evolved within the genre to enhance the inclusivity towards 
characters with disabilities. By highlighting the social construction of disability and 
challenging long-standing standards of normality and physical ability, this change is 
consistent with criticisms of ableist paradigms. Through the theoretical framework of 
Robert McRuer’s (2006) Crip Theory, this research offers a critical examination of R. J. 
Palacio’s Auggie & Me (2014). The key objectives of this research are to investigate the 
modalities of emotional complexity involved in the parenting of a child having facial 
disfigurement. It extends its scope to explore the coalitional relations and agency of people 
with deformities in promoting social justice and solidarity. It examines the transgressive 
tactics these people employ to oppose ableist systems. This research draws conclusions 
that show the strong family ties and complex emotional dynamics are essential for 
empowering characters to go beyond social norms and reject ableism. Furthermore, a 
paradigm change in public view is sparked by the agency of crippled individuals, which is 
expressed through the acceptance of fluid identities. The study also reveals how character 
alliances strengthen people by promoting group opposition to prevailing discourses about 
ability and disability. Thus, by highlighting the need for critical representations of 
disability that actively advance social justice, solidarity, and inclusion, this study makes a 
substantial contribution to the area of Children’s Literature 
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Introduction 

 

        Children’s Literature has evolved through a dynamic interplay of historical, social, and 
cultural transformations, transitioning from oral traditions emphasising moral instruction to 
contemporary texts addressing complex issues with diverse perspectives. Early narratives, such as 
Aesop’s Fables and allegorical works from the 17th and 18th centuries, were predominantly didactic, 
focusing on instilling values and societal norms. By the 19th and 20th centuries, key authors like 
Charles Dickens, Lewis Carroll, J.M. Barrie, and later Roald Dahl and Judy Blume infused realism, 
fantasy, humour, and nuanced social critique into children’s books, thus broadening the genre. In 
recent decades, Children’s Literature has increasingly embraced themes of diversity, inclusion, and the 
authentic representation of marginalised voices, including those with disabilities. 

       The concept of heroism in Children’s Literature, once defined by conventional notions of 
virtue and capability, now reflects a broader, more inclusive paradigm. Protagonists no longer fit a 
single mould but embody a variety of backgrounds, abilities, and identities. This transformation is 
particularly evident in the growing representation of disabled characters, who are depicted not as mere 
plot devices or objects of pity but as multifaceted individuals with agency, resilience, and complexity. 
Such representation is vital for the development of empathy and self-recognition among young 
readers, challenging entrenched stereotypes and fostering an inclusive worldview. 

       The historical portrayal of disability in Children’s Literature has often contributed to 
stigma and exclusion, reflective of broader societal prejudices. Traditionally, people with disabilities 
were either omitted or depicted in ways that reinforced their marginalisation; a tendency tied to 
prevailing societal models, such as the Medical Model, which focuses on individual impairment, and 
the Social Model, which highlights structural barriers and societal expectations. This dichotomy 
underscores the urgent need for more accurate, authentic, and empowering portrayals, rejecting the 
depiction of disabled individuals as helpless outliers and instead recognising them as equal 
participants in communal life. Focusing on contemporary novels like Raquel Jaramillo Palacio’s 
Auggie & Me, the study investigates how disabled protagonists challenge normative standards of 
ability through personal resilience and familial support. These works illustrate the intersections 
between personal agency, family dynamics, and societal attitudes towards disability, revealing the 
potential of Children’s Literature to catalyse social change. As these characters form supportive 
coalitions and model inclusive behaviour, their stories serve not only as mirrors for disabled children 
but also as catalysts for social justice, encouraging readers to question traditional binaries of ability 
and to embrace diversity within their communities. 

      This study investigates the representation of craniofacial disability and social inclusion in 
R.J. Palacio’s novel Auggie & Me through the theoretical lens of Crip Theory. While disabled 
protagonists are now increasingly incorporated into mainstream narratives of Children’s Literature, 
many literary narratives reproduce ableist assumptions by the portrayal of disability as either a source 
of medical tragedy, a pity, or inspirational exceptionalism. The narratives having marginalised 
identities of their disabled characters reinforce ideals of bodily perfection and social productivity. This 
critical problem is addressed in the following study by examining how the narrative of Auggie & Me 
resists the dominant ideals of compulsory able-bodiedness and reconstructs disability as a site of 
agency. Thus, this study asks how Auggie & Me challenges ableist assumptions about craniofacial 
difference and how familial support, peer alliances, and disabled agency create alternative spaces of 
belonging. To answer these research questions, the study adopts qualitative close textual analysis as a 
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research method, focusing on selected episodes, dialogues, character interactions, and symbolic 
moments in the novel. 

 

Children’s Literature, Disability Representation, and the Politics of Inclusion 

 

       Children’s Literature holds great significance in storytelling that has transcended 
boundaries, emerging from ancient conventions and developing into treasured cultural legacies. In 
addition, children’s books play a variety of roles that go beyond simple amusement and teaching. 
Children’s Literature’s lasting impact ultimately rests in its capacity to bring people together, educate, 
and inspire generations worldwide via the enthralling power of storytelling. 

Three different genesis stories are outlined by Grenby and Immel for Children’s Literature. 
They start out by talking about how it came to be a commercial product historically. Second, they 
examine the idea that the tradition of adult storytelling to children has given rise to Children’s 
Literature. Finally, they look at the biographical stories related to the writing of particular novels. 
“Most cultural historians agree that Children’s Literature, as we recognise it today, began in the 
mid-eighteenth century and took hold first in Britain” (Grenby and Immel 4). Their argument situates 
Children’s Literature within broader historical and demographic transformations, highlighting that the 
genre developed alongside changing cultural attitudes toward childhood, morality, and education. 

      Children’s Literature has a unique role in the social fabric, acting as a connection between 
the collective spirit and narrative. The genre prominently displays the successful connections between 
literature and society, whether they are moral lessons, cultural representations, or the formation of 
ethical frameworks. John Stephens talks about the astounding connection of Children’s Literature and 
society in his book Language and Ideology in Children’s Fiction: “Children’s Literature is operated 
and distributed on the basis of faith, whereby if there is a place for effective links between literature 
and society, then it will naturally be found in Children’s Literature” (54). His argument foregrounds 
the close relationship between literary narratives and social structures, demonstrating how the genre 
has become a medium through which societies transmit ethical frameworks, cultural values, and 
normative assumptions. Therefore, Children’s Literature is an important tool for understanding and 
preserving cultural history and society views throughout generations since it acts as a repository of 
social norms and objectives. 

     Building upon this ideological role, scholars have increasingly recognised the 
psychological and emotional significance of inclusive representation within Children’s Literature. For 
young readers’ psychological and emotional growth, Children’s Literature is extremely important. 
Through narratives that depict emotional struggle, difference, and personal growth, literary texts 
provide young readers with frameworks for understanding themselves and others. The vital 
significance of inclusive storytelling as well as eclectic representation in the genre is highlighted by 
scholarly awareness of this influence. Through the portrayal of individuals who confront tragedies and 
exhibit emotions that are relatable to the reader, it offers useful frameworks for comprehending 
oneself and others. Children thus exposed to protagonists from varied backgrounds cultivate an 
appreciation for diversity among their fellows and foster empathy. 

Explicitly, the presence of characters with impairments provides a range of viewpoints, 
enabling young readers to delve deeper into the human condition. These characters frequently battle 
with internal issues, such as identity issues or self-doubt, reflecting the psychological difficulties that 
readers could encounter. Children may develop empathy and self-awareness by connecting with the 
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highs and lows of relationships and personal development through these stories. Consequently, 
Children’s Literature becomes an important space for negotiating questions of difference, acceptance, 
and inclusion.  

Building on the nuanced characterisation of the protagonists, R.J. Palacio’s work Auggie & 
Me gathers three distinct stories, all of which are connected to Auggie, the fifth-grader with 
craniofacial differences. The first story, “The Julian Chapter”, is told from the viewpoint of Auggie’s 
adversary, Julian; the second story, “Pluto”, chronicles the friendship between Auggie and Chris from 
childhood; the third story, “Shingaling”, centres on Charlotte, one of Auggie’s classmates, as she 
makes new friendships in a dance group. The collection offers a variety of experiences: “The Julian 
Chapter” explores Julian’s moral development, “Pluto” is a slower but thoughtful depiction of 
friendship with Auggie, and “Shingaling” is a lively tale. While analysing the characters of this book, 
Xu Zhao, Director of Research in Chinese Youth Mental Health and Well-Being, narrates, “people 
should accept their prototypes, which means what they should like themselves physically and 
mentally rather than try to change themselves into some ideal model” (7). Zhao’s interpretation 
emphasises self-acceptance and challenges idealised notions of bodily perfection. His interpretation is 
significant because it foregrounds the tension between societal expectation and individual identity, 
particularly in relation to social acceptance and physical appearance.  

Similarly, Martha S. Guarisco and Louise M. Freeman in their work Wonder of Empathy 
examine how Palacio’s narrative cultivates empathy by enabling readers to experience the emotional 
struggles of Auggie through fiction. The chapter emphasises how, in actual, people may feel 
uncomfortable or uneasy when they encounter someone like Auggie because of his physical 
characteristics. Nonetheless, readers are able to live Auggie’s life through the narrative lens of fiction 
and learn about his emotional challenges in response to unfavourable comments about his appearance. 
Readers are also shown the viewpoints of other characters, such as Auggie’s sister, who likewise 
experiences uneasiness or awkwardness, highlighting the fact that these responses are not unusual. 
While describing different encounters of August and his friends, they mention, “they experienced 
contact with him vicariously … the hurt Auggie feels when people react negatively to his appearance” 
(2). Their argument highlights the narrative’s capacity to deepen readers’ emotional understanding of 
social prejudice and discomfort surrounding visible disability. At the same time, their discussion 
suggests that Palacio’s work destabilises simplistic responses of pity by emphasising the emotional 
complexity of both disabled individuals and those around them. 

Nikki Heath likewise examines the intricate dynamics of friendship represented in the text, 
particularly the ways relationships are shaped by empathy, emotional growth, and social difficulty. 
Heath notes the “these multifaceted aspects of friendship, depicting growth, empathy, understanding, 
and the intricacies that define relationships, especially when intertwined with the experiences of 
someone like Auggie, who faces unique challenges due to his appearance and disabilities” (40). Her 
argument extends existing discussions on disability representation by emphasising the social 
negotiations involved in maintaining relationships with individuals who experience marginalisation 
due to physical difference. 

Although valuable insights are produced through these studies into empathy, friendship, 
emotional development, and self-acceptance, they primarily approach Palacio’s work through 
psychological and humanistic perspectives. The selected novel has not been given attention through 
the broader ideological structures of normalcy, disability politics and standardised ideas of ableism 
embedded within the narrative. Embracing the principles of Crip Theory, this examination of Auggie 
& Me aims to challenge ableist norms, stereotypes, and the influence of capitalist approaches to 
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disability governance, along with highlighting the transformative potential of Children’s Literature as 
a site for interrogating dominant cultural assumptions regarding disability, normalcy, and inclusion. 

 

Crip Theory and the Critique of Compulsory Able-Bodiedness 

 

The theoretical framework of this study is grounded in Robert McRuer’s Crip Theory, which 
reconceptualises disability as a social construct rather than an inherent flaw. Crip Theory challenges 
entrenched ableist norms by interrogating the social enforcement of “normalcy” and able-bodiedness, 
revealing them as historically contingent and culturally imposed ideals. Drawing upon disability 
studies scholars like Lennard J. Davis and Rosemarie Garland-Thomson, McRuer problematises the 
notion of the “normal” body as a product of industrial capitalism, which marginalises bodies that 
deviate from this constructed norm. Crip Theory thus celebrates bodily diversity, advocating for the 
rejection of deficit-based narratives and promoting inclusive representations of disability. 

Central to McRuer’s framework is the critique of how disabled bodies are subordinated and 
objectified within societal discourse, where they are often portrayed as pitiable, dependent, or 
cautionary figures. This marginalisation is reinforced by medical, institutional, and cultural practices 
that impose strict normative standards and encourage self-policing, producing what Foucault terms 
“docile bodies.” Crip Theory foregrounds the complexity and multiplicity of disabled identities, 
emphasising resistance and self-reclamation against stigmatisation. It highlights how individuals 
marked as disabled negotiate intersecting layers of diagnosis, labelling, isolation, and cultural 
stereotypes while fostering opportunities for coalition and solidarity. 

McRuer extends Crip Theory by interrogating the binary division between able-bodied and 
disabled identities, emphasising that “everyone is virtually disabled” due to the inevitable variability 
and temporality of human abilities. The concept of “crip time” further challenges capitalist and 
medical models that valorise efficiency and rehabilitation, promoting alternative temporalities that 
recognise diverse experiences of embodiment and productivity. Crip Theory also critiques neoliberal 
ideologies that valorise individualism and productivity while marginalising disabled people, 
advocating instead for collective support, peer networks, and societal transformation aimed at full 
inclusion and accessibility. 

In literary representation, Crip Theory offers an empowering lens to analyse characters with 
disabilities as complex subjects rather than mere narrative devices or objects of pity. McRuer critiques 
the tokenisation of disabled characters as “poster children” used to validate non-disabled moral virtue, 
thereby perpetuating ableist hierarchies. Instead, Crip Theory demands nuanced portrayals that reflect 
disability as an integral aspect of identity and culture, celebrating difference and challenging 
normative eligibility. This framework underscores the importance of coalition-building, family 
dynamics, and social alliances in resisting ableist structures while fostering inclusivity and social 
justice. 

Overall, McRuer’s Crip Theory calls for a radical revaluation of societal norms around ability 
and normalcy, envisioning a world that values bodily and cognitive diversity as fundamental to the 
human condition. It advocates dismantling oppressive systems of compulsory able-bodiedness 
through cultural, social, and institutional change. This theory provides the critical foundation for 
analysing Auggie & Me, where disabled protagonists disrupt and redefine conventional narratives of 
ability, identity, and belonging through acts of resistance, familial love, and coalition-building. 
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Craniofacial Difference and the Ableist Gaze 

 

The concept of deformity has been widespread and a controversial topic in societal 
discussions, fostering stigmatisation, marginalisation and exclusion of reinforcing ableist dichotomies. 
Conventional frameworks have always seen it as a pathological divergence from the established 
notion of bodily beauty, utility and productivity. This binary-conforming perspective reinforces ableist 
standards that devour bodily conformity. Consequently, deformity remains misunderstood with the 
implications on human experience, social inclusion and identity formation, necessitating critical 
evaluation. The intersection of cultural beliefs and disfigurement has significant implications for the 
understanding of diversity, the condition of deformed people and their ability. This chapter thus 
challenges predominant accounts about malformed craniofacial structure, uncovering lived 
experiences of children with bodies that are non-normative. 

The compelling narrative of Auggie & Me provides a comprehensive investigation of 
disabilities by offering the viewpoints from people around Auggie, enriching the understanding by 
means of the lens of Crip Theory. By changing the subject matter to how society interacts with and 
responds to Auggie’s impairment, the novel offers a diverse perspective on societal expectations and 
preconceptions about ability. This viewpoint expands the field of study, encouraging readers to 
consider not just the personal realities of disabled people, but also their surroundings and societal 
influences that form and restrict the way they view themselves. 

In Auggie & Me, Auggie’s interactions with other characters highlight the stress as they 
traverse their individual prejudices, apprehension and ultimate development in regard to his 
uniqueness. The novel thus provides fertile ground for studying how normative expectations pervade 
both personal and communal relationships, frequently reinforcing ableist institutions. Auggie & Me, 
viewed by means ofCrip Theory, provides a place for reviving disability other than clinical and 
sympathising structures, accenting how Auggie’s perseverance, distinctiveness, and the acts of others 
around him all work together to disrupt standard understandings of normal. The narrative investigates 
how societal influences can limit and mould handicapped people’s identities, while also revealing 
chances for resistance, solidarity, and the creation of more inclusive social contexts. One of the most 
emotionally moving scenes in Auggie & Me is when Isabel, Auggie’s mother, took his child with other 
mothers to the park and an incident happened. 

The little girl in front of us got cold feet about going down the tall slide, so she turned around 
to let us pass. That’s when she saw Auggie. Her eyes opened really wide, and her jaw dropped down, 
and she started screaming and crying hysterically. (Palacio 86) 

The reaction of the child is not just an expression of fear but a manifestation of the ableist 
gaze, which is conditioned by the society that interprets bodily nonconformity as disturbing. Crip 
Theory states that ableist societies, by constructing differently abled bodies as spectacles of 
discomfort, pity or fear, regulate bodily legitimacy. Consequently, the visible craniofacial difference 
of Auggie exposes the fragility of socially constructed ideals, disrupting the dominant assumptions 
regarding acceptable embodiment. 

Following the incident, Isabel experiences an emotional collapse, which further intensifies the 
critique of societal norms. She, with tears, pulls him out of the playground after a small girl screams at 
seeing him. “A little crowd had formed around the slide. People were whispering. I remember us 
leaving the playground very quickly. I remember seeing tears in Isabel’s eyes as she carried Auggie 
home” (Palacio 86). Isabel’s tears represent not only her distress but also the burden of surviving an 
atmosphere that frequently regards her child’s craniofacial disfigurement as a source of fear and 
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misery. This particular instance exemplifies how cultural implications towards aberration may have a 
significant impact on families and the emotional distress they pass through while raising their children 
with any deformity. Isabel’s heartbreaking reaction reflects her anguish and frustration at witnessing 
her child’s isolation and the harsh judgements of others. The young girl’s scream serves as a reminder 
of the stigma linked with Auggie’s looks. This is consistent with principles that the ableist standards 
dictate about how people with disabilities are perceived and treated in society. Auggie’s presence in 
public areas where his impairment is obvious pushes everyone around him to confront their own 
discomfort, which Crip Theory views as an important component of fighting ableism. According to 
McRuer, “the visibility of crip bodies challenges the normative gaze, forcing it to confront its own 
assumptions about what bodies should look like and how they should function” (41). Within this 
context, in public spaces, the presence of Auggie becomes politically disruptive as it challenges the 
illusion of bodily uniformity that societies seek to preserve. The playground scene thus functions not 
merely as a moment to highlight emotional pain but as a broader critique of the systems which 
discipline bodies through surveillance. 

Isabel’s struggle exemplifies the greater issues that parents confront while campaigning for 
their disadvantaged children while simultaneously safeguarding them from societal discrimination. 
The emotional labour required to raise a kid with a disability is exacerbated by the need to confront 
and combat the stigma around disability. The interplay at the playground exemplifies the dichotomy 
between wanting to protect Auggie and equipping him to navigate a harsh reality. Parents with 
impaired children are expected to project a sense of strength and perseverance despite their personal 
sentiments of grief and dissatisfaction. Isabel’s tears expose the sensitivity, emphasising the emotional 
complexity of having a deformed child. 

 

Familial Burden and Social Exclusion 

 

Expanding on Isabel’s emotional complexity in managing society’s uneasiness with her son’s 
condition, other parents’ reactions perpetuate the social isolation that many families with disabled 
children confront. The novel further develops the critique through increasing social isolation of Isabel 
after Auggie’s birth. The mothers of many students from Beecher Prep had a group that used to hang 
out together on different occasions, along with their kids. But things changed: “After Auggie was 
born, only two other moms stayed in the mothers’ group: Zachary’s mom and Alex’s mom” (Palacio 
85). This withdrawal of social support from the close social circle demonstrates how ableism operates 
not only through direct discrimination against bodies but also through subtle practices of distancing 
and exclusion at a larger scale.  

The societal pressure to maintain able-bodiedness as the standard is extremely pertinent in 
this situation. Isabel’s isolation from her peer group and the departure of other mothers from the group 
represent a communal rejection of diversity, presenting disability as something to avoid rather than 
understand or accept. Examining this distancing of mothers reveals that Isabel’s rejection is more than 
a personal affront; it is a representation of greater cultural pressures. Such exclusionary behaviour is 
interpreted as a product of compulsory able-bodiedness through the lens of Crip Theory. As McRuer 
critiques a cultural system that positions able-bodiedness as both natural and desirable while 
marginalising bodies that fail to conform to these standards. The exclusion from the mothers’ group 
demonstrates how ableism functions within social institutions, subtly reinforcing ideals of normalcy 
that separate and marginalise people who do not conform. This scene in the novel thus depicts the 
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larger societal systems at work in perpetuating ableism, prompting readers to reconsider their role in 
preserving such distinctions. 

In contrast to the moving-away moms’ restrictive acts, the two mothers who remain with 
Isabel represent a sort of resistance. Their persistent presence and support show how solidarity can be 
an effective strategy for overcoming cultural preconceived notions. By refusing to remove themselves 
from Isabel and Auggie, these mothers engage in coalition-building, which is an important step in 
rejecting the binary separation between able-bodied and crippled people and promoting solidarity 
among different people in our society. By building a micro-community alongside Isabel and Auggie, 
their gesture of solidarity challenges the ableist myth, demonstrating that inclusion and support can 
thrive despite societal rejection. 

Furthermore, this type of coalition building demonstrates how collective action, even on a 
small scale, may challenge discriminatory conventions and promote a more inclusive environment. 
This camaraderie is critical for breaking down society’s strict barriers to ability and normalcy. These 
mothers’ support exemplifies how familial and social alliances may challenge ableist systems, 
encouraging a reinvention of how disability is viewed and dealt with in everyday life. Through their 
opposition, they help to establish a space in which Auggie’s uniqueness is not only accepted but 
celebrated, confronting the exclusionary practices that frequently accompany disability. 

 

Allyship and Coalition-Building against Ableism 

 

The novel repeatedly highlights that resistance to ableism cannot emerge solely by the child 
through individual perseverance; rather, it develops through collective support, coalition-building, and 
social allyship in the surrounding community. Auggie’s friendships provide more examples of 
resistance to able-bodied standards, particularly when solidarity and active action from his peers 
question ableism. This is clearly evident at the nature retreat, where Auggie and his companion Jack 
are tormented by older kids. In reaction, their classmates, Henry, Miles, and Amos, step in and defend 
them. “Henry, Miles, and Amos had rescued them, got into a fight with the bullies, with real punches 
flying, and then they all escaped through a corn maze” (Palacio 52). While this scene depicts physical 
intervention, it also represents a greater societal necessity for able-bodied people to actively reject the 
repressive structures; however, from the perspective of Crip Theory, this scene symbolically helps to 
challenge the passive acceptance of ableist violence that frequently constructs discriminatory school 
environments. Auggie’s peers’ acts demonstrate how allies can disrupt exclusionary practices and 
question society’s assumption that disability is synonymous with vulnerability. By engaging in an 
actual fight to protect Auggie, Henry, Miles, and Amos not only defend their friend but also 
symbolically prove themselves as active agents to confirm solidarity.  

The choice they make to physically defend Auggie supports Crip Theory’s claim that 
deconstructing able-bodied privilege necessitates active participation from both disabled and 
able-bodied people. The intervention’s setting, within a corn maze, offers symbolic complexity. The 
maze illustrates the complicated and often torturous path that people with dysmorphic structure must 
undergo to take part in a world dominated by able-bodied norms. The fact that the boys escape 
together via this maze implies that combating ableism is a collaborative endeavour that necessitates 
the participation and cooperation of allies who refuse to accept the status quo. By leading Auggie 
through this symbolic area, Henry, Miles, and Amos not only provide themselves in the greater fight 
against the societal limitations dominating and marginalising disabled people. The excerpt therefore 
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critiques the ableist aggression while foregrounding coalition building as an active political practice 
rather than just a passive emotional response. 

These cultural systems encourage passive acceptance of able-bodied norms. This scene 
precisely contradicts such passivity, since the classmates actively participate in the deconstruction of 
the binary through their intervention. Their effort is more than just defending Auggie’s personal 
safety; it represents a larger rejection of the ableist belief that disabled people are fundamentally 
weaker or less capable of protection. By banding together, they question this repressive dynamic, 
confirming the idea that collective resistance, including able-bodied individuals, may disrupt and alter 
traditional norms about ability. 

 

Alternative Spaces of Belonging and Crip Solidarity 

 

Developing on the concepts of upheaval against dominating norms through compassion and 
active enforcement, as demonstrated by Auggie’s friendships at the nature retreat, another important 
aspect of Auggie’s journey is his ability to form meaningful relationships outside of mainstream 
society’s expectations. The narrative emphasises how Auggie’s membership in an organisation for 
children with craniofacial differences provides him with an alternate space for social belonging. 
“Auggie loved going on these trips. He’d made friends all over the country” (Palacio 97). This 
sentence is crucial because it depicts a parallel social environment in which Auggie’s impairment is 
neither a source of isolation nor a distinguishing feature, but rather an integral part of his daily 
experience. Auggie is able to find a community where his identity is completely recognised, allowing 
him to withstand the pressures that might otherwise push him away.  

McRuer’s Crip Theory is an apt basis for analysing this aspect of Auggie’s lived experiences 
with his peers because it criticises society’s insistence on able-bodiedness as the norm and celebrates 
the creation of alternative spaces in which disabled people can thrive as they don’t want to follow 
ideals. Disability is not an intrinsic flaw or lack, but rather a socially created term designed to 
perpetuate the supremacy of the able-bodied. Within this framework, Auggie’s participation in the 
craniofacial organisation with his friends and people like him represents a critical moment of 
resistance against these prevailing systems; it thus becomes a place for him where he can be himself 
and do not have fear of being hidden for not following the expectations of normativity. 

In traditional cultural backgrounds, Auggie endures isolation, bullying, and relentless pressure 
to be identified by his physical looks. His impairment becomes the focal point of how others perceive 
him, frequently obscuring his unique personality and traits. However, power relations shift within the 
craniofacial organisation. Auggie’s impairment is no longer a source of alienation there, but rather a 
shared experience that connects him to people who understand his struggles. These connections exist 
outside of the normative standards of ability as declared by the culture, allowing Auggie and his 
classmates to create identities that defy the exclusion imposed by ableism. This is a sort of 
cripistemology, which is a method of knowing and being that emerges from lived experience and 
opposes the dominant culture’s attempts to pathologise and eliminate difference. 

Auggie is able to build social capital that exists independently of the hierarchical institutions 
that favour able-bodiedness by developing relationships with those who have comparable experiences. 
This social capital, or the value obtained from being a member of a supporting network, enables 
Auggie and his companions to navigate the world with a sense of belonging, countering the loneliness 
they frequently feel in able-bodied environments. Forming coalitions among disabled people is critical 
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for opposing the societal assumption that disability must be repaired or disguised. Instead of being 
excluded, the differences in these communities serve as a source of strength, connection, and 
resilience. 

Auggie is frequently viewed as an outcast in mainstream society, his aberration distinguishing 
him and making complete integration difficult. However, in the organisation, he has been provided 
with the space where his uniqueness is normalised, not as something to be subjugated, but as 
something to be celebrated. This alternate space forces people to integrate or conceal their infirmities. 
Rather than seeking to adapt to the customs of society, Auggie and his mates from the organisation 
defy these demands by forming their own society where their experiences are embraced and their 
voices are heard. 

Furthermore, the friendships Auggie forms through the craniofacial organisation are crucial 
because they counter mainstream myths about disability, which frequently emphasise solitude or 
reliance. Auggie refuses to succumb to societal pressures and bowing down to set patterns; along with 
that, this step helps people like him to create a counter-narrative that portrays disabled people as 
agents of their own lives rather than apathetic recipients of pity or treatment. Auggie, with his 
companions from the organisation made for those with craniofacial disfigurements, spoke loudly 
about the coalition building and highlighted that they may develop thriving, meaningful relationships 
and networks of support without relying on able-bodied acceptance. 

Auggie and his friends claim their right to live outside of traditional systems by banding 
together, establishing a space where they may create their own identities and experiences without 
being constantly scrutinised and judged by able-bodied society. There is a need for community action 
in fighting ableism by shifting the focus away from individual attempts to “overcome” disability and 
towards a communal rejection of the same mechanisms that require such overcoming. This process of 
coalition building among disabled people is crucial to McRuer’s vision of a crip future where such 
experiences are valued and embraced rather than being pathologised. Providing a microcosm of the 
wider effort, demonstrating how people from an early age may fight the discriminatory standards by 
building their own places of belonging. This challenges the conventional cultural belief that disability 
must be fixed in order to fit into society. 

Auggie is frequently the target of stares, nasty comments, and exclusion in the standard 
school setting. His physical appearance makes it difficult for him to develop meaningful connections 
with his friends as he had in the organisation, since many of them are unable to look past his 
impairment. Referring to the allyship he got from the place where he was comfortable, Palacio adds, 
“These were kids who belonged to an organisation for kids with ‘craniofacial differences’, which is 
what Auggie has” (Palacio 97). Auggie may develop connections based on mutual respect and 
understanding in this area since he is not constantly reminded of his differences. By building their 
own places of belonging, they question society’s perception that disability is a cause of isolation or 
pity, proving that it can also be a source of strength, connection, and pride. These children 
demonstrate how disabled people may challenge both medical and societal views of disability. Lastly, 
these interactions provide a striking illustration of how disabled people may construct alternative 
narratives of belonging and empowerment, opposing the mainstream ableist systems that aim to 
marginalise them. The novel thereby critiques the mainstream assumptions about the loneliness and 
dependency that are inevitably produced by disability. Differently abled characters reclaim their 
agency over their identities through coalition building and challenge those structures that define them 
through deficiency. The friendships become political acts to resist isolation which also affirms the 
legitimacy of different embodiments. 
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Everyday Ableism, Visibility, and the Politics of “Fixing” 

 

Although the novel foregrounds companionship and solidarity, it simultaneously exposes the 
pervasive and subtle ways in which ableism infiltrates social relationships. Even the environments that 
seem inclusive are shaped by the pressure of dominant standards to conform to bodily normalcy. 
While Auggie’s contacts with peers in supportive surroundings provide a respite from societal 
exclusion, the novel does not shy away from demonstrating how ableism still pervades social 
dynamics, even in seemingly inclusive settings. Auggie’s previous allies, Zack and Alex, have 
distanced themselves from him due to their new friends’ discomfort with his appearance. “Zack and 
Alex stopped hanging out with me and Auggie… their new friends didn’t like Auggie” (Palacio 96). It 
exposes the subtle yet significant ways that ableism influences interpersonal interactions. This 
example demonstrates how social demands to adhere to dominant discriminative norms alienate 
deformed people while also fracturing the supportive networks they develop. The boys from the group 
do not explicitly insult Auggie; rather, they withdraw, which reflects the subtle operation of ableist 
ideology that is constructed within peer culture. 

Ableist structures not only via overt discrimination, but also through underlying social and 
cultural influences that support the superiority of able-bodiedness. McRuer contends that the 
“normative functions of able-bodied identity…enforce the idea that able-bodiedness is desirable” (30). 
He explains how social systems tend to reward conformity to normative bodily standards while 
marginalising people with physical deficiencies. This desire generates a sociocultural context in which 
individuals are driven to separate themselves from impaired peers in order to retain their status in 
social circles. Zack and Alex’s distance, prompted by their new friends’ discomfort, exemplifies how 
ableism pervades social interactions, silently monitoring who is included and who is marginalised 
based on physiological standards. 

This incident reveals that ableism is not just shown via obvious antagonism or bullying, but 
also through subtler, more insidious forms of exclusion. Zack and Alex’s choice to break their 
relationship with Auggie is depicted as a response to the demands imposed by their new social circles, 
rather than an express rejection of Auggie as a person. These pressures demonstrate McRuer’s reason 
to oppose the claim that able-bodiedness is a “compulsory system” (31) through which people 
navigate instinctively, reinforcing standards that favour able-bodied people while excluding those who 
stray from these ideals.  

Zack and Alex are not making an explicitly ableist remark when they choose to join with their 
new friends who didn’t like Auggie, but their actions contribute to the persistence of discrimination by 
reinforcing the perception that Auggie’s deformity is socially undesirable. The effect of this distance 
on Auggie’s social life emphasises the emotional toll of living in an ethnicity where able-bodied 
standards determine the limits of social inclusion. Auggie’s apparent impairment already causes him 
to be stared at and feel uncomfortable, so losing friendships to these subtle social pressures adds to his 
sense of loneliness.  

This particular instance of isolation also exemplifies Crip Theory’s claim that ableism is 
ingrained into the fabric of social relationships, influencing how people create connections and 
maintain friendships. McRuer argues how individuals create “affective attachments” (36) with those 
who comply with cultural norms, which sustain and reproduce able-bodiedness. The subtle forces that 
pull Zack and Alex away from Auggie demonstrate how the idea of “compulsory able-bodiedness” 
works. This notion emphasises the cultural expectation that being able-bodied is not just the norm, but 
the ideal to which everyone should strive. Those who vary from this ideal, whether because of a 
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visible impairment like Auggie’s or other types of bodily difference, are frequently ostracised, either 
subtly or blatantly. In this scenario, Zack and Alex are affected by their new friends’ dissatisfaction 
with Auggie’s looks, confirming the belief that impairment should be avoided or concealed, and their 
acts are more than just a personal choice; they reflect greater cultural pressures. Likewise, to this 
discriminatory experience, McRuer contends that ableism produces “identities that are defined in 
relation to the normative” (32), implying that both disabled and able-bodied people are influenced by 
society's standards of what is normal and good. Auggie’s abandonment by Zack and Alex therefore 
becomes symptomatic of a wider ideological structure which regulates belonging in the community 
through bodily legitimacy. The loss of friendship further intensifies the emotional consequences of 
hypervisibility of Auggie. He has been subjected to public scrutiny, discomfort and awkward stares; 
consequently, the rejection he faced reinforces the perception that individuals with any deformity exist 
outside the boundary of acceptable identity. In this way, the narrative exposes the ways in which 
ableism operates through everyday practices of silence, avoidance and emotional distancing. 

Auggie’s persistence in the face of rejection not only demonstrates his own strength but also 
acts as a potent form of crip resistance against the ableist institutions that saturate his social 
environment, which, to be particular, is called outrageous behaviour. This perseverance, especially 
when exhibited via the appreciation of others, as in the sentence, “I’m in awe of how he manages to 
simply show up every day. With a smile on his face” (Palacio 248). demonstrates his refusal to be 
reduced by the norms of the society that aim to dominate over people with slight deformities. 
Auggie’s willingness to continue attending school, interact with his friends despite their rejection, and 
confront the discomfort of people around him reflects a type of disobedience in critique of 
able-bodied superiority. By refusing to be defined by ableist ideas, Auggie affirms his agency and 
defies society's standards that frequently turn deformed people into objects of pity or tragedy. 

Societal pressure conforming to able-bodied norms, frequently through invisibility, correction, 
or erasure. Auggie’s prolonged presence at school, despite the emotional cost of being gazed at, 
muttered about, or downright rejected, exemplifies a sort of “crip” resistance that defies these 
expectations. Crip Theory also emphasises that disabled embodiment can itself function as a tool of 
resistance when it refuses invisibility and challenges dominant constructions of bodily legitimacy. 
Auggie’s resilience, therefore, should not be interpreted as inspirational exceptionalism but as a 
refusal to let the ideology of ableism limit his social existence. 

Auggie’s resilience is consistent with Crip Theory’s appeal to view crippled people as sources 
of action rather than passive objects of pity. Crip bodies offer a way to critique and destabilise the 
hegemonic discourses that define normalcy. Later in the novel, the politics of visibility are critiqued 
through the societal responses to Auggie’s physical attributes, particularly his encounters with Jake 
and Tyler, which highlight the widespread discomfort and prejudice that able-bodied people have 
towards apparent disability. In the face chat conversation, Jake and Tyler tease Auggie by asking, 
“Was that a mask?... a fire?” (Palacio 127), which shows larger cultural fears about physical 
difference. This moment represents how society, rooted in able-bodied standards, interprets disability 
via the perspective of deformity, tragedy, or spectacle. Their comments demonstrate how deformed 
bodies are treated through dehumanisation. Jake and Tyler’s derision of Auggie is an everyday 
example of disability discrimination, in which they criticise his facial difference not out of malicious 
intent, but because of an internalised belief system that associates physical abnormality with 
inferiority. Their query demonstrates an attempt to explain Auggie’s look in familiar and acceptable 
terms, implying that his face is an artificial or temporary state.  

This desire to label his face as anything other than a natural part of his personality reflects 
social impulses to sanitise or explain away disability. It functions to regulate the visibility of disability 
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and to maintain boundaries around what constitutes an acceptable body. Jake and Tyler contribute to 
this control by wondering whether Auggie’s face is a mask or the consequence of fire, implying that 
bodies beyond the norm are not only foreign but must be explained or rationalised within traditional 
categories. This instance demonstrates how able-bodied people frequently perceive disability through 
a dehumanising lens, turning crip bodies to objects of curiosity or contempt rather than 
acknowledging them as whole people with agency and value.  

The derision aimed at Auggie illustrates what is referred to as the compulsory nature of 
able-bodiedness, in which society imposes a restricted set of norms for how bodies should look and 
operate. Crip Theory provides a critical perspective to examine Jake and Tyler’s laughing and callous 
inquiry and the reductionist notion of disability. It ultimately contends that society reifies 
able-bodiedness as the natural, desirable state of being. Auggie refuses to let Jake and Tyler’s derision 
define his identity or limit his involvement in social settings, instead asserting his presence and 
engaging with his friends. This act of resilience exemplifies McRuer’s theory of cripistemology, a 
method of knowing and being that stems from disability and opposes the dominant able-bodied 
culture’s attempts to eradicate the difference. Auggie’s reluctance to back down in the face of derision 
is thus an example of crip resistance. 

Along with this, Auggie & Me exposes not just overt displays of ableism, but also more 
subtle, sometimes well-intentioned situations and behaviour of people around those with dysmorphia 
in which able-bodied people unintentionally promote ableist ideas. Chris’s mother’s warning to her 
son not to gaze at Auggie’s buddy Hudson, who also has a facial difference, exemplifies this subtle 
kind of ableism. She says, “Chris, there are going to be other kids who are having facial surgeries”, 
Mom told me quietly as we walked through the hospital doors. “Like Auggie’s friend Hudson, okay? 
Remember not to stare” (Palacio 118). Chris’s mother’s suggestion, disguised as a caring reminder, 
serves this purpose by reinforcing the idea that Hudson’s facial difference has to be managed 
specifically by telling Chris to behave differently around him. While the admonition to “not stare” is 
intended to prevent making Hudson feel uncomfortable, it also portrays his condition as something 
that attracts unwelcome attention and necessitates particular behavioural stares. 

In the society where ableism operates through the ongoing patrolling of bodies, ensuring that 
individuals who stray from the norm are perceived as fundamentally different. Compulsory 
able-bodiedness involves a desire to erase, manage, or contain the presence of disabled bodies, 
wherein able-bodied individuals learn to treat disability as something inherently other and in need of 
special handling. Crip Theory precisely critiques this cultural impulse to sanitise, explain, or erase 
disability in order to achieve or preserve normative understandings of the body. Chris’s contact with 
his mother demonstrates the contradiction between teaching empathy and promoting the binary 
system. While Chris’s mother clearly intends to instil compassion in her son, her guidance conveys 
the underlying message that Hudson’s looks require particular treatment. This dynamic underscores 
McRuer’s contention that ableism is frequently perpetuated not via blatant antagonism or exclusion, 
but rather through subtle social cues that emphasise difference.  

Chris’ response to this advice cultivates his awareness of living in an environment where such 
people exist. He says, “I would never stare!” …I hate when kids stare at Auggie, Mommy” (Palacio 
118). It demonstrates his growing awareness of the dehumanising impacts of the differentiative gaze, 
which is an important step towards rejecting the internalised ableism that pervades social interactions. 
By expressing his displeasure with how others treat Auggie, Chris removes himself from the cultural 
norm that views cripped bodies as objects of examination. This rejection of gazing shows a purposeful 
change away from perceiving disability as a spectacle and towards recognising impaired people as 
whole human beings deserving of equal respect. 
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Chris’ unwillingness to engage in this ableist behaviour is a vital moment of potential allyship 
that proposes that as able-bodied people become aware of the established ableism around them, they 
may begin to dismantle these norms and question their own implicit biases. Chris’s speech is not just a 
show of empathy but also a little act of defiance against the conventional expectation. By refusing to 
adhere to the ableist gaze, Chris is breaking away from the societal conditioning that teaches people to 
associate disability with difference and inferiority. 

This incident also validates how the act of coalition building might begin to reinterpret the 
view of disability by means of personal experiences and conversations. Chris’ connection with Auggie 
is likely to have influenced his rejection of the ableist lens, since his interpersonal relationships may 
promote a more nuanced and empathic understanding of difference. These intimate relationships 
provide possibilities for able-bodied people to resist the dominant myths that devalue crippled bodies. 
This particular instance of defiance highlights Crip Theory’s greater objective of challenging ableism 
at both the individual and social levels, establishing settings in which crippled bodies are appreciated 
rather than objectified. 

Aside from societal reaction, the conflict between medical intervention and disability pride is 
a frequent issue in Auggie & Me, as demonstrated by Auggie’s experiences with surgery. Chris 
describes Auggie during his visit to the hospital as 

Auggie was asleep. He seemed so tiny in the big hospital bed! His neck was wrapped up in 
white gauze, and there was blood on the gauze. He had some tubes sticking out of his arm, and one 
sticking into his nose. His mouth was wide open, and his tongue was kind of hanging out of his mouth 
onto his chin. It looked a little yellow and was all dried up. (Palacio 119)  

This suggests a highly medicalised physique which is institutionally controlled. This depiction 
of Auggie, encased in medical apparatus and surrounded by tangible evidence of surgical intervention, 
exemplifies the social attitude of disability as something to be “managed” or “fixed” by medical 
means. People around him have made him feel insecure to the extent that he had to undergo so many 
surgeries to conform to societal standards. Crip Theory, as stated by McRuer, criticises this dominant 
medical approach, which frequently reduces crip bodies to their physical problems as needing to be 
corrected and treated, rather than acknowledging their wholeness and agency. This medicalisation 
process views disability as a problem that must be fixed, emphasising the physiology of the body 
above the individual’s lived experience and personhood. The problem is not in the body, but in the 
world that constructs bodies as inadequate and in need of fixing. The novel’s portrayal of Auggie’s 
operations, in which the medical industrial complex strives to regulate his physical peculiarities, 
eventually frames his body as something that requires ongoing intervention to meet cultural ideals of 
normalcy. 

The visible indicators of medicalised procedure- gauze, blood, and tubes confirm the narrative 
that Auggie’s body is something that requires to be managed and controlled, rather than welcomed for 
what it is. These photos represent how medical institutions frequently perpetuate able-bodied 
dominance by promoting the belief that handicapped bodies require ongoing change in order to be 
socially acceptable. Symbolically, tubes, blood, and gauze function as markers of the 
medical-industrial complex, one that sees disability as a target of biomedical intervention. For this 
reason, it is significant to acknowledge that there is a systemic normalisation of able-bodied privilege 
even when a person consciously chooses not to participate in it, affirming the ongoing battle against 
disability oppression in terms of cultural narrative and policy. In Auggie’s situation, these procedures, 
although required for his physical well-being, represent a broader social expectation that handicapped 
people must seek to make their bodies more appealing to able-bodied people or else they will be 
dehumanised, mocked and distanced from early stages of life. Crip Theory rejects this notion, arguing 

71 



Beyond Fixing    |     Khalid & Dodhy    |     Journal of Contemporary Poetics  

for a future in which crippled people are valued and accepted without the need for medical 
intervention or correction. 

The novel’s depiction of Auggie after surgery asserts the vulnerability that medical 
intervention may put on individuals. Chris’s description of Auggie as “tiny” and vulnerable on the 
hospital bed exemplifies how the medical setting may infantilise and disempower people by seeing 
them as passive recipients of medical treatment. This is consistent with McRuer’s critique of the 
medical-industrial complex, which frequently reduces crippled individuals to mere bodies in need of 
care, depriving them of autonomy and agency.  

In conclusion, Auggie & Me offers deep insights into the conflicts between disability, societal 
standards, social exclusion and medicalisation, notably analysed through the framework of McRuer’s 
Crip Theory. It demonstrates how the medical industrial complex and ableist societal systems try to 
control and “normalise” such bodies while perpetuating the notion that physical difference is 
something that should be treated. Auggie’s tenacity and capacity to create meaningful relationships, 
even in an ableist culture, demonstrate the possibility of resistance and the remaking of social ideals. 
By refusing to adhere to able-bodied expectations, Auggie and the people around him question 
conventional notions of ability, emphasising the significance of solidarity and inclusion in 
deconstructing ableist frameworks. It also illustrates how his defiance of cultural dominant norms 
influences people around him. The narrative’s portrayal of Auggie’s life and his resistance echoes 
Crip Theory’s critique of compulsory able-bodiedness and calls for an embrace of diverse 
embodiments, providing a powerful commentary on how disability can be celebrated as a source of 
strength and identity rather than an object of pity or medical intervention.  

 

Conclusion 

 

This research examines the representation of craniofacial disability, dysmorphic identity, 
social exclusion, and resistance in Auggie & Me through the framework of Robert McRuer’s Crip 
Theory. Through the analysis of the experiences of Auggie and the people in his surroundings, this 
study investigated how the narrative of the selected text engages with the issues of defined 
able-bodiedness, social construction of disability, coalition building, and medicalisation. The findings 
demonstrate that deformity in the novel is not represented merely as a personal or medical complexity 
but as a negotiable identity within broader social, cultural and institutional structures. The analysis 
further reveals that the ideology of ableism operated through subtle and overt mechanisms, including 
differentiative gaze, normative expectations and social exclusion of bodily conformity. At the same 
time, this work elaborates that the narrative of the selected text resists the constructed ideologies of 
ableism through the representation of familial support and friendship. Through such moments, it 
challenges the dominant assumptions about bodily legitimacy and creates alternative possibilities for 
inclusion in social environments. With the help of core ideas of Crip Theory, the research 
demonstrates that disability is a constructed ideology not through bodily difference, but rather through 
the social systems that prioritise able-bodiedness as the normative standard of living.  

The study further contributes to the existing scholarship of Children’s Literature by expanding 
the discussions beyond empathy, emotional development and moral instruction towards a critical 
examination of ableist ideology and disability politics. Ultimately, this study highlights that Children’s 
Literature not merely functions as a medium of entertainment or moral education among the children 
but also as a significant cultural site through which dominant social assumptions can be challenged 
and reimagined. By critically engaging with deformity through the lens of Crip Theory, the study 
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further underscores the potential of literary narratives with deformed protagonists to foster more 
nuanced discussions of identity, social justice and inclusion in society. It is hoped that this work will 
encourage further scholarly engagement with disability representation in Children’s Literature and 
contribute to expanding interdisciplinary dialogue between Disability Studies and Literary Studies. 
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