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Abstract: This study investigates how bodily difference is narratively constructed in the
Ramayana and argues that physical variance functions as a symbolic device through which
moral hierarchy is articulated. In epic discourse, corporeal description is rarely neutral,
instead, it becomes a medium for encoding ethical meaning. Drawing upon Disability Studies
and cultural theory, this paper examines the representation of Manthara and Surpanakha in
the Valmiki tradition. It contends that Manthara’s spinal deformity and Surpanakha’s
mutilation are configured not merely as physical traits but as narrative signs that consolidate
ideological order. Through close textual engagement, the paper demonstrates how bodily
asymmetry is aligned with disruption, while physical integrity is associated with dharmic
legitimacy. By situating the epic within contemporary theoretical frameworks, the study
challenges reductive villain-centric readings and foregrounds the cultural logic that links

embodiment with moral evaluation in classical Indian literature.
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Text of the Paper

The Ramayana holds a foundational position within the literary and cultural consciousness of
South Asia. While it is conventionally approached as a narrative of ethical restoration and
divine justice, the epic simultaneously constructs a system of signs in which the body
becomes a carrier of ideological meaning. Descriptions of physical form frequently operate

beyond aesthetic detail; they contribute to a moral grammar in which harmony of body
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parallels harmony of order. As scholars in Disability Studies observe, literary traditions often
transform bodily difference into narrative significance rather than presenting it as ordinary
human variation (Mitchell and Snyder 47). Within this framework, corporeal variance

becomes structurally meaningful.

In Sanskritic thought, the concept of maryada signifies regulated conduct and cosmic
balance. This principle extends metaphorically into bodily representation. The idealized epic
body reflects symmetry, restraint, and composure, mirroring the stability of social hierarchy.
Rosemarie Garland-Thomson conceptualizes the “normate” as the cultural construct that
defines and privileges certain embodiments over others (8). Read through this lens, depictions
of bodily difference in the Ramayana reveal a coded evaluative structure. Physical
irregularity is positioned not simply as deviation but as a marker of instability within the

moral cosmos.

The characterization of Manthara illustrates this semiotic strategy. Identified in the epic
tradition as hunchbacked (Valmiki, trans. Sattar 23), she inhabits the margins of royal power
while exerting profound narrative influence. Her curved spine is subtly paralleled with
political intrigue, suggesting an alignment between bodily configuration and perceived
ethical distortion. David T. Mitchell and Sharon L. Snyder describe disability in literature as
“narrative prosthesis,” a mechanism that generates plot movement and symbolic tension (49).
Manthara’s embodiment thus operates as a catalyst for exile and dynastic upheaval,

transforming physiological difference into a structural device.

Surpanakha’s episode further dramatizes the politics of embodiment. Her articulation of
desire disrupts normative gender expectations embedded within epic patriarchy. The violent
severing of her nose (Valmiki, trans. Goldman 112) functions as both punishment and
spectacle, converting agency into abjection. Michel Foucault’s analysis of disciplinary power
suggests that social order is maintained through visible regulation of bodies (136). In this
context, Surpanakha’s mutilation becomes emblematic of a system that inscribes moral

boundaries upon female flesh. The damaged body is rendered as evidence of transgression.

Such representations align with broader mythic structures in which corporeal form signifies
ethical status. Wendy Doniger argues that myth frequently encodes cultural anxieties through
symbolic bodies (Doniger 54). Similarly, A. K. Ramanujan emphasizes the multiplicity of
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Ramayana traditions, demonstrating how narrative variation reflects shifting social priorities
(Ramanujan 46). When considered within this interpretive plurality, embodied otherness in
the Valmiki text appears less as incidental description and more as ideological inscription.

The epic’s ethical mapping relies upon visible difference to stabilize its moral hierarchy.

Re-examining these figures through contemporary theory complicates inherited
interpretations that reduce them to archetypal villains. Instead, their portrayals reveal how
epic narrative naturalizes a hierarchy of bodies. Physical wholeness is equated with dharmic
legitimacy, whereas corporeal variance signals threat or disruption. Disability, therefore,
functions as a semiotic resource embedded within the architecture of the text. Recognizing
this dynamic enables a more critical engagement with the cultural assumptions embedded in
classical literature and invites reconsideration of how embodiment is ethically coded in

mythic discourse.
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