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ABSTRACT

Disability studies have increasingly attracted scholarly attention across various disciplines, including literary
studies. In the context of disability studies, this article examines the representation of disability, stigma, family
coping, and resilience in Doris Lessing’s The Fifth Child, focusing on the Lovatt family and their fifth child, Ben,
whose difference is perceived as socially abnormal. As an interdisciplinary field, disability studies also engages
with literary texts, which provide valuable insights into the representation and perception of disability and social
difference. Drawing on disability studies, stigma theory, and family coping perspectives, the study employs
qualitative literary analysis and close reading to investigate how disability is constructed and negotiated within
familial and social contexts. Lessing’s novel explores the communication and interaction between individuals
perceived as different and the social environment in which they struggle for acceptance and belonging. The
findings demonstrate that Ben’s marginalisation results not only from his physical and behavioural differences but
also from the social norms, exclusionary attitudes, and expectations imposed by his family and the wider
community. The study further reveals that the Lovatt family experiences considerable difficulties in developing
effective coping strategies and family resilience, leading to emotional fragmentation, social isolation, and the
gradual disintegration of family relationships. By examining the intersection of disability and family dynamics,
this article contributes to literary disability studies and highlights how Lessing critiques normative understandings
of family, belonging, and social acceptance.
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“Angela, the successful sister, ‘the coper’, whose children were all normal”
Doris Lessing
Introduction

Doris Lessing’s The Fifth Child (2001) presents the gradual disintegration of the Lovatt family following the
birth of their fifth child, Ben, whose physical and behavioural differences position him as socially abnormal.
Through Ben’s representation, the novel interrogates social constructions of normality, disability, exclusion,
stigma, and familial anxiety within a society structured around normative expectations. Rather than
portraying disability solely as an individual or medical condition, Lessing explores how disability is socially
produced through fear, alienation, rejection, and failed coping mechanisms within both the family and the
wider community. In this respect, The Fifth Child offers a productive literary framework for examining
disability as a psychosocial and cultural experience.
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Questions concerning normality, difference, and social exclusion occupy a central place in disability studies:
Who is normal (normative)? What is the criterion of normality? Who defines the limits of normality? Who is
the anomaly? Does the anomaly have the right to life? Should the anomaly have liberty and rights? Emerging
as an interdisciplinary field in the second half of the twentieth century, disability studies challenges purely
medicalised perceptions of disability and instead emphasises the social, cultural, and political conditions that
marginalise individuals with disabilities. The field particularly focuses on discrimination, inequality, stigma,
and the social barriers that shape the lived experiences of people with disabilities.

Contemporary disability studies also encourage the recognition of disability as a form of human diversity
rather than as a deficiency, deviance, or inferiority. Siebers (2008) similarly emphasises that disability should
be understood as a social and cultural category rather than solely as an individual medical condition.
Processes of exclusion often emerge through symbolic constructions that associate perceived difference with
contamination, deficiency, or social undesirability. As Sibley observes, societies frequently construct the
“dirt(y) as a signifier of imperfection and inferiority” (1995, p. 14), thereby reinforcing boundaries between
the normative self and the marginalised other!. In literary studies, representations of disability play a
significant role in exposing how societies construct normality and respond to individuals perceived as
different. Literary disability studies therefore provide an important critical framework for examining the
intersections of disability, family dynamics, exclusion, and identity construction. Lennard Davis (1995)
argues that normality should not be regarded as a natural or self-evident condition but as a historically and
socially constructed standard. Within this framework, individuals are often evaluated according to socially
established norms, and bodily differences may be interpreted in relation to prevailing expectations of what is
considered normal. This perspective is particularly relevant to disability studies because it draws attention to
the relationship between disability and the social construction of normality.

In Doris Lessing’s The Fifth Child, Ben’s difference can be examined through this lens, as his behaviour and
appearance are repeatedly assessed against the Lovatt family’s expectations of a normal child. The family, as
one of the primary social institutions, constitutes a pivotal site through which disability is experienced,
interpreted, and negotiated. Within families, disability may reshape emotional relationships, social
expectations, communication patterns, and coping strategies. Studies in disability and family psychology
demonstrate that the relationship between individuals with disabilities, family members, and the surrounding
social environment is dynamic and reciprocal. Literary representations of disability therefore contribute to a
broader understanding of the emotional, psychological, and social dimensions of marginalisation and
exclusion. Consequently, literary texts provide opportunities to challenge normative assumptions regarding
bodily difference, social acceptance, and familial belonging.

Doris Lessing, one of the prominent writers of twentieth-century British literature, frequently explored
themes such as alienation, identity, psychological conflict, social inequality, and marginalisation in her
works. In The Fifth Child, Lessing examines the disruption of an idealised middle-class family through the
birth of Ben, a child whose perceived difference destabilises familial and social norms. Ben’s portrayal
exposes the mechanisms through which disability becomes associated with fear, exclusion, otherness, and
social anxiety (Kiryaman, 2024). Such processes of othering often operate through discursive practices and
social labelling. As Ulas Ozgiin argues, stigma may function as “a discursive epithet that is consciously or
unconsciously attributed to the designated other(s) because of their divergence from the self’s subjective and
normative standards” (2022, p. 151). Throughout the novel, relationships between parents and children,
siblings, and the broader social environment reveal how normative expectations shape reactions toward
disability and difference. Moreover, because “language is a reflection of society, it is integral part of a
culture. The indicators of reality that exists in a specific culture are reflected through a language”
(Kiigtiksakarya & Giiglii, 2023, p. 324), the linguistic representations of Ben throughout the novel reveal how
cultural perceptions of normality and disability are reproduced through discourse. Lessing’s narrative
therefore interrogates not only the meaning of disability but also broader social concepts such as normality,
tolerance, conformity, and familial responsibility. Although numerous studies have examined Lessing’s The
Fifth Child from feminist, psychoanalytic, and posthuman perspectives, the psychosocial dimensions of
disability, stigma, family coping, and resilience in the novel remain comparatively underexplored.

Drawing primarily on disability studies, stigma theory, and family coping perspectives, this article analyses
how the Lovatt family’s responses to Ben reveal the tensions between normative expectations and human
difference. The study argues that Ben’s marginalisation is not solely the result of his physical and
behavioural difference, but rather the consequence of socially constructed norms operating within the family
and the wider community. Through qualitative literary analysis and close reading, the article examines
selected expressions from The Fifth Child to explore the interconnected dynamics of disability, stigma,

exclusion, coping, and resilience. In doing so, the study seeks to contribute to literary disability studies by
demonstrating how Lessing’s novel critiques normative understandings of family, belonging, and social
acceptance.



217 Disability, Family Coping, and Family Resilience in Doris Lessing’s The Fifth Child

This study employs a qualitative literary analysis grounded primarily in disability studies, stigma theory, and
family coping perspectives. The research adopts a close reading approach to examine how disability, stigma,
exclusion, coping mechanisms, and resilience are represented in Doris Lessing’s The Fifth Child. In the
context of qualitative literary analysis, selected passages from the novel were analysed according to their
relevance to the study’s central themes, particularly the social construction of disability, familial responses to
difference, social exclusion, and psychological coping processes. The study is informed primarily by the
social model of disability, which emphasises that disability is shaped not only by bodily or behavioural
difference but also by social attitudes, exclusionary structures, and normative expectations. In addition,
stigma theory contributes to understanding how Ben becomes socially marked as abnormal within both the
family and the wider community, while family coping perspectives help analyse the Lovatt family’s
emotional and psychological responses to Ben’s perceived difference. Rather than treating the novel merely
as a source of illustrative examples, this study conducts interpretive textual analysis through sustained close
reading of key scenes, narrative descriptions, and family interactions. Particular attention is given to
Lessing’s narrative language, representations of fear and alienation, and how social norms shape the
characters’ perceptions of disability and belonging. The methodology therefore differs from a general literary
summary by combining literary close reading with an interdisciplinary disability studies framework in order
to analyse how disability is culturally constructed and socially negotiated within the novel.

Close reading was selected as the principal analytical method because it allows attention to the relationship
between narrative representation and broader social meanings. Rather than treating disability as an objective
characteristic of Ben, the analysis focuses on how disability is constructed through language, description,
character interaction, and social response. In this respect, the selected passages were chosen not because they
merely depict Ben, but because they reveal the mechanisms through which difference is interpreted,
stigmatised, and negotiated within the Lovatt family and the wider community.

Disability and Family

The family is the first institution where the child is cared for and raised, and it is also the first step that
prepares the child for the social environment. Before analysing the difficulties experienced by families
raising children with disabilities, it is useful to remember the meaning of the concept of family. As it is
known, the family is the smallest building block of society and the child born and raised in a family forms
the foundation of the future; “family is the first and most important institution where socialisation is learned
and cultural transmission takes place” (Uzunoglu, 2019, p. 28). However, the children they have may not
always satisfy the family’s expectations. Families put their children on a perfect ground with their dreams. It
is a widely known fact that this perfection is shaped by individual and social expectations. Many families
may experience disappointment, shock, or emotional distress when first confronted with their child’s
disability (Dereli & Okur, 2008). While even having a healthy child brings certain responsibilities as well as
various rewards to the family, raising a child with a disability may present additional emotional, social, and
practical challenges. Families of children with disabilities often encounter increased -caregiving
responsibilities, stress, and various psychosocial challenges that may affect their well-being and adaptation
processes (Bayrakli, 2010). For example, in Lessing’s novel The Fifth Child, in response to David’s
extraordinary description of Ben, Harriet denies the current situation by saying that he is a healthy and
normal baby (Lessing, 2001, p. 63). At another time, Harriet asks her family what this baby is (2001, p. 66),
while Dorothy, David, and Alice remain silent and prefer not to face the truth (2001, p. 66). The significance
of this scene lies not only in Harriet’s uncertainty but also in the language through which Ben is perceived.
The question “what is this baby?” implicitly shifts Ben from the category of personhood to that of an
unidentified object. Rather than asking who Ben is, Harriet’s formulation foregrounds difference as
something incomprehensible and potentially threatening. From the perspective of stigma theory, this
linguistic shift illustrates how social exclusion begins not with physical separation but with processes of
categorisation and labelling. Hence, the Lovatt family and their relatives, who have a child with a disability,
are on the verge of losing their life satisfaction and make the reader feel the feelings of sadness, guilt and
rejection they experience with Ben’s joining the family. Harriet’s comparison of herself with her sister
Angela, who has children without disabilities, and finding herself inadequate and guilty expresses these
feelings (Helaly Khalaf, 2020). Angela, one of the relatives and family members sitting around the table, is
described as “the successful sister, ‘the coper’, whose children were all normal” (Lessing, 2001, p. 87). As
witnessed in the novel, the criterion of coping and success produced by social norms is whether the children
one has are normal or not. Since Sarah, especially Harriet, have children with disabilities, these mothers do
not have a coping attitude. On the contrary, in such norms, Angela is seen as a woman who gives birth to
normal children, as a successful and admirable mother character.

As stated by Esine Sen, 99% of the care of the child with a disability is undertaken by the mother and 20.4%
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of the mothers receive accusatory reactions from the environment, especially from their husbands (2004, p.
viii). William, the father of the Down syndrome baby, who is described as Mongolian in the novel and whose
gender and name are not specified at the beginning, is stressed and uninterested in his wife Sarah (Lessing,
2001, p. 32) and sees his daughter as a pitiful swaddling (Lessing, 2001, p. 32) because nothing is considered
significant for Amy with Down syndrome, who is considered to lack the criteria for existence. In addition,
Harriet identifies her sister Sarah’s Down syndrome baby as Mongol/baby Cengiz Khan (Lessing, 2001, pp.
29, 74). Harriet seems to attribute her sister’s giving birth to baby with a disability and the baby’s non-
normative, discrete face to her sister’s unhappy family structure with her husband and the result of a mistake.
According to Erving Goffman, a person with a disability is “thus reduced in our minds from a whole and
usual person to a tainted, discounted one” (1963, p. 6). Sarah, the mother of a child with a disability, must
have thought the same way because her choice to embrace Amy with Down syndrome instead of Ben shows
the different levels of exclusion-acceptance that people with disabilities experience in society. Therefore,
Lessing reflects exclusion within exclusion and discrimination within discrimination through Amy and Ben,
who have different types of disabilities (Lessing, 2001, pp. 34, 62). In addition, parents children with
disabilities find it difficult to allocate sufficient time for themselves and their children without any disability,
and thus the flow of social life of family members may be disrupted or come to a standstill.

Emotions experienced by families raising children with disabilities are classified as primary reactions (shock,
denial, suffering, and depression), secondary reactions (guilt, indecision, anger, shame), and tertiary reactions
(bargaining, acceptance, and adaptation) (see Sen, 2004, pp. 13-15). The endeavour to bridge the gap
between the life of the child with a disability and the normative one is among the tasks adopted by families
children with disabilities. The mother in particular is the one who undertakes this responsibility more often.
This means giving more attention and time, which may cause the mother to feel that she is neglecting her
children without disabilities, and may lead to the emergence of un/controlled anger among the children
without disabilities in the family due to the anxiety of being unloved and abandoned. Being a sibling of a
person with a disability may not allow children without disabilities to completely experience their childhood.
They may experience involuntary isolation, from sharing within the family to their own private space.
Harriet, a mother who gave birth to achild with a disability, is under pressure from many familial, social,
cultural, and economic aspects while being emotionally and physically incapable of meeting the needs of her
other children. Although David and Harriet have made decisions and taken steps to maintain and preserve
tradition, David has failed to fulfil his role of protecting and keeping the family together under the guise of a
traditional father and has been the one who has paved the biggest gap in this structure by rejecting Ben
because of his disability. For this reason, the mother Harriet, who is forced to struggle with all kinds of
troubles, often struggles alone in this emptiness. Adding the responsibilities of her child with a disability to
her already exhausting and busy life, mother Harriet is often unable to show sufficient care and attention to
her children without disabilities. As a mother should but cannot devote enough time to her four children,
Luke, Helen, Jane and Paul, apart from Ben. For example, Harriet realises that she has not thought about her
children without disabilities for hours and forgot to prepare their meals (Lessing, 2001, p. 79). Helen, the
neurotypical member of the Lovatt family who grows up without enough maternal love and care, exhibits
aggressive and offensive behaviours towards her environment. For example, Helen’s scolding Paul to be
quiet and shut up (Lessing, 2001, p. 56) while answering his question are among the reactions that remind
them of their deprivation. Studies show that family members with disabled children

are exposed to chronic stress, experience communication problems and social isolation among
parents, and have to allocate extra time and financial resources for the care of disabled children.
As a result, such mood disorders as rejection, unhappiness, anger and guilt emerge in families.
(Giilsen & Ozer, 2009, p. 413)

From the quote, the Lovatt family experiences similar disorders in the work. To demonstrate, Harriet and
David talk about Ben as a burden in low voices, almost guiltily and bewildered (Lessing, 2001, p. 72). In
another example, when Harriet reminds her husband of Ben as “our child” (Lessing, 2001, p. 90), David’s
absolute rejection of this truth (Lessing, 2001, p. 90) reflects the level of relationship between him and Ben,
who is the object of disgust (Kristeva, 1982, p. 2). The reason was that, according to David, defective Ben
was the mother’s responsibility, while normal children were her responsibility (Lessing, 2001, p. 90). These
reactions of the parents show the weight of social, physical and emotional burden they have shouldered. As
predicted, living with a child with an intellectual disability creates a sense of burden (Yildirim Sari, 2007, p.
2) and this feeling is the perceptions and reactions that family members experience while caring for the
individual with a disability and helping to meet his/her needs; the intensity of emotional burden varies in
each family (Chou, 2000, p. 399). In addition to emotional burden, social burden in the context of stigma
theory can be mentioned as “an important factor that causes families to experience social isolation” (Y1ildirim
Sari, 2007, p. 3).
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Any situation and behaviour that pushes the person with a disability out of society and marginalises him/her
is considered a social stigma. Individuals with disability are stigmatised by social labels and this puts a social
burden on disabled people and their families. As a matter of fact, the person with a disability is not only
stigmatised with unfair and unwarranted labels but also condemned to be crushed under the social burden.
This situation quickly pushes the person with a disability to the centre of social isolation. Ben, who has been
the object of marginalising gaze, discourse, ridiculous smile, attitude and behaviour since the moment he was
born is literally deprived of the love of family — especially his father and siblings — and is in the position of
an individual who is pushed to start life incomplete and continue alone. Similar patterns of exclusion and
isolation are also observed in contemporary disability narratives. Since he is excluded from the norms and
behavioural patterns of the normative world, he cannot predict who and where he is, and how he has to
behave. Ben, who is excluded from the social norms established and imposed late because of his difference,
cannot develop a healthy and harmonious personality; he is stigmatised as maladaptive and unusual. In
addition, Ben, who has difficulty expressing his feelings and thoughts in social relationships, is stigmatised
by his environment as dull and emotionless. The Lovatt family, which has a child who is the target of all
these stigmas, is overwhelmed by the burdens and responsibilities brought about by the current situation on
the one hand and tries to cope with them on the other.

The Lovatt Family and (Not) Coping

As long as human beings live, they may sometimes be exposed to unexpected and sometimes unwelcome
events. In this respect, the fact that every person is a candidate for disability cannot be denied. Having a child
with a disability or learning that they will have a child with a disability is traumatising for family members.
This is because it also means that there will be restrictions and difficulties for parents and siblings in family
and social life. Consequently, families and mothers, in general, face some emotional and behavioural crises
as intense stress is unavoidable. At this point, as a kind of defence mechanism, “coping can be defined as the
individual’s resistance to events or factors that create stress for him/her and all of the cognitive, emotional,
and behavioural reactions he/she shows to cope with these situations” (Sengiil & Baykan, 2013, p. 31).
Although coping and resilience are closely related concepts, they refer to different processes. Lazarus and
Folkman (1984) describe coping as the cognitive and behavioural efforts individuals use to manage stressful
situations. Luthar, Cicchetti, and Becker (2000) define resilience not as a fixed personality trait but as a
dynamic process involving positive adaptation despite significant adversity. This distinction is important for
understanding the Lovatt family, whose members attempt to cope with the difficulties associated with Ben’s
presence but experience considerable difficulties in sustaining family resilience. Every person develops
different reactions to any situation that challenges them individually, emotionally or cognitively. Coping
shows the psychological resistance point of the individual within these reactions. Coping in the individual
can also be expressed in the form of solution-oriented initiatives by meeting the traumatic event experienced
by the individual with maturity and fortitude.

The family members of the individuals with disabilities experiencing diverse crises especially experience the
problem of depression. In addition to these limitations and difficulties, depression makes this process even
more difficult, and the totality of these difficulties leads to the inability of the person with a disability to
reach an adequate and effective level of life and care. As Garland-Thomson suggests, “resituat(ing) the
‘problem’ of disability from the body of the disabled person to the social framing of that body” (1997, p. 32)
opens the door to a solution-oriented rather than problem-oriented path. In this context, coping attitudes
towards problem-solving include specific, cognitive, emotional, and behavioural efforts and in general,
coping attitudes are classified under two headings: emotionally oriented and problem-solving oriented. While
the problem-solving-oriented one expresses coping attitudes towards finding a solution by getting to the root
of the problem; the emotionally oriented one underlines the attitudes of coping with the emotional impact
caused by the problems. As an alternative to this classification, coping attitudes are divided into two active
and passive: while active attitudes offer solutions in the context of changing or eliminating the
problem/stressor, passive attitudes include behaviours to keep away from the stressor (Sengiil & Baykan,
2013, p. 31). The salient element in both classifications is that the coping process can be carried out within
behavioural and emotional methods. On the one hand, it is recommended to get to the root of the
problem/stressor and either eliminate it or remove it, and on the other hand, it is emphasised that attempts
should be made to improve the emotional disorder caused by the problem. In the work, Ben, who is excluded
from his family, relatives and schoolmates, is exposed to miscommunication and/or experiences non-
communication in this environment because “disabled people are therefore an oppressed group in society”
(Oliver, 1996, p. 22). On the other hand, in contrast to the non-communication, Lessing portrays Ben
communicating and having a good time with a group of aggressive and predatory youths with whom he gets
on very well. What Lessing is trying to explain with this is that every individual who is deprived of family
love and care, family communication and protection, regardless of whether he/she is healthy or disabled,
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is pushed beyond the happy family environment to the environment of evils open to all negativities. The
author vividly and in detail depicts the process of Ben’s confinement to the institution and his condition after
his confinement to emphasise that this will not work and will not go beyond losing the individual, who is the
basis of society. Harriet, out of maternal instinct, goes to the institution where her son is locked up to see Ben
and brings him back to her home; although this causes her to be blamed and ostracised by her husband,
children, and relatives, Ben can positively participate in society after this step. Two interpretations can be
made here: It is assumed that healthy communication and interaction with the person with a disability can be
established by practising what should be done in a moral sense. The other is how individuals who are
stigmatised as non-compliant through various sanctions and interventions such as institutions of confinement
and threats are forced to transform into docile bodies to reclaim their right to life.

The Lovatt family’s holiday in France without Ben is an experience of hearing again the happy family
melody that preceded Ben. In the meantime, Dorothy’s suggestion to the family returning from holiday that
Ben should be institutionalised is an example of an active coping attitude. Because, in the conversation
between the family members, Ben as a stressor is removed from the family and home, in other words, he is
eliminated. On the other hand, Helen, after this holiday, is more moderate, her speech and communication
become calmer, such that she helps Ben too, both because they have experienced a happy family holiday and
because the stressor has been eliminated (Lessing, 2001, p. 79). Another significant point conveyed in the
novel is this: In the traditional view, children are moulded and shaped like dough in the hands of their
parents, which reminds us of John Locke’s tabula rasa (Erkan, 2022, p. 61). While the Lovatt parents try to
adhere to the traditional family type, David’s evasion of his responsibilities as a father, but his domination
over Ben’s future, forms a great contrast. Although David does not fulfil his role as a father for Ben with a
disability, he thinks that he has unlimited authority to make and implement any decision he wants on this
child. He persuades Harriet to take Ben to the Closure institution and carries out the necessary procedures as
quickly as possible. In addition to the inhumane attitudes towards Ben, the unsanitary, unhealthy, filthy, and
diseased institution of confinement to which he is sent and the starvation and sedatives to which he is
subjected are a kind of correctional dynamics for the unusual/abnormal body and behaviour of their child
with a disability, whom they stigmatise as wild and aggressive. In the institution of confinement where he is
left to die, what is tried to be shown is that Ben, with a disability, has no place in the pyramid of life, even as
an inanimate object. Ben, who has been objectified with various elements of humiliation, dehumanisation,
isolation, and otherisation since his birth, is transformed from objectivity into nothingness and from
nothingness into non-existence. In this process of transition from objectivity to non-existence, the
transformation of Ben, person with a disability of society shaped by normative patterns, into an aggressive
gang member or a person who enjoys causing harm

can be explained not by his (...) sinful nature, but by the provocative and triggering behaviours
of the adult world (candidate for disability). Because the way to survive in an environment
dominated by oppression (...) and violence intersects with evil. (Kara & Erkan, 2021, p. 729)

This process is reflected in the novel’s recurring tendency to describe Ben through images associated with
physical abnormality, danger, and animality. Such descriptions do not merely characterise Ben; they also
reveal the fears and assumptions of those who observe him. The narrative repeatedly demonstrates that Ben’s
exclusion emerges less from any confirmed diagnosis than from the meanings attributed to his bodily
difference. Consequently, his marginalisation functions as a social process of symbolic erasure rather than as
an inevitable consequence of impairment itself. The highest level of exclusion for Ben, who is feared and
disgusted by his environment because of his unusual appearance and behaviour, is carried out by his father
and siblings. At this point, Ben a person with a disability in particular and the Lovatt family in general are a
window to the larger world in terms of shedding light on the experiences of the minority who are exposed to
all the marginalisations in society.

Family resilience can be interpreted as the ability of members with a child with a disability to learn and
manage how to cope with this new situation they are faced with and how to live in the current situation with
the least negativity together with all family members. Walsh’s (1998) framework of family resilience
emphasises shared meaning-making, emotional connectedness, and collaborative problem solving as key
protective processes. Examined from this perspective, the Lovatt family’s difficulties stem not only from
Ben’s presence but also from the gradual breakdown of communication, trust, and collective adaptation
among family members. The biggest positive factor in the resilience of families with children with
disabilities is social support resources. In this context, although the Lovatt family received financial help
from David’s father many times to provide for their children with and without disabilities, this was not
enough for the family to achieve resilience. In resilience, social support is among the extrinsic protective
factors.
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The support they receive from the community, neighbours, relatives, and spouses gives positive impetus to
families to cope with this situation more healthily and to show positive development (Ozbay & Aydogan,
2013, p. 142). The Lovatt family failed to be resilient because, apart from inadequate economic support, they
received no psychological support. Towards the end of the novel, the crowded house becomes quieter;
relatives do not come to visit, and the Lovatt family gradually disintegrates (Zengin, 2025). David starts
working at night as well; he stays at his friend’s house. When Harriet brings Ben back home, David resents
Harriet; in fact, their relationship is over. Harriet feels quite lonely. Children without disabilities leave home,
preferring to live with relatives. Taken together, these developments suggest a progressive weakening of the
family’s adaptive capacities. Rather than demonstrating resilience through mutual support and collective
adjustment, family members increasingly withdraw from one another, resulting in emotional fragmentation
and social isolation. The children preferred to stay away from the mother Harriet, who was now tired,
exhausted, and in crying fits. It was not known whether they did this to show kindness or because they were
afraid of her (Lessing, 2001, p. 78). Maybe it was for both reasons. The children’s behaviour further
illustrates the Lovatt family’s inability to develop resilience in the face of prolonged adversity.

Resilient family members are perceived as strong individuals by their communities and, in this context, are
the epitome of support for other families with children with disabilities. The balance point of being a resilient
family is that family members are aware of the current situation, accept it and work together in solution-
oriented unity and solidarity. It is known that it is this bond of unity and solidarity that holds the family
together as members without disabilities; it should be emphasised once again that this is essential for the
family with a child with a disability and is also a protective factor within the family. For a family with a child
with a disability who has achieved the above-mentioned adaptation, resilience can be achieved much more
easily (for detailed information on coping strategies, see Lazarus & Folkman, 1984, pp.141-155). However,
the Lovatt family members adopt a wishful rather than positive approach to the problems they experience,
often pitying almost every situation and every issue in which Ben is involved, and thus failing to become
resilient individuals.

Conclusion

Disability studies have recently become a point of interest for various disciplines. As the studies within the
scope of disability have increased, interest and awareness of disabled individuals and family members have
also increased. Not only individuals with disabilities but also their family members are considered as a
whole, and families affected by having a child with a disability are analysed in psychological, social,
medical, economic and other aspects. One of these is literary criticism, which deals with the reflections of
disability in literature.

In this study, we examine Ben and his family through the lens of disability thanks to The Fifth Child. The
analysis was organised into three sections: disability and the family, family coping, and family resilience in
families of children with disabilities. The results of the study can be listed as follows: In the first part, a
general introduction was made in terms of the phenomenon of disability and disability studies, and the
content and scope were analysed. Although it is not known exactly when and where it started, the
phenomenon of disability is as old as human history. Our study, which examines Ben and the Lovatt family
introduced by Lessing through the novel The Fifth Child, reveals how people with disabilities and their
families, who are exposed to various types of stigmatisation, are marginalised, labelled, and decentred by
individuals without disabilities. The study emphasises that the difficulties and troubles experienced by the
person with a disability and his/her family are not caused by biological or physical disorders, but rather by
limitations due to social norms.

Disability studies show that it is as important to analyse the family institution as it is to analyse the person
with a disability. As a sine qua non of disability work, the family and family members are in a continuous
and cyclical communication and interaction with their children with disabilities, and as a result, both affect
and are affected by the time/situations they are/live in. The fact that families of children with disabilities
experience this difficult and traumatic process more intensely when they fail to cope with social, cultural and
psychological problems is once again exemplified in the fictional plane. In connection with the coping
method, it was observed that the phenomenon of resilience, which we examined in the last part of our study,
is an important factor that improves and facilitates the current situation of families with children with
disabilities. However, on the contrary, the Lovatt family did not succeed in becoming resilient individuals,
and as a result, the fictional characters experienced this process more painfully, and the family unity and
happiness were witnessed to be under destructive effects.
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According to the findings of our study, literary works, which bear many traces of society in temporal and
spatial contexts, also include characters with disabilities in the fictional world. Doris Lessing, one of the
most significant writers of contemporary British fiction, answers the reader’s questions about the individual
and social situation of people with disabilities in reality by transferring details about the worlds of characters
with disabilities to the pages. Thus, it both familiarises the reader with the unknowns about people with
disabilities and endeavours to destroy the established negative perception about people with disabilities.
Lessing’s work, which features people with disabilities through the main character, Ben, moves the
individual with a disability from the margins to the centre. The novel is a functional work that reflects the
problems faced by families with children with disabilities in general and the situation of not/coping with
these problems, in particular, the Lovatt family, which wants to maintain the traditional family type but
disintegrates after having a child with a disability, and also vital determinations about how (not) to treat
children with disabilities and their families. It is also among the findings that families with children with
disabilities need material and moral support, and if this support is not provided, the family disintegrates. The
challenges associated with disability for both individuals and family members should be alleviated through
effective coping strategies. However, for this to happen, family members need to be patient and
compassionate with each other and with the family member with a disability, which was not the case in the
Lovatt family.

Notes

1 For more information, see Mary Douglas’ concept of ‘dirt’ (Douglas, M. (1984). Purity and Danger: An Analysis of Concepts of
Pollution and Taboo with a New Preface by the Author. London, New York, Routledge.)

2 The terms ‘Mongolian’ and ‘Mongol’/‘baby Cengiz Khan’ are retained solely because they reflect the historical language and
character perspectives represented in Lessing’s novel. Their use in this article is intended for textual analysis only and should not be

interpreted as endorsing contemporary medical or scholarly terminology.
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