Discuss the representation of physical disability in Roman literature and art.

Disability in the ancient world is a relatively new area of interest for many modern historians. Unfortunately, knowledge of disabilities was often misinformed in Ancient Rome, causing most people afflicted to find life difficult.[footnoteRef:1] This essay looks at the representations we have from Roman literature and what this can tell us about the lives and treatments of the average citizens living with a disability in Ancient Rome. I conclude that while for the average citizen life with a disability was one of survival, there are exceptions concerning individuals rich enough to manage their illnesses.[footnoteRef:2] This essay therefore examines the idea and hazards of disability in The Roman Empire, their medical practices, and the difficulties faced by Roman citizens with disabilities whether or not they were present from birth. Finally, the essay gives the examples of Seneca and Caesar, who both lived successful lives with disabilities, in contrast to the common citizen, to examine what the representations we have from Rome can tell us about the lives of the people affected. [1:  Garland: 1995: 11.]  [2:  Seneca Ep. 54.] 

There are many different types of physical disability, and there is no wholly accepted definition of a what a handicap is.[footnoteRef:3] Just like today, Romans could suffer from disabilities caused by accidents, war, and congenital conditions.[footnoteRef:4] Poor living standards can also be a large risk of causing disability and illness, and we find some skeletal evidence of civilians in Roman society being affected by various chronic illnesses like pulmonary tuberculosis.[footnoteRef:5] Garland suggests, that due to the poverty and lack of medicine, a significant proportion of those in later adulthood would have some kind of amputation, loss of hearing, or sight.[footnoteRef:6] I agree with this notion as today we see disabilities like blindness are most common in poorer, developing countries.[footnoteRef:7]In isolated villages of the empire, where interbreeding was more likely, congenital deformities such as achondroplasia would be more likely than in the modern day.[footnoteRef:8] In Cambridge We have examples showing 6 skeletons out of 12 showed signs of deformity likely caused by this interbreeding.[footnoteRef:9]  [3:  Topliss 1982: 2-3.]  [4:  King 2005: 9.]  [5:  Jackson 1988 :180.]  [6:  Garland 1995: 26-27.]  [7:  Awan, Mahar & Memon 2011: 165-167.]  [8:  Garland 1995: 12.]  [9:  Garland 1995: 12.] 

For the majority of people—especially the physically disabled—who lived in ancient Rome, life was harsh and dangerous.[footnoteRef:10] For many in the ancient world, magic was seen as both a cause and a remedy for disability.[footnoteRef:11] As a result of this, many believed in miraculous healings, and that under these circumstances any ailment can be cured.[footnoteRef:12] Despite this magical and rational mix of remedies, the Romans had a fairly advanced grasp of medicine even though a lot of our ancient sources like Pliny the Elder and Celsus were not physicians themselves.[footnoteRef:13] For example, Pliny the Elder seems certain of a cure for epilepsy, describing a precise herbal remedy which he believes will remove any symptoms.[footnoteRef:14] Yet, Hesiod describes that afflictions affect cities based on the moral actions of the people, which shows how Romans perceived personal disabilities as punishments.[footnoteRef:15] If a disability is present at birth, Soranus tells us that the baby is not worth rearing, which shows the rejection of the disabled in Rome, if doctors believed they were not worth nurturing.[footnoteRef:16] Dionysios Of Harlicarnassus also attests to the exposure of infants, and shows us that this practice was acceptable to many Romans, saying it was ok if: ‘First shown them to five neighbours and these had approved’, implying that many citizens would agree to this.[footnoteRef:17] However, we have evidence that may suggest certain assistance was made for people with disabilities, as built-up shoe was found in Vindonissa which could suggest support for polio sufferers, so perhaps Dionysios’ harsh treatments did not extend to all types of disability.[footnoteRef:18] [10:  Garland 1995: 11.]  [11:  Vlahogiannis 2005: 185.]  [12:  Vlahogiannis 2005: 186.]  [13:  Jackson 1988: 9-10.]  [14:  Plin HN. 26.70.]  [15:  Hes. OP. 225-244.]  [16:  Sor. Gyn. 2.10.]  [17:  Dion. Hal. Ant. Rom. 2.1.1-2.]  [18:  Jackson 1988: 180.] 

Concerning the reception of disability, Pliny the Elder goes so far as to claim that the scars caused from lichen were a worse thing to have than the disease itself.[footnoteRef:19] This is a very bold and unkind claim, showing that people with non-handicapping disfigurements were handicapped by their society simply for being considered ugly. Some disabilities however could draw the attention of important figures, like the case of Quintus Pedius, a mute boy.[footnoteRef:20] This boy was supported and taught to paint as even Octavius took interest in the curiosity of his case.[footnoteRef:21] [19:  Plin. HN. 26.5.]  [20:  Garland 1995: 17.]  [21:  Garland 1995: 17.] 

For Those with amputations from either war or accidents, crutches, and for those who could afford it, prosthetic limbs were available to them.[footnoteRef:22] We see this in images on vases, where a man is depicted portraying a man with a peg in place of his lower leg.[footnoteRef:23] Those unlucky enough to have restricted mobility, and capacity to work, would have been almost outcast from the rest of society, not being capable of contributing to their society or their family.[footnoteRef:24] While wealthy men would have around the clock care, most common people would rely on charity alone, making their struggles even more hazardous.[footnoteRef:25] Misleadingly, Gevaert and Laes attest people were turned into beggars via mutilation, however the text they reference tells us in fact that the mutilation was to garner sympathy from people, and they were forced by a man to be beggars.[footnoteRef:26] Seneca’s account shows that perhaps the Roman people were sympathetic to beggars, as otherwise mutilation would not be necessary.[footnoteRef:27] [22:  Jackson 1988: 68.]  [23:  Jackson 1988: 68.]  [24:  Garland 1995: 28.]  [25:  Garland 1995: 30.]  [26:  Gavaert & Laes 2013: 213; Sen. Controv. 10.4.3.]  [27:  Sen. Controv. 10.4.] 

Pliny recorded that Italy was virtually free of the condition elephantiasis, which was seen to originate from Egypt; in Italy it’s: ‘career was cut short’.[footnoteRef:28] The exotic and unusual element of deformities may have made these people very employable in the world of entertainment; dancing and other forms of entertainment recorded on vases and statues show a high proportion of deformed performers.[footnoteRef:29] I agree with Garland, who declares it is uncertain how much a disability would handicap a person in politics, as we see Julius Caesar and Seneca both had some serious chronic conditions.[footnoteRef:30] [28:  Plin. HN. 26.5.]  [29:  Garland 1995: 32-33.]  [30:  Garland 1995: 31; Sen. Ep. 54; Plut. Vit. Caes. 17.] 

A prominent example of a disability found in antiquity is Seneca’s asthma.[footnoteRef:31] Seneca describes his asthma on a personal level, believing he will die from this condition; he says that he does: ‘not plan a whole day ahead’.[footnoteRef:32]  We can see that the condition causes a lot of stress for Seneca, as his mindset seems to be based around this chronic ailment.[footnoteRef:33] Seneca came from a reasonably wealthy background, so we can infer that his money might have made his asthma easier to bear than the asthma of an average Roman citizen, who may have found the condition more arduous.[footnoteRef:34] Seneca however does not describe this as related to his character, it is simply something he cannot help and has not caused.[footnoteRef:35] This personal insight shows that perhaps many people with disabilities saw their struggles for survival as a battle beyond their control, and something that caused them great mental strain.[footnoteRef:36]It is important to remember, That despite having this chronic illness, Seneca clearly was a prominent character in the politics of Rome in his time, showing that he was not constrained by his disability or shunned by others.[footnoteRef:37] [31:  Sen. Ep. 54.]  [32:  Sen. Ep. 54.7.]  [33:  Sen. Ep. 54. 2-7.]  [34:  Habinek 2014: 6-7.]  [35:  Sen. Ep. 54.]  [36:  Sen. Ep. 54.]  [37:  Habinek 2014: 11.] 

Another example of disability is the illness that Julius Caesar possesses. Often diagnosed by many—including Shakespeare—as epilepsy, I would disagree with this, as Plutarch attests this affliction began after his childhood, and this could indicate a different underlying affliction.[footnoteRef:38] Some modern scholars suggests that the symptoms Caesar experienced in later life may be symptoms of a brain tumour, but this is now unknowable.[footnoteRef:39] Caesar may have at times used his disability as an advantage, using it as an excuse to avoid political events.[footnoteRef:40] This is an example of how an influential and rich person was not necessarily held back by his illness, even when at times it could be debilitating.[footnoteRef:41] Plutarch describes this ability to overcome the condition as a testament to Caesar’s willpower.[footnoteRef:42] However, it is possible that Augustus Caesar was ashamed of this illness his uncle had, and therefore may have censored the information, which is why we know so little about the condition, but potentially gain insight into the stigma people had concerning their relatives diseases.[footnoteRef:43] Generally, throughout history people have been taught to feel shame for being congenitally ill with diseases like epilepsy.[footnoteRef:44] [38:  Hobgood 2009: 22; Plut. Vit. Caes. 17.]  [39:  Paterson 2009: 131.]  [40:  Paterson 2009: 131.]  [41:  Cass. Dio 43.32.6-7.]  [42:  Plut. Caes. 17.2-4.]  [43:  Montemurro, Benet & Lawton 2015: 1985.]  [44:  Garland 1995: 30.] 

In Conclusion, while men like Caesar and Seneca were of great renown, many men and women with disabilities were not so lucky as them.[footnoteRef:45] Disabilities like Blindness were widespread, and they endangered the people that had them.[footnoteRef:46] Cruelly, these people were often used as a warning to others about moral infidelity, and angering the Gods.[footnoteRef:47] Disabilities in Ancient Rome were deadly, and due to the taxing nature of many citizen’s and slave’s lives, many suffered greatly from handicaps, while some that were rich enough were spared the suffering.[footnoteRef:48] [45:  Garland 1995: 11.]  [46:  Trentin 2013: 89; Garland 1995: 11-12.]  [47:  Garland 1995: 178-179.]  [48:  Jackson 1988: 176-177.] 
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