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ABSRACT:  

John Green’s The Fault in Our Stars provides a critical exploration of how disabilities and chronic illnesses are represented among young adults, presenting a 

narrative that challenges typical portrayals of illness. This paper examines the intricate characterization of Hazel Grace Lancaster and Augustus Waters, 

illustrating how Green disrupts conventional disability stereotypes by focusing on identity, autonomy, and societal views. Utilizing disability theory and the social 

model of disability, the analysis delves into significant themes such as empathy versus pity, ableism, and the normalization of chronic illness. Hazel’s declaration 

of her independence and Augustus’s critique of the notion of cancer heroism demonstrate a rejection of narratives driven by pity, instead showcasing characters 

who engage with life and relationships in a profound and genuine manner. 

By breaking down stereotypes and emphasizing the real-life experiences of young individuals with chronic illnesses, Green redefines disability as a condition 

influenced by societal obstacles rather than a personal misfortune. This paper contends that The Fault in Our Stars promotes empathy by portraying its main 

characters as relatable, prompting readers to rethink their biases and develop a more inclusive view of resilience. In the end, the novel's depiction of disability 

goes beyond basic contrasts of suffering and inspiration, enriching larger discussions about representation, identity, and the impactful role of literature in shaping 

cultural views on disability 
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Introduction: 

Literature significantly influences societal views on disability, shaping how readers understand individuals with chronic illnesses or physical 

disabilities. Traditionally, stories have depicted disabled characters as either tragic victims of circumstance or as heroic figures whose struggles serve to 

motivate those without disabilities. These common representations often reinforce ableist stereotypes by oversimplifying the rich and varied 

experiences of disabled individuals. John Green’s novel, The Fault in Our Stars, represents a notable shift from these typical portrayals by offering a 

more genuine and nuanced depiction of disability. 

The story follows Hazel Grace Lancaster, a sixteen-year-old girl battling thyroid cancer that has spread to her lungs, and Augustus Waters, a cancer 

survivor who uses a prosthetic leg. In contrast to conventional narratives that emphasize the physical challenges of illness, Green’s work explores the 

emotional and existential aspects of living with a life-threatening disease. Through the perspectives of Hazel and Augustus, readers are drawn into the 

intricate realities of love, identity, and mortality, all while confronting the societal stigmas linked to chronic illness. Green’s narrative avoids eliciting 

pity or reducing characters to mere objects of sympathy, instead  

 

presenting a humanized view of disability that questions standard assumptions about what it means to live with an illness. 

A central element of this study is its focus on disability theory, specifically the social model of disability, which emphasizes the societal barriers that 

hinder participation and equality rather than just individual impairments. This model suggests that disability is not simply a medical issue but is shaped 

by social attitudes and structural obstacles. The Fault in Our Stars illustrates this viewpoint by showcasing how Hazel and Augustus challenge societal 

perceptions and the emotional weight of ableist attitudes. Hazel openly discusses the discomfort and pity she faces, while Augustus critiques the 

romanticization of cancer patients, highlighting the importance of narratives that portray disabled individuals as complete, autonomous people rather 

than mere symbols of tragedy or resilience. 

This paper examines how Green’s work transforms the portrayal of disability in young adult literature by focusing on themes of identity, agency, and 

relationships. Hazel’s claim to independence, despite her reliance on an oxygen tank, and her developing relationship with Augustus reveal the 

complexities of disabled lives that go beyond simplistic notions of suffering and heroism. Green’s portrayal of love between characters with chronic 

illnesses also challenges the societal tendency to desexualize and desensitize disabled individuals, offering a narrative that normalizes intimacy and 

emotional richness. 

Using a critical perspective grounded in disability theory, this analysis adds to the ongoing conversation about the role of literature in influencing 

cultural views on disability. "The Fault in Our Stars" prompts readers to reconsider their prejudices and beliefs, encouraging empathy through a genuine 
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depiction of illness. In conclusion, this paper asserts that Green's novel not only enhances the dialogue surrounding disability representation but also 

demonstrates literature's ability to humanize marginalized experiences and foster a more inclusive understanding of resilience, autonomy, and the 

varied realities of living with chronic illness. 

Representation of Disability 

Disability and Identity 

In John Green's The Fault in Our Stars, the narrative offers a complex exploration of how disability influences identity, particularly through the 

character of Hazel Grace Lancaster. Hazel’s statement, “I’m like a grenade” (Green, p. 99), captures her inner turmoil. She views herself as a potential 

source of emotional harm to those she loves, given the certainty of her own mortality. This metaphor reflects her deep awareness of death, which 

significantly impacts her relationships and how she sees herself. Rather than being merely defined by her cancer, Hazel’s character reveals the 

multifaceted identity of someone who lives with an illness but is not limited to it. 

Hazel's identity struggle mirrors the broader societal issues encountered by individuals with chronic illnesses. The terminology surrounding illness 

often portrays patients as either victims or heroes, reinforcing simplistic binary views. Augustus Waters challenges this notion when he dismisses the 

phrase “lost the battle” against cancer (Green, p. 123), drawing attention to the problematic glorification of resilience in medical narratives. His 

objection underscores the necessity for more genuine language that accurately reflects real-life experiences instead of relying on simplistic war 

metaphors. Green’s depiction of these characters highlights that their identities are much richer than their medical conditions, encouraging readers to 

recognize them as fully realized, complex individuals. 

Agency and Relationships 

The relationship between Hazel and Augustus provides a profound examination of personal agency within the limitations imposed by illness. Their 

connection is shaped not by pity or obligation, but by a deep mutual understanding and shared humor. Hazel’s statement, “I’m not a bunny” (Green, p. 

98), highlights her desire to be seen as an equal rather than a delicate being in need of protection. This assertion emphasizes her determination to avoid 

being treated as childlike or stripped of her sexuality, which are common issues in stories featuring disabled characters. 

Their romance challenges ableist beliefs that suggest individuals with disabilities are incapable of forming meaningful romantic relationships. Green 

presents intimacy, desire, and emotional bonds as normal aspects of their connection, showcasing a relationship built on mutual respect and honesty. 

Augustus’s grand gestures paired with Hazel’s practical affection reveal the complexities of love in the face of mortality. This depiction moves away 

from the cliché of the inspirational couple, where disabled partners are idealized as sources of strength for their able-bodied counterparts. Instead, their 

relationship highlights themes of partnership, independence, and shared humanity. 

Empathy vs. Pity 

A key critique of societal views on disability in the novel is its differentiation between empathy and pity. Hazel's irritation with well-intentioned but 

patronizing strangers underscores this theme. When she remarks, “They look at me like I’m already dead” (Green, p. 53), she reveals the discomfort 

many feel when faced with visible illness. Green's portrayal of these interactions reflects a broader societal tendency to see disabled individuals as mere 

objects of pity, lacking depth and autonomy. 

Disability theory encourages a shift from pity to empathy, advocating for the recognition of disabled individuals as complete persons with varied 

experiences. Green's representation aligns with this viewpoint, highlighting the detrimental effects of dehumanizing attitudes. Hazel's experiences 

challenge readers to examine their own biases, promoting a more profound and compassionate understanding of living with chronic illness. This 

transition from objectification to humanization is essential for transforming how disability is depicted in literature and society. 

Ableism and Stereotypes 

The Fault in Our Stars challenges many common stereotypes related to illness, especially the tragic-hero storyline. Augustus Waters, while charming 

and philosophical, is not depicted as a perfect figure. His humor and self-awareness add complexity to his character, preventing him from being merely 

an inspirational symbol. Hazel’s practical view of her illness further dismantles the idealized concept of courage. 

The novel’s frank discussions about death and suffering reveal the mundane, unglamorous realities of living with illness. By emphasizing everyday 

moments instead of grand victories, Green provides a more genuine representation. Augustus’s statement, “The world is not a wish-granting factory” 

(Green, p. 214), recurs throughout the story, challenging the sentimental view often associated with tales of suffering. This realism underscores that 

disability and illness are not defining tragedies but rather conditions that influence, without completely dictating, one’s life. 

Critical Analysis : 

John Green's book, The Fault in Our Stars, gives a detailed look at disability, especially how chronic illness affects the characters, especially Hazel 

Grace Lancaster. The story challenges typical views of illness by showing Hazel as more than just a cancer patient; she is a complex person with many 

sides to her identity. Although her illness greatly impacts how she sees herself, she fights against being seen only as a cancer patient. When she says, 

“I’m like a grenade,” it shows that she knows her illness can hurt others emotionally, highlighting the struggle between her life and the loss she might 

cause. This metaphor reflects her feelings about how her illness is visible to others, but she believes it doesn't define her completely. 
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Through Hazel's story, Green criticizes the common ways people talk about illness, which often label patients as either victims or heroes. Augustus 

Waters also challenges the idea of “losing the battle” against cancer, pointing out how this glorifies suffering and simplifies the real experience of being 

ill. Both Augustus and Hazel show that their identities are not just about their health problems; they are complex individuals with lives that go beyond 

their illnesses. 

The theme of personal choice is important in the story. Hazel and Augustus's relationship is different from how disabled people are usually shown in 

love stories. They are not seen as helpless or deserving of pity; instead, they are equals who understand and respect each other. When Hazel says, “I’m 

not a bunny,” she is pushing back against the way people often treat those with disabilities as if they are childlike, showing that she wants to be treated 

as an equal partner. Their love is not about being an inspiring couple; it is based on shared laughter, respect, and emotional closeness. 

The book also criticizes how society views disability, especially the difference between feeling sorry for someone and truly understanding them. When 

Hazel says, “They look at me like I’m already dead,” it highlights how uncomfortable people can be around visible illness. The author wants readers to 

move from feeling pity to feeling empathy, encouraging them to see disabled individuals as complete people, not just objects of sympathy. 

The Fault in Our Stars challenges typical ideas about illness, especially the idea of a tragic hero. Instead of focusing on the dramatic parts of being sick, 

Green shows the everyday, less glamorous side of illness and death. This gives a more real and relatable view of disability, encouraging readers to 

rethink their assumptions and be more understanding. The book also pushes back against ableism and promotes a better representation of disability in 

books and society. 

Conclusion : 

John Green’s The Fault in Our Stars transforms how disability and chronic illness are depicted in literature by showcasing characters who challenge 

stereotypes, prioritizing their humanity and individuality over their medical issues. In contrast to conventional narratives that often portray disabled 

individuals as either tragic victims or inspirational figures, Green’s depiction of Hazel Grace Lancaster and Augustus Waters captures the intricate 

realities of living with terminal conditions. Their journey explores the complexities of love, identity, and mortality, presenting a narrative grounded in 

authenticity rather than sentimentalized pain. 

A significant aspect of the novel is its alignment with the social model of disability, which emphasizes the societal obstacles that prevent full 

participation rather than focusing solely on individual impairments. Through Hazel’s frank remarks about pity and Augustus’s critique of the notion of 

cancer heroism, The Fault in Our  

 

Stars challenges ableist attitudes that reduce disabled people to mere objects of sympathy or admiration. Green’s storytelling encourages readers to look 

beyond these restrictive views, promoting empathy based on  

shared human experiences instead of seeing disability as a form of otherness. Hazel’s statement, “I’m not a bunny” (Green, p. 98), along with her 

rejection of the savior complex, highlights the significance of agency and self-definition in the representation of disability.By normalizing relationships 

and intimacy among disabled characters, Green tackles the widespread desexualization and infantilization often seen in various portrayals. The romance 

between Hazel and Augustus showcases mutual respect, desire, and partnership, challenging the idea that disabled individuals are incapable of forming 

deep emotional and romantic connections. Their relationship critiques societal beliefs about the limitations of disabled lives, illustrating that love and 

fulfillment are not limited by physical challenges. 

This study highlights the transformative potential of literature in changing cultural attitudes toward disability and chronic illness. Green's work 

encourages readers to confront deep-seated biases and rethink their perceptions of resilience, agency, and identity. By moving past pity and idealized 

tragedy, The Fault in Our Stars humanizes the experiences of those living with chronic conditions, promoting a more inclusive and empathetic 

perspective. 

In the end, the novel powerfully emphasizes the significance of genuine representation in literature. It encourages readers to think about the stories 

society shares regarding disability and how these stories affect real lives. Green’s characters are not merely representations of pain or victory; they are 

fully developed individuals whose experiences deeply resonate with readers. By doing this, The Fault in Our Stars adds to the larger conversation about 

disability representation, calling on society to accept diversity in all its forms and to acknowledge the common humanity that unites everyone. 
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