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ABSTRACT 

Human resilience is contemplated as a positive endeavour to overcome difficulties caused by any unforeseen 

circumstances. This paper attempts to analyze human resilience as an elixir for better survival through the chosen novel, 

titled Two Old Women by Velma Wallis. It is a story of betrayal and courage, about two old women, who are abandoned 

by their tribe to die in the upcoming winter famine. As the women are old and disabled, they are betrayed by their family 

and community. Old age and disability are often associated with frailty and weakness. The present study is an attempt to 

analyse old age and disability not as a phase of decline, but as a phase to overcome any adverse circumstance through 

mental temerity.  
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INTRODUCTION 

Human resilience is an inborn instinct that evolves and emerges in different forms, bearing the different levels of 

magnitude based on circumstances and other factors. In this fast-paced world, the skills for surviving against all 

odds have become very much essential. Meanwhile, there are groups of a neglected community whose wellbeing or 

skills are least identified, because of prejudices, in the name of race, class, sex, and age. As inequality is witnessed 

in all layers of society, the stereotyping associated with any inequality is abundant. This paper attempts to revoke all 

the stereotypes related to old age and disability which have been for ages weaved into the minds of the masses. 

Every ideology is constituted based on binary opposition, overpowering one over the other. The term 

‘disability’ is often viewed as a negative term in contrast to the term ‘ability’ just as ‘old’ is the opposite of ‘young’. 

Tobin Seibers, a Professor of English Language and Literature, and a renowned theorist in the field of 

disability studies, has contributed many groundbreaking concepts and theories on disability. His book titled 

Disability Theory proposes certain key concepts and aspects of disability. The present study involves application of 

the theory of Disability to the study of Velma Wallis’ novel, Two Old Women: An Alaskan Legend of Betrayal, 

Courage and Survival, that narrates the story of two old women and their battle for survival amidst their disabilities.  

The novel begins with an eighty-year-old woman named Ch’idzigyaakand and a seventy-five-year-old Sa’ 

being abandoned by their tribe. The tribes are nomads who move from one place to another for survival. The tribe 

considered the two women as burden because they were slowing due to their age and kept complaining of their 

disabilities. The tribe contemplates the upcoming winter, decides to abandon them. The women are left alone to die, 
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but they muster courage despite their disabilities and survive the winter with sheer resilience. 

Resiliency theory has been researched across many disciplines. For example, resiliency was defined in 

the area of psychology as the ability to bounce back and to withstand hardship by repairing oneself. In 

the field of psychiatry, it is psychological and biological strengths humans use to master change 

successfully. In the field of developmental psychopathology, it refers to the ability to cope with 

challenges and threats while maintaining an internal and integrated sense of self. (Janet Ledesma) 

“Ability is the ideological baseline by which humanness is determined, the lesser the ability, the lesser the human 

being.” (Disability Theory10). The afore-mentioned ideology serves as one of the key attitudes associated with disability. 

The tribe decides to abandon the women for which their family exhibits null resistance. This attitude reinstates the biased 

feelings towards people with disabilities. Their community perceives that these old women are no longer useful.. The old 

women decide to accept their lot and surrender their lives rather than to remain a burden to their tribe. “It is better to be 

dead than disabled (10)”  

Ch’idzigyaak’s daughter and grandson, who do not resist the chief’s decision, leave some possessions for her as 

the last means and resource for survival. With the leftover possessions, the women decide to try and fight the battle for life 

rather than staying in a place that detests their presence, cribbing and complaining. On the verge of accepting their fate, 

their sheer mental resilience urges them to move forward in their journey of survival. 

Yes, in their own way they have condemned us to die! They think that we are too old and useless. They 

forget that we, too, have earned the right to live! So I say if we are going to die, my friend, let us die 

trying, not sitting.(Two Old Women14) 

Tobin Seibers explains one of the prominent attitudes towards people with disability, “The value of human life 

arises as a question only when a person is disabled. Disabled people are worth less than non-disabled people, and the 

difference is counted in dollars and cents. (10)” 

Considering the old and disabled as dispensable is sheer injustice inflicted on this helpless section of the society. 

Contemplating the betrayal, the two old women protest against their disabilities and strive with their mental temerity to 

prove their lives are as important as others.  

We think that we are so old. Now, because we have spent so many years convincing the younger people 

that we are helpless, they believe that we are no longer of use to this world....If we are going to die 

anyway, let us die trying!(Two Old Women25) 

Apart from the betrayal and biting winter famine, the women are afraid of other crises such as being attacked by 

enemies and wild animals. Anticipating unexpected circumstances, the women devise a plan to reach a spot where they had 

once set a camp. Though the place is far away, their quest for survival leads them to endure all the hardships. “Looking 

into each other’s eyes, the women realize they had pushed their bodies beyond their physical endurance.... But the pain was 

so great that she let out an agonized groan.(Two Old Women32)” 

Exhibiting resilience to adapt to new circumstances demands sheer determination, both physically and mentally. 

Chi’dizgyaak and Sa’ keep motivating each other to stay optimistic mentally, yet their physical ailments slow them down. 

Despite being aware of their weakness and disability, they take a hard road. In their tough journey, they keep complaining 
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of their aches and disabilities but still move forward. The true attitude of exhibiting resilience comes with acknowledging 

the hard times with courage.  

Shrugging off the cod, the pain in her sides, her empty stomach, and the numbness in her legs, she 

struggled to get up and this time succeeded....she limped around the campsite until feeling slowly began 

to course through her bloodstream. When the circulation returned, there was more pain.(Two Old 

Women43) 

As resilience is a broad term with wider interpretations, the act of exhibiting resilience differs depending on 

several factors. 

The construct of resilience is defined as patterns of adaptation in face of biological, socioeconomic and 

psychological risks. In old age, these risks include exposure to stressful events such as death of loved 

ones, accidents, illness and disability, poverty, abandonment, family conflict, domestic and urban 

violence. (Arlete Portella Fontes and Anita Liberalesso Neri) 

In the select novel, the women express their resilience through different ways such as staying optimistic, coping 

with physical ailments, and other age-related disabilities with confidence and courage. Also, recalling their past hunting 

skills acts as one another important resilient factor for their survival. The old women recall their hunting skills and 

establish those old skills to survive the winter. “That day the women went back in time to recall the skills and knowledge 

that they had been taught from early childhood.” (Two Old Women 27) 

Forgiving and coping with the circumstance is also a way of exhibiting resilience. Crossing so many hardships, 

the women execute their plan and build a camp and with their hunting skills and strategies, they store large amount of food 

and clothing for the upcoming winter. Meanwhile, the tribe returns to the camp and finds no trace of the old women’s 

bodies so the tribe learns that they are alive. The chief sends a few men to find if they are alive, the men approach with a 

news of the women being healthier and stronger than before. The tribe looked more weak and fatigued. The tribe regrets 

their earlier decision of abandoning the old women. The women forgive the injustice and offer their food and clothing. The 

act of forgiving and bringing back normalcy thus becomes a prominent way of exhibiting resilience.  

This paper defies some of the stereotypical ideologies regarding disability and old age and establishes that the 

resilience exhibited by the disabled characters while encountering a crisis validates the point that factors like disability or 

old age cannot curb one’s mental vigour and determination to survive, even if society does not consider them fit for 

survival. 
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