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Abstract 

Hindi cinema, popularly known as Bollywood, is a powerful medium that influences public perception 

and social norms in India. The portrayal of differently-abled characters in the films is also among them. 

The portrayal of disability can either reinforce stereotypes and prejudices or challenge them and promote 

inclusivity. This paper will analyze the portrayal of disability in Hindi cinema in the 21st century, exploring 

how these representations have evolved and their impact on societal attitudes towards disability. This study 

is based on qualitative research and uses secondary data like books, journals, and films. There are a total 

of 11 films taken from the time span of 2005 to 2023. The portrayal of disability in Hindi cinema has 

undergone significant changes, as demonstrated by many films. These films depict differently-abled 

individuals with outstanding empathy and depth, highlighting their capabilities and the obstacles they face 

in society. An examination of specific Hindi films reveals both advancements and difficulties in the 

depiction of disabilities. Although films have succeeded in increasing awareness and promoting empathy, 

they occasionally succumb to the pitfalls of sentimentalism or exceptionalism. The cultural consequences 

of these films differ, emphasizing the necessity for genuine and subtle depictions that strike a balance 

between realism and empowerment. Future films should aim to achieve a wide range of different and 

precise portrayals, which should include the participation of differently-abled actors and creators in order 

to guarantee authenticity. Cinema has the potential to promote inclusivity in society by nurturing empathy 

and questioning cultural prejudices, thereby acknowledging the dignity and skills of differently-abled 

individuals. 
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Introduction 

Hindi cinema serves as a formidable cultural force in India, profoundly shaping public perception and 

social norms. This cinematic influence extends to numerous aspects of society, including the 

representation of marginalized groups such as differently-abled individuals. The portrayal of disability in 

Bollywood films plays a critical role in either perpetuating harmful stereotypes and prejudices or 

challenging them and fostering inclusivity. Historically, Hindi cinema has often depicted differently-abled 

characters through a lens of pity, heroism, or comic relief, reinforcing societal misconceptions and biases. 

However, in recent years, there has been a noticeable shift towards more nuanced and empathetic 

portrayals. This evolution reflects broader changes in societal attitudes towards disability and the ongoing 

efforts to promote a more inclusive and equitable society. 

This paper seeks to analyze the portrayal of disability in Hindi cinema throughout the 21st century, 

examining how these representations have evolved and their impact on societal attitudes towards 

disability. Through qualitative research and the analysis of secondary data sources, including books, 

journals, and films, this study aims to provide a comprehensive understanding of the trends and themes in 
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Bollywood's depiction of disability. The analysis focuses on 11 films released between 2005 and 2023, a 

period that has seen significant changes in the portrayal of differently-abled characters. These films 

demonstrate a range of approaches, from empathetic and in-depth characterizations that highlight the 

capabilities and challenges faced by differently-abled individuals to portrayals that occasionally fall into 

the traps of sentimentalism or exceptionalism. 

By critically examining these films, this paper will explore both the advancements and ongoing challenges 

in the representation of disability in Hindi cinema. It will discuss the cultural implications of these 

portrayals and emphasize the importance of genuine and nuanced depictions that balance realism with 

empowerment. The participation of differently-abled actors and creators is highlighted as essential for 

ensuring authenticity and fostering a more inclusive cinematic landscape. Ultimately, this research 

underscores the potential of cinema to influence societal attitudes towards disability by promoting 

empathy, questioning cultural prejudices, and acknowledging the dignity and abilities of differently-abled 

individuals. As Bollywood continues to evolve, it holds the power to significantly contribute to a more 

inclusive society by shaping perceptions and encouraging positive change. 

 

Concept of Disability 

The concept of disability is a complicated and multi-dimensional one that involves a wide variety of 

impairments in the areas of physical, mental, sensory, and cognitive functioning. Understanding the 

difference between a differently-abled person and how society reacts is crucial. Disability is the result of 

the interaction between an individual with an impairment and the societal barriers they face. Impairment 

refers to the physical or mental condition that impairs an individual's functioning, whereas disability is the 

result of the interaction between the individual and the situation. In the context of a person or group, the 

term "disability" refers to a condition or function that is considered to be substantially impaired in 

comparison to the typical standard of that individual or group. It pertains to the individual's functioning 

and encompasses a wide range of impairments, such as physical, sensory, cognitive, intellectual, and 

mental disorders, along with a number of chronic diseases. 

 

Models of Disability 

A contemporary social organization that disregards or undervalues individuals with physical impairments, 

thereby preventing them from participating in mainstream social activities, defines disability as the 

disadvantage or restriction of activity. There are two models of disability that are currently considered to 

be the most prominent approaches to comprehending disability: the medical model and the social model. 

 

The Medical Model of Disability  

The medical model views disability as a deficiency or abnormality within the individual that needs to be 

treated or cured. This perspective often leads to the pathologizing and marginalization of differently-abled 

individuals. The medical model views disability as a problem inherent to the individual that needs to be 

fixed or cured. This perspective has historically dominated societal attitudes and has heavily influenced 

the portrayal of disability in media, including cinema. In this model, differently-abled characters are often 

depicted as needing help, treatment, or pity. 

 

The Social Model of Disability 

In contrast, the social model of disability posits that disability arises from societal barriers, attitudes, and  
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structures that fail to accommodate individuals with impairments. This model advocates for societal 

change to create an inclusive environment that enables differently-abled individuals to participate fully in 

society. The social model of disability emphasizes that disability is created by societal barriers and 

attitudes rather than by the individual's impairment. This model advocates for the removal of these barriers 

and for the full inclusion of differently-abled individuals in society. Films that adopt this perspective focus 

on the external challenges faced by differently-abled characters, such as discrimination and lack of 

accessibility, rather than viewing the disability itself as the primary issue. 

On the other hand, we have a rights-based model that frames disability as a human rights issue, asserting 

that differently-abled individuals are entitled to the same rights and opportunities as everyone else. This 

perspective is reflected in international conventions such as the United Nations Convention on the Rights 

of Persons with Disabilities (UNCRPD) and in national legislation like the Rights of Persons with 

Disabilities Act, 2016, in India. Films influenced by this model tend to emphasize empowerment, 

inclusion, and the rights of differently-abled individuals. 

 

Evolution of Disability Rights in India 

The rights of differently-abled individuals in India have seen significant advancements over the past few 

decades. The legal framework has evolved from viewing disability as a welfare issue to recognizing it as 

a human rights issue. The Persons with Disabilities (Equal Opportunities, Protection of Rights and Full 

Participation) Act, 1995: This was one of the first comprehensive laws in India to address the rights of 

differently-abled individuals. It aimed to provide equal opportunities and prevent discrimination. 

However, its implementation faced several challenges, and it was criticized for its limited scope and 

effectiveness. 

The Rights of Persons with Disabilities Act, 2016: This landmark legislation replaced the 1995 Act and 

brought India in line with the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities 

(UNCRPD). The 2016 Act expanded the definition of disability to include 21 conditions, mandated greater 

accessibility in public spaces, and introduced stricter penalties for discrimination. This law represents a 

significant step towards ensuring the rights and inclusion of differently-abled individuals in Indian society. 

 

Representation of Disability in Hindi Cinema 

In recent years, there has been a noticeable shift in the portrayal of disability in Hindi films. Contemporary 

filmmakers are increasingly aware of the need for authentic and respectful representations of differently-

abled individuals. Films like "Margarita with a Straw" (2014), "Barfi" (2012), and "Hichki" (2018) have 

received critical acclaim for their sensitive and nuanced portrayals of differently-abled characters. These 

films focus on the individual's abilities and aspirations rather than solely on their disabilities. They also 

highlight the societal barriers that differently-abled individuals face, aligning with the social and rights-

based models of disability. 

Despite these positive trends, challenges remain. Many films still fall back on stereotypes and tropes, such 

as portraying differently-abled characters as sources of inspiration simply for existing or using their 

disability as a plot device. Additionally, there is a lack of representation of differently-abled actors in 

leading roles, with non-differently-abled actors often cast to play differently-abled characters, a practice 

known as "cripping up." The way disability is portrayed in films can have a profound impact on societal 

attitudes and perceptions. Positive and accurate representations can challenge stereotypes, promote 

empathy, and advocate for the rights and inclusion of differently-abled individuals. Conversely, negative 
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and inaccurate portrayals can reinforce prejudice and marginalization. The representation of disability in 

media, particularly in cinema, has been a subject of academic inquiry for several decades. This literature 

review aims to synthesize existing research on the portrayal of disability in global and Hindi cinema, 

drawing on theoretical frameworks from disability studies and media representation theory. By examining 

key studies and their findings, this review provides a comprehensive background for understanding how 

disability is depicted in Hindi films and the impact of these portrayals on societal attitudes. 

Over the past few decades, researchers have extensively studied the portrayal of disability in media, 

particularly cinema. This literature review synthesizes existing research on the representation of disability 

in both global and Hindi cinema, utilizing frameworks from disability studies and media representation 

theory. This review provides a comprehensive background for understanding the depictions of disability 

in Hindi films and their impact on societal attitudes by examining key studies and their findings. 

 

Analysis of Selected Films 

1. Paa (2009) 

R. Balki's touching film Paa follows Auro, a little boy with progeria, played by Amitabh Bachchan. The 

film is comforting and instructive, raising awareness of the condition and exploring the emotional and 

social implications of living with it. Paa portrays Auro as a regular youngster with dreams and desires, 

while also addressing the medical reality of progeria. The film emphasizes Auro's perseverance and 

capacity to inspire without melodrama. However, it occasionally falls into the "supercrip" cliche, depicting 

Auro as extremely brave and wise for his age, which is uplifting but might set unreasonable expectations 

for differently-abled people. Paa garnered positive and critical feedback. It raised awareness of progeria, 

a little-known illness. The film's depiction of Auro's life and the children's struggles with a rare genetic 

condition raised questions regarding medical research and family assistance. Despite the film's positive 

representation, some commentators criticized it for its sentimental approach and use of disability for 

emotional impact. 

2. My Name is Khan (2010) 

Karan Johar's film My Name is Khan follows Rizwan Khan, an Indian Muslim with Asperger's syndrome, 

on his journey to America to meet the President. The film explores disability, religion, and post-9/11 

society, making it a complicated story with wide appeal. Shah Rukh Khan plays Rizwan Khan, an 

Asperger's patient with a distinct worldview and social skills. The film respectfully depicts Asperger's 

syndrome to educate viewers. Rizwan's achievements and struggles highlight his intelligence, honesty, 

and acute sensitivities. Instead of pity, the film highlights Rizwan's strengths and struggle against societal 

injustice. The narrative sometimes simplifies Asperger's by portraying Rizwan's conduct as completely 

driven by his condition rather than a combination of personal and situational elements. The film received 

praise for its portrayal of disabilities and its daring investigation of religion and identity in the aftermath 

of 9/11. It raised awareness of autism spectrum diseases and Muslim discrimination in America. 

3. Guzaarish (2010) 

Sanjay Leela Bhansali’s film Guzaarish follows magician Ethan Mascarenhas, who becomes quadriplegic 

following an accident. The film addresses disability, euthanasia, and the right to die with dignity in a 

moving way. The film's quadriplegia representation is both compassionate and controversial. Ethan's 

physical and emotional challenges include his need for others to do his daily duties, loss, and frustration. 

The story shows Ethan's dignity and autonomy, portraying his euthanasia decision as a personal choice 

rather than despair. The film's concentration on euthanasia may promote negative stereotypes about 
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disability and suffering by devaluing life with a disability, critics warn. It was criticized for euthanasia. 

Guzaarish raised questions about euthanasia and impaired suicide representation. While the film raised 

awareness about quadriplegics and euthanasia, some viewers believed it should have emphasized the 

potential for a full life, even with a significant differently-abled character. The film sparked debate despite 

its contentious conclusions. 

4. Main Aisa Hi Hoon (2005) 

Harry Baweja's Main Aisa Hi Hoon portrays Neel, a man with intellectual disabilities fighting for custody 

of his daughter. The film delves into the themes of love, family dynamics, and advocacy for disability 

rights. Despite his infirmities, Neel demonstrates his emotional depth, passion, and dedication as a caring 

parent. The film advocates for disability inclusion by showcasing the protagonist's capabilities and his 

entitlement to parenthood. The narrative often veers towards a romantic direction, portraying Neel as a 

source of inspiration and empathy, hence strengthening the characterization of him as a "supercrip". The 

inclusion of an intellectually differently-abled man advocating for parental rights in the film is a 

commendable effort to promote inclusive representation of disability. It promoted the autonomy and 

capacities of individuals with disabilities. Nevertheless, the film's excessive emotional drama and 

exaggerated portrayals need a greater level of intricacy and genuineness. 

5. Black (2005) 

A deaf-blind woman and her teacher explore education, independence, and the human spirit in Black. 

Deaf-blind Michelle McNally overcomes obstacles with her tutor, Debraj Sahai. Michelle's frustrated and 

isolated childhood led to education and empowerment. The film shows Michelle and Debraj's growth 

through education and perseverance. Black delicately portrays deaf blindness as well as the protagonist's 

struggles and successes. The film shows Michelle's failures, goals, and determination. Instead of pity, the 

film emphasizes her strengths and education-based empowerment. It reinforces the "supercrip" narrative 

by elevating Michelle's achievements due to her impairments. This motivates but may establish false 

expectations for the impoverished. The film depicts Michelle's sensory impressions in high-contrast 

lighting and monochrome colors. Critics warned that the film's heroics could promote the concept that 

differently-abled people must overcome obstacles. Still, Black's compassionate and encouraging 

representation of handicaps proves that films need more inclusive and inspiring themes. 

6. Margarita with a Straw (2014) 

"Margarita with a Straw" directed by Shonali Bose, depicts the life of Laila, a young woman suffering 

from cerebral palsy studying at Delhi University. The film bravely tackles the issue of sexuality in relation 

to disabilities. Laila's genuine and inclusive bisexuality advocates for the acceptance of diverse sexual 

orientations and disabilities, hence catalyzing societal transformation. Although films can address 

numerous challenges, they frequently neglect the daily hardships and societal problems encountered by 

individuals with disabilities. The film advocated for awareness and understanding of cerebral palsy and 

other disabilities. The film critically analyzes the portrayal of differently-abled people in the media. It 

motivates underprivileged people by depicting their challenges and achievements. Individuals with 

impairments may experience a sense of pride in their condition. This film is innovative in its exploration 

of disability, sexuality, and identity. The film has heightened awareness of disability in the media, 

promoted inclusiveness, and stimulated discourse. 

7. Hichki (2018) 

Siddharth P. Malhotra's heartbreaking film "Hichki," starring Rani Mukerji, centers on Naina Mathur, a 

patient with Tourette syndrome who aspires to become a teacher. An engaging narrative of Naina's personal 
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and professional experiences showcases the obstacles and achievements associated with disability. The 

film elucidates Tourette syndrome, an often-misconstrued illness. It challenges societal norms by 

highlighting the strengths and contributions of differently-abled individuals. It facilitates educational 

transformation by emphasizing the challenges faced by underprivileged pupils and the significance of 

nurturing educators. It promotes an inclusive and empathetic approach to teaching that caters to the needs 

of various students. It provides marginalized individuals with power and influence through popular media. 

This film has increased public knowledge about Tourette syndrome and given impoverished individuals a 

sense of empowerment. The film "Hichki" confronts biases and transforms the school system to promote 

understanding and acceptance. 

8. Barfi (2012) 

"Barfi", directed by Anurag Basu and featuring Ranbir Kapoor, Priyanka Chopra, and Ileana D'Cruz, is an 

exquisitely crafted film that explores the story of Barfi, a guy who is unable to hear or speak, and his 

connections with Jhilmil, a lady with autism. The film distinguishes itself via its tender portrayals of love, 

friendship, and individuals with disabilities. The film "Barfi" raised awareness about disabilities. The 

inclusion of differently-abled protagonists in mainstream films has heightened awareness of their unique 

experiences and abilities, fostering empathy and comprehension. The movie challenges preconceived 

notions by depicting differently-abled characters as multifaceted individuals with intricate inner worlds. 

This challenges the media's simplistic and unfavorable portrayals of disability. The film has effectively 

transformed society by raising awareness, questioning preconceived notions, and promoting inclusiveness. 

It facilitates conversations about disability representation, enhancing society's perception of those with 

disabilities. ‘Love has no language; happiness is not dependent on money or physical ability’ was the 

message of the movie. 

9. Taare Zameen Par (2007) 

"Taare Zameen Par" directed by Aamir Khan, has raised awareness of dyslexia and other learning 

disabilities in India, where they were previously overlooked or misdiagnosed. The film's detailed 

representation of dyslexics' challenges has educated parents, educators, and the public about the need to 

diagnose and help children with learning disabilities. It has promoted compassion and understanding in 

education, as well as the importance of adapting to different learning styles and capacities. However, the 

movie got some criticism because it overemphasizes Ishaan's "genius" or "exceptional" qualities, 

reinforcing the notion that people with disabilities require special abilities to earn respect. But the movie 

has greatly raised awareness and support for differently-abled people's rights and needs. It has set a 

precedent for how films can promote social change by challenging assumptions and proposing a more 

holistic approach to education and disability. 

10. Iqbal (2005) 

Nagesh Kukunoor's "Iqbal" received praise for its empathetic portrayal of a man named Iqbal, who is deaf 

and mute, and his determination to become a cricketer. The film's positive message stresses endurance, 

courage, and pursuing aspirations despite suffering. The film's representation of disability, both its pros 

and cons and its impact on society's view of differently-abled people, is extraordinary. "Iqbal" advocates 

for a more inclusive society that values differently-abled people. The brief stresses providing accessible 

opportunities and instruments to remove barriers and promote equal participation. The film portrays 

impairments in a sensitive and positive light. The film accurately and positively portrays the differently-

abled protagonist. It inspires and uplifts while presenting real and difficult challenges to the characters. It 
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has changed perceptions of differently-abled people, promoted inclusivity and empowered them to achieve 

their goals. This greatly enhances media portrayals of impairments. 

11. Ghoomar (2023) 

The film "Ghoomar" directed by R. Balki, depicts the story of Anina, a resolute young woman who 

triumphs despite her physical disability to achieve international recognition in the sport of cricket. At 

times, the film downplays the challenges faced by those with impairments, particularly in fiercely 

competitive domains such as athletics. The film could have provided a more extensive analysis of the 

systematic discrimination experienced by differently-abled individuals. Additionally, it motivates 

individuals with disabilities to actively strive towards their objectives, demonstrating that their physical 

limitations do not diminish their value or capacity. This film not only advocates for the incorporation of 

differently-abled individuals in Hindi cinema, but it also emphasizes the continuous endeavors necessary 

to attain genuine inclusiveness and representation. It serves as a source of motivation, information, and a 

trigger for important conversations regarding the necessary cultural and institutional changes required to 

support individuals with disabilities. 

 

Analysis of the Representation of Disability 

The analysis of the chosen films’ sheds light on a variety of aspects of disability portrayal in Hindi cinema. 

This study presents the results of the investigation, with a specific focus on important themes such as 

stereotypes, narrative roles, visual approaches, and societal influence. It also examines the wider 

consequences of these depictions for society's perspectives on disability, as well as the possibility of future 

advancements in cinematic portrayal. 

 

Preconceived notions and recurring themes 

The enduring presence of stereotypes and clichés in the depiction of disability is an ongoing topic of 

investigation. Although there have been some positive advancements, a significant number of films still 

depend on outdated and oversimplified portrayals. 

The "Supercrip" Stereotype 

Films like Black and Paa exemplify the "Supercrip" stereotype, portraying differently-abled characters as 

exceptional for achieving what is considered typical for able-bodied people. Despite its motivational 

intent, this literary device may set unrealistic expectations and inadvertently reinforce the notion that 

differently-abled individuals must surpass standards to gain respect. The films "Black" and "Paa" portray 

Michelle and Auro as highly skilled and determined individuals who overcome significant challenges to 

achieve extraordinary accomplishments. Although these depictions may elicit appreciation, they also have 

the potential to overshadow the ordinary encounters and difficulties encountered by the majority of 

differently-abled individuals. 

 

The "Tragic but Inspirational" Trope 

Films like Guzaarish frequently depict the trope of "tragic but inspirational," portraying differently-abled 

people in a way that evokes both sorrow and motivation. In the film "Guzaarish," we see Ethan enduring 

his conditions and displaying an unconquerable determination that ultimately motivates others. This story 

has the power to elicit feelings of sympathy and admiration. However, it also perpetuates the notion that 

disability is inherently sorrowful and that differently-abled individuals only exist to serve as sources of 

inspiration for those without disabilities. These portrayals have the potential to devalue the real-life 
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experiences of differently-abled individuals by placing more emphasis on their medical issues than their 

identities and personal autonomy. 

 

Conclusion and Discussion 

The analysis of disability portrayal in Hindi cinema, as demonstrated by the chosen films, uncovers both 

advancements and enduring obstacles. The survey has indicated that although there have been notable 

advancements towards more sophisticated and respectful depictions, a significant number of films still 

heavily depend on antiquated stereotypes and oversimplified storylines. Tropes such as the "supercrip" 

and the "tragic but inspirational" character can set unrealistic expectations and inadvertently reinforce the 

notion that differently-abled individuals need to surpass conventional boundaries to gain respect. 

Furthermore, the tendency to use disability as a narrative tool or amusing element, as seen in various 

humorous films, diminishes the significance of the actual obstacles faced by differently-abled people and 

promotes detrimental stereotypes. Films such as "Paa," "Black," "Taare Zameen Par," and "My Name is 

Khan" have played a crucial role in increasing awareness about particular disabilities and cultivating 

empathy among viewers. These films have facilitated more extensive societal dialogues around disability, 

fostering a greater sense of inclusivity and empathy. Nevertheless, even these films are susceptible to the 

pitfall of sentimentalism or excessive focus on exceptional accomplishments, which may obscure the 

common realities of differently-abled individuals. The societal influence of these films varies, illustrating 

the intricate connection between cinema and public attitudes toward disability. While several films have 

effectively confronted cultural biases and fostered increased comprehension, others have perpetuated 

detrimental stereotypes and contributed to the marginalization of differently-abled individuals. Films like 

"Guzaarish" have ignited discussions over ethical considerations, emphasizing the importance of 

portraying characters in a manner that is both realistic and courteous while also serving the narrative 

requirements. In order to enhance the depiction of disability in Hindi cinema, it is imperative to pursue a 

wide range of genuine and accurate portrayals. Future films should strive to portray a broader spectrum of 

disabilities with thoroughness and intricacy, steering clear of clichés and emphasizing the unique 

experiences and identities of individuals. Including differently-abled performers, authors, and filmmakers 

can enhance the authenticity and respectfulness of portrayals, ensuring the inclusion and representation of 

disability voices. It is crucial to maintain a balance between reality and empowerment when depicting 

differently-abled people, presenting them as complex individuals with both strengths and limitations. 

Empowering representations should focus on the ability and independence of differently-abled 

individuals, showcasing their capacity to live satisfying lives without relying on exaggerated or unrealistic 

elements. The depiction of disability in films has the capacity to cultivate empathy and comprehension by 

confronting cultural biases and nurturing a more inclusive society. Films that portray differently-abled 

individuals with empathy and depth have the potential to foster a more comprehensive societal 

transformation towards acceptance and inclusion. To achieve this, it is necessary to demonstrate a 

dedication to ethical narrative, refrain from the use of exploitation and sensationalism, and prioritize the 

portrayal of differently-abled characters as unique individuals with their own humanity. Ultimately, the 

portrayal of disabilities in Hindi cinema has witnessed both notable advancements and enduring obstacles. 

Despite the notable advancements in enhancing awareness and fostering empathy, there is still a substantial 

amount of work to accomplish. Filmmakers, authors, and advocates can strive for a media environment 

that is fair and inclusive, ensuring that differently-abled people receive the appropriate honor and fairness 

they deserve through careful analysis and proactive measures. Subsequent studies could further investigate 
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these topics, broadening the investigation to encompass a wider array of films and assessing the influence 

of digital media and streaming platforms on the portrayal of disabilities. By engaging in this endeavor, we 

may enhance our comprehension of disability in Hindi cinema and actively promote the creation of more 

inclusive and powerful portrayals in the years to come. 
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