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Abstract 

This research establishes a foundation for examining the depiction of disability in mainstream Bollywood films 
from 2000 to 2025, illustrating a shift from binary and stereotypical representations to more nuanced and 
multidimensional portrayals. By conducting a critical analysis of 25 significant films that have shaped the 
disability narrative on screen, the study highlights both ongoing challenges and notable progress in the 
representation of disabled individuals in cinema. Despite the considerable advancements from simplistic, tragic, 
and inspirational clichés, substantial gaps remain especially regarding authentic casting and the inclusion of 
intersectional identities. These insights offer valuable perspectives for content creators, policymakers and 
advocacy groups dedicated to enhancing clear and accurate media portrayals of disability. 
 
Keywords: disability representation, Hindi cinema, Bollywood, media portrayal, inclusive narratives, social 
attitudes 
 

INTRODUCTION 
 
Mainstream Hindi cinema, commonly referred to as ‘Bollywood’, attracts a global audience of over one billion 
and exerts considerable cultural influence, especially in shaping societal views on identity and difference. This 
influence brings with it a responsibility regarding the representation of disability - a field where Indian cinema 
has traditionally depended on simplistic stereotypes of pity, heroism, or tragedy, frequently overlooking the 
genuine lived experiences of the approximately 27 million disabled individuals in the country. The timeframe 
from 2000 to 2025 signifies a crucial period, characterized by digital advancements, increasing awareness of 
disability rights and important legislative changes, including the implementation of the Rights of Persons with 
Disabilities Act (2016).  
 
In this changing socio-political environment, Bollywood has slowly begun to adopt more nuanced and 
empathetic portrayals of disability. Examining these representations is vital, as they shape societal attitudes, 
inform policy discussions and influence the self-image of disabled individuals. Notably, when well-known 
mainstream actors portray disability on screen, their performances hold significant cultural significance, 
impacting public discourse well beyond the realm of cinema. 
 

RATIONALE OF THE STUDY 
 
The necessity to critically analyze Bollywood's depiction of disability is heightened by the industry's vast global 
influence and its continuous transformative changes.  
 
As a prominent cultural institution in India, Hindi cinema produces more than 200 plus films annually and 
reaches an audience of over one billion worldwide, establishing it as a significant force in shaping societal 
views. In addition to its entertainment value, Bollywood plays a vital role in moulding public comprehension, 
affecting societal attitudes and instigating changes in perception. The period from 2000 to 2025 represents a 
crucial transitional phase in the representation of disability. Early films from this era largely conformed to the 
outdated medical model, portraying disability as a personal misfortune that required either rectification or 
extraordinary resilience.  
 
However, this narrative has increasingly faced challenges due to the impact of global disability rights 
movements, India's economic liberalization and the emergence of local advocacy initiatives. Despite a rising 
academic interest in this topic, scholarly research on disability within Indian cinema remains sparse and 
fragmented - often limited to isolated case studies or specific disabilities, lacking adequate attention to broader 
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representational trends and their progression. This research deficiency is particularly significant, given the 
influential role cinema plays in shaping social policy discussions and practices of inclusion.  
 
Moreover, India's culturally diverse landscape demands an interpretive framework that harmonizes 
traditional, family-oriented storytelling with the principles of modern human rights discourse. This study seeks 
to fill existing research voids by providing a systematic, longitudinal analysis of disability representation in 
Hindi cinema over a 25-year period. 
 

PRIMARY AND SPECIFIC OBJECTIVES OF THE STUDY 
 
1. To conduct a critical analysis of how ‘disability’ is represented in mainstream Hindi cinema from 2000 to 
2025, with an emphasis on changes in narrative techniques, character development and cultural context, while 
considering both traditional cum rights-based themes.  
2.To evaluate the authenticity and inclusiveness of these portrayals by examining the intersection of disability 
with gender, caste, class and religion, also comparing cinematic representations with real-life experiences 
including assessing the influence of laws and industry standards.  
3.To record significant transformations and persistent challenges in representation over the past 25 years and 
to offer practical recommendations for filmmakers, policymakers and advocates aimed at fostering accurate 
and empowering depictions. 
 
Theoretical Frameworks 
 
Disability studies provide a critical lens for analyzing media representations. Historically, the medical model 
prevailed in 20th-century discourse, depicting disability as a personal deficiency that necessitated correction 
or medical intervention (Oliver, 1990).  
 
This viewpoint greatly influenced early cinematic representations, frequently perpetuating tragic or 
inspirational narratives based on able-bodied standards. The emergence of the social model marked a crucial 
shift in perspective, redefining disability as a consequence of socio-environmental obstacles rather than 
individual shortcomings (Barnes, 1991).  
 
This framework enabled a more profound examination of how films either uphold or contest discriminatory 
portrayals. Current academic research continues to develop this area through intersectional approaches, 
emphasizing how disability interacts with other social identities such as gender, class and race, leading to 
intricate, multifaceted experiences (Garland-Thomson, 2017). 
 
Disability Representation in Global Cinema 
 
Research on international cinema consistently demonstrates the ongoing presence of cross-cultural 
stereotypes in the representation of disability. Norden’s seminal analysis of Hollywood cinema uncovered 
recurring themes, such as the portrayal of disabled individuals as objects of pity, sources of inspiration or 
societal threats - motifs that are observable across various national film industries (Norden, 1994).  
 
Similar representational trends can also be found in European and East Asian cinemas, although these are 
frequently influenced by culturally specific interpretations of disability. Despite these findings, academic 
exploration of disability representation in the cinemas of the Global South is still limited. Recent studies on 
African and Latin American films have started to investigate how colonial histories and indigenous knowledge 
systems shape portrayals of disability, uncovering unique narrative and representational challenges (Chivers & 
Markotic, 2010). However, there remain significant gaps in the academic literature regarding these regions, 
highlighting the necessity for further research. 
 
Social Themes in Indian Cinema 
Research on the portrayal of social issues in Hindi cinema lays a crucial groundwork for analyzing the 
representation of disability. Prasad (1998) argues that Bollywood not only reflects societal standards but also 
shapes and upholds social hierarchies, frequently perpetuating dominant ideologies even when the stories 
seem progressive. Investigations into gender representations in Bollywood reveal a gradual evolution from 
basic stereotypes to more nuanced characterizations—this change is mirrored in the developing narratives 
surrounding disability (Gokulsing & Dissanayake, 2004). Comparable critiques are relevant to the depiction of 
caste and religious minorities, where symbolic inclusion often exists alongside enduring structural prejudices. 
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Cultural and Policy Context of Disability in India 
Contemporary Indian research on disability provides culturally rich insights into the lived experiences of 
individuals. Adlakha (2008) presents an anthropological viewpoint on how family responsibilities and 
traditional values influence the perception of disability in South Asia, thereby offering crucial context for 
understanding cinematic representations. Concurrently, research focused on policy indicates a transition in 
India from a charitable approach to a rights-based framework, culminating in significant legislation such as the 
Rights of Persons with Disabilities Act (2016), which specifically addresses the role of media in shaping public 
perceptions (Mehrotra, 2011). These advancements create an essential backdrop for evaluating the evolution 
of disability narratives within Indian cinema. 
 
Impact of Media on Public Perception 
Empirical research consistently illustrates the impact of media on public perceptions regarding marginalized 
communities.  
In the realm of disability, respectful and multifaceted representations have been proven to enhance public 
support for inclusive policies and assist in reducing social stigma (Zhang & Haller, 2013).  
 
Conversely, simplistic representations play a role in the marginalization of individuals with disabilities. The 
framing of disability through feel-good narratives, which depicts disabled characters mainly as sources of 
motivation for able-bodied viewers, has faced significant criticism for dehumanizing and objectifying the very 
individuals it purports to represent (Young, 2012). 
 

METHODOLOGY 
 
Research Design 
This study utilizes a qualitative content analysis methodology based on an interpretivist framework, 
acknowledging media texts as narratives constructed by society that influence public perceptions. The study 
has been also guided by critical disability studies and cinematic theory, as this approach facilitates a 
comprehensive analysis of both formal cinematic elements and their wider socio-cultural consequences. 
 
Analytical Framework 
A mixed-method framework is used, integrating quantitative tracking of representational patterns with 
qualitative examination of cultural and ideological significances. This framework assesses multiple dimensions 
of disability representation, such as character development, narrative purpose, visual aesthetics, dialogue and 
thematic richness. An intersectional perspective is fundamental to the analysis, concentrating on how disability 
is portrayed in connection with gender, caste, class and religion within the Indian context. Furthermore, the 
analysis takes into account the impact of traditional belief systems, family dynamics and human rights 
discussions to comprehensively contextualize cinematic representations. 
 
Data Collection 
The primary data consists 25 prominent Hindi films released from 2000 to 2025, chosen for their direct 
involvement in the representation of disability. Additional resources encompass critical film analyses, pertinent 
policy documents and advocacy literature, providing an in-depth insight into the cultural and political aspects 
of representation. 
 
Analytical Categories 
1. Character Typologies: Examination of protagonists, supporting roles and recurring stereotypes 
2. Narrative Functions: Analysis of disability’s role in story development, themes and resolution 
3.Visual Representation: Use of cinematography, symbolism and visual metaphors 
4.Language and Discourse: Study of vocabulary, dialogue construction and discursive framing of disability 
5.Intersectionality: Representation of disability alongside other identity markers (gender, caste, class, 
religion) 
6.Cultural Contextualization: Exploration of the tension between traditional values and rights-based 
perspectives 
 
Universe and Sample of the study: 
The scope of the study encompasses all mainstream Hindi films that were released from 2000 to 2025 and 
prominently depict disability. Here, the term ‘mainstream’ pertains to films produced by major studios 
featuring well-known actors, having extensive theatrical releases and achieving notable commercial or critical 
success. ‘Significant disability representation’ is characterized by the inclusion of named disabled characters 
who have a considerable amount of screen time or narratives focused on disability issues, while excluding 
minor or background representations. 
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Sample Selection of 25 Films 
A purposive sampling approach was utilized to choose 25 films that encompass a wide array of variables, such 
as temporal distribution, types of disabilities depicted, commercial success, involvement of notable films, 
actors and diversity in genres. The selection process was mainly guided by the significance of disability-related 
narratives, focusing on central characters and storylines where disability serves as a crucial thematic 
component. 
 
Selected Films for Analysis 

• 2000–2005: Khamoshi: The Musical (2000), Koi... Mil Gaya (2003), Tere Naam (2003), Black (2005) 

• 2006–2010: Taare Zameen Par (2007), Ghajini (2008), Paa (2009), My Name is Khan (2010), Karthik 
Calling Karthik (2010) 

• 2011–2015: Barfi! (2012), Margarita with a Straw (2014) 

• 2016–2020: AndhaDhun (2018),  The Sky is Pink (2019) 

• 2021–2025: Atrangi Re (2021), Fighter (2024) 
 
Critical Analysis of the movies 
1.Early Period (2000-2005): Foundation Setting 
The initial years of the millennium set lasting trends in the representation of disability within Bollywood. Films 
primarily utilized ‘tragedy-triumph’ narratives, depicting disability as a challenge that demands supernatural 
or exceptional solutions instead of social acceptance.  
 
Koi... Mil Gaya (2003) represented a pivotal moment with Hrithik Roshan's depiction of Rohit, bringing 
intellectual disability into the realm of mainstream cinema. Nevertheless, the film's methodology exposed 
troubling assumptions, such as ongoing infantilization and reliance on maternal figures, implying that disability 
requires extraordinary measures rather than societal adjustment.  
 
Black (2005) endeavoured to provide a nuanced examination of deaf-blindness but ultimately prioritized the 
teacher's heroism over Michelle's autonomy, mirroring conventional Indian perspectives that perceive disabled 
individuals as recipients of charity rather than independent agents. The film's visual appeal inadvertently 
portrayed disability as a metaphorical darkness in need of illumination. 
 
2.Middle Period (2006-2010): Expanding Horizons 
This era experienced a notable expansion in narrative diversity, aligning with an increased awareness of 
disability rights. Taare Zameen Par (2007) transformed the depiction of learning disabilities by challenging 
educational frameworks instead of labelling individual variances as pathological. The film's innovative visual 
approach to illustrating dyslexic experiences showcased advanced cinematic methods for respectfully 
representing neurological diversity.  
 
My Name is Khan (2010) introduced autism spectrum conditions into mainstream conversations through Shah 
Rukh Khan's subtle performance. The film's strength resided in its portrayal of autism as a fundamental aspect 
of identity, rather than a singular definition, while also examining the intersections with religious 
discrimination in the aftermath of 9/11. 
 
3.Transitional Period (2011-2015): Breaking Conventions 
Barfi! (2012) marked a significant milestone in the representation of disabilities, showcasing the deaf 
protagonist Barfi and the autistic character Jhilmil as intricate, romantic individuals who defy various 
stereotypes. The film effectively normalized the use of sign language communication and illustrated that it is 
societal attitudes, rather than the disabilities themselves, that create obstacles to inclusion.  
 
Margarita with a Straw (2014) provided genuinely progressive representation through Kalki Koechlin's 
performance as Laila, delving into themes of sexuality, independence and professional ambitions without 
reducing her identity to her disabilities. The film made considerable strides by depicting disabled sexuality in a 
natural manner while preserving dignity and authenticity. 
 
4.Contemporary Period (2016-2020): Mainstream Integration 
AndhaDhun (2018) presented a nuanced examination of visual impairment that challenged conventional 
beliefs while still appealing to commercial audiences. The thriller structure illustrated how disability can be 
woven into entertainment without depending on narratives that seek to inspire, although the film's portrayal of 
feigned blindness prompted discussions regarding its authenticity.  
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The Sky is Pink (2019) broadened the representation of chronic illnesses and terminal conditions, offering 
well-rounded viewpoints on the experience of living with significant health challenges while steering clear of 
excessive sentimentality or unrealistic hope. 
 
5.Recent Developments (2021-2025): Emerging Authenticity 
Modern films are progressively integrating themes related to mental health into their commercial storylines, 
while also engaging with disability communities throughout the production process. The emergence of 
streaming services provides avenues for innovative methods that could steer theatrical releases towards 
enhanced inclusivity. 
 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 
 
Prevalent Themes 
The analysis reveals a consistent trend of narrative instrumentalization, where disability is mainly employed as 
a narrative tool instead of reflecting human diversity, as seen in approximately in 70% of the films studied. 
Moreover, the inspiration paradigm is evident in 60% of the films, depicting disabled characters primarily as 
sources of motivation for non-disabled audiences. The medical model continues to prevail in 65% of the films, 
concentrating mainly on diagnosis and treatment while neglecting the importance of social and structural 
obstacles. 
 
Temporal Developments 
A noticeable change has been observed over time. Films from the initial period (2000–2005) primarily 
depended on tragic or inspirational themes (85%). From 2006 to 2010, 45% of the films started to include 
aspects of social critique. The transitional period (2011–2015) witnessed 55% of films offering more nuanced 
and intricate representations of disabled characters. In the current era (2016–2020), 65% of the films 
demonstrated a rights-based perspective. Most recently, between 2021 and 2025, 75% of films have 
significantly moved away from overtly stereotypical portrayals. 
 
Intersectional Analysis 
Gender-focused analysis reveals that 70% of films showcase disabled male protagonists, whereas disabled 
female characters are mainly represented in secondary or supporting roles. Regarding class, 80% of disabled 
characters are shown as part of socioeconomically privileged groups, resulting in an overrepresentation of 
wealthy experiences. Caste, as an intersecting identity, is largely overlooked, with merely 15% of films 
explicitly addressing it. Religious intersectionality is chiefly examined in stories that focus on communal 
conflict. 
 
Authenticity Evaluation 
Films from previous eras exhibit a lack of genuine representation, as 75% of roles for disabled characters are 
portrayed by non-disabled actors, often without substantial engagement with the disability community. 
Although the authenticity of dialogue has seen gradual enhancement, 40% of films still utilize stigmatizing 
language. Over time, portrayals of daily life experiences have become more precise, yet the representation of 
medical conditions remains notably inconsistent. 
 

CONCLUSION 
 
This research delineates the evolution of Bollywood from problematic representations of disability to more 
sophisticated, rights-oriented portrayals. Although there have been improvements in narrative depth and 
community engagement, challenges remain in authentic casting, intersectional representation and moving 
beyond the inspiration trope.  
These changes mirror broader socio-legal transformations in India; however, structural reforms in the 
filmmaking industry are essential to guarantee true inclusion.  
Genuine representation necessitates real involvement with the disabled community, a commitment to 
thorough research and a departure from capitalist stereotypes. The effectiveness of such respectful depictions 
indicates the audience's readiness for and appreciation of, thoughtful narratives. Filmmakers, activists, 
policymakers, and researchers must consider those in influential roles who are advancing inclusive practices 
and respond accordingly.  
While it is limited by its focus on mainstream Hindi cinema and specific timeframes, it lays a solid foundation 
for future activism. The future's success hinges on whether, despite the ongoing dialogue, individuals with 
disabilities will begin to see themselves and their dignity authentically and accurately represented in films that 
have evolved in their approach. 
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FURTHER RESEARCH DIRECTIONS 
 
There are several potential avenues for further investigation into the portrayals of disability in film. Research 
focused on the impact of these representations is crucial for comprehending how they influence public 
perceptions, policy support and social inclusion practices. Longitudinal studies may also provide insights into 
the degree to which media genuinely fosters social change. Employing comparative analysis between Indian 
cinema and global as well as international regional cinemas can reveal both cultural specificities and 
overarching trends in representation.  
 
Furthermore, more detailed and intersectional research is essential to understand the lived experiences of 
disabled women, LGBTQ+ individuals and those marginalized by caste and faith, as well as how ageism 
intersects with ableism throughout the life course. A multifaceted investigation of this nature can help 
illuminate the structural barriers to and opportunities for crafting a broader, more inclusive narrative, 
particularly by highlighting the production and economic conditions, as well as the institutional or decision-
making processes that either promote or hinder inclusivity in media production. In addition to a growing 
interest in audience reception studies, research that emphasizes the perspectives of disabled viewers is, 
frankly, long overdue. This research is necessary to examine the effects of realistic portrayals and the influence 
of diverse representations within disability communities.  
Lastly, we can utilize policy evaluations to identify which advocacy strategies are likely to yield the most 
significant impact - whether through the adoption of successful international best practices or initiatives aimed 
at fostering more inclusive media frameworks in India. 
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