
 

 

P á g i n a  | 1 de 6 

 

 

 

 

 

Disability and Diversity in the Media 
Evolving Models and Narratives in Films and 
Television 

Susana Rodríguez Díaz 

Raquel Sánchez Padilla 

Miguel A. V. Ferreira 

Research Group: DIVERSITIES. 

Anthropology and Functional Diversity 

 

 

 

 

Abstract: 

The Spanish Independent Living Movement has adopted the concept Func-

tional Diversity (FD) to replace Disability with the intention of pointing out 

that what configures them as a group has nothing to do with issues related 

to capacity –since this is a social category which depends on the historical 

and cultural context– but rather to the barriers to their full social inclusion. 

Their specific way of existing and acting, their specific way of functioning, has 
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not been considered and, consequently, the real problem is their discrimina-

tion. These perspectives are mirrored in the narratives of series and films. 

Characters often depict ableist views, harmful to PFDs, either as quasi-hu-

man due to perceived deficiencies or as superhuman heroes whose differ-

ences are crucial in adversity. Increasingly, there are portrayals of PFDs as 

simply diverse human beings, aligning with human rights and inherent dig-

nity. This paper analyses these social constructions of functional diversity in 

media. 

Key words: Disability; media; Functional Diversity Model; narratives; films, 

television. 

 

 

Introduction 

In recent years there has been an increase in the presence of characters 

with functional diversity (FD) in series and films1. Our aim is to establish 

the collective imaginary that underlies these representations, which dis-

ability models can be referred to, what emotions have been intended to 

arouse in viewers, and to what extent these fictional characters produce 

and reproduce current paradigms that enable to understand the issue of 

FD as a social construction. 

Our approach is interpretative in a Weberian sense, in alignment with 

the premise that social action is sustained by the subjective meaning in-

corporated in its performance (Weber, 1993), and therefore we presup-

pose the existence of shared social imaginaries based on which social 

agents attribute meaning to their actions. 

Different representations that generate different kinds of emotions in 

viewers have been analyzed.  

[…] 

 

 
1 Romañach y Lobato (2009) explain the value of this change in terminology, 

replacing the usual pejorative terms (such as disabled or handicapped) with a 

term that seeks to raise awareness of the diversity that all people experience 

when they are functioning (thinking, looking, seeing, communicating), empha-

sizing particularly the discrimination that some people suffer because of the 

way they function when they are considered socially less valuable or inadequate. 
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Images of Functional Diversity in Game of Thrones [extract] 

 

Images 1, 2 and 3: Tyrion Lannister (promotional posters for the series). 

 

Images 4 and 5: Bran Stark, The Three Eyed Raven. 

[…] 

 

 

Images of Functional Diversity as Salvation [extract] 

 

Images 11, 12 and 13: Neo, heroic redeemer. 
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Images 16 and 17: Jack Sully, Na’vi warrior hero. 

[…] 

 

Images of Diversity in Years and Years [extract] 

 

Image 25. Rosie holding her newborn son Lincoln. 

 

Image 26. Rosie in bed with Tony. 

 

Image 27. Rosie kissing Jonjo. 

[…] 
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