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Abstract 

Indian cinema has long been a significant medium for storytelling, with its narratives reflecting the 

socioeconomic realities of the nation. A recurring motif in this cinematic tradition is the depiction 

of marginalized communities, particularly characters representing the deprived and exploited 

sections of society. These portrayals serve as powerful tools for raising awareness and stimulating 

discourse on pressing social issues, including poverty, caste discrimination, gender inequality, and 

labor exploitation. This research paper examines the evolution of such characters in Indian cinema, 

analyzing their role in shaping public consciousness and influencing social policies. By evaluating 

case studies of iconic films, the study assesses the effectiveness of these portrayals in fostering 

socio-political change. Furthermore, it explores the increasing role of digital platforms in 

amplifying the voices of the underprivileged through cinematic narratives. The paper concludes by 

discussing the future of Indian cinema in balancing artistic expression with social responsibility 

while ensuring accurate and respectful representation of marginalized communities.  
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1. Introduction 

Cinema, as a form of mass communication, has 

the power to influence perceptions, challenge 

societal norms, and advocate for change. 

Indian cinema, particularly Bollywood and 

regional industries, has often addressed themes 

of deprivation and exploitation through 

character-driven narratives. These films bring 

attention to the lived experiences of those on 

the fringes of society—farmers struggling with 

debt, Dalits facing systemic discrimination, 

women subjected to violence, and slum 

dwellers fighting for survival. 

The evolution of such character portrayals can 

be traced back to early neorealist films that 

sought to depict India's socio-economic 

disparities. Films like Do Bigha Zamin (1953) 

and Neecha Nagar (1946) introduced 

audiences to the grim realities of rural poverty 

and feudal oppression. Over the decades, 

Indian cinema has continued to highlight these 

issues, with more recent films such as Article 

15 (2019) and Jai Bhim (2021) addressing 

contemporary social injustices. This paper 

aims to analyze the representation of 

marginalized characters across different time 

periods, examining how their portrayal has 

shaped public discourse and contributed to 

social change. 

2. Historical Evolution of Marginalized 

Characters in Indian Cinema 

The representation of deprived and exploited 

characters in Indian cinema has undergone 

significant transformations. From black-and-

white depictions of suffering farmers and 

workers to modern digital narratives that 

explore intersectional oppression, the 

evolution of these portrayals reflects shifting 

socio-political landscapes. 
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Table 1: Evolution of Marginalized Characters in Indian Cinema 

Era Notable Characters Films Social Themes 

1950s Shambu Mahto Do Bigha Zamin (1953) Rural poverty, displacement 

1970s-80s Lakshmi, Dukhi 
Ankur (1974), Sadgati 

(1981) 
Caste oppression, bonded labor 

1990s Phoolan Devi Bandit Queen (1994) 
Gender violence, caste-based 

injustice 

2000s-

2020s 

Deepak Kumar, 

Rajakannu 

Article 15 (2019), Jai Bhim 

(2021) 
Police brutality, Dalit rights 

 

The increasing focus on digital platforms has 

allowed independent filmmakers to bring 

nuanced representations of these characters to 

a global audience. This shift has also 

encouraged a departure from one-dimensional 

portrayals, leading to more complex and 

layered depictions of marginalized 

communities. 

3. Key Character Archetypes and Their 

Social Relevance 

Indian cinema often categorizes marginalized 

characters into archetypes that represent 

different forms of oppression. These 

archetypes serve as narrative tools that engage 

audiences while shedding light on societal 

injustices. 

3.1. The Struggling Laborer 

Labor exploitation remains a dominant theme 

in Indian cinema, with numerous characters 

representing the plight of workers in both rural 

and urban settings. 

Example: Shambu Mahto in Do Bigha 

Zamin (1953) 

 A poor farmer who migrates to the city 

in search of work, only to face further 

exploitation. 

 Represents economic disparity and 

urban struggle. 

Example: Naseeruddin Shah's character in 

Paar (1984) 

 A bonded laborer forced to migrate, 

facing caste-based discrimination. 

 Highlights the cycle of poverty and the 

limited opportunities available to the 

working class. 

3.2. The Oppressed Dalit 

Dalit characters in Indian cinema have 

historically been depicted as victims of an 

entrenched caste hierarchy. However, recent 

films have begun portraying them as active 

agents of change. 

Example: Dukhi in Sadgati (1981) 

 A Dalit man subjected to caste-based 

exploitation and inhumane treatment. 

 Exposes the brutality of the caste 

system. 

Example: Rajakannu in Jai Bhim (2021) 

 A real-life Dalit victim of police 

brutality, whose tragic story highlights 

systemic oppression. 
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 Demonstrates the institutional failures 

that perpetuate caste-based violence. 

3.3. The Resilient Woman 

Women in marginalized communities often 

face multiple layers of oppression, including 

gender-based violence and socio-economic 

disadvantages. 

Example: Phoolan Devi in Bandit Queen 

(1994) 

 A woman who transforms from a 

victim of gender violence into a feared 

rebel. 

 Critiques gender and caste oppression. 

Example: Minal Arora in Pink (2016) 

 A working woman fighting against 

societal prejudices regarding women's 

autonomy and consent. 

 Highlights the importance of legal 

justice for women. 

3.4. The Abandoned Child and Slum 

Survivor 

Children from impoverished backgrounds 

often feature in films that critique social 

structures failing to protect the most vulnerable. 

Example: Krishna in Salaam Bombay! (1988) 

 A street child navigating poverty, drugs, 

and crime. 

 Represents the struggles of abandoned 

children in India’s urban slums. 

Example: Jamal Malik in Slumdog 

Millionaire (2008) 

 A slum boy whose experiences reflect 

the harsh realities of urban deprivation. 

 Critiques the systemic neglect of 

children living in poverty. 

4. Impact of Such Characters on Society 

Marginalized characters in Indian cinema have 

played a significant role in influencing social 

attitudes, policies, and global discourse. 

Table 2: Influence of Deprived Characters in Indian Cinema 

Character Film Societal Impact 

Shambu Mahto Do Bigha Zamin (1953) Brought attention to rural poverty and farmer struggles. 

Dukhi Sadgati (1981) Highlighted caste-based discrimination. 

Phoolan Devi Bandit Queen (1994) Sparked debates on gender and caste injustice. 

Krishna 
Salaam Bombay! 

(1988) 
Raised awareness of child labor and street life. 

 

These characters serve as focal points for 

societal reflection, prompting discussions on 

human rights and equity. 

5. Conclusion and Future Prospects 

The representation of deprived and exploited 

characters in Indian cinema has been 

instrumental in shaping socio-political 

narratives. However, there is a need for more 

nuanced storytelling that moves beyond 

victimization to highlight resilience and 

agency. With the rise of digital platforms, 

Indian cinema has the opportunity to amplify 

underrepresented voices, ensuring authentic 

portrayals that drive meaningful change. 

Future filmmakers must strive for ethical 

storytelling that prioritizes the lived realities of 

marginalized communities while maintaining 

artistic integrity. 
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