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Abstract: This article examines the evolution of representations
of people with dwarfism in cinema, from negative stereotypes and
comedic portrayals to more respectful and complex depictions.
Initially, films from the early 20th century dehumanized these
individuals, casting them in comedic and bizarrely fantastical
roles. The analysis focuses on films such as Freaks (1932), which,
despite attempting to humanize its characters, reinforced
stereotypes of monstrosity. The study aims to understand how
these representations influence public perception and policies
related to the rights of people with dwarfism. Using a critical
analysis methodology of films and TV shows, the article employs
theories from authors like Judith Butler and Richard Dyer to
examine narrative evolution. The results reveal significant
progress, with recent productions like The Station Agent (2003)
and Game of Thrones (2011-2019) presenting characters with
dwarfism in a more authentic and dignified manner. It concludes
that, although stereotypes still exist, cinema has advanced in
promoting greater inclusion and understanding, reflecting a
broader movement towards diversity.
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1. Introduction

The portrayal of minorities and marginalized groups in
audiovisual productions has been a field of intense discussion
and scholarly analysis. In the context of cinema, this issue
acquires an even more significant dimension due to the
profound and far-reaching impact that films exert on popular
culture, social perceptions, and norms. Among the various
groups striving for fair and dignified representation, people
with dwarfism face unique and persistent challenges.
Historically, these individuals have often been depicted in a
stereotypical and dehumanizing manner, contributing to the
perpetuation of prejudices and discrimination. This study aims
to critically analyze how audiovisual productions, particularly
within the cinematic sphere, contribute to the formation of a
broader understanding of the rights and dignity of people with
dwarfism.

According to Little People International, an organization

! Auguste Marie Louis Nicholas Lumiére (Besangon, 19 October 1862 —
Lyon, 10 April 1954) and Louis Jean Lumiere (Besangon, 5 October 1864 —
Bandol, 6 June 1948).
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representing individuals with dwarfism, approximately 1 in
every 25,000 to 30,000 people is affected by dwarfism,
equating to about 7,000 to 8,000 individuals with dwarfism per
million inhabitants, depending on the population. Therefore,
considering the global population estimated at around 8 billion
people (as of 2024), the number of people with dwarfism
worldwide may range between 267,000 and 320,000. These
estimates should be interpreted with caution due to the
variability in diagnosis rates and records across different
regions and countries.

The rise of cinema as a potent medium of communication and
artistic expression dates back to the late 19th century, with the
Lumiére! brothers and Thomas Edison among the pioneers of
this art form. In 1878, British photographer Eadweard
Muybridge created a series of photographs of a horse in motion
using multiple cameras that captured sequential images. This
experiment, known as “The Horse in Motion,” was one of the
earliest steps towards the development of cinema. In 1888,
French inventor Louis Le Prince produced what is often
regarded as the first motion picture, “Roundhay Garden Scene,”
using a device called a single-lens camera to capture the images.
In 1891, Thomas Edison and his assistant William Kennedy
Laurie Dickson developed the Kinetoscope, a device designed
for individual film viewing. By 1893, Edison had opened the
first Kinetoscope parlor in New York. In 1895, French brothers
Auguste and Louis Lumiére invented the Cinématographe, a
device that functioned as a camera, projector, and film printer.
On December 28, 1895, they conducted the first? paid public
film screening in history at the Salon Indien du Grand Café in
Paris. This event is often cited as the official birth of cinema.

Cinema emerged as a novel form of entertainment and art in
the late 19th century, with contributions from various inventors
and innovators. The first public screening by the Lumicre
brothers in 1895 is frequently considered the starting point of
cinema as we know it today.

Cinema has evolved significantly, both technically and
narratively, shaping and reflecting societies over the decades.

2 “La Sortie de 1Usine Lumiére & Lyon” (1895).
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However, the progression in the representation of minority
groups, including individuals with dwarfism, has been a
complex and uneven process. Early films often depicted these
individuals in caricatured or dehumanizing roles, reinforcing
negative stereotypes and perpetuating a limited and distorted
view of their abilities and dignity.

The analysis of cinematic representations of people with
dwarfism requires a multifaceted approach that considers not
only the technical and narrative aspects of films but also the
historical, cultural, and social contexts in which these works
were produced and consumed. Since the 1980s, there has been
a gradual movement towards more inclusive and complex
representations, driven by social and political changes that
promote equality and dignity for all individuals, regardless of
their physical characteristics. However, this evolution still faces
resistance and setbacks, highlighting the need for ongoing
critical analysis.

The 1980s mark an important turning point in the history of
cinema, with the rise of independent filmmaking and the
increasing questioning of norms established by the mainstream
industry. Films from this era began to explore themes of
identity, diversity, and inclusion in more sophisticated ways,
challenging stereotypical representations and proposing new
narratives. Concurrently, legislation and public policies began
to reflect a greater concern for human rights and inclusion,
creating a more conducive environment for change.

To fully understand the impact of audiovisual productions on
public perception and legal understanding of the rights and
dignity of people with dwarfism, it is essential to consider both
the historical evolution of these representations and
contemporary developments. This includes analyzing iconic
films that shaped public views and those that challenged norms
and paved the way for more dignified and inclusive
representation.  Additionally, the influence of digital
technologies and social media in amplifying marginalized
voices and calling out harmful representations must be
examined.

This study adopts an interdisciplinary approach, combining
film analysis, literature review, and case studies to provide a
comprehensive understanding of the representations of people
with dwarfism in cinema. Film analysis will identify narrative
patterns and stereotypes, as well as assess changes and
continuities in representations over time. The literature review
will offer a theoretical and contextual framework, situating
cinematic representations within the broader context of social
and cultural norms. Case studies will focus on specific films
that have had a significant impact, whether positive or negative,
on public perception and policies related to the rights of people
with dwarfism.

Throughout this study, several key questions will be
explored: How have representations of people with dwarfism in
cinema evolved over time? What are the main stereotypes and
narratives that have been perpetuated and challenged? In what
ways do these representations influence public perception and
legal policies related to the rights and dignity of people with
dwarfism? Finally, how are changes in the film industry and
society at large shaping contemporary representations?
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A critical analysis of these questions will not only contribute
to a deeper understanding of the cinematic portrayals of people
with dwarfism but will also highlight the significance of cinema
as a tool for social change. By illuminating the dynamics of
power, prejudice, and resistance in media representations, this
study aims to foster a broader reflection on the role of
audiovisual productions in constructing a more just and
inclusive society. The hope is that, by challenging and
reimagining established narratives, cinema can contribute to the
advocacy of human dignity and the advancement of the rights
of all individuals, including those with dwarfism.

2. Cinema and Otherness: Deconstructing Stereotypes and
Challenging Narratives

In a world where on-screen representations deeply influence
public perception, the concept of otherness becomes central to
understanding how the “other” is portrayed and interpreted.
Cinema can serve not only as a mirror of existing social norms
but also as a catalyst for transforming these norms. By
deconstructing stereotypes and challenging prejudiced
narratives, cinema has the potential to promote a more inclusive
and just view of marginalized identities, including people with
dwarfism.  Through critical analysis of cinematic
representations, we aim to understand how the power of the
screen can be used to question and redefine cultural
perceptions, contributing to a more equitable and respectful
society.

1) The Role of Cinema in Social Norms

Cinema has the potential to challenge social norms and
promote cultural change by offering representations that respect
and dignify all individuals, regardless of their physical
characteristics. Continuously critically analyzing these
representations is crucial to fostering a broader and more
inclusive understanding of the rights and dignity of people with
dwarfism, using the power of cinema to advance the fight for
justice and equality. If you have a sub subsection, then copy and
paste the sub subsection heading and modify the heading.

Avellar (2008) [1] argues that cinema, as an art form and
mass media, has the responsibility to reflect and influence
social norms. He emphasizes the importance of authentic and
respectful representation, which not only includes minority
characters but also portrays them in a manner that respects their
dignity and complexity. This perspective is essential when
considering recent films that challenge stereotypes and promote
a more inclusive and equitable vision.

Bentes (2012) [2] asserts that cinema plays a dual role in
shaping social norms: it can both reflect existing practices and
prejudices and act as a transformative force by questioning and
subverting these norms. The representation of people with
dwarfism in cinema clearly exemplifies this dynamic. Often,
cinema portrays people with dwarfism through stereotypes and
clichés, which can reinforce prejudices and perpetuate
marginalization. Bentes discusses how these stereotypes can be
analyzed as reflections of social anxieties and cultural norms
that seek to normalize and control difference. She emphasizes
the importance of critical analysis of cinematic representations,
arguing that understanding the social and cultural norms that
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shape these representations is crucial for fostering change.
Thus, the analysis of representations of people with dwarfism
in cinema should consider not only how these representations
are perceived but also how they can be used to promote greater
inclusion and respect.

Solanas and Getino (1976) [3], in their seminal work on
Third Cinema, provide an important context for understanding
how cinema can be a tool for emancipation and social
transformation. The idea of cinema committed to social justice
and the dignity of minorities is fundamental to understanding
cinema's potential to influence social norms and policies related
to people with dwarfism.

The literature on the impact of cinema on social norms
provides an important theoretical basis for analyzing these
representations, particularly from a Human Rights perspective.
It is relevant to offer a theoretical and contextual framework
that situates cinematic representations within the broader scope
of social and cultural norms. Utilizing a wide range of academic
references, including the works of Alvarez, Andreu, Caetano,
Fuentes, Garcia, Gémez, Morales, Pérez, Sanchez, Vargas,
Anderson, Cunningham, Nichols, Solanas, and Getino, we seek
to understand how cinema interacts with issues of power,
identity, and social justice.

2) The Impact of Cinema on Cultural Norms

Cultural norms are often reflected and reinforced through
cinematic representations.

Andreu (2007) [4] investigates the representation of violence
in Latin American cinema, offering a critical analysis of how
these portrayals shape and are shaped by cultural norms about
violence. Andreu discusses how the depiction of violence can
both reflect social reality and contribute to the construction of
public perceptions of violence.

Hall (1997) [5] argues that representation is a complex
cultural practice that not only reflects reality but also
contributes to its construction. Hall emphasizes that cinematic
representations are products of a series of cultural and
ideological practices that influence how different groups are
socially perceived. Therefore, the analysis of representations of
people with dwarfism must consider not only how these
individuals are depicted but also the cultural and ideological
context that shapes these portrayals. He highlights that
representation is a process of signification that involves the
encoding and decoding of cultural messages. In the context of
people with dwarfism, this means that films can both reinforce
existing stereotypes and offer new forms of understanding and
respect.

Henry Giroux (2011) [6] argues that cinema has the potential
to function as a space of cultural resistance, where dominant
narratives can be challenged, and new voices can emerge.

Stam (2003) [7] highlights the importance of an intertextual
approach to film analysis, where representations are understood
not only in relation to other cinematic texts but also to the
broader cultural and social context. From this perspective, we
can see how contemporary films like “In Bruges” (2008) and
“Game of Thrones” (2011-2019) present characters with
dwarfism in more complex and diverse ways. Peter Dinklage,
in particular, is frequently praised for his portrayal of Tyrion
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Lannister in “Game of Thrones,” where his character is
presented with depth, intelligence, and a full range of emotions.
3) The Relationship Between Cinema and Human Rights

Cinema has been an important tool in promoting and
discussing human rights. As a medium of communication and
art, it has the capacity to reflect and influence social and cultural
norms.

Anderson (2017) [8] discusses how cinema can serve as a
platform for discourse on human rights and social justice,
exploring how film representations can promote or challenge
established norms. Anderson argues that the depiction of
themes such as inequality and injustice in cinema not only
reflects social concerns but can also catalyze social change by
raising public awareness and fostering debates.

Garcia (2013) [9] explores how Latin American cinema
addresses human rights issues, highlighting the role of film in
raising awareness about rights violations and promoting greater
consciousness of social injustices. Garcia argues that cinema
can play a crucial role in building a human rights culture by
bringing to light the experiences of individuals and
communities affected by abuses.

Alvarez (2014) [10] discusses how Latin American cinema
has tackled human rights and inclusion issues. The author
argues that by addressing themes related to inequalities and
minorities, cinema can play a crucial role in raising awareness
and educating the public about rights and dignity. Alvarez
highlights that cinema is a powerful tool for promoting broader
discussions about social justice and human rights, and his
approach is relevant for analyzing representations of people
with dwarfism.

Sanchez (2016) [11] offers a perspective on how cinema can
influence the understanding of human rights in Latin America.
Through the analysis of films and their representations, Sanchez
suggests that cinema has the power to impact public perception
of issues of justice and inclusion. This impact can, in turn,
influence policies and practices related to the rights of people
with dwarfism.

Pérez (2011) [12] discusses cinema as a tool for social justice
in Latin America, analyzing how films can contribute to the
construction of a more just and equitable society. Pérez
emphasizes the ability of cinema to represent the diversity and
complexity of human experiences, fostering greater
understanding and empathy among viewers.

Vargas (2005) [13] examines cinema as an instrument of
social change, arguing that cinematic representations can play
a crucial role in shaping public opinion and promoting social
change. Vargas stresses that when cinema is used to challenge
stereotypes and promote a more inclusive and equitable vision,
it can have a significant impact on policies and practices related
to human rights and dignity.

Ledo (2015) [14] explores how Brazilian cinema represents
human rights issues, offering an analysis of narratives that
address inequality and social injustice. Ledo contends that
cinema can serve as a means of reflection on the human
condition and structural inequalities, contributing to the
construction of greater social and political awareness.
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4) Cinema and Construction of ldentities

The construction of social identities is profoundly influenced
by cinematic representations.

Gomez (2008) [15] analyzes how Latin American cinema
contributes to the construction and representation of cultural
and social identities. Gomez highlights how cinematic
representations can reinforce or challenge established notions
of identity, reflecting ongoing cultural tensions and changes.

Hooks (1992) [16] provides a critical analysis of how race
and identity are represented in the media and how these
representations affect public perception. Although Hooks
primarily focuses on race, her concepts are applicable to the
analysis of the representation of any marginalized group,
including people with dwarfism. Hooks argues that
representations are often shaped by a dominant viewpoint that
seeks to reinforce social hierarchies and exclusions. In the case
of people with dwarfism, the tendency to depict them as
comedic or exotic figures can be seen as a way to maintain a
social hierarchy that marginalizes and reduces the complexity
of individuals with dwarfism to mere objects of curiosity. The
critical analysis proposed by Hooks encourages us to examine
how these cinematic representations contribute to the
construction of an identity that can reinforce exclusion and
inequality, and how a more inclusive and respectful approach
can offer a meaningful alternative.

Mulvey (1975) [17] explores how cinema, particularly
narrative cinema, constructs and reinforces practices of visual
pleasure and patriarchal control. Mulvey argues that the camera
and cinematic narrative are often used to objectify and control
the gaze, especially concerning women. Although her primary
focus is on gender, Mulvey's analysis is also relevant to the
representation of people with dwarfism. Mulvey's theory can be
applied to understand how representations of people with
dwarfism can be objectifying or dehumanizing. Films that
depict people with dwarfism merely as objects of curiosity or
humor often do so through a lens that denies these individuals
true agency or dignity. Mulvey suggests that the visual pleasure
associated with these representations may be linked to the
maintenance of social norms that privilege the normative and
marginalize the different. A more critical approach to cinema
can help challenge these patterns and promote representations
that respect the dignity and complexity of people with
dwarfism.

5) Narrative Patterns and Stereotypes

Historically, the representations of people with dwarfism in
cinema have been marked by negative and dehumanizing
stereotypes. E. Barnouw (1993) [18] observes that early films
often utilized the figure of the person with dwarfism as a
“spectacle,” something to be exhibited and exploited, rather
than portraying these individuals as people with complexity and
dignity. Emblematic examples of this approach can be found in
films like Tod Browning's “Freaks” (1932), where characters
with dwarfism are shown as part of a troupe of “freaks,”
highlighting physical difference in a sensationalist and often
grotesque manner.

Butler (2002) [19] argues that the power of media in shaping
social perceptions is intrinsically linked to the repetition of
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norms and stereotypes. In the case of people with dwarfism, this
repetition reinforces the idea that they are “other,” different
from the societal norm. Films like “The Wizard of Oz” (1939)
exemplify this by using the Munchkins as comedic and
infantilized figures, perpetuating the notion that people with
dwarfism exist to entertain or be objects of curiosity.

Dyer (2004) [20] highlights that the representation of
minorities in media is often filtered through a lens that
emphasizes difference and marginalizes these groups. In his
analysis of racial representations, Dyer [21] notes that visibility
in media is insufficient if such visibility perpetuates negative
stereotypes. Applying this perspective to the representations of
people with dwarfism, we can see that many older and
contemporary films still fail to offer dignified and multifaceted
portrayals.

6) Representations of Exclusion and Resistance

The study of representations of exclusion and resistance in
cinema is essential to understand how social norms are
constructed and contested.

Fuentes (2015) [22] examines how contemporary Latin
American cinema represents social exclusion and
marginalization, exploring how these representations reflect
and question existing social structures. Fuentes argues that by
addressing themes of exclusion and resistance, cinema can
reveal structural inequalities and propose alternatives for social
inclusion.

Morales (2009) [23] offers an analysis of narratives of
resistance in Latin American cinema, highlighting how these
narratives challenge dominant norms and power structures.
Morales explores how cinema can serve as a tool of resistance
and empowerment for marginalized groups, promoting a more
equitable and just representation of their experiences and
realities.

Caetano (2010) [24], by exploring how Latin American
cinema represents society and social issues, argues that cinema
can reflect and sometimes amplify prevailing social norms, but
it can also challenge these norms and promote change. The
analysis of cinematic representations of people with dwarfism
must consider how these images fit into the broader context of
cultural and social norms and how they can contribute to
changing these norms.

Nichols (2010) [25] provides insight into the importance of
documentary as a form of representing and exploring social and
cultural issues. Nichols argues that the documentary has a
special role in shaping cultural norms because it is often
perceived as a “true” representation of reality. This gives the
documentary a unique power to influence public perception and
promote social change.

7) Changes and Continuity in Representations and Impacts
on the Film Industry

Despite persistent challenges, there have been significant
changes in the representations of people with dwarfism over
time. Since the 1980s, increased awareness of human rights and
inclusion has begun to influence how these individuals are
portrayed in cinema.

The evolution of representations of people with dwarfism in
cinema did not occur in isolation but was influenced by broader



Silva et al.

changes in the film industry and society. Bentes (2012) [26]
discusses how social movements and changes in public policies
impacted film production, leading to greater awareness and
sensitivity regarding human rights and representation issues.
The rise of independent cinema in the 1980s and 1990s also
played a crucial role, allowing marginalized voices and
narratives to find a space.

Cunningham (2005) [27] addresses the emergence of
independent cinema and how it challenged the conventions and
norms of the dominant film industry. Independent cinema often
offers a critical view of established social norms and provides a
platform for alternative narratives that challenge traditional and
hegemonic representations. Cunningham highlights that by
breaking conventional narrative and stylistic molds,
independent cinema contributes to a broader and more diverse
understanding of social norms.

The referenced authors have provided a literature review, a
theoretical and contextual framework to understand cinematic
representations within the broader context of social and cultural
norms. By analyzing the works of Alvarez, Andreu, Caetano,
Fuentes, Garcia, Gémez, Morales, Pérez, Sdnchez, Vargas,
Anderson, Cunningham, Nichols, Solanas, and Getino, we
observe how cinema reflects and shapes social norms, promotes
resistance and inclusion, and contributes to the construction and
contestation of cultural and social identities. These analyses
help situate cinematic representations within a broader context
of power, identity, and social justice, highlighting the
fundamental role of cinema in the formation and transformation
of cultural and social norms.

3. Cinematic Representations: From Marginalization to
Dignity in Fictional and Real Narratives

Film analysis is an essential tool for understanding how
audiovisual productions, particularly in the cinematic realm,
shape and reflect social perceptions about different groups,
including individuals with dwarfism. This method allows us to
identify narrative patterns, stereotypes, and the changes and
continuities in representations over time. Through a detailed
analysis of selected films, we can discern how these patterns
influence the broader understanding of the rights and dignity of
people with dwarfism. For this analysis, the concepts and
perspectives of authors such as Judith Butler, Richard Dyer,
Henry Giroux, E. Barnouw, Robert Stam, Itala Bentes, José
Carlos Avellar, Laura Mulvey, Bell Hooks, and Stuart Hall will
be utilized, as they offer studies on representation, stereotypes,
and the intersection between media and society.

Preliminarily, films such as “The Station Agent” (2003),
directed by Tom McCarthy, represent an important turning
point. This film tells the story of Finbar McBride, a man with
dwarfism who retreats to an abandoned train station to escape a
society that judges him solely based on his physical appearance.
Throughout the film, Finbar is portrayed as a complex character
with desires, fears, and a rich inner life, challenging traditional
stereotypes. Drawing from Giroux (2011) [28] [29], we can
argue that “The Station Agent” utilizes cinema as a means to
promote empathy and understanding, offering a narrative that
humanizes and dignifies its protagonist.
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For a more detailed understanding of the changes and
continuities in the representations of people with dwarfism in
cinema, it is useful to analyze specific films that exemplify
different approaches over time. In addition to the
aforementioned “Freaks” (1932) and “The Wizard of Oz”
(1939), other films such as “Willow” (1988), directed by Ron
Howard, and “The Lord of the Rings” (2001-2003), directed by
Peter Jackson, offer contrasting examples.

“Willow” (1988) features the titular character, played by
Warwick Davis, as a hero on an epic journey. While the film
still contains fantasy elements that may reinforce the idea of the
“other,” it also offers a more positive and empowering
representation of a person with dwarfism. In contrast, “The
Lord of the Rings” uses actors with dwarfism in minor roles,
while the main characters with dwarfism are portrayed by actors
without dwarfism, using special effects to alter their height.
This approach raises questions about authenticity and fair
representation, as discussed by critics such as Bentes (2012)
and Dyer (2004).

Case studies of specific films that have had a significant
impact can provide a clearer view of how these representations
can both promote positive change and reinforce harmful
stereotypes. Some case studies that illustrate these dynamics
include:

1. Film: “The Wizard of Oz” (1939) — Synopsis and Context:
“The Wizard of Oz” is a fantasy classic directed by Victor
Fleming. The character “Munchkins,” portrayed by a group of
actors with dwarfism, is one of the film's most memorable
features. These characters live in the Land of Oz and are
presented in a joyful and festive manner. Positive and Negative
Impact: While the film is a cultural landmark and one of the
greatest successes in cinema, it has been criticized for its
stereotypical portrayal. The “Munchkins” are shown as small
and overly dependent on the protagonist, which can reinforce
stereotypes of inferiority and childishness associated with
people with dwarfism. However, “The Wizard of Oz” also
provided significant visibility for actors with dwarfism and had
a positive impact on the representation of diversity on screen.
Influence on Policies: Although the film did not directly lead to
specific political changes, the visibility of actors with dwarfism
helped pave the way for greater inclusion of people with
dwarfism in the film industry. Nonetheless, the need for more
respectful and diverse representation remains evident.

2. Film: “Forrest Gump” (1994) — Synopsis and Contex:
“Forrest Gump”, directed by Robert Zemeckis, features the
character Forrest (portrayed by Tom Hanks), who interacts with
various characters throughout the film, including a character
with dwarfism named “Lt. Dan” (played by Gary Sinise).
Positive and Negative Impact: Although “Forrest Gump” is
acclaimed for its narrative and performances, the inclusion of a
character with dwarfism is limited and does not explore the
complexity or dignity of individuals with this condition.
Instead, the representation is more an extension of the film’s
humor rather than a deep or respectful portrayal of the
condition. Influence on Policies: The lack of significant
representation of people with dwarfism in the film highlights a
missed opportunity to promote greater understanding and
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respect. However, the visibility of varied characters in popular
films can encourage greater inclusion in cinematic
representation in the future.

3. Film: “The Station Agent” (2003) — Synopsis and Contex:
“The Station Agent”, directed by Tom McCarthy, is an
independent drama featuring Peter Dinklage as Finbar
McBride, a man with dwarfism who seeks solitude in an
abandoned railway station. Positive Impact: The film is notable
for its sensitive and respectful portrayal of the life of a person
with dwarfism. Finbar McBride is depicted as a complex
individual with his own aspirations and challenges, rather than
being defined by his condition. Dinklage’s portrayal as a three-
dimensional character is a positive example of how cinema can
address the subject with dignity and depth. Influence on
Policies: “The Station Agent” contributed to a shift in how
people with dwarfism are represented in cinema, encouraging a
more humanized and diverse approach. The film also helped
raise awareness about the importance of authentic and varied
representations of people with dwarfism.

4. Film: “Little People, Big World” (2006—present) —
Synopsis and Contex: “Little People, Big World” is a reality
show following the life of the Roloff family, which includes
members with dwarfism. The program depicts everyday aspects
of family life, including the challenges and triumphs the family
faces. Positive and Negative Impact: The reality show had a
significant impact by providing a more realistic and personal
view of the lives of people with dwarfism. However, the nature
of reality TV can also lead to sensationalism and the
perpetuation of stereotypes about the condition. While the
series has the potential to educate the public, it can also
reinforce prejudiced ideas if not handled sensitively. Influence
on Policies: “Little People, Big World” helped promote
visibility for people with dwarfism in the media, though the
representation is not always ideal. The series may have
influenced public perception and policies by bringing issues of
accessibility and inclusion into public debate, though the direct
impact on policies is less clear.

5. Film: “Tiptoes” (2003) — Synopsis and Contex: “Tiptoes”,
directed by Matthew Bright, is a dramatic comedy featuring
Gary Oldman and Peter Dinklage as brothers with dwarfism.
The film explores themes of family and identity. Positive and
Negative Impact: The film was widely criticized for its
sensationalist and stereotypical approach to dwarfism. The
representation is often viewed as problematic, with critiques
focusing on how the characters’ condition is exploited for
humor and shock value. The lack of sensitivity in the portrayal
contributed to a negative impact on public perception. Influence
on Policies: The negative reception of the film and its criticisms
may have contributed to greater awareness about the
importance of respectful and informed representations. The
impact on policies is indirect, but the debate surrounding the
film highlights the need for more careful and informed
representation in the media.

Case studies of films and television programs that represent
people with dwarfism illustrate how media can positively or
negatively influence public perception and policies related to
the rights of these individuals. Films like “The Station Agent”

International Journal of Recent Advances in Multidisciplinary Topics, VOL. 5, NO. 8, AUGUST 2024 12

provide positive examples of respectful and complex
representation, while others, like “Tiptoes,” show the risks of
stereotypes and sensationalism. The impact of cinematic
representations is significant and can contribute to changes in
public perception and policies related to the dignity and
inclusion of people with dwarfism.

Thus, film analysis reveals narrative patterns and stereotypes
that have perpetuated limited and often harmful views of people
with dwarfism in cinema. However, it also highlights a
significant evolution in how these individuals are represented,
especially since the 1980s, with greater awareness and demand
for inclusion and dignity. Utilizing the perspectives of authors
like Judith Butler, Richard Dyer, Henry Giroux, E. Barnouw,
Robert Stam, Itala Bentes, José Carlos Avellar, Stuart Hall,
among others, we can better understand the dynamics of power
and representation that shape these narratives.

4. Conclusion

In the early days of cinema, representations of people with
dwarfism often relied on negative stereotypes and comedic
elements. These individuals were used for physical or
situational humor, with their physical characteristics becoming
the focus of the joke. This practice dehumanized them, reducing
them to mere sources of entertainment. Films from the early
20th century frequently cast people with dwarfism in comedic
roles, reinforcing the preconceived notion that these individuals
were inherently funny or bizarre. Actors with dwarfism were
often cast as buffoons or fantastical creatures, perpetuating the
view that they were different and somehow “less human.”

In the 1930s and 1940s, films like Tod Browning’s “Freaks”
(1932) used people with dwarfism to create an atmosphere of
strangeness and horror. They were portrayed as monstrous or
bizarre figures, perpetuating the idea that they were “abnormal”
and reinforcing social fear and aversion. Although “Freaks”
was controversial for humanizing its characters, it still
reinforced the notion that people with dwarfism were curiosities
or monstrosities. During this period, individuals with dwarfism
were rarely seen in roles that broke away from these
stereotypes.

In numerous productions, people with dwarfism were
frequently depicted in subservient roles, such as servants or
assistants. Another common stereotype was infantilization,
where they were treated or portrayed as children, regardless of
their actual age. This can be seen in films where actors with
dwarfism are dressed and treated childishly, ignoring their
maturity, life experiences, and capabilities.

Until the 1960s and 1970s, there was little significant change
in the representation of people with dwarfism. They continued
to be used primarily for comedic or fantasy roles. Actors like
Billy Barty and Michael Dunn appeared in films and TV shows
but rarely in roles that explored the depth of their characters.

In the 1990s and 2000s, there was a slight diversification in
the roles offered to actors with dwarfism. Films like “The
Station Agent” (2003), starring Peter Dinklage, began to treat
people with dwarfism as complex, three-dimensional characters
with their own stories and motivations. This film, in particular,
was a milestone for not focusing on dwarfism as a peculiarity



Silva et al.

but as part of the main character’s life. Dinklage’s portrayal of
the protagonist brought a new perspective by treating dwarfism
as part of the character's identity but not his defining feature.

In the last decade, the representation of people with dwarfism
has continued to evolve, with greater awareness and advocacy
from the community. Peter Dinklage’s role in “Game of
Thrones” (2011-2019) was crucial in changing perceptions,
challenging stereotypes of servitude and infantilization by
portraying Tyrion Lannister, a complex, multifaceted character
whose identity was not solely defined by his dwarfism. Tyrion
is an intelligent, astute, and capable character who exercises
significant power and influence, breaking the notion that people
with dwarfism are incapable of leadership or complexity.

Films and TV shows have begun to address dwarfism more
sensitively and inclusively, focusing more on the experiences
and challenges faced by these individuals rather than treating
them as objects of humor or curiosity, thus providing a more
comprehensive and authentic view of their lives.

These changes in representation reflect broader progress in
the film industry towards inclusion and diversity. More nuanced
portrayals of people with dwarfism help challenge stereotypes
and promote greater understanding and acceptance. The
increasing visibility of actors with dwarfism in significant roles
also contributes to positive changes in social and cultural
norms, promoting greater inclusion and equality.

While much remains to be done, the current trend points
towards more equitable and realistic representation that
recognizes the complexity and dignity of people with dwarfism.

The growing representation of people with dwarfism in
prominent roles and as narrators of their own stories has
challenged the narrative that they lack a voice or capability.
Independent films and social media projects have allowed
people with dwarfism to share their own experiences and
struggles, promoting a more balanced and respectful view.

The evolution of the representation of people with dwarfism
in cinema reflects broader social and cultural changes towards
greater inclusion and diversity. Although negative stereotypes
persist, there is a clear trend towards challenging and
overcoming them through more complex and human narratives.
This change benefits not only people with dwarfism but also
enriches cinematic storytelling, providing audiences with a
richer and more empathetic understanding of human diversity.

The impact of cinematic representations on public perception
can translate into changes in policies and legal understanding.
Films that present characters with dwarfism in a stereotypical
manner can reinforce prejudices and contribute to exclusion. In
contrast, sensitive and respectful representations can help
promote greater inclusion and alter perceptions and policies,
highlighting the need to overcome stereotypical and
marginalizing portrayals.

The study of the representation of people with dwarfism in
cinema allows us to identify how these images can influence
legislation and public policies. By challenging stereotypes and
promoting a more nuanced and respectful view, cinema can
play a crucial role in promoting the dignity and rights of people
with dwarfism.

Cinematic representations play a crucial role in shaping
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stereotypes and public perceptions about people with dwarfism.
When films consistently portray individuals with dwarfism in
comedic, monstrous, or subservient roles, these images become
ingrained in the public's mind, influencing how people with
dwarfism are viewed in real life. This can lead to the
perpetuation of prejudice and discrimination, hindering social
acceptance and inclusion.

Negative or one-dimensional portrayals can dehumanize
people with dwarfism, reducing their identity to simplistic
stereotypes. This can result in social exclusion and
marginalization, where individuals with dwarfism are treated as
“different.” The lack of authentic and complex representations
prevents the public from recognizing the full diversity and
humanity of these individuals.

On the other hand, positive and multifaceted representations
can raise public awareness and foster empathy. Films that
explore the real experiences of people with dwarfism,
highlighting their challenges and triumphs, promote a deeper
understanding of their lives. This can lead to greater social
acceptance and a reduction in prejudices.

Films addressing human rights issues and the dignity of
people with dwarfism can increase the visibility of these issues
and serve as practical tools for active citizenship.
Documentaries and dramas that highlight the struggles for
equality and justice can mobilize public opinion and pressure
for political changes. Media visibility can influence legislators
and policymakers to consider and address the specific needs of
people with dwarfism.

The awareness generated by cinematic representations can
lead to the creation or revision of legislation. For instance, films
that expose the discrimination and challenges faced by people
with dwarfism can inspire policies that promote equal
opportunities,  accessibility, and  protection  against
discrimination. Art has the power to catalyze social and
political changes by highlighting injustices and mobilizing
action.

Cinematic representation can also influence the formation of
educational policies. Films that accurately and sensitively
portray the experiences of people with dwarfism can be used as
educational tools to raise awareness among students,
professionals, and the general public about human rights and
inclusion issues. This can result in more informed and inclusive
policies across various sectors, such as education, healthcare,
and employment.

The film industry is undergoing significant transformation in
terms of diversification and inclusion. Social movements and
advocacy campaigns have pressured studios and producers to
increase the representation of marginalized groups, including
people with dwarfism. Awareness of the importance of on-
screen diversity has led to the creation of more authentic and
complex roles for actors with dwarfism, challenging traditional
stereotypes.

The rise of streaming platforms and digital media has
democratized film production and distribution. Independent
filmmakers now have more opportunities to create and share
stories that previously had no place in mainstream media. This
allows narratives about people with dwarfism, which might not
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have been considered commercial by major studios, to find their
audience and contribute to more diverse representation.

Human rights and inclusion movements, such as #MeToo,
Black Lives Matter, and disability rights movements, have
influenced society at large and the film industry in particular.
These movements raise awareness about the need for fair and
equitable representations, pressing for changes in casting and
storytelling practices.

Institutional support and legislation have played a crucial
role in promoting inclusion. Laws and policies requiring the
inclusion of people with disabilities in media and entertainment
have encouraged the film industry to adopt more inclusive
practices. Additionally, organizations such as the Disabled
Actors' Guild and training and employment initiatives help
ensure that people with dwarfism have more opportunities in
the industry.

Changing public perception is another crucial factor. As
society becomes more aware of diversity and inclusion issues,
there is a growing demand for authentic and respectful
representations. The audience is increasingly critical of
stereotypical portrayals and demanding high-quality, accurate
narratives. This forces the film industry to evolve and meet
these expectations.

It can be argued, therefore, that cinema has the potential to
be a powerful tool for promoting the dignity and rights of
people with dwarfism if used consciously and critically.
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