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Abstract

Recent cinematic representations in Bollywood have witnessed an ongoing shift of depicting
mothers who are disrupting the dominant discourses of mothering practices prevalent in India.
This changing discourse of motherhood and its representation has also brought to light the
challenges that these mothers face while practicing these changes, and the strategies they adopt
to overcome these challenges. While catering to the needs of a child with disability, the mother
assumes the role of the nurse, the therapist, and the educator and their caregiving
responsibilities are manifold as compared to mothering a child with normative needs.
Uninterrupted care work, societal surveillance and prevalent stigma severely interfere with the
mental, physical, and existential well-being of such mothers. Through a thematic analysis of
The Sky is Pink (dir. Bose, 2019), and Jalsa (dir. Triveni, 2022), this article maps the
trajectories of care and examines the alternative mothering strategies adopted by mothers of
children with disabilities to take care of their children and themselves. A critical examination
of these on-screen mothers provides an insight into the individual care needs of the caregiver
and the care receiver.

Keywords: Children with Disabilities, Good/Bad Mother, Parental Burnout, Chronic Sorrow,
Empowered Mothering

Introduction

The birth of a disabled child leads to several changes in the life of a family and the
reconfiguration of family relationships. This, in turn, affects the physical as well as
psychological well-being of the parents of children with chronic disabilities (Raina et al. 626).
Parents of children with rare diseases also experience stress on account of their lack of
knowledge of and competence in giving care to a child with such diseases. Besides, such

parents also experience social isolation, and the emotional crisis resulting from the
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apprehension that the child may not grow in a normal way (Dellve et.al 392). Further, in such
situations the care required by children with different disabilities may vary, but it has been
established that the caregiving required by children with disability far exceeds the typical
requirement of mothering a child with normative needs (Sheesley 447). As mothers, women
are expected to perform the gendered role of caregiving at the expense of negating their own
individual growth, and for mothers of children with disability this responsibility of caregiving
increases exponentially. Being the primary caregiver of a child with disability, a mother is
burdened with the role of being the guardian, nurse, and the therapist (Aneja and Vaidya 154).
Thus, in the family, it is the mother who experiences greater emotional and psychological
turmoil than other family members (Smith, et al 1184). This caregiving responsibility
combined with existing gender roles compels women to take care of the household and other
family members while coping with other difficulties (Parks and Pilisuk 501; Gray 631; Ersoy
and Bulus 764). The special care associated with mothering the disabled involves acquiring
specialized knowledge of the diseases and the needs, forming extensive collaboration and
association with health professionals, and performing skilled health care delivery (Traustadottir
211; Hill and Zimmerman 43). As a result, maternal health is affected on account of the
physical disability of the child (Frey et al 240); the mother also develops physical problems
such as muscle disorders, back and neck hernia, and there can also be trouble in her marital
relation, often leading to divorce and separation (Teckindal, 2015; Vadivelan et al. 1). Often
these mothers have to leave their jobs to take up full time care responsibilities, leading to the
loss of one’s social and economic support system (Leiter, et al. 379). Moreover, parental
burnout and chronic sorrow are common in such mothers because of the anxiety, shame, guilt,

and alienation resulting from the negative social perception and exclusion.
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Mapping the Culture of Care

In our culture of care, mothers play an important role, adhering to the gendered notion of care
whereby they are expected to externally direct their act of care. In her edited volume, Patricia
Hill Collins: Reconceiving Motherhood Kaila Adia Story has discussed how motherhood can
be a praxis, an institution and a lived experience. Story (1) argues that the dominant portrayal
of what is and what it means to be a “mother”, remains locked within a reductive and imaginary
prism of white supremacy, heteronormativity, and sexism. The “good mother” is framed within
these normalizing discourses that have historically positioned groups of mothers outside these
norms as the “other”, “failed”, “deviant", invisible and unworthy of mothering (Rich 1976).
While scholars in motherhood studies have paid attention to the racist and heteronormative
ideological structures of motherhood, not enough attention has been paid to the experiences of
mothers of disabled children. While the care work done by mothers in general is invisibilized
and is associated with their gender roles, the additional care responsibilities and their impact
on maternal health are further ignored (Francis, 2010; Khanlou et. al. 613). These mothers face
mother blaming on account of the health complications of their children (Khanlou et al. 613)
and are socially stigmatized as bad mothers (Francis, 2010). Initially, psychologists and
psychiatrists studied the impact of the children’s disability on maternal health quality (Ryde-
Brandt 367; Joesch and Smith 159; Hoare et al. 218; Olsson and Hwang 328). Qualitative
studies focussed on the familial struggle while caring for a child with disability, and did not
highlight the impact on maternal health and wellbeing (Snell and Rosen 425; Ainbinder et al.
99; Sloper 85; Case 271; Knox 17; Murray 683; Dowling and Dolan 21). A significant amount
of work has been done on the various forms of disability and the challenges encountered by
families having such children with disabilities, such as Autism (Seltzer, et al 267), Down
Syndrome (Hauser-Cram et al. 979), and developmental delay (Gowen, et al. 259). Only a few

of these qualitative works focus on the maternal narratives (McDonnell 58; Read 2000; Kittay
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557; Home 88; Tarrant, 2002; Malacrida, 2003; Redmond and Richardson 205; Todd and Jones
229; Ryan 65). While these works give voice to mothers of special children and provide an
insight into their struggle with the lack of infrastructure and the need for attention from the
government, very few of them have managed to highlight the experiences of mothers and the

alternative mothering practices they adopt.

Motherhood studies is an emerging area in India and is yet to develop an understanding
of the alternative mothering strategies adopted by mothers with disabled children to navigate
the care trajectory. In their study on embodied motherhood, Aneja and Vaidya have suggested
how women in India are often blessed by elders with “putrati bhavo” (may you bear sons) and
attain respect and recognition for giving birth to valorous sons. Krishnaraj (xii) also indicates
that motherhood’s actual contribution is to maintain patriarchy through the triple instruments
of control over reproduction, sexuality, and sexual division of labor. In this patriarchal pact,
certain ideologies and conducts of motherhood are privileged and are preferred over others:
“the preference for sons over daughters, and ability over disability; the desexualisation of the
maternal body, its appropriation as a commodity, its being posited as a “lack” and an ongoing
reluctance to grant it the position of subjectivity and agency” (Aneja and Vaidya 18). Gupta,
Mehrotra, and Mehrotra’s (41) study conducted in two Indian cities has highlighted a greater
amount of stress among parents with children with disabilities. However, their study focused
on parents in general and did not focus specifically on mothers. The study conducted by Banga
and Ghosh (958) is an important contribution to the study of childhood disability and caregiver
adaptation in India, and it also focuses on mothers in particular. However, the study limits itself
to studying quantitatively the affiliate stigma common among mothers caring for children with
Specific Learning Disability. Aneja and Vaidya’s Embodying Motherhood: Perspectives from

Contemporary India examines the experiences of mothers caring for a disabled child, as well
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as mothers who themselves are disabled. The study records the experiences of these mothers
in challenging the dominant discourses and breaking stereotypes. However, while the study
focuses mostly on the challenges these mothers have to face while practicing motherhood, not

much attention has been given to the techniques that they can adopt to care for themselves.

Importantly, none of these studies on motherhood has examined the correlation between
changing motherhood discourses in India and their cinematic representations. In India, cinema
plays a pervasive role in shaping public discourses (Dwyker 381), hence it is important to
examine the impact of cinematic representations of mothering the disabled with a view to
developing a deeper understanding of the evolving culture of care. Post 2000, Bollywood has
witnessed a surge in films that represent the lives and experiences of people with disabilities
(Mohapatra 124). These movies include Igbal (2005), Guzaarish (2010), My Name is Khan
(2010), Barfi! (2012), Kaabil (2017) and others. However, only a handful of movies have
depicted the experiences of families caring for disabled children. It started with Black (2005)
which portrays the journey of a blind and deaf child. But Taare Zameen Par (2007) remains a
landmark movie in Bollywood for its contribution in generating mass awareness about
disability care. Paa (2009), Margarita with a Straw (2014), The Sky is Pink (2019), Jalsa
(2022), and Salaam Venky (2022) are other movies which depict children with disabilities who
are greatly dependent on their mothers for care. This phenomenon has also included a shift
from the on-screen portrayal of homogenized mothers to the depiction of mothers who are
rescripting the contours of mothering and caregiving through the strategic negotiation of the
stereotypes in unique ways. This shift of Bollywood towards creating more spaces for women-
centric films can also be attributed to the changing socio-cultural scenario (Anwer and Arora
2021; Karandikar, et al 149; Paunksnis and Paunksnis 149; Arora 145; Manzar and Aravind 1).

Informed by these important shifts in the mothering practices being depicted through
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Bollywood, the present study examines representations of sociological as well as psychological
trauma that mothers experience while offering special care to their children with disabilities.
Further, the study analyzes how these cinematic representations have gone beyond the
dichotomy of good/bad mothers and have captured the alternative self-care practices adopted
by these mothers. Finally, the study posits how these mothering practices can be seen as an
important starting point in developing a deeper understanding of the individual care needs of

the caregiver and the care receiver.

Materials and Methods

A purposive sampling technique has been used to select two movies — The Sky is Pink (2019)
and Jalsa (2022) — for the purpose of analyzing the various alternative mothering practices
adopted by the respective mothers. Both these movies also chart the trajectories of care adopted
by these mothers of children with rare disabilities. Apart from these two movies, Paa,
Margarita with a Straw, and Salaam Venky were also considered but could not be included for
the analysis. While Paa digresses into the estranged relationship of the parents, Margarita with
a Straw is more about a disabled adolescent’s journey of exploring her sexuality and Salaam
Venky focuses on the right to euthanasia. Through an inductive approach of Reflexive Thematic
Analysis proposed by Braun and Clarke (589), the two movies selected have been analyzed to
show the changing trends involving the culture of care in Bollywood bringing to the forefront

the struggles and challenges faced by women while mothering a child with disability®.

Navigating Social Perception of Being the Bad Mother

! The movies being discussed in the article deals with cerebral palsy in two cases and SCID in
one. Cerebral palsy involves motor and learning disability and SCID is a genetic disorder
which leads to life-threatening problems with the immune-system. While the challenges faced
by the mothers may differ in each of these cases, as it should in each individual, but each of
them go through life-altering experiences.
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The idea of an ideological mother has been prevalent both in Western countries and India.
While in the West, the “good” mother is expected to be white, heterosexual, economically
dependent and child-focussed, in India, good mothers are expected to be son-bearing and
embody unstinting affection, manifested in an undying spirit of self-sacrifice for the family
(Aneja and Vaidya 140). However, mothering practices go beyond these hegemonic definitions
of mothering and motherhood. Molly Ladd-Taylor and Lauri Umansky in their edited volume,
'‘Bad’ Mothers: The Politics of Blame in Twentieth-Century America (1998), elaborated about
how historically, any problem of the child is caused by the mother; and how the mother
negatively impacts the child by being too protective, not protective enough, or both. Initially,
psychoanalytical approaches blamed mothers for behavioral “disorders” like autism in
children. The “autistic withdrawal” in children was associated with cold and disengaged
mothering (Kanner 217). Although the myth of the refrigerator mother has been debunked
through advances in medical science and growing awareness (Feinstein 2010), mothers across
cultures continue to be shamed and are blamed for the poor health of their children. Mothers
themselves continue to feel guilty for having done something unwittingly to cause the disability
in the child (Kandel and Merrick 741) It is to absolve themselves of the guilt which often is
very deep rooted, that they take up the challenge of becoming more than mothers. The extended
family, health and education professionals, and other people in the vicinity refer to the
importance of mother’s love, and its all-encompassing capability to overcome all challenges,
emphasizing the role of the mother in caring for the child and taking up their caring work.
(Aneja and Vaidya 140). The study highlights how the scientific as well as cultural discourses
simultaneously blame and glorify mothers of disabled children; they blame the mother for the
pathological condition of the child, at the same time glorify her so that she is coerced into

assuming roles beyond her regular roles of being the mother.
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The Sky is Pink is the journey of a couple who bring up a disabled girl child, along with
a son without any disability. Both parents are seen as equally invested in the care work.
However, they have moments of marital discord on account of the caregiving responsibilities.
While Niren (the father) and his family never explicitly blame Aditi (the mother) for the child’s
disability, there is tension between the couple, regarding who is genetically responsible for the
disease of their daughters. Niren is quick to doubt her fidelity when a medical report suggests
that their son may not be their child. They go through a process of “ideological crisis” as they
overcome the instant shock of accepting the reality of their daughter, and begin to live with her
reality (Kandel and Merrick 744). Both of them adopt different means of caring for the child,
which also becomes a reason for their occasional discord. While Niren trusts the doctors
blindly, Aditi decides to do her independent research and develop her own understanding of
the disease and its possible treatment and side effects. They had lost a daughter previously, and
the guilt of losing her is equally present among both, and each blames the other for the death.
This form of blaming and feeling of guilt creates ambivalence among parents. It is on account
of risk like this that they had planned on not having a child after Ishaan. So, when Aisha was
diagnosed with SCID, both of them put in equal effort, trying to save her in their individual
ways. They are next confronted with the “reality crisis” in terms of finding a bone marrow
donor, finding financial support, and having the necessary knowledge; they put in equal effort
to overcome the crisis (Kandel and Merrick 744). Niren donates his bone marrow and arranges
for crowdfunding, as Aditi stays away from family in far-off London to cater to the health

needs of the child. Niren and his family take care of their son, Ishaan, in India.

Separated from the family, Aditi becomes fiercely protective of Aisha and fastidiously
monitors her health. She also records every moment with Aisha, not only to send to Niren, but

also because she fears that she may lose her daughter. Single mother Maya in Jalsa acquires
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custody of Ayush after proving in court that her husband is incapable of raising a child with
special needs. As a mother she is overprotective of the child; she co-mothers her child with her
mother and with the help of an aide, Ruksana. Maya’s overprotectiveness is on account of
caring for Ayush without the support of her husband and overcoming the ideological and reality
crisis by herself (Kandel and Merrick 744). Being a working mother, she installs a camera to
interact with Ayush and monitor him from her office. We can also see her being fastidious
about Ayush’s health and rebuking her mother for her lapses. The camera monitoring Ayush
reveals her deep-seated fear of becoming a bad mother by not practicing intensive mothering.
She also tries to make up for her absence by employing a paid caregiver. Maya strategically
navigates social perception by having a home in a high-rise building, which is a safe cocoon
for Ayush far away from the prying eyes of the neighbors and equipped with modern
technology to prevent any trespassing. This form of highly restrictive lifestyle which we can
see in both films becomes normalised in the course of the film; the caregivers get used to the
specialised needs of their children and reconstruct their lives according to them. This can be

contrasted with the ableist norms of society and their child-rearing practices (Campbell 2009).

Maya has absolute maternal agency, while Aditi has to fight for it sometimes. However,
we can see both of them are overprotective and caring for their child which directly or indirectly
stems from their fear of negative evaluation by society in general, and their family in particular.
Thus, it can be noted that such fastidious caregiving is a result of cultural construction which
expects the mother to be overprotective of the child and cater to the needs of the child. It also
constructs in the mother a need to always be present for the child, thereby hindering the process
of the child developing its own independent identity. Subsequently, the child is considered

incapable of leading a ‘normal’ life of its own.
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Experiencing Parental Burnout and Chronic Sorrow

Parents are at risk of developing parental burnout when they “lack the resources needed to
handle stressors related to parenting” (Mikolajczak, Gross, and Roskam 1319). It is a state of
intense exhaustion, where a parent finds him/herself becoming emotionally detached from their
children, and doubts their competency of being a good parent (Roskam, Raes, and Mikolajczak
163). Parental burnout is caused as a result of prolonged response to chronic and overwhelming
parental stress (Mikolajczak and Roskam 886). Parental burnout can lead to escape ideation,
child neglect, and parental violence, and can have implications worse than job burnout
(Mikolajczak, Gross, and Roskam 1319). However, one of the most common causes of
developing parental burnout is having one or more children with special needs which interferes
with the healthy functioning of the family (Lindahl Noberg, 130). Parents are required to
provide continuous and systematic childcare support to their children. They may experience
loss of energy, physical fatigue, mental breakdown, anxiety about the future of the child, and
breakdown of relationships with their partner and other family members and friends, leading
to isolation and loneliness. While parental burnout is a common phenomenon and affects both
parents, mothers are more vulnerable to it. Mothers of children with developmental disorders
experience endless sorrow, regret, and a sense of guilt caused by their child’s disability. This
situation may very often lead to a loss of their personal autonomy (Sadziak, Wilinski, and
Wieczorek 77). The endless sorrow caused by such mothers is called chronic sorrow
(Olshansky 190). Chronic sorrow is a psychological response in parents with disabled children.
Chronic sorrow is different from grief and depression and it could be permanent, periodic, or
progressive (Burke et al. 231; Eakes, Burke, and Hainsworth 179). Chronic sorrow stems from
the realization that the child has a lifelong disability or illness, or their inability to meet
developmental milestones when there are relapses in the disease or recurrent hospitalization,

or they become more dependent on medical support, and they long for a desired child (Bowes
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et al. 992; Gordon 115; Hewetson and Singh 322; Patrick-Ott and Ladd 73). Like parental
burnout, it is mothers who are more prone to developing chronic sorrow (Mallow and Bechtel
31; Hobdell 82). Their chronic sorrow may take the form of emptiness, guilt, and self-blaming
(Fraley 114; Hummel and Eastman, 1991), fear (Fraley 114; Hobdell and Deatrick 57), sadness
(Hobdell 82), and depression (Hobdell and Deatrick 57). However, while parental burnout is a
result of the care work undertaken for the child and often creates emotional distancing from
the child, chronic sorrow is a psychological state on account of the child’s incapacity to live a

healthy life and a concern for the child’s future.

Aisha’s disability and ill health take a toll on her parents’ relationship. Aditi develops
parental burnout when she has to single-handedly care for Aisha in London, and she has marital
discord with Niren. Even when he shifts to London, their life does not become any easier. Both
of them have to work in shifts so as to support the family while caring for their children. This
too has a negative impact on their relationship — they rarely get to spend time with each other.
Parents often experience marital strife if they have children with disability or chronic illnesses
(Mauldon 349). This can also be noted in Maya who is a divorcee and shares her parenting
responsibility with her mother and cannot trust her partner. Aditi is also burnt out when Aisha
develops pulmonary fibrosis later in life. Aditi monitors Aisha’s condition sleeplessly for
nights and has to be hospitalized following a mental breakdown. Maya on the other hand
develops burnout very early on; the mental stress of bringing up a disabled child without a
spouse takes a toll, and she has an accident. While driving back after a long day at work, she
runs over a girl, on account of a lapse in her attention. Maya further spirals down as she is
bogged down by her guilt and anxiety about Ayush’s future. She feels devastated because she
feels solely responsible for Ayush’s secure future. The absence of her husband and the burden

of taking care of Ayush single-handedly weighs heavily on her (Mauldon 349). Although she
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has Ruksana and her mother by her side, the lack of any other institutional support is evident.
Maya prefers to keep Ayush at home and there is no creche at her workplace, and she also does
not receive any other institutional support. Both Maya and Aditi prefer to keep their children
in isolated spaces because of the nature of the disability/illness of their respective children.
Most importantly, creches and special facilities are generally built keeping in minds children,
and are often not able to cater to the needs of young adults like Ayush and Aisha. Sometimes,
parents are not fully able to trust an outsider apart from the doctors and other times the services
provided are extremely costly and cannot be accessed by all. Although, both Maya and Aditi
work hard to provide extremely privileged lives for their children, in most cases such lifestyles

are unaffordable and inaccessible (Zuurmond et al. 1126).

Maya’s frequent outbursts before her mother are a result of the burnout that collects
within her which she is not able to voice out. In a poignant scene, she angrily blames Ayush
for making her life difficult. It might apparently seem inappropriate but she is burnt out and
anxious about his future in her absence. Such blaming of the child is common among parents
who fail to process the disappointment of giving birth to a disabled child, who would not be
able to fulfill their hopes and ambitions. While Maya is overprotective of Ayush, she is also
frustrated with him and disappointed with herself for having failed. Ayush’s slow development
also affects Maya’s career and ambitions (Kandel and Merrick 743-744). In the case of the
birth of a child with a disability, parents are not able to mourn the symbolic loss of a normative
child (that was not born), while simultaneously trying to care for a child that exists and thereby
demands additional care. Since there is no actual separation between the parents and the child,
they do not get an opportunity to conclude the bereavement process, and they seem to be in a

state of ambivalence (Hobdell 82).
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This ambivalence and inability to accept reality results in chronic sorrow. On realizing
Aisha’s death is near, Aditi decides to offer her all such experiences that she may miss out on
after her death — of letting her date her crush, gifting her a pet, taking her for adventurous
sports, and publishing her book. Gradually, she begins mourning Aisha even before her death
— when she realizes that it is their last Christmas with her. She oscillates between denial and
acceptance (Mallow and Bechtel 31). After Aisha’s death, she completely isolates herself, even
withdrawing from her husband, which leads to a brief separation. It is difficult for her to cope
with the loss, even when she has been preparing for it for years. For Aditi, the chronic grief is
not only about losing Aisha, but also about losing her identity as Aisha’s caregiver. The chronic
sorrow in Jalsa is not only present in the form of Maya’s ambivalence. We also see it in the
anguish and grief of Ruksana, whose child Alia becomes disabled, as a result of the accident.
For her to accept that her daughter would not be able to lead a normal life anymore brings her
sorrow and great distress (Burke 231). She goes through her social media posts and realizes
how much of her she has not known; she blames herself for not being with her the night of the
accident. She also tries to punish the boy with whom she thinks Alia spent the night, and finally
when she realizes it is Maya who drove over Aisha, her chronic sorrow drives her to seek
revenge by almost killing Ayush. In the last scene, both Maya and Ruksana are seen negotiating
their grief as they sit silently by the shore of a receding sea, while their boys lie together on an

abandoned boat singing aloud the song of life.

Practicing Empowered Mothering through Self-Care

Studies suggest that parents seem to follow the Kubler-Ross (1969) grief elaboration theory of
going through denial, anger, bargaining, depression, and acceptance while coping with their
child’s disability (Calandra et al. 269). The crisis builds up over a period of time and gradually
they gather the courage to overcome the grief. Acceptance is an important part of this coping

process. Some of the most common coping techniques adopted by such mothers include-
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seeking social support, careful planning and problem-solving, escape avoidance, and positive
reappraisal (Paster, Brandwein, and Walsh 1337). However, in India seeking social support is
difficult and comes with affiliate and family stigma; these are common among caregivers,
especially mothers (Banga and Ghosh 958). Here, practicing empowered mothering can be an
effective tool of self-care. Empowered mothering comes from the idea that both mothers and
children benefit when the mother lives her life and practices mothering from a position of
agency, authority, authenticity, and autonomy (O’Reilly 30). Empowered mothers do not
regard childcare as the sole responsibility of the biological mother, nor do they regard round-
the-clock mothering as necessary for children. Empowered mothering comes with maternal
agency, referring to having the power to control one’s life. It does not burden the mother with
the pressure of practicing intensive mothering around the clock. Rather it is expected that their
partner, friends, and family would also participate in the process of caring. The key purpose of
empowered mothering is also to confer mothers the “agency, authority, authenticity, autonomy,

and advocacy-activism that are denied to them in patriarchal motherhood” (O’Reilly 30).

Practicing empowered mothering with a disabled child is difficult because the child
requires special care, depending on the level of disability. Very often because of the stereotype
and shame associated with disability, parents are not able to seek assistance from friends and
extended family. Also, people need to have basic training, literacy, understanding and skills to
offer special care, many parents do not have the financial capability to afford such trained
caregivers. However, they gradually reach a state of “constructive adaptation to the fact of
having a child with disability” (Sadziak, Wilinski, Wieczorek 77). The scope for mothers with
disabled children to practice empowered mothering is very small, and only a privileged few
could delegate their tasks to caregivers or other family members. Most of the mothers give up

on their career, or cut down their work to take care of their child, because of the lack of
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“adequate childcare services and educational provisions” (Kingston 116) However, some
mothers are able to develop “informal careers”, where their caregiving skills become a means
of their employment where they take up therapy and special education as a profession, turning
adversity into opportunity (Aneja and Vaidya 157), and others believe that their child’s
disability has made them better persons — more patient, accepting, kind, and helpful toward

other people.

While such mothers who have taken up caring as a profession, or any other informal
career, have not been depicted on screen, the disabled children in both the movies — Aisha and
Ayush — are seen to be reaching out to certain audiences to share their journey with disability
and we see their mothers encouraging and inspiring them. Aisha’s story is inspired by a real-
life motivational speaker and the author of My Little Epiphanies; the movie is meant to be a
sequel to the book. For Aisha, her mother, an uncompromising feminist, makes life-changing
decisions. She believes, “Life gives a googly or a yorker, she would deliver a sixer with her
attitude” (The Sky is Pink 42:25). We do see Aditi having the last words when it comes to
having the child or not, not going with Aisha’s last operation. Aditi arrives at her decisions
based on her research and informed understanding. She had understood with her first child that
the biggest hurdle while mothering a child with a disability was not having enough knowledge
about the child’s condition, so she left no stone unturned when Aisha was diagnosed with
SCID. For Aditi, this knowledge was a form of empowerment, which helped her take special
care of Aisha over the years, and create with her the most beautiful memories. Although Aisha
practices intensive mothering by being always present for her Aisha and fulfilling all her needs
and desires, she never hid crucial information regarding Aisha’s health. This honesty and
courage made Aditi a strong and powerful mother, who possessed agency, authority, and

authenticity as a mother. Most importantly, as a mother she understands when it is time for her
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to let go of Aisha. The last operation would give a few more days to Aisha, but it would take
away her dignified existence. This acceptance of her reality was her real empowerment as a
mother. It is also noteworthy that the roles of Aditi and Maya being played by heroines like
Priyanka Chopra and Vidya Balan, is a major way of portraying the empowerment that they
bring to their character. With their skilled acting not only do they exhibit the strength in their
characters but they also embrace the vulnerability that comes with it. Additionally, Balan has
been playing the roles of empowered mothers in several other films and has been consistently
working towards choosing roles that have humanised women and their experiences (Pramanik

and Mishra 289).

On the contrary, Maya does not perform intensive mothering. She fails on several
levels, but at the same time, she also seems to be more humane and falters when she is bogged
down by stress. Maya commands authority at the office where she holds power over others,
like a matriarch. It is at her work that we find her enjoying herself. She also has a commanding
presence at her home, where her mother, Ayush, and Ruksana, all are afraid of her temper;
however here she is mostly frustrated and controlling. She loses control only after the accident;
she knows ethically what she does is wrong, but she also knows she has to flee from the site,
as it would jeopardize Ayush’s life if she is arrested. When she comes to know it is Ruksana’s
daughter whom she hit with her car, she supports her financially and does everything in her
power to help her access top class medical facilities. Finally, when she musters enough courage,
she makes a confession. However, for her, the real act of courage is to face Ruksana and
surrender before her. For Ruksana, it is an act of empowerment to accept her daughter’s
acquired disability and not seek revenge. It takes them every ounce of courage to understand
what the other is going through, and Ruksana being less privileged than Maya, has a more

difficult battle before her, to care for a daughter with disability, with fewer financial resources
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and far less knowledge of medical and technical discourse. However, this incident makes both
of them better human beings — more accepting, kind, and patient towards themselves and

others.

Conclusion

Bollywood is yet to tell us Ruksana’s side of the story — the journey of a mother caring for a
disabled child with very little formal education, and not financially privileged to afford the care
of a child with disability. Nor has Bollywood shown us a disabled mother on screen, who
herself requires care and therefore, is often considered incompetent to care for her child. On
account of this, the article has a limited scope of research and has to restrict itself to the
available sample. However, as seen in this article, Bollywood has been successful in
representing the trials and tribulations of mothers offering special care and has dismantled the
homogenized representation of mothers on screen. This has opened up avenues for acceptance
of such mothers in real life where their struggles will not only find recognition but might also
find a forum to advocate and address their demands and interests. These mothers not only
require the support and understanding of their family and friends, but they also require adequate
institutional support from the government, in the form of creche, special schools, and more
affordable and accessible special care services. Representation of more such mothers from the
margins on screen, will not only reflect the positive changes in the society but also accelerate

such changes in the society.
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