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Abstract:

The legislative journey for differently-abled persons in India is a narrative of evolution from
neglect to inclusion. It reflects the country's shift from a welfare-centric approach to a rights-
based paradigm aimed at fostering equality, dignity, and opportunity. This paper presents a
comprehensive review of disability-related legislations in India, beginning from independence
to the present day. The study includes a comparative analysis of key acts, such as the Persons
with Disabilities (Equal Opportunities, Protection of Rights, and Full Participation) Act, 1995,
and the transformative Rights of Persons with Disabilities Act, 2016. It explores the
formulation and contributions of institutions like the Rehabilitation Council of India (RCI) and
national trusts, emphasizing their role in empowering differently-abled persons. Additionally,
the paper provides a critical review of the Mental Healthcare Act, 2017, highlighting its
progressive intent and implementation hurdles. Finally, it offers actionable recommendations
for improving the execution of recent disability laws and achieving an inclusive society.
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Introduction:

The understanding and recognition of the rights of differently-abled persons in India
have undergone a profound transformation over the decades, reflecting broader societal and
legal advancements. Historically, differently-abled individuals were predominantly perceived
as objects of charity, whose needs were addressed through welfare measures rather than being
acknowledged as citizens entitled to equal rights and opportunities. This perspective, rooted in
a combination of cultural attitudes, systemic neglect, and societal stigma, significantly limited
their integration into mainstream society.
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In the immediate years following independence, disability issues were viewed through
a welfare-centric lens. The focus was primarily on providing basic aid, vocational training, and
limited healthcare support. There was little recognition of their right to equal participation in
social, economic, and political life. Systemic neglect was further compounded by societal
attitudes that stigmatized differently-abled individuals, treating them as burdens rather than as
individuals with potential. This lack of integration perpetuated cycles of poverty and exclusion,
preventing their contributions to national development.

A significant shift in perspective began to take shape as global disability rights
movements gained momentum. The adoption of the United Nations Convention on the Rights
of Persons with Disabilities (UNCRPD) in 2006 marked a watershed moment in international
efforts to promote and protect the rights of differently-abled individuals. The UNCRPD
emphasizes dignity, autonomy, and non-discrimination as foundational principles for
addressing the needs of differently-abled persons. It seeks to dismantle barriers- physical,
social and attitudinal that hinder their full participation in society.

India, as a signatory to the UNCRPD, has taken progressive steps to align its national
policies and legislation with the convention’s objectives. This commitment reflects an
acknowledgment of the need to move beyond welfare approaches and embrace a rights-based
framework that recognizes differently-abled individuals as equal stakeholders in the country’s
development. The UNCRPD's influence has spurred significant legal reforms in India, leading
to the enactment of more inclusive disability laws, including the landmark Rights of Persons
with Disabilities (RPwD) Act, 2016.

Despite these advancements, the journey toward true inclusion and equality for
differently-abled persons in India remains incomplete. Studies and surveys, such as the Census
of 2011, estimate that approximately 2.2% of India’s population lives with some form of
disability. This figure, however, is likely an underestimation. Factors such as underreporting,
social stigma, and the exclusion of many conditions that were not officially recognized as
disabilities until the enactment of the RPwD Act, 2016, contribute to the discrepancy.

Before the enactment of the RPwD Act, India’s legislative framework for differently-
abled persons was limited in scope and effectiveness. The Persons with Disabilities (Equal
Opportunities, Protection of Rights, and Full Participation) Act, 1995, was a pioneering effort
that introduced a rights-based perspective. However, it had significant limitations, including a
narrow definition of disability and weak enforcement mechanisms. The RPwD Act, 2016,
addressed these gaps by expanding the definition of disability to include 21 recognized
conditions, enhancing reservation quotas in education and employment, and introducing
penalties for discrimination.

The transformative impact of the RPwD Act lies not only in its broader definitions but
also in its commitment to ensuring accessibility, equality, and inclusion for differently-abled
persons. It emphasizes the need for structural and systemic changes, such as barrier-free access
to public spaces, inclusive education, and equal employment opportunities. Yet, the success of
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these initiatives depends on effective implementation, sustained advocacy, and societal
attitudinal shifts.

Global experiences highlight the importance of adopting a holistic approach to
disability rights. Countries that have successfully implemented inclusive policies emphasize
community-based rehabilitation, accessible technology, and public awareness campaigns.
India can draw valuable lessons from these examples to strengthen its disability rights
framework.

This paper aims to trace the historical evolution of disability-related legislation in India,
evaluating the effectiveness of key acts and the contributions of institutions and trusts dedicated
to the empowerment of differently-abled persons. By examining the progress made and the
challenges that remain, it seeks to provide actionable recommendations for achieving a truly
equitable and inclusive society.

The analysis begins with an exploration of the historical context in which disability laws in
India evolved, shedding light on the socio-political factors that shaped their development. It
delves into the critical milestones, including the 1995 Act and its successor, the RPwD Act,
2016, offering a comparative perspective that underscores their significance. Additionally, the
paper highlights the contributions of specialized institutions, such as the Rehabilitation Council
of India (RCI) and various national-level trusts, which have played a pivotal role in supporting
differently-abled persons.

Furthermore, the study examines the Mental Healthcare Act, 2017, as a crucial
complement to disability legislation. Mental health, often overlooked in traditional disability
discourses, has gained renewed attention due to the increasing prevalence of mental illnesses
and their intersection with disability rights. The act represents a paradigm shift in recognizing
mental health as a fundamental right and emphasizes dignity, informed consent, and
community-based care.

The journey toward inclusion, however, is fraught with challenges. Structural barriers,
such as inaccessible infrastructure, limited availability of assistive technologies, and
inadequate training of service providers, continue to hinder progress. Social attitudes, deeply
rooted in stigma and misconceptions about disability, further exacerbate the problem.
Addressing these challenges requires a multi-pronged approach that combines legislative
measures with public awareness, technological innovation, and grassroots advocacy.

Ultimately, the goal of this paper is not only to highlight the progress made in disability
legislation but also to offer pragmatic solutions for bridging the gap between policy and
practice. By fostering an environment of inclusivity and equity, India can ensure that
differently-abled individuals are empowered to lead lives of dignity, independence, and
fulfilment.
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Research Methodology:

This study employs a qualitative research methodology combining historical,
analytical, and comparative approaches. The data is sourced secondary materials, including
Legislative texts such as the RPwD Act, 2016, and its predecessor, the 1995 Act, Reports from
institutions like the Rehabilitation Council of India (RCI) and national trusts, Scholarly articles
and journals addressing disability rights and challenges in India, Case studies and media reports
illustrating the real-world impact of disability laws. The comparative analysis of key
legislations provides insights into the progression and gaps in India's disability rights
framework. Additionally, thematic analysis highlights the contributions of national institutions
and explores the challenges in implementation and enforcement.

HISTORICAL OVERVIEW OF DISABILITY-RELATED LEGISLATIONS IN INDIA:

The legislative journey of disability rights in India reflects the nation’s evolving
understanding of the needs and aspirations of differently-abled persons. This historical
progression, marked by milestones and gradual shifts from a welfare-based to a rights-based
framework, provides valuable insights into the socio-political factors influencing these
developments. A detailed examination of key legislations sheds light on how India has
navigated the complex terrain of disability rights since independence.

1. Early Post-Independence Period (1947-1980)

The period immediately following India’s independence in 1947 was characterized by
an approach to disability that prioritized welfare and charity over empowerment and rights.
Disability was largely viewed as a personal misfortune or medical condition that required
external support, rather than a social issue demanding systemic solutions. Policies implemented
during this era focused primarily on providing aid and vocational training for differently-abled
persons. However, these efforts were narrowly confined to alleviating the immediate hardships
faced by individuals, with little attention paid to their broader civil and political rights. This
early period laid the groundwork for future legislative efforts but highlighted the need for a
more comprehensive and inclusive approach to disability rights. The lack of a robust legal
framework and societal awareness continued to marginalize differently-abled individuals,
keeping them at the periphery of mainstream development.

2. The Mental Health Act, 1987

The Mental Health Act, 1987, marked a significant milestone in India’s efforts to address the
needs of individuals with mental illnesses. This legislation sought to regulate the care,
treatment, and protection of persons with mental health conditions, while also addressing the
licensing and functioning of mental health institutions.

For its time, the 1987 Act was considered progressive, as it acknowledged the
importance of providing legal safeguards for individuals with mental illnesses. It aimed to
ensure humane treatment and protect the rights of patients, particularly in institutional settings.
The act also sought to prevent the arbitrary admission and detention of individuals in mental
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health facilities, thereby promoting accountability and oversight in the administration of mental
healthcare.

However, the Mental Health Act, 1987, faced significant criticism for several reasons.
One of its primary shortcomings was its institutional bias, which prioritized hospitalization
over community-based care. This approach often resulted in the isolation of individuals with
mental illnesses, further exacerbating their social exclusion. Additionally, the act failed to
address the societal stigma associated with mental health conditions, which remains a major
barrier to seeking and accessing care.

The lack of focus on rehabilitation and reintegration into society was another limitation
of the 1987 Act. While it aimed to regulate mental healthcare, it did not adequately address the
broader socio-economic challenges faced by individuals with mental illnesses, such as
discrimination, unemployment, and lack of social support. These gaps highlighted the need for
amore comprehensive and rights-based approach to mental healthcare, which would eventually
be addressed by the Mental Healthcare Act, 2017.

3. The Rehabilitation Council of India (RCI) Act, 1992

The Rehabilitation Council of India Act, 1992, was a landmark legislation aimed at
professionalizing and standardizing rehabilitation services for differently-abled persons. The
enactment of this act signaled a significant shift in the approach to disability, focusing on the
quality and credibility of services provided to differently-abled individuals.

Under the provisions of the RCI Act, the Rehabilitation Council of India (RCI) was
established as a statutory body tasked with regulating and monitoring the training of
rehabilitation professionals and personnel. This regulation was essential to ensure that
rehabilitation services met high professional standards and were consistent across the country.
The act mandated the registration of all rehabilitation professionals with the council, thereby
formalizing their credentials and enhancing the reliability of the services they provided.

The significance of the RCI Act lies in its emphasis on building a robust infrastructure
for rehabilitation services. By standardizing training programs and curricula, the act ensured
that rehabilitation professionals were equipped with the skills and knowledge necessary to
address the diverse needs of differently-abled persons. Moreover, the act contributed to the
overall credibility and effectiveness of rehabilitation services, fostering trust among
beneficiaries and stakeholders.

While the RCI Act represented a progressive step forward, its scope was primarily
limited to the professionalization of rehabilitation services. The act did not address broader
issues such as accessibility, anti-discrimination measures, or the rights of differently-abled
persons to participate fully in society. Nevertheless, it laid a crucial foundation for subsequent
legislative developments aimed at empowering differently-abled individuals.
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4. The Persons with Disabilities Act, 1995

The enactment of the Persons with Disabilities (Equal Opportunities, Protection of Rights, and
Full Participation) Act, 1995, marked a watershed moment in India’s disability rights
framework. Inspired by the Proclamation on the Full Participation and Equality of People with
Disabilities in the Asian and Pacific Region (1992), this legislation represented a significant
shift toward recognizing the rights of differently-abled persons as equal participants in society.

The 1995 Act introduced several key provisions aimed at eliminating discrimination
and promoting equal opportunities for differently-abled persons. One of its most notable
features was the recognition of seven specific disabilities: blindness, low vision, hearing
impairment, locomotor disabilities, mental retardation, mental illness, and leprosy-cured
individuals. By identifying these conditions, the act provided a framework for addressing the
unique needs of differently-abled persons within these categories.

In the realm of employment, the act mandated a reservation of 3% of government jobs
for differently-abled persons. This provision sought to enhance their economic independence
and integrate them into the workforce. Similarly, in the field of education, the act emphasized
the promotion of inclusive education and the establishment of special schools to cater to the
needs of differently-abled students.

The 1995 Act also addressed issues of accessibility, requiring public spaces to be made barrier-
free to enable the participation of differently-abled persons in social and economic activities.
This included measures to remove physical barriers in buildings, transportation, and other
public infrastructure.

Despite these progressive provisions, the 1995 Act faced several criticisms. One of its
primary limitations was its narrow definition of disability, which excluded many conditions
and left a significant number of differently-abled persons outside the purview of the law.
Additionally, the act lacked robust enforcement mechanisms and did not impose penalties for
non-compliance, making it difficult to hold violators accountable. These shortcomings
underscored the need for more comprehensive and inclusive legislation, which would
eventually be addressed by the Rights of Persons with Disabilities Act, 2016.

5. The Rights of Persons with Disabilities Act, 2016

The Rights of Persons with Disabilities (RPwD) Act, 2016, marked a paradigm shift in India’s
approach to disability rights. Enacted to replace the 1995 Act, this legislation aimed to align
Indian disability laws with the principles of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of
Persons with Disabilities (UNCRPD), which India ratified in 2007.

One of the most significant features of the RPwD Act was its broadened definition of
disability, which expanded the list of recognized disabilities from seven to 21 categories. This
inclusive approach brought conditions such as autism spectrum disorder, specific learning
disabilities, Parkinson’s disease, and acid attack survivors within the ambit of the law. By
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recognizing a wider spectrum of disabilities, the act ensured that a greater number of
individuals could access its protections and benefits.

In terms of employment and education, the RPwD Act introduced enhanced reservation
quotas. It increased the reservation in government jobs from 3% to 4% and in educational
institutions from 3% to 5%, reflecting a stronger commitment to empowering differently-abled
persons. The act also emphasized the importance of inclusive education, mandating the creation
of barrier-free learning environments and the provision of necessary accommodations for
students with disabilities.

The RPwD Act also introduced comprehensive accessibility standards, aimed at
ensuring that public spaces, transportation, and digital platforms are accessible to differently-
abled persons. This focus on accessibility was a significant step toward promoting independent
living and community participation.

Another notable feature of the act was its emphasis on anti-discrimination measures. It
prohibited discrimination against differently-abled persons in education, employment,
healthcare, and other public services, and introduced penalties for violations. This marked a
departure from the 1995 Act, which lacked enforceable provisions to hold violators
accountable.

The RPwD Act represented a holistic approach to empowerment, addressing not only the
physical and economic needs of differently-abled persons but also their social, cultural, and
political rights. By adopting a rights-based framework, the act sought to create an inclusive
society where differently-abled individuals could live with dignity, autonomy, and equal
opportunities.

The Rights of Persons with Disabilities Act, 2016, is a comprehensive legislation addressing
various aspects of disability rights and entitlements through its meticulously arranged chapters.
Each chapter focuses on specific areas related to the welfare, rights, and inclusion of persons
with disabilities. Below is a chapter-wise overview, highlighting the sections included within
each chapter.

Chapter I: Preliminary

This chapter provides the foundational framework of the Act. It includes Section 1, which
covers the short title and commencement of the Act, and Section 2, which defines key terms
used throughout the legislation.

Chapter IlI: Rights and Entitlements

Focusing on fundamental rights, this chapter comprises Sections 3 to 15, addressing equality,
non-discrimination, and specific rights for women and children with disabilities (Section 4). It
includes provisions for community life (Section 5), protection from cruelty and inhuman
treatment (Section 6), and safeguards against abuse, violence, and exploitation (Section 7).
Other significant sections cover protection and safety (Section 8), home and family rights
(Section 9), reproductive rights (Section 10), accessibility in voting (Section 11), access to
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justice (Section 12), legal capacity (Section 13), guardianship (Section 14), and designation of
supportive authorities (Section 15).

Chapter Il1: Education

This chapter addresses education for persons with disabilities, spanning Sections 16 to 18. It
includes the duty of educational institutions to provide inclusive education (Section 16),
specific measures for promoting inclusivity (Section 17), and adult education initiatives
(Section 18).

Chapter 1V: Skill Development and Employment

Comprising Sections 19 to 23, this chapter emphasizes vocational training and self-
employment (Section 19), non-discrimination in employment (Section 20), and equal
opportunity policies (Section 21). It also mandates the maintenance of employment records
(Section 22) and the appointment of grievance redressal officers (Section 23).

Chapter V: Social Security, Health, Rehabilitation, and Recreation

This chapter, from Sections 24 to 30, focuses on social security (Section 24), healthcare
(Section 25), insurance schemes (Section 26), rehabilitation services (Section 27), and research
and development (Section 28). It further includes provisions for cultural and recreational
activities (Section 29) and participation in sports (Section 30).

Chapter VI: Special Provisions for Persons with Benchmark Disabilities

Covering Sections 31 to 37, this chapter includes free education for children with benchmark
disabilities (Section 31), reservations in higher educational institutions (Section 32),
identification of posts for reservation (Section 33), employment reservations (Section 34),
incentives for private-sector employers (Section 35), establishment of special employment
exchanges (Section 36), and the creation of special schemes and development programs
(Section 37).

Chapter VII: Special Provisions for Persons with Disabilities with High Support Needs

This single-section chapter (Section 38) outlines special provisions for individuals with high
support needs to ensure they receive the assistance required for daily living and social
integration.

Chapter VIII: Duties and Responsibilities of Appropriate Governments

From Sections 39 to 48, this chapter mandates awareness campaigns (Section 39), ensuring
accessibility in public spaces (Section 40), access to transport (Section 41), and the
development of accessible information and communication technology (Section 42). It also
covers accessibility in consumer goods (Section 43), observance of accessibility norms
(Section 44), and timelines for implementing accessibility in infrastructure (Sections 45 and
46). The chapter concludes with provisions for human resource development (Section 47) and
social audits (Section 48).
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Chapter 1X: Registration of Institutions for Persons with Disabilities and Grants
Encompassing Sections 49 to 55, this chapter details the registration of institutions (Section
50), application procedures and grant of certificates of registration (Section 51), revocation of
registration (Section 52), and appeals (Section 53). It also specifies exemptions for government
institutions (Section 54) and assistance to registered institutions (Section 55).

Chapter X: Certification of Specified Disabilities

This chapter, from Sections 56 to 59, includes guidelines for the assessment of specified
disabilities (Section 56), designation of certifying authorities (Section 57), procedures for
certification (Section 58), and provisions for appealing decisions made by certifying authorities
(Section 59).

Chapter XI: Central and State Advisory Boards on Disability and District-Level Committee
From Sections 60 to 73, this chapter focuses on the constitution and functioning of advisory
boards. It includes the Central Advisory Board on Disability (Sections 60 to 65), State Advisory
Boards (Sections 66 to 71), and district-level committees (Section 72). It also clarifies the
handling of vacancies and proceedings (Section 73).

Chapter XII: Chief Commissioner and State Commissioner for Persons with Disabilities
Spanning Sections 74 to 83, this chapter outlines the appointment (Sections 74 and 79) and
functions (Sections 75 and 80) of the Chief Commissioner and State Commissioners. It also
details their powers (Sections 77 and 82) and the submission of reports (Sections 78 and 83).

Chapter XIII: Special Court

This chapter includes Sections 84 and 85, dealing with the establishment of special courts for
handling disability-related cases and the appointment of special public prosecutors.

Chapter XIV: National Fund for Persons with Disabilities

Comprising Sections 86 and 87, this chapter establishes a national fund and details provisions
for its accounts and audits.

Chapter XV: State Fund for Persons with Disabilities

This chapter, containing Section 88, outlines the establishment of state-level funds for persons
with disabilities.

Chapter XVI: Offences and Penalties

Covering Sections 89 to 95, this chapter lists punishable offences such as contravention of the
Act’s provisions (Section 89), offences by companies (Section 90), fraudulent benefit claims
(Section 91), and atrocities against persons with disabilities (Section 92). It also prescribes
alternative punishments (Section 95).
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Chapter XVII: Miscellaneous

The final chapter, from Sections 96 to 102, includes provisions related to the application of
other laws (Section 96), protection of actions taken in good faith (Section 97), powers to
remove difficulties (Section 98), amend the Schedule (Section 99), and the rule-making powers
of central and state governments (Sections 100 and 101). It concludes with provisions for repeal
and savings (Section 102).

This arrangement of sections demonstrates the meticulous structure of the Act, addressing the
multifaceted needs of persons with disabilities comprehensively.

Comparison between the 1995 and 2016 Acts:
The RPwD Act, 2016, addressed several gaps in the 1995 Act.

I.  Scope of Disabilities:
a. The 1995 Act recognized only seven disabilities, excluding many conditions.

b. The 2016 Act expanded the list to 21, ensuring inclusivity and covering a
broader spectrum of disabilities.

Il.  Employment and Education:

a. The 1995 Act reserved 3% of government jobs and educational seats for
differently-abled persons.

b. The 2016 Act increased this to 4% for jobs and 5% for education, reflecting an
enhanced commitment to empowerment.

I1l.  Legal Protections:

a. The 1995 Act lacked penalties for discrimination.
b. The 2016 Act introduced stringent penalties for non-compliance, signaling a shift
toward accountability.

6. Mental Healthcare Act, 2017

The Mental Healthcare Act, 2017, replaced the 1987 Act, adopting a progressive rights-based
approach. It recognized mental health as a fundamental right and emphasized the autonomy
and dignity of individuals with mental ilinesses. Key features of the act include:

o Decriminalization of Suicide: Recognition of attempted suicide as a mental health
issue rather than a criminal act.

« Community-Based Rehabilitation: Shift from institutional care to community-based
support systems.

e Informed Consent: Ensuring the autonomy of individuals in making treatment
decisions.
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« Prohibition of Inhumane Practices: Banning practices like chaining and unmodified
electroconvulsive therapy.

INSTITUTIONS AND TRUSTS FOR DIFFERENTLY-ABLED PERSONS:

1. Rehabilitation Council of India (RCI):

The RCI plays a critical role in regulating and standardizing rehabilitation services. It has
developed comprehensive training programs for professionals, ensuring quality support for
differently-abled persons.

2. National Trust for Welfare of Persons with Disabilities (1999)

The National Trust focuses on developmental disabilities and provides legal guardianship,
independent living support, and caregiver assistance.

3. Specialized National Institutes:

1. National Institute for the Empowerment of Persons with Visual Disabilities (NIEPVD)
- Dehradun, Uttarakhand (1979)

2. Ali Yavar Jung National Institute of Speech and Hearing Disabilities (AYJNISHD) -
Mumbai, Maharashtra (1983)

3. National Institute for the Empowerment of Persons with Intellectual Disabilities
(NIEPID) - Secunderabad, Telangana (1984)

4. National Institute for Locomotor Disabilities (NILD) - Kolkata, West Bengal (1978)

5. Swami Vivekanand National Institute of Rehabilitation Training and Research
(SVNIRTAR) - Cuttack, Odisha (1975)

6. Pt. Deendayal Upadhyaya National Institute for Persons with Physical Disabilities
(PDU-NIPPD) - New Delhi (1976)

7. National Institute for Empowerment of Persons with Multiple Disabilities (NIEPMD) -
Chennai, Tamil Nadu (2005)

8. Indian Sign Language Research and Training Centre (ISLRTC) - New Delhi (2015)

9. National Institute of Mental Health Rehabilitation (NIMHR) - Sehore, Madhya Pradesh
(2019)

SUGGESTIONS FOR EFFECTIVE IMPLEMENTATION:

1. Enhance Accessibility: Ensure universal design standards in infrastructure,
technology, and transportation.
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2. Strengthen Monitoring: Establish independent bodies to monitor compliance and
address grievances.

3. Promote Awareness: Conduct campaigns to reduce stigma and foster inclusivity.

4. Investin Technology: Leverage assistive technologies to bridge gaps in education and
employment.

5. Build Capacities: Increase the number of trained professionals and caregivers,
especially in rural areas.

Criticism of Acts on Disabilities in India:

India’s disability rights framework, despite its progressive evolution from the welfare-oriented
1995 Act to the rights-based RPwD Act of 2016, continues to face significant structural,
administrative and ideological shortcomings that undermine its transformative potential.
Although the 2016 Act dramatically broadened disability definitions, enhanced reservations
and introduced penalties for discrimination, its promise remains largely unrealized due to
chronic implementation gaps, weak institutional accountability and inadequate budgetary
commitment at both central and state levels. Accessibility mandates are routinely ignored;
grievance mechanisms are slow or dysfunctional and certification processes remain
exclusionary- especially for rural populations and those with invisible disabilities. Moreover,
the legal framework focuses heavily on formal rights without addressing the entrenched social
stigma, patriarchal attitudes and ableist biases that continue to marginalize differently-abled
persons in everyday life. Complementary laws like the Mental Healthcare Act, 2017, although
progressive in spirit, suffer from infrastructural deficits, shortage of trained personnel and poor
integration with community-based support systems. Thus, India’s disability rights regime,
while legally robust on paper, remains constrained by bureaucratic inertia, fragmented
implementation and the absence of a genuinely inclusive societal mindset- revealing a
persistent disconnect between legislative intent and lived realities of differently-abled citizens.

Conclusion:

The legislative evolution for differently-abled persons in India reflects a profound shift from
welfare-centric policies to a robust rights-based framework. Early laws, such as the Disabled
Persons (Employment and Rehabilitation) Act, 1954, focused narrowly on vocational training
and employment, laying a foundational but limited groundwork. The 1995 Persons with
Disabilities Act introduced significant rights-based principles but lacked inclusivity and
enforceability, leaving many gaps unaddressed.

The Rights of Persons with Disabilities (RPwD) Act, 2016, marked a paradigm shift by
expanding the definition of disabilities, introducing stringent anti-discrimination measures, and
emphasizing accessibility, education, and employment. By aligning with the UNCRPD, the
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RPwD Act positioned India among progressive nations advocating for dignity and equal
opportunity for differently-abled individuals. Complementary legislation, such as the Mental
Healthcare Act, 2017, further strengthened the rights of individuals with mental illnesses,
signalling a broader understanding of disability.

Specialized institutions and trusts, including the Rehabilitation Council of India (RCI) and
national-level institutes, have played a pivotal role in delivering education, vocational training,
and rehabilitation services. These efforts underscore the importance of institutional support in
empowering differently-abled persons.

Despite these advancements, challenges persist. Barriers to accessibility, gaps in enforcement,

and deeply entrenched societal stigma continue to hinder full inclusion. Effective
implementation, widespread awareness campaigns, and community-based rehabilitation are
critical for bridging the gap between policy and practice.

India’s journey toward an inclusive society requires sustained advocacy, public
engagement, and international cooperation. By leveraging lessons from global experiences and
fostering a culture of inclusivity, India can ensure that differently-abled individuals are
empowered to live with dignity, independence, and equality, contributing to the nation’s
holistic development. This historical overview highlights both the progress achieved and the
work that remains, offering a roadmap for transformative change.
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