
1 

 

 

 

 

02-26 

‘Different, but not Less’: The Portrayal of Autistics in Temple 

Grandin 

By: Kirtan Savith Kumar 

3H1 (13) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



2 

 

Table of Contents 
 

A spark is lit ................................................................................................................................................. 2 

Background of the project ....................................................................................................................... 3  

Temple Grandin, the person .................................................................................................................... 4 

Temple Grandin, the movie ..................................................................................................................... 5 

Full Research Paper ..................................................................................................................................... 6 

Introduction ............................................................................................................................................. 5 

Literature Review ................................................................................................................................... 11 

Methodology .......................................................................................................................................... 17 

Discussion and Analysis .......................................................................................................................... 18 

Conclusions ............................................................................................................................................ 29 

Reflections and Final Words ..................................................................................................................... 30 

References ................................................................................................................................................. 33 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



3 

 

A spark is lit 

Background of the project 

Firstly, whether you are my kind mentor, Mr Daniel Siew, or a student chancing upon this 

web-report, I hope you find what you are looking for in the depths of my project. 

A quick search tells us Autism is a high-functioning developmental disorder categorised 

as a mental condition, present from early childhood, characterized by great difficulty in 

communicating and forming relationships with other people and in using language and abstract 

concepts. 

I first became fascinated and curious of Autism itself after finishing the stellar movie 

Fantastic Beasts and Where to Find Them. My curiosity was aroused by the main character Newt 

Scamander who spoke quietly and did not make eye contact with anyone, I wondered how a 

director could let such poor acting go unnoticed. Upon doing further research as I reached home 

that night, I came to learn that Newt Scamander was Autistic. It was then that I recalled something 

Newt said in the movie that resonated with me— “most people find me annoying,”. 

This sparked a light in me that wanted to learn more about Autistics, more specifically, 

how Autistics, like Newt, have been depicted in films—fairly, or unfairly.  

Now, dear reader, sit back in that chair of yours, grab your flask of coffee and relax. It is 

time to go on a journey through time… 

 

 

Newton Scamander in Fantastic Beasts and Where to find them 

https://www.google.com.sg/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEwjRmubxlN_ZAhVBRY8KHY2iCVgQjRwIBg&url=https://www.tecmundo.com.br/google-assistant/111250-voce-usar-feiticos-harry-potter-comandar-android.htm&psig=AOvVaw3srvVqojqcuW3VjlSAUz38&ust=1520682215338451
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Temple Grandin, the person 

 

In my research on Autistics and Autism in films, I came across the inspiration known as 

Mary Temple Grandin, who was born in 1947 and is known for many things. She is an American 

professor of animal science at Colorado State University. She is also the creator of the ‘hug box’ 

which you will learn a bit more about later on in my research paper. She is also the creator of an 

animal husbandry system used till this very day in Northern and Western parts of America. 

However, every story needs a beginning. Long before Grandin was successful, she 

suffered from Autism. However, while she struggled with finding her place in society and faced 

difficulties in socio-emotional reciprocity, she was gifted for she saw in lines and pictures. She 

had a photographic memory unrivalled by anyone else, even till today.  

Whether it was her childhood at her Aunt O’Hara’s ranch is Western Arizona, or her years 

at Franklin Pierce College, Grandin faced discrimination for people saw her as different, and hence 

less. All that changed, however, when Grandin ‘killed ‘em with kindness’. When Grandin was 

undeterred by their hateful words, and trudged on with her head held high. Indeed, she is an 

inspiration for us all.  

How lucky was I to have found a biographical drama revolving through her life? That is 

correct, folks. My research paper will focus on the analysis of Autistics in the movie Temple 

Grandin [2010] …  

 

 

 

  

The one. The only. Temple Grandin! 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Professor
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Animal_science
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Colorado_State_University
https://www.google.com.sg/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=2ahUKEwjI0Y6m_-HcAhWFfisKHfrlBeAQjRx6BAgBEAU&url=http://www.impactingourfuture.com/advocacy/see-no-evil-designing-around-animals-needs&psig=AOvVaw3_1mwoZgyOKa_bsOjTzSRR&ust=1533973641336289
https://www.google.com.sg/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=2ahUKEwjvp-zI_-HcAhXOb30KHVNYAhIQjRx6BAgBEAU&url=https://www.elsevier.com/connect/temple-grandin-on-the-kinds-of-minds-science-desperately-needs&psig=AOvVaw3_1mwoZgyOKa_bsOjTzSRR&ust=1533973641336289
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Temple Grandin, the movie 

 

Writing this research paper was no easy feat, and I had to constantly revamp my paper and 

even change topics multiple times whilst writing this paper. I would google movies about Autism 

daily, in hopes for a flash of inspiration. However, eventually, I settled on focusing this research 

about on a biographical drama I found captivating. A biographical drama called Temple Grandin.  

 In case you have neither heard nor seen this movie (and trust me, you should), here are 

some quick facts about this movie off the block: 

1. Temple Grandin herself is a very real person and an advocate for Autism. This 

movie pays tribute to her and showcases her on a journey of self-discovery, 

with numerous enchanting and entrancing scenes—from her tinkering at her 

Aunt Anne’s farm to her speaking at an Autism convention.  

2. The movie, directed by Mick Jackson, premiered in 2010 at the Gene Siskel 

Film Center and (the real) Dr. Grandin showed up to the event. 

3. The movie was nominated for 25 Emmy, Golden Globe and Satellite awards, 

of which it won 12; some being Outstanding Made for Television movie 

(Primetime Emmy awards) and Best Actress (Golden Globe awards). 

I hope that acquainted you a bit with my chosen film of analysis. Now, the part you all 

have been waiting for— my research paper! 

 

 

 

  

2 scenes from the 2010 blockbuster, Temple Grandin…… 

https://www.google.com.sg/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=2ahUKEwi2-bzigOLcAhVFcCsKHZaqAMAQjRx6BAgBEAU&url=https://www.hbo.com/movies/temple-grandin&psig=AOvVaw3_1mwoZgyOKa_bsOjTzSRR&ust=1533973641336289


6 

 

 
 

HWA CHONG INSTITUTION (HIGH SCHOOL SECTION)  

 

HUMANITIES RESEARCH PAPER 2018 

________________________________________________________________  

 

 

 

 

 

Topic: ‘Different, but not Less’: The Portrayal of Autistics in Temple Grandin 

Slant: Literature 

 

Total Word Count (excluding appendixes, footnotes & references): 5477 

   

Student’s (official) Name: Kirtan Savith Kumar 

 

Class:  3H1 

 

Name of Teacher-Mentor: Mr. Siew Wenjie Daniel 

 

 

Declaration  

 

I declare that this assignment is my own work and does not involve plagiarism or collusion. The sources 

of other people’s work have been appropriately referenced, failing which I am willing to accept the 

necessary disciplinary action(s) to be taken against me.  

 

Student’s Signature:  

 

Date of Submission:  15 August 2018 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



7 

 

1 Introduction 

1.1 General Background: 

One in every six American children is diagnosed with some form of developmental disorder, the 

most prevalent being Autism— a neurodevelopmental disorder in which individuals display 

deficits in socio-emotional reciprocity (Friedman, 2016). With these staggering statistics, it is of 

paramount importance for the “accurate representation of Autism, and the inclusion of its possible 

severity in film” (Dachel, 2011). Perhaps even more so as, over the years, Autism has been 

“implicitly and explicitly found in mass media” (Belcher & Maich, 2014). Having been one of the 

first to notice this trend, Furlong (2013) questioned if this was a “new, popular character quirk, or 

a sign of society's efforts to embrace and personify a disorder that has become more and more 

prevalent?” in her article “The latest trend on TV: Characters with Asperger’s” (2013).  

Indeed, with time, more and more films with Autistic protagonists have been rolled out— one 

instance being the text of this paper, Temple Grandin [2010], a biographical drama starring 

Grandin, a lass diagnosed with Autism who navigates the social labyrinth of America in the ‘70s, 

as she struggles to find her place in society. 

 

1.2 Rationale: 

Films are a powerful medium for entertainment and often educate audiences without intending to 

do so through various thematics (Bhugra, 2011). Notably, amongst the many themes portrayed in 

films, Autism is often considered the most contentious, as Autistics depicted in films are 

oftentimes looked down upon and mistreated by society in these films due to them being different 

(Bejoian & Conner, 2006). According to Young (2012), who conducted a study revolving around 

Autism’s portrayal in five films, such poor characterizations of Autistic protagonists are 

predominant as Autistics are depicted “based on stereotypes formalised by the general society” 
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(Young, 2012). Consequently, as Young further elucidates, films have helped mold negative 

attitudes and perceptions towards Autistics. 

Hence, with the increasing preponderance of Autism, in both real and “reel” life, it is important 

to study how Autistic protagonists in Hollywood films are presented to viewers; not just 

dismissing Autism as a catalyst for narratives, but analysing films so as to identify stereotypical 

mindsets towards Autistics hidden within their glitz and glamour, allowing us to comprehend 

exactly how justly Autistics are characterized in films. In doing so, we would be better acquainted 

with how the portrayal of Autistic protagonists in films reflects society’s mindset towards 

Autistics. 

 

1.3 Research Questions: 

1. How does the portrayal of Grandin, an Autistic, evolve throughout the film, Temple 

Grandin [2010]? 

2. What sentiments could producers be trying to evoke amongst audiences towards Autistics 

through the power (im)balance between the ‘abled’ and ‘disabled’? 

3. What are some film mechanisms that help mould our perceptions in the characterization 

of Grandin? 

 

1.4 Thesis Statement: 

Poor characterisations and degradation of Grandin at the start of the film made her a persona hard 

to connect with audiences. However, through the course of the film, Grandin gained emancipation, 

becoming a persona audience could sympathise and feel for. Ultimately, the film ended at its most 

conservative level with the progressive acceptance of Grandin as who she is. 

 

1.5 Scope of Research / Delimitation(s): 
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While Autism comes in three distinct forms, Pervasive Developmental Disorder, Asperger 

Syndrome and Autistic Disorder; the scope of this research will be limited to tracing how 

individuals suffering from Asperger Syndrome are portrayed. Asperger Syndrome was chosen as 

it is a high functioning form of Autism and has, in recent years, been diagnosed increasingly in 

children (Amdur, 2009). Thus, with Asperger being the most prevalent form of Autism, it is more 

important to understand social views of such individuals. Moreover, Asperger Syndrome was 

selected as unlike other forms of Autism, it is most commonly portrayed in movies due to 

widespread knowledge of the term itself (Autism Research Institute, n.d.). 

The specific film this paper shall delve into is Temple Grandin [2010]. This film was chosen in 

particular not simply because Grandin herself is the archetype of Autistic savants, but because the 

film is well-known and has received positive reception from the general public, from Stanley 

(2010) of The New York Times praising the film as “a made for-television biopic that avoids the 

mawkish clichés of the genre without draining the narrative of colour and feeling”, to Common 

Sense Media (2011) writing that there was “nothing bad in this movie except for some mistreated 

cattle”. Indeed, the film itself was so adored that it went on to seize 3 Golden Globes and 8 

Creative Emmy Awards. Such eulogizations underscore that the film is perfect and rosy. However, 

in my research paper, I would like to draw out findings to challenge this ideology— while the film 

is promising, there are still underlying aspects of stereotyping and dehumanisation within the film 

itself. 

Temple Grandin [2010] is also a biographical drama. The genre of Drama was chosen as theatrics 

are often exaggerated in this genre for dramatization and show purposes (Elam, 2003). It is pivotal 

to understand exactly how far dramatizations of Autistics are taken in my film of choice so as to 

determine whether Autistics have simply become a catalyst for the narratives of films or if their 

presence in films is to educate us about society’s mindsets towards Autistics. Moreover, the fact 

that this film is a biography is also significant as it denotes that while some parts of the film were 
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purely fictional, others were built on facts. This film is hence, one of the more representative films 

about Autistics as it is, to a certain degree, an accurate representation of how Autistics were 

viewed by society in the 1970s, giving a greater meaning to my findings.  

 

1.6 Significance of Research / Usefulness: 

This research is significant for Autistics have traditionally been stigmatised as “‘less than whole’ 

with a fragmented mental health and personality” (Marin & Bassman, 2012). Thus, through this 

paper, readers shall learn that Autistics are not completely incapable of achieving things just 

because they are perceived by many to be pulled down by their disorder as Marin & Bassman 

(2012) state. They will come to see that Autistics are just as capable of doing what normal people 

do—finding love, getting a job, having caring friends and family—and are not hindered by their 

‘disability’. They shall come to respect Autistics. Thus, by identifying stereotypical treatments of 

Autistics in films, a more inclusive society can be promoted as this paper urges us to re-evaluate 

our views and show more sympathy towards Autistics. 

 

1.7 Limitation(s): 

The limitations of this paper lie in two areas. 

Firstly, this paper is to some degree limited by its scope as it aims to analyse only one film from 

a vast plethora. However, this limitation is overcomed as my film of analysis, Temple Grandin 

[2010], is one of the most representative film of its time periods as far as Autistics are being 

portrayed. As detailed earlier, this film not only grossed large amounts of money in theatres but 

has also received rave reviews, potentially meaning that it resonates strongly with society’s beliefs 

and attitudes towards Autistics, ensuring links drawn between Asperger in the movie and the 

attitudes of society are accurate. Moreover, this film is also different from other films about 

Autism as Grandin is portrayed as a character with a “full-fledged personality instead of ‘a 
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checklist of symptoms gleaned from a medical journal’” (Murray, 2010). There is an attestation 

to the humanization of Grandin, and Autistics themselves, in this film which we do not see very 

much in other films about Autistics—something I would like to expound on, and potentially even 

challenge, in my research, making this film a quintessential part of this paper. 

Secondly, some critics may argue that this film does not provide sufficient material to justify the 

portrayal of Autistics as a collective group, for Grandin is the only Autistic in the whole film. 

However, by having Grandin be the only character knowingly diagnosed with Autism, it makes it 

easier for a concentrated, in-depth analysis of Grandin. The film thrusts Grandin into the limelight 

and hence there are a plethora of materials in the film providing multitudinous opportunities for a 

meaningful analysis of the character of Grandin, who, while does not represent the whole Autistic 

community, can be argued to represent a fraction of Autistics. 
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2 Literature Review   

This chapter shall delve into what researchers have said pertaining to films about disabilities as 

well as introduce two theories pertaining to my research-- Critical disability theory and 

Neoformalism. 

 

2.1 Prior Analysis 

This section explores what other researchers have said regarding the purpose of including 

characters with disabilities in films. 

 

2.1.1 What purpose do ‘disabled’ characters serve in films? 

When it comes to this question, researchers mainly have two conflicting opinions. Some like 

theorists Sharon Snyder and David Mitchell (2000) believe ‘disabled’ protagonists are simply 

“crutch[es] upon which literary narratives lean for their representational power, disruptive 

potentiality, and analytical insight”. Others believe those who are handicapped are exploited for 

their oddities and are presented in the negative limelight through literary distortions of 

handicapping conditions like Captain Hook in Peter Pan, a villain with prosthetics and 

Shakespeare’s Richard III, whose hunchback represents his evil lust (Boggis, 2018). 

It appears that Snyder and Mitchell’s point is more well-subscribed to as ‘disabled’ protagonists, 

in our current context, are included in films for a greater diversity of people of different status quo, 

as seen through the filming of more and more movies revolving around ‘disabled’ protagonists 

like Everything, Everything and Wonder. This is further reaffirmed by Albrecht, Seelman & Burry 

(n.d.) who state that ‘disabled’ characters aim to create a more inclusive society through the 

integration of ‘disabled’ characters in our lives via charity imagery in films. However, on this note, 

it is important to understand that despite representations of the ‘disabled’ in films, common 
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stereotypes are still worryingly prevalent, with directors focusing more on pity than on strength 

and achievements (Special Olympics, 2005).  

 

2.2 Theories for Analysis 

This section will explore the concepts of Critical disability theory and Neoformalism. which are 

crucial elements to understand the portrayal of Autistics in my film of analysis. 

 

2.2.1 Critical disability theory 

Snyder and Mitchell (2000) stand for Critical disability theory, a theoretical scaffold undergirding 

my study of the portrayal of Autistics in Hollywood films. Disability studies examine how 

disabilities are presented through viewers and is an “interdisciplinary of socio-political inquiry 

located at the intersection of various disciplines such as sociology, social policy” (Mladenov, 

2014). As Mladenov further states, Disability studies seek the “deinstitutionalisation” and “de-

medicalization” of disability. In other words, this theory claims that disability itself is simply a 

manifestation of society’s organisational structure and that disability is not marked by a physical 

impairment but by social exclusion of the ‘disabled’ by the ‘abled’, who are at the winning end of 

the power dynamics between these two groups. Furthermore, Shakespeare (2006) highlights that 

Critical disability theory is one of the most powerful theories for it is the only one that you can 

utilise in investigating images of the ‘disabled’ and prejudice against such individuals-- or 

ableism-- as well as ways disabilities shape plotlines in aesthetic and cultural contexts. 

While Critical disability theory is a critical theory-- one that only critiques society and culture; 

and in doing so can be said to be overly-condemnatory, it has attracted both widespread support 

and criticism from researchers in the field. Numerous researchers have cited this theory, including 

Oliver (2007), Hosking (2008), Thomas (2010). For instance, Hosking (2008), in his paper builds 

upon this theory to investigate how liberalism has evolved disability into “a personal misfortune 
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preferably to be prevented and definitely to be cured” and “privileges ‘normalcy’ over the 

‘abnormal’”.  

Critics of this theory, however, like Meekosha & Shuttleworth (2009) simply see this theory as a 

“radical paradigm shift” with “materialist critique against the normative status quo”. “[M]aterialist 

critique”, or metaphysical materialism, in the case of sociology, refers to the examination of 

separated parts of the world in a static, isolated environment. Nevertheless, Critical disability 

theory’s aptness in rejecting social norms and adopting an unbiased standpoint in dissecting 

disability— if there even is such a thing as ‘disability’— makes it an integral, meaningful 

component of the paper.  

In the context of my research, I will be using Critical disability theory to understand how what 

messages directors could be sending across to audiences by including characters like Grandin; and 

if there is a deeper meaning to Grandin being treated justly or unjustly be society. 

 

2.2.2 Post-Theory: Reconstructing Film Studies (Bordwell & Carroll, 1996) 

In “Post-Theory: Reconstructing Film Studies”, Bordwell and Carroll (1996) build on the 

formalist literary criticism of neoformalism, which postulates “the engagement of emotion in the 

context of an aesthetic representation” helps in “defamiliarization” (p. 134). “[D]efamiliarization”, 

in this case, means that through the manipulation of the viewers’ emotions, formulaic objects and 

personae in films can be twisted to enhance the viewers’ perceptions of the familiar. More 

specifically, viewer’s emotions are manipulated through the incorporation of “cinematic apparatus 

which so readily deceives spectators” (p. 533) in films. Cinematic devices like camerawork, 

lighting and editing guide viewers’ perceptions to salient narrative information. As Bordwell and 

Carroll (1996) move on to write, the spectator “would thus be hard-pressed to resist the apparently 

superreal images and sounds presented as their only stimuli in this hermetic environment” (p. 535). 

Baudry’s theory is hence pivotal to this paper as it provides a platform for scene-by-scene analyses 
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to comprehend how even the smallest of details such as the mise-èn-scene and colour palette used 

in the staging of a film can help shape the film-goers cognitive processes while perceiving the 

film.  

Within their argument, Bordwell and Carroll (1996) also reject the assumptions and 

methodologies made by other schools of film studies, particularly hermeneutic and 

poststructuralist approaches to interpreting films, which they claim to be “Grand Theories” 

“instantiating the processes already provided for in the abstract doctrines” (p. 27). Indeed, 

Bordwell and Carroll (1996) repudiate these theories believed to confine researchers to 

predetermined frameworks, rather than attempting ground-breaking research meant to illuminate 

how films work.  

However, not all agree with Bordwell and Carroll’s (1996) research style, namely theorist Žižek 

(2001) who fustigates their research, claiming it leads to “transposing the very insight that there 

is no substantive Self in our daily human experience” (p. 207) in his book “Did Somebody Say 

Totalitarianism: five interventions in the (mis)use of a notion”. Žižek argues that neoformalism 

disregards any free will we humans have over our emotions as we watch a film, and our personal 

ideologies as we watch it; claiming neoformalism restricts what we feel to be solely through the 

manipulation of our emotions by cinematographic devices and nothing more. However, discourse 

transmitting ideologies is at the very heart of all kinds of discourse analysis. van Dijk (1993) posits 

“the `cognitive interface' of models, knowledge, attitudes and ideologies and other social 

representations of the social mind, which also relate the individual and the social, and the micro- 

and the macro-levels of social structure need to be rejected to be able to relate power and discourse 

in an explicit way”. It is a presupposition most researchers make that we are manipulated to what 

we are presented. 
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Bordwell and Carroll (1996) have indeed received much praise from critics, with Nielson (2018) 

stating that this theory is “part of theoretical canon in film criticism and film academia”. The very 

fact that neoformalism has ubiquitous acceptance and has been cited by many researchers as a 

basis for their research only goes to show that it a credible theory to put to play in my paper for a 

full-flavoured discussion.   

 

2.3 Gaps in the current research 

The first publication of research on Autism’s portrayal in media was done by Massie (1975) 

through case studies on Autistics in films. Although case studies were helpful in the past when 

little to nothing was known about Autism, this methodology is relatively less informative as 

representativeness of a single case is unclear. Throughout the years, other researchers like Lösche 

(1990) have conducted research on this topic, focusing solely on specific behaviours theoretically 

relevant to psychological development of Autistics. However, much of the research conducted, 

some of which are listed above, only study films about Autism longitudinally, in accordance to 

clinical scales to judge the precision of Autism’s portrayal in films. This method of conducting 

research is ineffective as despite using the same clinical scales, it can still result in different 

researchers yielding different results. For instance, mouthing objects is classified as a stereotyped 

behaviour according to Baranek (1999); in contrast to Maestro et al (2001) who finds it to be a 

“presymbolic exploratory activity”. 

This justifies the need for my research paper for it is the first of its kind, and introduces a fresh, 

new way of looking at films, not through using clinical scales, but by utilising literary and film 

theories to understand the change in the portrayal of Autistic culture in Hollywood films. My 

research also presents a modern take on this topic by studying a relatively newer film about Autism, 

while having a scene-by-scene analysis of Autism in said film, in contrast to other researchers 

who mainly go about conducting their research via clinical scales.   
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3 Methodology  

In order to examine the portrayal of Grandin, an Autistic, in Temple Grandin [2010], this paper, 

shall adopt one literary and one film theory as scaffolds for the following research. These theories 

are Critical disability theory and Neoformalism respectively. This paper will not just focus on 

scrutinising how societal treatments and the characterization of Grandin evolves within the film 

itself but will also examine specific film shots chosen for their significance in contributing to the 

portrayal. In fact, 12 scenes in total were selected for analysis, including landmark scenes 

contributing to the portrayal; that orientate viewers towards their perception of Autistics and 

scenes encapsulating the essence of my applied theories. An important point to note is that the 

paper will toggle between both modes of investigation so as to cover as much breadth and depth 

as possible, while providing a meaningful research. 

Specifically, the paper will utilise Critical disability theory to study the underlying power 

imbalance between the ‘abled’ and ‘disabled’ by analysing how society’s organisational structure 

leads to the dominance of one group over the other, while keeping in mind that disability is not 

marked by a physical impairment but by social exclusion, as the theory hypothesises.  

Neoformalism provides the paper with frameworks to guide the investigation, ranging from the 

analysis of Mise-en-scenes, to camerawork and angles, as well as lighting used. They will serve 

to uncover the impression that the portrayal produces to the audience.  
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4 Discussion and Analysis  

This chapter will be targeted at the analysis of Temple Grandin [2010] from three different angles, 

namely: characterizations of Grandin, societal treatment towards Grandin, and perception of self.   

 

4.1 Characterization of Grandin 

Characterization creates complex, interesting personages meant to connect with audiences. 

Throughout the film, Grandin is seemingly portrayed in a negative limelight through her 

dehumanisation. However, my findings yield that there are traces of positive portrayals within 

these negative characterizations of Grandin which serve to allow audiences to better connect and 

sympathise with Grandin. 

 

4.1.1 Mechanisation of Grandin 

   

    

Fig. 1, 2, 3 &4. A selection of shots from the film in which we look at the world from Grandin’s 

point of view. 
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Throughout the whole film, there are brief moments in which the film cuts to shots meant to show 

audiences the world from Grandin’s eyes. We are acutely aware of the fact that Grandin sees in 

angles, lines and arrows, unlike the average Joe. Furthermore, according to parameters provided 

by Neoformalism, it is noticeable that some scenes are shot with low-key lighting, or black-and-

white. Such colours are usually associated with old-fashioned appliances, giving viewers the 

impression that Grandin, an Autistic, is backwards and not nouveau. This dehumanises and 

mechanises Grandin by characterizing her as a robot; while perpetuating the common stereotype 

that all Autistics are savants.  

However, while such scenes seemingly mechanise Grandin, we must acknowledge that they are 

grounded in facts. Temple Grandin has a photographic memory, a trait not especially common 

amongst Autistics, but nonetheless, still present. Through the creation of scenes focusing on how 

Grandin thinks and views the world through lines and angles, audiences would have an idea of 

how it is like to view the world as a savant, as Grandin is, thus allowing them to sympathise better 

with Grandin. Furthermore, point-of-view shots are incorporated in the composition of Figure 4 

to literally show audiences how Grandin perceives the world, in this case as she crawls through a 

livestock handling system. Audiences can experience the cinematographic world alongside 

Grandin and can hence understand what Grandin is going through, allowing them to better connect 

with and understand Grandin.    

 

4.1.2 Animalisation of Grandin 
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Fig. 5, 6 &7. Grandin uses a ‘squeeze-machine’ typically employed on livestock to calm herself 

during a panic attack. 

 

During a panic attack on O’Hara’s ranch, Grandin runs out of the farmhouse and into the cow pen 

where she puts herself into a ‘squeeze-machine’, typically used to calm cows just before they are 

slaughtered. Grandin does this multiple times throughout the film, not just on her Aunt’s ranch, 

even going so far as to build her own ‘squeeze-machine’ in her college, to calm and sooth herself 

after having an episode. Grandin can only find comfort in using her ‘squeeze-machine’, 

characterising her as animal-like and primal as she must resort to using the same equipment used 

on a cow to calm herself. This dehumanises Grandin by making audiences see her as wild and 

unsophisticated, a freak who needs to be tamed the same way as a lowly animal. At the same time, 

O’Hara locking Grandin in the ‘squeeze-machine’ upon seeing Grandin start to break down is 

evidence of the power asymmetry between the ‘abled’ O’Hara and the ‘disabled’ Grandin. 

However, we must acknowledge that the film demolishes its original dehumanisation of Grandin 

by afterwards having ‘abled’ individuals use the ‘squeeze-machine’. 
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Fig. 8&9. Grandin’s classmates at Franklin Pierce try out her ‘squeeze-machine’. 

 

This normalises Grandin’s behaviour by suggesting her need to use the ‘squeeze-machine’ does 

not make her different from the ‘abled’ as even the ‘abled’ can use the squeeze machine and like 

Grandin, gain serenity and blissful peace from it. Utilising parameters provided by Critical 

disability theory, one can deduce that audience perceptions of Grandin as queer and different are 

broken down as the film shows us that the actions of the ‘disabled’ are not as unorthodox as 

audiences initially perceived them to be.   

 

4.2 Societal Treatment of Grandin  

The treatment Grandin, as an Autistic, receives from society is representational of society’s views 

towards Autistics. The film presents us with a plethora of occasions when Grandin faced social 

and endemic abuse and was subsequently, pushed down the social hierarchy. However, Grandin 

slowly but surely gains emancipation and rises above the ranks, turning the tables and proving to 
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all that she is “different, but not less”, gaining the respect of her peers and triumphing. The 

transformation of social attitudes towards Grandin showcases that Grandin is just as capable as 

anyone else.  

Throughout the film, there are two major instances of this shift in power asymmetry at two 

significant time periods of Grandin’s life, which shall be discussed in the subsequent chapter: 

 

4.2.1 The ‘sex-machine’   

As highlighted earlier, Grandin built a ‘squeeze-machine’ in her college to calm herself down 

during panic attacks. However, it was subsequently confiscated by her college who perceived the 

machine to be a sexual device. Grandin hence sought to retrieve it by explaining her intents to her 

principal, Mr. Solo:  

 

 

 

Inferring from his tone of voice, we can deduce that Mr. Solo does not like the idea of Grandin 

having such a queer object, primarily as he does not understand it, believing it has “no empirical 

evidence”. The fact that that Mr. Solo does not understand the purpose or significance of the 

machine Grandin holds oh-so dearly to her heart posits that he does not understand Autistics, 

finding them to be strange, with their own unusual ways. In fact, he is quick to change the subject 

to Grandin’s dismissal, simply because he does not understand her. However, Grandin’s 

retaliation is proof of her determination to gain respect and understanding from even the seemingly 

cold-hearted Mr. Solo— to help Mr. Solo understand and not degrade Autistics simply because 
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they are different. Needless to say, Grandin succeeds and manages to open up Mr. Solo’s eyes and 

heart: 

 

 

 

 

This is truly a salient example of Grandin flipping the power dynamics between herself and Mr. 

Solo. Her tenacity and demand for respect and acceptance led to her formulating her own research 

protocol and even daring to ask for a “good grade”. Mr. Solo’s initial apprehension towards 

Grandin is now one of awe for he realises his earlier underestimation of Grandin who he believed 

“[could not] get anything from being at Franklin Pierce”. From this dialogue, moreover, it is 

evident that Grandin has transcended into a position of higher power than Mr. Solo, signifying the 

tables have turned in terms of power dynamics between Grandin and Mr. Solo, in contrast to their 

dialogue from earlier on when Grandin was openly mocked for her ‘disability’. This also signifies 

a small and subtle change in the societal treatment of Autistics who are now being accepted by a 

small community.  

 

4.2.2 The Farmhands 

When Grandin begins work, she is tormented by a bunch of her co-workers who dump mulch on 

her car, much to her horror.  
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Fig. 10&11. Grandin’s car ruined by her co-workers on the farm. 

 

Such an act is a manifestation of the power asymmetry between her ‘abled’ co-workers and 

Grandin, who is subject to their torment and ridicule for they see her for her ‘disability’, and 

nothing more. This is further reaffirmed later on in the scene as Grandin’s co-workers catcall and 

laugh at Grandin as she drives away in a huff. The act of dumping garbage on Grandin’s car is to 

serve as a reaffirmation to them of Grandin’s lowly position down the social hierarchy in contrast 

to their higher positions. In other words, they see Grandin as ‘garbage’ who can never match up 

to them; making it evident that Grandin does not have a place in their society. This is a stark 

contrast to later on in the film when they commend Grandin, who devised a cattle-reining system 

of her own to benefit the farm. 
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Fig. 12&13. Jonas, one of the farmhands from earlier on acknowledging Grandin’s 

contributions in Animal Husbandry. 

 

The farmhands’ praises of Grandin ring true with the fact that they have learnt to accept Grandin 

as who she is. Furthermore, Grandin’s relentless persistence despite their taunting of her chagrined 

them for they realised how wrong they had been to equate someone different from them as less 

than them.  Jonas himself calls Grandin’s work to be a “masterpiece”, connoting something that 

is the cream of the crop; a contrast to their demeaning catcalls from earlier on. The farmhands 

have learnt to look past Grandin’s ‘disability’ and see her for who she truly is, as Critical Disability 

theory postulates. By breaking down social barriers between themselves and Grandin, they have 

discovered newfound respect and social acceptance of Grandin, much similar to Mr. Solo— only 

this time, the social acceptance of Grandin and Autistics is on a much larger scale. 

 

4.3 Perception of Self 

Autistics, more specifically, Grandin, in this case, need not just be degraded by society to seem 

inferior. Grandin’s mindset is a catalyst in her downplaying herself— through her seeing herself 

as different, and hence less. So long as she sees herself as different due to due to her ‘disability’, 

she is perpetuating the very thing Critical disability theory stands against, and that is that 

‘disability’ is simply a social construct; and that deep down, we are all homogeneous in spirit (see 

Critical disability theory in Chapter 2).  However, it is evident through the differentiation in 
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Grandin’s perception of herself at the start of and end of the film that Grandin was empowered 

and sees herself for simply who she is, not her disability at the end of the film.  

 

4.3.1 Grandin as Disparate from Convention 

 

 

Fig. 14&15. The opening scene of Temple Grandin [2010], in which Grandin already highlights 

a disparity between herself and “other people”. 

 

Impressions formulate fast— and the very first thing we hear Grandin say is that she is “not like 

other people”. This can be interpreted two ways. The first is that Grandin is odd and queer, shaping 

our perceptions in thinking of her as an abnormality in convention. The second interpretation of 

this is that Grandin is above “other people” because she is special.  

However, utilising parameter provided by Neoformalism, it is evident that my first interpretation 

is more pertinent. A long-distance shot with deep space is employed in the composition of Figure 

15. Such deep space moulds the viewers’ perceptions to see Grandin as small and inferior in a big 

house, as she perceives herself to be. Here, one can look at symbolism. The house represents 
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society and its norms, which Grandin is trapped in. Both doors and windows are shut, suggesting 

there is no way out other than conformity. The colour palette used here is quite noteworthy, 

Grandin’s dark brown clothing creates a stark contrast between herself and the white walls. Brown 

connotes a sense of muckiness, a distinct stain on a pristine surface; reaffirming my stand that 

Grandin sees herself as discrete from society for her ‘disability’ marks her as different from who 

she believes to be “other people”. This gives audiences a subtle nudge to look at Grandin 

differently from other characters in the film.  

 

4.3.2 Grandin Revaluating Herself 

 

 

Fig. 16&17. The final scene of Temple Grandin [2010], in which Grandin is called up to speak 

at an Autism convention. 

 

However, the film’s final scene shows us Grandin re-entering the fated house from the very start 

of the movie; and the final thing we hear her say is “I’m Temple Grandin” before we cut to black. 
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Indeed, this one-liner is quite pivotal in showcasing Grandin’s transformation from one who lacks 

confidence in herself due to her disability at the start of the movie, to a character with full 

confidence in herself at the end of the movie. By merely stating her name in the final scene, 

without mentioning she is “not like other people”, as she had at the start of the film, it is crystal 

clear that Grandin no longer sees herself as poles apart from others but as part of society, a 

juxtaposition to the opening scene. Looking at this from the lens of Critical disability theory, we 

can certainly say that Grandin has come to realise that she is not at all different from others as 

‘disability’ itself is a social construct. Cinematographic techniques once again highlight Grandin’s 

revaluation of herself—within Figure 16, it is noticeable that while Grandin once again wears a 

similar brown suit as she had in the opening scene. This time, however, the colours seem to blend 

in with the audience behind her who are predominantly wearing apparel in shades of khaki and 

brown, a reflection of Grandin’s newfound perception of herself and her newfound acceptance in 

society.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

5 Conclusion 

Poor characterizations of Grandin undermined her and downplayed her strengths, making her a 

persona audience found hard to connect with due to her dehumanisation through mechanisation 

and animalisation. To a certain degree, however, the earlier dehumanisation was also quite crucial 

in allowing audiences to see the world from Grandin’s eyes and potentially even sympathise with 
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Grandin on a small scale. However, as the film progressed, Grandin became someone audiences 

could connect with more easily due to elements of empowerment to counter the earlier 

dehumanisation. Such empowerment allowed Grandin to rise above the ranks to counter poor 

societal treatment she was subjected to, flipping the social asymmetry between her ‘disability’ and 

other’s ‘ability’. This means that despite certain elements that hint towards dehumanisation, they 

were eventually undermined by the Grandin’s subsequent portrayal in the film to be strong and 

independent. Audiences hence grew with Grandin through the film, and like Grandin, soon learned 

to see her past her ‘disability’.   

There are three main areas in which further research can expound upon. Firstly, more theories can 

be utilised to provide a greater diversity of perspectives in looking at Autism’s portrayal in Temple 

Grandin [2010]. Such theories can also be comparatively more modern disability theories. 

Secondly, clinical scales can be incorporated into my research so as to determine how accurately 

symptoms of Autism are reflected in the film and if Grandin is realized or is simply a cliched 

stereotype.  Thirdly, the film can be compared with other biographical dramas of different eras to 

be better acquainted with how Autistics were portrayed and viewed by society in different eras. 

 

 

 

 

Reflections and Final Words 

 

I chose to do my research paper on the analysis of a movie not many would have seen; 

based on a disorder many would have heard, but not many would know enough about. Autism is 

a neurodevelopmental disorder in which people demonstrate difficulty in socio-emotional 
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reciprocity. Autism is not something that is foreign to us, but is something no one can truly, fully 

understand. Not even doctors themselves, despite its staggering statistics. 

The movie I my research paper revolves around is Temple Grandin [2010], a biographical 

drama following the life and times of Grandin, a girl diagnosed with Autism at age four. Having 

faced discrimination and endemic abuse by society, Grandin isolates herself from others for she 

is seen as different. One of the most famous lines of this movie to this date, that has inspired many 

young children and the design of an array of motivational posters is “I am different, but not less”.  

Everyone is unique and special, but we must not look at the differences of others and feel 

they are lesser than us.   

Through the course of my research paper, I feel I have grown not just in terms of academics 

but also psychologically, specifically in terms of empathy. I have learnt more about Autism though 

researching what researchers currently know about it and understanding how it impacts a person 

and in majority of cases, a person’s family and friends.  

Much has been done to raise awareness about Autism. In fact, 2nd April is Autism 

Awareness Day. However, despite measures being taken to raise awareness about Autism, 

Autistics are still mocked and discriminated against because of society’s organizational structure. 

This should not be the case. People with Autism, in my opinion, are one of the bravest 

people because they still live life to the fullest and are neither deterred nor hindered by Autism. I 

wish more people would come to realize this.  

With increasing cases of Autism worldwide, this makes me wonder what exactly we can 

do to help as it becomes more predominant in our daily lives. What measures can we, as future 

leaders, take so as to ensure the well-being and perhaps even, social acceptance, of Autistics?  

Moreover, in my research, I have also grown in terms of general knowledge. I have learnt 

about Temple Grandin—an advocate for Autistics who also happens to be the first woman to 

design a cattle ranching system used in parts of Northern America to this date. She became my 

idol through this project. Her very perseverance and determination in designing machinery despite 

facing torment and bullying from others from being Autistic has even inspired me to learn that 

despite being different, you can use your difference to your strength. 

Indeed, with a photographic memory, Dr. Grandin sees in pictures and uses this strength 

in engineering. As the saying goes “when life gives us lemons, make lemonade”! Her resilience 

has enabled me to push through in this paper because I want to make something beautiful with the 

raw materials of my life as she did.  



31 

 

Inspired by Dr. Grandin’s story, I wrote Dr. Grandin herself a letter and I am proud to say 

she responded. This is an excerpt of what she wrote: 

 

Always do your best in everything you try.  You can achieve whatever you want.  I have worked 

hard at educating people on livestock and their humane handling.  There have been many 

challenges, but I still keep pushing on. 

Thank you for your email. 

 

No matter what challenges we encounter in life, perseverance is the key to success. 

Perhaps one of the most invaluable lessons I have learnt would be that there is no such 

thing as a disability itself and that it is ok to be different. As singer Taylor Swift once said, “If 

you’re lucky enough to be different, never change.” Indeed, no one is perfect and it is our 

dispositions and quirks that make us unique.  

If we look at this from the angle of Critical disability theory, we can say disability is simply 

the manifestation of society’s negative attitudes towards those who are special or different. My 

takeaway from my research is that we should all learn to accept ourselves and others for who they 

are—regardless of our race, family background, sexual orientation and status quo. We should learn 

to look past things that are skin-deep and see people for who they truly are, the beautiful souls in 

their bodies.  

Perhaps if people were more aware of this theory and saw people for who they were 

beyond how they looked like on the outside, things like sexism and racism would end as we would 

see others as our equals and not people inferior to us. Perhaps the world would be different, happier 

as we would all get along harmoniously. 

Next time we go somewhere and see someone different from us, we should not gossip or 

talk badly about him or her behind their backs as they are humans too. We should stop 

discrimination against those with special needs and put aside our prejudices (ableism) against 

them. 

We should respect them. Then, they shall come to respect us. 

Throughout this research paper, I have asked myself multiple times what right do I have 

to go about representing Autistics and in writing this research paper, and in doing so make the 

claim that I know what Autism is when I myself am not Autistic. However, I have learnt and have 
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repeatedly told myself two things whenever I think these negative thoughts. The first is that while 

I may not be a representative of Autistics, I can be an advocate for them. The second thing is, if I 

do not write this paper to bring about change in the Autistic community and try and make efforts 

to change society’s perceptions towards Autistics, who will? 

I want to lead a revolution of change. A revolution that honours and celebrates the 

imperfections of each and every one of us. 

In conclusion, through my research I have grown in terms of empathy towards others and 

have learned other soft skills like determination, resilience and even hard skills like critical 

thinking. Most importantly however, I have learnt to love myself and others for who we are.  

 

… 

 

And to you, dear reader, if you have read until this very bit, I would like to say, “Thank you!” 
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