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Abstract
Gender is often used as a reference to the social and cultural differences of people rather than the
biological ones. In these groupings we find that there are certain individuals with disabilities. However
it can be noted that men and women with disabilities are faced with different challenges in life.

Gender is one of the most important categories of social organization, yet people with disabilities are
often treated as asexual, genderless human beings (Women with disabilities Australia, 2015).However,
women with disabilities and men with disabilities have different life experiences due to biological,
psychological, economic, social, political and cultural attributes associated with being female and male.
Patterns of disadvantages are often associated with the differences in the social position of women and
men. These gendered differences are reflected in the life experiences of women with disabilities and
men with disabilities. This paper focuses on gender and disability, emphasizing on intimacy, sexuality,
education, employment, motherhood, discrimination to name a few.
According to Connell (2002), gender is the structure of social relations that centers on the reproductive
arena, and the sets of practices (governed by this structure) that bring reproductive distinctions between
bodies into social processes. Gender is closely connected to sex, though there are different ideas about
how. Sex is usually understood as relating to the biological and physiological body. Gender is often
understood as the cultural interpretation of sexed bodies, embedded in the whole apparatus of a society’s
roles and norms. Thus a sex /gender binary are set up parallel to that of nature /culture. Gender, as a
relationship between sexes in societies, is usually seen as operating hierarchically men being more
powerful and dominant, while women are less powerful and weaker. These power relations produce
stereotypes of masculinity and femininity - traits and behavior that are expected of men and women.
Role expectations of women as the nurturer, men as breadwinner and so on, define approved ways to
perform gender.
Gendered analysis of disability has been particularly valuable in demonstrating the web of social and
biological factors that disable people, not just women. Gendered analyses address the processes through
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which both femininity and masculinity are constituted, and the implications of these processes for
people with impairments, thereby moving beyond the particular focus of feminism on the experiences of
women. (Gerschick 2000)
Disabled people have often been represented as without gender, as asexual creatures, as freaks of nature,
monstrous, the ‘Other’ to the social norm (Meekosha, 2004).In this way it may be assumed that for
disabled people gender has little bearing. Yet the image of disability may be intensified by gender - for
women a sense of intensified passivity and helplessness, for men a corrupted masculinity generated by
enforced dependence. Moreover these images have real consequences in terms of education,
employment, living arrangements, and personal relationships, victimization and abuse that then in turn
reinforce the images in the public sphere. The gendered experience of disability reveals sustained
patterns of difference between men and women. For people with disabilities gendering is conditional
(Gerschick 2000).Age of onset combined with the type of impairment leads to gender expectations. .
Gerschick (2000) further pointed out that, women with disabilities face multiple discriminations and are
often more disadvantaged than men with disabilities in similar circumstances. Women with disabilities
are often denied equal enjoyment of their human rights, in particular by virtue of the lesser status
ascribed to them by tradition and custom, or as a result of overt or covert discrimination. Women with
disabilities face particular disadvantages in the areas of education, work and employment, family and
reproductive rights, health, violence and abuse and have been described as being doubly marginalized on
account of their disability and their gender. They are likely to be more vulnerable to poverty and social
exclusion, and often have limited social, political and economic opportunities and lack of access to basic
services. Women with disabilities may also be at greater risk of sexual and physical violence and abuse.
Girls with disabilities often experience discrimination, for example in education and family
life. However, to address these issues it is necessary to understand the social roles of and between
women and men both with and without disabilities. The exclusion experienced by women and girls with
disabilities is not simply a women’s issue or a women with disabilities issue, but a social issue that
requires active participation of women, men, girls and boys. This can be described as a gender and
development, rather than women in development, approach.
Both mainstream policies and programmes and initiatives aimed specifically at people with disabilities
should have a cross-cutting gender component to ensure the inclusion and empowerment of women and
girls with disabilities. This is supported by Article 6 of the Convention on the Rights of Persons with
Disabilities (CRPD)that states that parties recognize that women and girls with disabilities are subject to
multiple discrimination and in this regard shall take measures to ensure the full and equal enjoyment by
them of all human rights and fundamental freedom.
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Stereotypes are artifacts of culture that can only be understood by exploring their relations to each other
in the cultural system (Meekosha, 2004).Gender stereotypes interact with disability stereotypes to
constitute a deep matrix of gendered disability in every culture, developed within specific historical
contexts, and affecting those contexts over time. Connell 2002) asserts that while language is the most
analyzed site for the examination of both gender and disability, they interact in many other cultural
locations such as cinema, television, fiction, clothing, ‘body language and gesture. Thus cultures sustain
the social relations of gendered disability in constant reiterations of stereotypes and expectations.
Disabled men are expected to behave and express their being differently to disabled women in all
cultures, though the manner of these expressions will be culturally specific. It is likely though that the
hierarchies of power - most usually male over female, able-bodied over disabled - will set the cultural
parameters. In most cultures too, the subordinate groups are not passive, but have developed strategies
of resistance and self-affirmation.
Access to education still remains a major problem for people with disabilities, not least for women with
disabilities. When it comes to education, women with disabilities are likely to report less education than
both non-disabled women and men with disabilities. Women with disabilities are five times as likely as
women without disabilities to have less than eight years of formal education, 17.4% of all women with
disabilities have less than 8 years of formal education as compared to 3.5% of non-disabled women.
Only 16% of all women with disabilities are likely to have any college education compared to 31% of
non-disabled women and 28% of men with disabilities (Bowe, 1984).
Children with disabilities have traditionally been educated in segregated special schools or segregated
classes within regular schools and their education has been vastly inferior to the mainstream regular
education. Past decades have seen progress toward integrated education for students with disabilities,
mostly due to a federal initiative in the form of the Education of All Handicapped Children Act. This
law was enacted in 1975 to guarantee children with disabilities free and appropriate education in the
least restrictive environment. Despite the progress most students with disabilities are still educated in
segregation from their non-handicapped peers (Connell, 2000).
Russo & Jansen (1988) stated that most studies indicate that boys are more likely to be identified as
needing special education than girls. While boys count for 51% of all students in elementary and
secondary schools, they can count for up to 75% of students in special education classes. Researchers
have speculated why boys are more readily identified as needing special education. Some authors have
suggested that this reflects discrimination against boys with disabilities and deprives them from the
benefits of regular education. They suggest that boys are more readily labeled as having a disability and
channeled into special education on the grounds of disruptive behaviors. Others have suggested that the
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overrepresentation of boys in special education reflects the view that educating boys with disabilities is
regarded as a priority, they are seen as in need of special education services in order to develop the skills
to be able to support themselves and a family later on (Disability Rights Education and Defense Fund,
1983).
Research also indicates that boys labeled as having mental retardation have higher IQs than girls with
the same label. Gillespie-Silver and Heshusius (1981) have suggested that the reason for this may be that
the stereotypes of a female and a person with mental retardation are very similar; both are seen as
illogical, dependent, emotional, and needing protection. Girls may therefore not be labeled as having
mental retardation unless they have significantly low intelligence.
Although the overrepresentation of boys in special education is one of the best documented genderinfluence on special education placement, at least one study has reported girls as overrepresented in
certain types of special educational programs. In their study of 8,000 people with disabilities, the
Disability Rights Education and Defense Fund (1983) found among other things that girls with physical
disabilities were more likely to be placed in segregated special schools than boys with physical
disabilities. The authors suggest that these differences stem from the assumption that males must support
themselves and a family and therefore need a better education.
The influence of gender on labeling and special education placement is further complicated by the
influence of race and class. It has been documented that children, especially boys, of minority races are
grossly overrepresented in special education programs, especially programs for students with mild
mental retardation (Tomlinson, 1982).Research clearly indicates that boys and girls with the same
disability often receive different kinds of education (Women and Disability Awareness Project, 1989).
Higher education continues to be a challenge for women with disabilities. Like men with disabilities,
they face accessibility problems; unwillingness on behalf of educational institutions to provide
accommodations for disabilities and lack of special services such as readers for blind students. In
addition to the problems women with disabilities share with their male counterparts, they face additional
barriers. Like non-disabled women, women with disabilities are channeled into traditional female fields
by school counselors and they are likely to encounter even greater obstacles than non-disabled women if
they attempt to pursue a career in male-dominated professions (Russo & Jansen, 1988). In addition to
being channeled into traditional female fields by educational and career counselors, women with
disabilities often receive pressure from such counselors to pursue a career in disability related fields
such as rehabilitation counseling or special education (Davis & Marshall, 1987). Russo and Jansen
(1988) suggest that the combined effects of gender and disability stereotyping track women with
disabilities into the most traditional female roles. As a result, women with disabilities are unlikely to
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have the educational opportunities that will allow them access to highly valued, well-paying professional
positions. While men with disabilities have serious employment problems, women with disabilities are
significantly worse off and this seems to be true for all types and levels of disabilities. Men with
disabilities are almost twice more likely to have jobs than women with disabilities. Almost 42% of men
with disabilities are in the labor force (meaning that they either work or are actively seeking work),
compared to 24% of women. In addition, while more than 30% of men with disabilities work full-time
jobs, only 12% of women with disabilities have full time employment (Bowe, 1984). Women with
disabilities are also significantly poorer than men with disabilities, partly due to the fact that they are
more likely to be unemployed and partly due to the fact that when they work they receive considerably
lower wages than men with disabilities. Women with disabilities who work full-time earn only 56% of
what full-time employed men with disabilities do (Bowe, 1984).
A handful of studies have been conducted to examine and explain the unequal employment status of
women with disabilities as compared to men with disabilities. In a study of gender equity in access to
rehabilitation services by Menz, Hansen, Smith, Brown, & McCrowey, (1989), it was found that
nationally, women represent less than one-third of the population in rehabilitation programs. They also
found that women were more likely to be "successfully rehabilitated" into part-time jobs or to a
homemaker status, while men were more likely to enter full-time jobs in the labor force. The authors
suggest that the reasons for these differences are gender-biased assumptions about women, men, and
work: "Women with disabilities face 'double jeopardy' based on both their disability and their gender.
The stereotypes ascribed to people with disabilities and women, in general, condones passivity,
dependence, helplessness and failure (Menz, et al., 1989). These attitudes seem to be shared by the
general public and rehabilitation counselors, the result being that women with disabilities are less likely
to be referred to vocational training, have a harder time gaining access to rehabilitation programs, are
less likely to get quality training and are more likely to be successfully rehabilitated into nonemployment.
The increase in women's labour force participation, and especially the dramatic increase of working
mothers, has led to some speculation about the possible negative effect on women's mental health
because of the added stress employment may bring to women who already have the primary
responsibility for childrearing and other demands within the family. In a study of the relationship
between women's work and women's mental health, Sales and Frieze (1984) found that the influence of
women's increased employment participation is primarily positive and very few negative effects have
been found. Their study indicates that work is a source of self-esteem and satisfaction for most women
and, as a central contributor to adult adjustment, participation in the labour force may be health
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enhancing for women. They also report that the group of women who is most at risk of having mental
health problems are non-white, non-married, non-employed women, and women who live in social
isolation with limited social roles. This suggests that women with disabilities may be at greater risk than
most other women of having mental health problems as a result of their social isolation and the limited
social roles available to them, including their limited access to labour force participation.
In all areas of disability, women have a right to participation and this includes as athletes, coaches,
officials, managers, sport scientists, administrators and leaders. More than two-thirds of the world’s
women live in developing countries, but the overall participation rates for sport are minimal. Women in
developing countries experience additional barriers to sport participation and these have been linked to
issues such as the male dominated world of sport, class, culture, body image and dress in addition to
religious, traditional and cultural beliefs regarding the role of women. Women with disabilities
have ‘double discrimination’ in disability sport – being disabled and being a woman. There are
statistically less women with disabilities across the spectrum than men and women are less prone to
taking up sport. In 2005, it was estimated that women make up only about one-third of athletes with
disabilities in international competitions, (International Platforn on Sport & Development, 2009).
Compared to both men with disabilities and non-disabled women, women with disabilities are more
likely to never marry, marry later, and be divorced if they do get married (Asch & Fine, 1988). While
60% of non-disabled women and men with disabilities are married, only 49% of women with disabilities
are married (Bowe, 1984). Fine & Asch (1981) are of the view that comparison of divorce rates of
women and men with disabilities seem to suggest that women with disabilities are more likely to be left
alone than men (and when disability occurs after marriage men are much more likely to divorce their
wives who become disabled, while the marriage rarely breaks down if it is the man who becomes
disabled. These realities are reflected in the writings where women with disabilities describe their lives.
Asch and Fine (1988) reported that only one group of women with disabilities that is more likely to be
married than men of the same disability group. This group is women with mental retardation.
Non-disabled women often feel trapped in unfulfilling or abusive relationships because they cannot
imagine how they will survive economically on their own. Hannaford (1989) suggests that this may be
even more true of women with disabilities who often may have to put up with abusive or exploitative
relationships because of their limited social and economic means or because the only other alternative
may be a life in an institution. In addition, Asch and Fine (1988) report that, women with disabilities
may return to abusive relationships because it may be the only intimate relationship they ever had and
they may judge it better to have a bad relationship than no relationship at all.
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Many women may not see marriage as a preferred status, nor may they regard the most traditional
female roles as desirable. At the same time, non-disabled women are more likely than women with
disabilities to have the possibilities to choose between traditional and nontraditional life-styles. Women
with disabilities rarely have the same options and their access to even the most traditional female roles is
very restricted. Although the traditional image of the mother as the sole caretaker and nurturer of her
child is in the process of change, it is still the image society uses as its reference point. Shaul, Dowling,
& Laden, (1985) stressed that since women with disabilities are seen as dependent and in need of being
taken care of, it is difficult for many to imagine how a mother with a disability can fill the caring and
nurturing mothering role. The widespread belief that women with disabilities cannot and should not bear
and raise children has made it difficult for pregnant women with disabilities to find doctors who will
accept them. They have also found it problematic to gain access to information and services related to
their special needs (Finger, 1985). When women with disabilities do become mothers they encounter
many difficulties because the non-disabled world assumes that the disability makes them unfit to be
mothers. Corbett (1989) added that many lose custody of their children in divorce while others may have
their children removed from their care by social welfare agencies, solely on the grounds that they have a
disability. Not only have women with disabilities reported difficulties in becoming biological mothers
and keeping custody of their own children, they have also encountered discrimination if they have
attempted to adopt children or become foster mothers (Asch & Fine, 1988). If they manage to keep their
children they may encounter further difficulties in dealing with early childhood programs that
traditionally have neglected and ignored the needs of mothers with disabilities.
There are only scattered accounts of motherhood as experienced by women with disabilities. Anderson
(1985) commented that these accounts have mostly been written by women who have physical
disabilities or based on interviews with this group of mothers (Shaul, et al, 1985). Mothers with mental
retardation have not been represented in this literature, and as a result these mothers are even more
invisible than other mothers with disabilities and very little are known about their lives and struggles.
The limited information available has been written by professionals who tend to discuss mothers with
mental retardation in terms of the problems they pose for the social welfare services that encounter them
(Budd & Greenspan, 1985). Few, if any, resources are available that presents their own point of view
and how they experience motherhood. One of the few resources available about this group of mothers
found that 25% of them had had their children removed from their care (Whitman &Accardo, 1990).
Although society's fears that women with disabilities will produce defective children are for the most
part groundless, because the vast majority of disabilities are not hereditary, these fears have resulted in
severe discrimination against women with disabilities in general and women with mental retardation in
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particular. Around the turn of the century what was referred to as "feeble-mindedness" was considered a
major threat to society. As reflected in the following quotation from 1908, it was generally believed that
feeble-mindedness was hereditary: "No feeble-minded mother will ever have a child absolutely normal
in every respect" (Johnson, as quoted in Wolfensberger, 1975). More important, these women were
thought to lack moral restraints concerning sexual activities and it was believed that as a consequence
they would produce a large number of illegitimate and deficient children (Simmons, 1982). The
preventative measures taken against this threat included large scale forced sterilization (Scheerenberger,
1987) and institutions for "feeble minded women of child-bearing age" were established where women
with mental retardation were segregated from society as well as from men with mental retardation. In
1960, 26 states still had sterilization laws and as late as 1980, 33 states still had laws that prohibited
people with mental retardation from marrying (Scheerenberger, 1987). No group of women with
disabilities has been as severely discriminated against in terms of their reproductive rights as women
with mental retardation and some of the myths surrounding women with mental retardation, such as the
myth of their uncontrollable sexuality, are unfortunately still very much alive today (Sank & Lafleche,
1981).
It is widely documented that women with disabilities are typically seen as asexual (Asch & Fine, 1988).
This is true of society in general as well as of most professionals with whom women with disabilities
come into contact. Because women with disabilities are seen as asexual they are not seen as in need of
information about birth control or what is possible in terms of having a sex life and children. Some
women with disabilities have criticized the disability rights movement for not addressing sexuality as a
political issue similar to housing and transportation. For example, claims that many people with
disabilities consider sexuality to be the area of greatest oppression: "We are more concerned with being
loved and finding sexual fulfillment than getting on a bus. Finger (1985), who suggests that at least part
of this stereotyping stems from seeing people with disabilities as eternal children. Shaul, et al, 1985)
have suggested that people without disabilities tend to view sex as an acrobatic activity which makes it
difficult for them to imagine how people with physical impairments can be sexually active.
Sexual abuse of women and children with disabilities is an area that has received growing attention in
recent years (Watson, 1984). Much of the literature in this area is based on studies which show that
women with disabilities are at a much greater risk of being sexually abused than other women (Musick,
1984). This is true in society in general, and within residential facilities in particular. One author reports
that sexual assault and battering may be two or three times higher for women with disabilities than for
other women (O'Toole, 1990). Others report that women in institutions are at a much greater risk of
being sexually abused than other women with disabilities (Musick, 1984).
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It may seem like a contradiction that women with disabilities are not seen as sexual beings and at the
same time they are at a much greater risk of being sexually abused. Those who have studied sexual
abuse, for example Cole (1984), have documented that sexual abuse has more to do with oppressive use
of power than it has to do with sex. Based on their work with sex offenders, Longo and Gochenour
(1981) report that sexual abuse is more related to issues of control and power than to sex. They claim
that abusers look for and use vulnerability to create the opportunity to rape. This vulnerability is
increased in people who are marginalized, dependent, and in need of affection. Thus, the more
vulnerable and powerless people are, the more they are at risk of being sexually abused. Existing studies
have documented that women with disabilities are at a greater risk than any other group of women of
being sexually abused. Yet, professionals within the human service system continue to ignore this
widespread abuse.
The area of reproductive rights has been problematic for many women with disabilities and has been a
source of tension between feminists with disabilities and the women's movement. Feminists with
disabilities have criticized the reproductive rights movement for ignoring the forced sterilization of
women with disabilities, for failing to address the denial of reproductive rights to women with
disabilities and for exploiting fears of disability when it argues for abortion (Fine & Asch, 1988). Many
of those who struggle with the moral dilemma between disability rights and reproductive rights are
feminists with disabilities who are pro-choice, but argue against selective abortion of "defective" fetuses
(Asch, 1986; Saxton, 1987). They argue that the disability rights movement and the reproductive rights
movement share a tradition of commitment to women's control over their lives and bodies. They see the
battles of these two movements as intertwined; one movement should not try to further its cause at the
cost of the other and women's equality with men should not be obtained by subverting the equality and
potentiality of people with disabilities. The current trend of prenatal screening and abortion of fetuses
identified as disabled has also been criticized, and feminists with disabilities challenge the assumptions
about disabilities that underlie these practices (Asch, 1986). Demonstrations on how oppressive attitudes
against disability dominate the counseling given to pregnant women have challenged the assumption
that the world would be a better place without people born with disabilities (Saxton, 1987). While the
vast majority of writings on the moral dilemma between disability rights and reproductive rights have
argued that these are compatible rights, at least one author has taken a different standpoint. Davis (1987)
argues that disability rights and reproductive rights are incompatible and that abortion is far from being a
right. Instead, abortion underlines women's oppression and is counter-productive to women in general
and to women with disabilities in particular.
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In a nutshell, although disabled people are discriminated and marginalized across the board, it is the
women who suffer more by virtue of being labeled the weaker sex and disabled on top of that. Disabled
men are not spared either because men are expected to be providers, but they are however, unable to
provide because they are not given the opportunity but are expected to live up to being ‘men’. It is
unfortunate that society views disabled people as genderless and yet expects them to live up to gender
roles as prescribed by society. It is only through attitude change that disabled men and women will be
given a chance to fulfill their gender roles and live productive lives.
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