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GENDER AND DISABILITY IN ETlDOPIA 

Tirussew Tererra· 

Abstract: 

Gender-based analysis of early fa milial, school and out-of school experiences, 
"'mployment and social encounters as well as the degree of partaking in matlers 
related to social networks are explored. 

lundred and sixty four informants from three disability groups, that is, persons 
'ith hearing, visual and motor impairments participated ill the study. A 
-,mbination of quantitative and qualitative method was used to generate and 
nalyse data. The study revealed that though boOl genders face discriminatory 
(e challenges because of their disabilities, female disabled seem to suffer more 
'an Ihe male disabled do. A t-test result has shown gender based-difference in 
vour of the male disabled in Ih.e type of early familial Ireatmem amollg the 
.uatly impaired (p <0.1). A I-test lUll all the rallge of participation in local 

10 1 organisations across the three groups revealed the existence of slatistic,ally 
nificalll gellder-based .difference among them (p<O.J). Besides, a t-test on 
rning ability and potential to promote olleself revealed statistically significallt 
Ider difference favouring the male disabled among the hearing impaired 
0. 02) and the Visually impaired (p<O.OI). Finally, the prevalence of different 

7IS of violence, sexual abuse alld difficult labour against female disabled was 
lrted. 

• ssociate Professor, Department of Educational Psychology, Addis Ababa University 
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INTRODUCTION 

The discrepancies which ex ist in the livelihood of persons with disabilities ~r 

non-disabled persons is by and large attributable to the general public attitu(1 
which is predominantly characterised by enduri ng stereotyped roles. A samT 
study conducted on the attitude of the society towards persons with di sabilil ie~ 

Ethiopia has revealed a mixed feeling where the negative is by far dominant It 
the positive (Ti russcw et a!. \995). As it is very true in a patriarchal traditio! 
society for the non-disabled women (Fellows 1993), it is also assumed to be t 

that women wi th di sabil iti es are ro le discrimination. Studies indicate that won 
with di sabi lities are doubly marginalized by their communities and ·organisati t 
at the national and in ternational level. It is further cited that it is necessary a 
relevant to research and work on issues of gender and disability, because disab l 
women are indeed worse off than thei r able-bod ies sisters (Abu-Habib 199" 
This is a gender-based phenomena considered as "double di sability" created 
socio-cultural , attitudinal barriers and other confounded factors deep-rooted in t 
social system. In other words, women with di.sabilities may not have equal n : 
and privileges to enjoy the meagre resources available like that of the In. 

disabled. Not on ly that, but also their ro le in the different spheres of li fe 
curtailed because of their gender. 

The process of attitude formation includes cognitive, affective and behaviour ... 
components. This refers to the way people conceive disability and persons witl 
di sabi lities (like misconceptions about causes, capacities of persons wid 
disabilities), the feel ing they ho ld towards them (such as thei r likes, dislikes, 
compassion, hostility) and the nature of interaction they carry out with them (like 
closeness or proximity, distance or exclusion) (Bronfenbrenner 1986; Mitchell & 
Brown 1991). These are interrelated and reciprocating threads influencing one 
another. Studies, which have attempted to investigate the factors influencing the 
formation of a particular type of attitude towards persons with disabiliti es, have 
two parameters. Society makes the person with disabil ities solely responsible for 
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the behaviour display by disregard ing the influence of socio-cultural factors, 
which shape the pattern of behaviour. That is, the tendency to overlook 
environmental or societal factors and look for "deficits wi thin the individual" 
affects treatment and intervention strategies (Wright 1983). 

The ecological approach, which has gained momentum in the agenda of current 
mterventionists in the field, has a holistic approach to overcome problems 
surrounding disability issues. This theory emphasises the vi lal role that the 
family, the peer group, the community, the school as well as the society play in 
m.fluencing the individual' s behaviour (Mitchell & Brown 1991 ). Unlike the 
'3ditional and the one dimensional model (medical model and diagnostic 
oproach) which focuses on the singular (the individual), this model considers the 
dividual's behaviour as a product of the dynamic interaction between the 
;anism and the interlocking environmental factors at different stages of human 
velopment model of developmental progress (Gural nick 1982). The approach 
'sses that development proceeds through reciprocal interactions between 
Idren and environments so that both the individual and their settings 
lerience change (Bronfenbrenner 1979). This theoretical framework is the 
is for the current understanding of the fundamental concepts such as 
Ibilit ies and handicaps (UN 1994). 

refore, in order to address the problem of persons with disabilities, 
~idering socio-cultural issues is of paramount importance. Particularly, 
Ilive attitudes and values are the basis for perpetuating the exclusion of 
~ns with disabilities from the main stream of society. Their effects are 
'lfested in different subtle ways; the following are some of the general areas: 

• Social segregation (in tenns of fami ly fOmlation, community participation, 
culture and sport etc.); 

• Paucity in education, training and employment services; 
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• Inaccessibility to different services (public and residential bu '), 
public transport services, information and communication, recreat l nd 
sports, transport etc.); and 

• Lack of enforced laws and active policies related to equal OPPO ' y. 
The government has the responsibility to create the leg<ll b3.l, Ilr 
measures to achieve the objectives of full participation and .ll 
opportunities for persons with disabilities. 

In Ethiopia, among the millions of people with various kinds of disabilities. ly 
very few are beneficiaries of governmental and non-governmental services. or 
instance, studies on the education of children with disabilities indicate thai ss 
than one percent of the school age children wi'th disabilities have acce. to 
education (Tirussew 1993). The UN Standard Rules for the Equalisatio of 
Opportunities fo r Persons with Disabi lities, clearly states that general educat' 31 
authorities are responsible for the education of persons with disabilities Id 
should ensure that girls, boys, women and men with disabilities exercise the Ie 
rights and obligations as others (UN 1994). Equality between women and m IS 

a matter of human rights and a condition for social justice and is also a n ece~ ry 
and fundamental prerequisite for equality, development and peace. le 
convention of the Right of the-Child article 23, sub-item I, stipulates that ch ilr 'n 
who are mentally or physically disabled should enjoy a full and decent life '1 

conditions which ensure dignity, promote self-reliance and facilitate the chil' i 

active participation in the community (UN 1989). In the Platform for Action ill 

the Beijing Declaration it is noted that the girl-child with disabilities fac!.: 
additional barrier and needs ' to be ensured non-discrimination and equal 
enjoyment of all human rights and fundamental freedoms (UN 1996). 

As it is generally true in a patriarchal traditional society like that of Ethiopia. 
there could be a number of socio-cultural variables which may stand on the way 
of female disabled participation in the mainstream (social network, education. 

82 

--



Tirussew Teferra: Gender and Disability in Ethiopia 

vocational training, employment ctc.). Studies in other parts of the world have 
revealed that cultural, social and political factors have contributed a lot to under
participation, underachievement and under representation of the female disabled 
as compared to the male di sabled persons. 

Although lobbying for the rights, services, education and employment of persons 
with disability in general is of utmost importance and long overdue, such work 
has a very limited use for female di sabled if they suffer from discrimination 
di fferently and more deeply on the grounds of their gender (Abu-Habib 1997). It 
puts them in the worst and profound isolation by neglecting their rights because of 
their gender and disabled status. This is the phenomenon, which is nowadays 
~onsidered as double discrimination or "double disabi lity". The prevalence of 
~ender-based additional di sability that makes females "doubly disabled," is an 
ssue of exploration in Ethiopia: 

n spite of the available negl igible services rendered for persons with disabilities 
n the coun!ry, it could be assumed that female disabled seem to be the least 
avoured from that of their disabled contemporaries in different spheres of life. It 
" unfortunate that most disability related reports do not present their data showing 
y gender, making it difficult to make gender analysis. It is difficult to reach to a 
onc1usive remark about the si tuation of female disab led in the country without 
ndertaking a gender-based empirical study. The present study, therefore, 
.tempts to explore the subject and shade light about the nature and scale of the 
"oblem in the country. 
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METHOD 

The study was conducted between February and May 1999 in Addis Ababa. 
covered persons with hearing, visual, and motor impainnents. A tOlal of 1 
infonnants, that is, persons wilh: hearing impainnent (29 females & 29 male. 
visut(1 impainnenl (27 females & 27 males) and motor impainnent (26 females 
26 males) wcre drawn from three produclion and rehabilitation centres of perso 
with disabilities in Addis Ababa. These include United Abilities Compan. 
Misrach and Ethio-Craft Centres. All the copies of the questionnaire were fille 
and returned by all 164 infonnants. In addition, 23 female infomlants were drav. 
for focus group discussion from the female wing of the three national association 
of persons with disabilities, which include; Ethiopian National Association of thl 
Deaf, Ethiopian National Association of the Blind and the Ethiopian Nationa 
Association of the Physically Handicapped and three separate focus grour 
discussio ns and case studies were conducted with the respective groups 
Instruments used for data collecting include a questionnaire with closed and open 
ended items, focus group discussion and case study design. A combination 0 

quantitative and qualitative data analysis was employed in the preparation of thl: 
report . 

RESULTS 

Demogra phics of the Informants 

The age of the infonnants ranges from 18 to 50 and above, whereby 59.7% fall in 
the age range of 18·39. Among these, the majority (31.7%) belongs to the age 
range between 18·29, which ind icates that they are at the peak of physical and 
mental vigour. The remaining (32.3%) is also in the age bracket of 40-49, with 
regard to religion of the infonnants the majority (72%) of them are Orthodox and 
the rest (24.4% and 2.4%) are Protestants and Muslims. 
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Table I: Gender, Age and Religion of the Informants 

• D1sabllity Group 

No. Items Heanng Visual M2!2I: Total 

~ li tl2. li tl2. li & li 

S" 
Male 29 50 27 50 26 50 82 50 

I Female 29 50 27 50 26 50 82 50 

Total 58 100 54 100 " 100 164 100 

Ag' 

18·29 22 37.9 18 33.3 12 23.1 " 31.7 

30·39 21 36.2 12 22.2 13 25 46 28 

2 40-49 12 20.7 19 35.2 22 42.3 53 32.3 

50 and above I 1.7 3 5.6 5 9.6 9 5.5 

No Response 2 3.4 2 3.7 - - 4 2A 

Total 58 100 54 100 " 100 164 100 

Religion 

Orthodox 34 58.6 44 81.5 40 76.9 118 72 

Muslim 2 JA 2 3.7 - - 4 2A 

Protestant 20 34.5 8 14.8 12 23.1 40 24.4 

Others(Catholic) l 3.4 - - - - 2 1.2 

Total 58 100 54 100 " 100 164 100 
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The data in Table 2 depict that except 15.9% of the females, all respondents we 
found to be literate (ranging from church education to college education). Whl 
the percentage of the literate is further classified by their educational level , tl 
following profile is observed: 37.8% of the males and 26.8% of the female 
(primary education), 46.3% of the males and 37.8% of the females (secondar 
education), 12,2% and 6.1% of the males and females respectively (diplom 
holders), and 2.4% of the females (first degree holders), This shows that thl 
participation rate of female disabled students in lower than that of their malt: 
counterparts. 
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Table 2: Educat ional Status of Informants 

Items Hearing Visual Motor Total 

Male Female Male Female Male Female Male Female 

No. % No. % No. No. % No. % No. % No. % No. % 

Ill iterate - - 10 34.5 - - 2 7.' - - I 3.9 - - \3 15.9 

Grade \-8 \I 37.9 8 , 27.6 10 37 5 18.5. 10 38.5 9 34.6 31 37.8 22 26.8 

Grnde 9-12 12 41.4 \I 37.9 15 55.6 10 37 \I 42 .3 10 38.5 38 46.3 31 37.8 

Diploma 6 20.7 - - I 3.7 5 18.5 3 11.5 - - 10 12.2 5 6.0 

BA/B.ScIl1LB. - - - - - - 2 7.' - - - - - . 2 2.4 

Church, 
Reading - - - - I 3.7 3 I Ll 2 7.7 6 23.1 3 3.7 9 10.9 
& Writing 

Total 29 100 29 100 27 100 27 100 26 100 82 100 82 100 82 100 
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Early Familial Psychosocial Situation 

A retrospective question pOsed to explore the encounters of gender
discriminatory treatment in child upbringing revealed that (80.5% of the 
and 76.8% of the females) there: was mutual understanding among thei r pa 
On the other hand, 18.3% of the males and 19.5% of the females disclosed 
negative reaction. A t-test result based on weighted responses of the Likert 
scale has shown that no statistiically_significant gender based-differences 
observed in the type of treatment among responses of the hearing (p 
impaired and those with motor impainnents (p>O.8). On the other h. 
statistically significant gender differences were found among the vi su 
impaired (p<O.l). When early familial psychosocial conditions of the t}
disability groups are considered together by gender, no statistically signi fic 
differences were found (P>O.I) (Table 3). 
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Table 3: T-tat Result OD the Prevalence of Mutual UDderstaDding 

Variables Cases Mean SD 2-Tail Sig. t-value 

Hearing 
Impairment 

Female 29 3.7586 .636 .549 .60 

Male 29 3.6552 .670 .549 .60 

Motor Impa~t 

Female 26 3.5000 .648 .823 .2 1 

Male 24 3.5417 .658 .823 .21 

VisuaJ Impairment 

Female 27 3.4815 .580 .O ll -.23 

Male 27 3.0370 .649 .Oll -.23 

Total 

Female 80 3.4125 .706 .102 1.65 

Male 82 3.5854 .628 .101 1.65 

'a-Q.05) 

V h regard to parents' perception about the roles of both genders, the finding 
n aled that the first three roles ascribed to the males include herding (15%), 
f ning (14%) and any other household chores (10%) in that order. whereas to the 
f( ~ ales' parents (57.9"10) clothes, cooking food, and pounding) which are 
n .ections of the stereotyped gender roles attributed by the society"at large. 
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The results of focus-group discussions and case studies indicate that a lot of :a 
which were not generated by the quantitative method were captured by e 
qualitative approach. Accordingly, disability-specific difficulties encountere It 
home in the course ofintera'ction, carrying responsibilities, sharing of benefits d 
belongingness were observed. A caption of a case study conducted with a 20 ) r 
old girl of hearing impainnent revealed the nature of the bitter discriminat 
treatment she had faced at home as follows: 

I was the only one who faced the greatest psychological and social 
problem al home. There has been an open discrimination and 
oppression on me at home. Most of the time, when my sister 
watches TV and when my brother listens to music, I am ordered to 
prepare and serve coffee. This has created a bad feeling 0 11 my 
life. 

Another caption of a case study of a girl of 27, years old with motor disorder!-. 
(Rheumatic Arthritis) portrays the home situation as follows: 

My father has never had good mood with me and he had lost his 
hope aboul my Future life. He had the misconception especially 
on my education that it would never be worthwhile. Besides, my 
relatives were also forcing me 10 lose hope and give up everything 
and stay 01 home. They were doing this by inculcating 
discouraging words. She reiterated thaI he used to say: "Is there 
anything you don 't get at home? Why do you want to learn? What 
is the usefor you?" 

These are early familial psychosocial impediments, which act as obstacles for 
healthy personality development and the realisation of one's potential. Parents as 
well as relatives do this out of ignorance and misconception. This calls for a 
program of awareness creation and providing the necessary professional support 
for parents as well as members of the family to ensure that female disabled 
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children gain the right understanding, the right type of up-bringing and care on the 
right time. 

Scbool Based Encounters 

The majority of the male and female respondents (68.3% and 66.7% respectively) 
disclosed that there were no gender based discriminatory treatments made in 
school by their teachers. Similarly, most of the respondents (65.9% of the males 
and, 68.1 % of the females) reported that the school administrators provide equal 
treatment for the boys as well as the girls. On the other hand, in the focus group 
discussion both genders of the disability groups reported school-related 
encounters during their respective school years. The hearing impaired indicated 
that lack of instructional materials, inappropriate teaching methods, inconsiderate 
teachers, and negative attitude of teachers and students were their major 
problems; while for the visually impaired, inability to get a facilitating and/or a 
')upporting person, lack of. financial and material assistance, and inconvenient 
;Iassroom buildings, pathways, and schools in far away places were cited as their 
nain problems. As to the persons with motor impainnent, financial , material, 
rchitectural inconvenience (inaccessibility of buildings, pathways etc.) and 
lstant schools as well as psychosocial problems were mentioned as main school 
roblems. 

nt-of -School Activities 

olh genders more Of less identified the following out-of-school activities: 
.ding, listening to music, and watching TV (29.9%), going to church and 
creational places (15.4%), doing household activities (13.7%), visiting relatives 
d friends, and taking care of children (1O.2%), and doing handicraft (5.1%). 

'owever, a good number of the femal.e disabled (30.8%) as compared to that of 
Ie male disabled (13.7%) disclosed that they spend most of the time at home 
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carrying house hold chores including difficult manual labour. In the focus group 
discussion with the hearing impaired, one of the participants pointed out the 
following: 

I was overburdened by household activities and was not allowed 
even to meet Relatives and I was forced to hide myself I forced to 
stay at home because my parents think that I can'ltrace the route 
back home. / usually do nor interact with any member oj the 
family, I either engage myself in doing household chores or 
r.eading. 

This report revealed that the out-of-school hours of female disabled is more or 
less confined to the boundary of the home and characterised by household 
workload, and even worse is that there is no interactive setting at home. The 
physical and psychological strain as well as the adverse consequences on the 
social and cognitive development should not be Undermined. 

Employment Opportunities 

Partic ipants of both genders declare that they faced serious challenges in the 
process of getting employment opportunities even if they have the required 
training and qualification, One of the major challenges identified by both genders 
in the process of getting employment is the reluctance of the employers to·hire the 
candidate when they discover that shelhe has certain disabilities regardless of 
eligibility of the person for the job. This was reported by 63.1 % and 69.7% of the 
.male and female informants respectively. The extract of the focus · group 
discussions held with female disabled from the female desk of the respective 
national associations of persons with disabilities are presented below. 
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Females having motor impainnents disclosed that: 

Getti~g employment opportunity is a serious problem for females 
with disability. The employers always raise issues. which are 
irrelevant for the job. Olle of the participants narrates her 
experience as follows ... on one occasion. Ilogether with other with 
candidates applied for employment. We were able to sit for the 
interview in which we were asked 10 explain our life history. I 
know thaI I was successful in the interview but while the others 
(able-bodied) were employed, I was denied the opportunity 
because of my disability ... a sad story in my life. In general, mosl 

employers do not consider us as beingfit for ajob. 

Females with visual impainncnt pointed out that: 

Most females with visual impairment are very poor and leading a 
miserable life in sociiuy. The employment opportunities are very 
limited as compared to male blind persons. Most of them lack both 
professional and skilled training. which limits their occupational 
opportunities. 

Finally. females with hearing impairment have the following to say: 

In general. what is most offered by employers for Deaf persons is 
manual work for which males are usually favoured. Even if the 
applicant has t"~ required knowledge and competence. when 
employers discover that the applicant has hearing impairment she 
is automatically rejected. There are no conditions which 
encourage or faCilitate the employment offemales. 

The data generated by the qualitative method are indicative about the depth and 
extent of hurdles that persons with disabilities particularly female disabled should 
pass in order to get employment. 

9) 



r 

Ethiopian Journal of Development Research Vol. 23, /'f }, April 2001 

Further more, an attempt was also made to explore the degree of participation 1 

the management of their organisation as well as the availability of chance f( 
upward mobility. As to the'participation in decision making, 63.7% of the malt 
and 76% of the females reported that their involvement ranges from low to ver 
low. In the focus group discriminatory treatment in promotion, transfe 
scholarship and other privileges were found to be common for both genders, hi 
preponderant for female disabled. 

Participation in the Local Social NetWorks 

Most of the respondents (85.4% and 70.7% of the males and females respectivel)' 
were found to be members of the community self-help social organisations ('Edir' 
'Equp', 'Mahiber' and 'Senehete'). Out of these, the majority of these, the majority 
of the males (90%) and females (87%) were found to be members of 'Edir'. In 
general, the data indicated that both genders tend to participate in the local social 
organisations, which are considered as one of the possible indicators for social 
integration. As to their role in these community organisations, 70% of the males 
and 85.2% of the males and 14.8% of the females reported that they are part of the 
lcadership. Though not that much pronounced, this finding reflects the 
prevalence of gender disparity. at the1evel of decision making among persons with 
disabilities. 

Regarding the range of participation, the data revealed that 50% of the males and 
24.6% of the females disclosed that their participation in community affairs 
ranges from high to very high; while 47.1% ofthc males and the majority (75.4%) 
of the females reported that their participation ranges from low to very low. A t

tes~, which was run across the three groups, revealed the existence of statistically 
significant difference (p<0) bctween genders in the degree of participation in local 
organisations. An inter-group gender analysis revealed that statistically 
significant differences exist within the hearing impaired (p<0) as well as within 
those with motor impairments (p<O) (Table 4). With regard to the visuall y 
impaired, there was no statistical difference in the range of participation between 
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female and male disabled. In the focus group discussions and case studies, female 
disab led di sclosed about the discomfort they felt when they go to social 
gatherings such as weddings and burial ceremonies. They declared that the 
IOnecessary comments coupled with sorrow and gossips thrown by the people in 
uch gatherings are very discouraging for persons with disabilities in general and 
cmaJe disabled in particular. 

Aari tal and friendship issues were also rai sed and di scussed. In this connection, 
le visually impaired have the following to say: 

Because of the wrong attitude and mentality of the society, blind 
persons in general are looked down. Consequently, they are not 
f ree to choose their mate like other members of the society. 
Therefore, most of the tend to be married only with persons with 
disabilities. However. the chance of the males to marry a sighted 
person is by far greater than that of the f emales. The participants 
witnessed that there were also blind husbands who leave their 
blind wives as they get relative success in life. It was also further 
pointed oUllhat If the onset of the disability is after marriage and 
if it was the wife who lost the sight it is most likely that she loses 
her marriage. If it was the husband, he is nol like to lose his 
marriage. 

I') finding gave insight that the participation rate in the social network as well 
laritai relations favours more the male disab led than the female disabled . 
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Table 4: T -Test Result on t he Range of Community Participation by Gem 

Variables Cases Mean SD 2-Tail I-value 
Sil!o 

Hearing 
Impa irment 

Female 26 2.0385 .824 .000 4.87 

Ma le 25 1.1 600 .374 .000 4.93 

Visual Impairment 

Female 23 2.6522 .832 .020 2.40 

Ma le 23 2.0000 1.000 .021 2.40 

Motor Impairment 

Female 22 2.7273 1.032 .135 1.52 

Male 25 2.2800 .980 .136 1.52 

Total 

Female 71 2.4507 .938 .000 4.08 

Ma le 73 1.8082 .952 .000 4.08 . (a 0.05) 

Furthermore, the participation of the informants in thei r respecti ve nation 
assoc iations was considered as part of the ingredient in measuring their range 0 I-

inyo lvement in the social fabric. The majority of both male and remal 
respondents (73 .1 % each) indicated that the ex tent of their participation in thei 
national associations, that is, Ethiopian Nati onal Association of the Deaf (ENAD ). 
Ethiopian National Association o f the Blind (ENAB), and Ethiopian Nat ional 
Assoc iation of the Physically Handicapped (ENAPH) ranges from very low to 
low. The rest, that is, 24.2% of the males and 2 1.9% of the females disclosed that 
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their participation ranges from high to very high. In the focus group discussion 
held with the female wing of the respective national assoc iations, the low 
involvement of the females in the decision making process has clearl y surfaced. 
This also calls for appropriate intervention in order to promote the acti ve 
Involvement and raise the scale of female parti cipation in the respective 
lssociations. 

ter~otyping, Derogatory Words and Figurative Expressions 

'i ft y percent of both the male and female respondents reported that different 
:msehold chores such as ('ooking, washi ng, and caring for children were labe lled 

female jobs. On the other hand, 50% of the males and 50% of the females 
,dicated that manual tasks which require great effort, out-side-home activiti es, 
·spectable jobs such becoming the head of the family are the stereotyped roles 
scribed to males. This, not only lifldennines the capacity and overburdens the 
·male disab led but also abuses the males' potenti als which could have been 
fectively utilised at home in promoting the wellbeing o f the whole fami ly. 

Sfereotyped derogatory tenns and fi gurative expressions used by the publ ic were 
found to be indiscriminately appli ed for both genders. Among others, the 

'Howing were found to be commonl y heard in the Amhari c language. The 
lori ng impaired were addressed as Donkoro (denoting inabil ity in 
.lerstanding) and Duda (unable to speak with a negati ve tone); the visual ly 
)aired as Ewir (it is a tenn which is also used when a sighted person does an 
Jr or a mistake), Denbara (unable to properl y walk) and Lebu Ende Ayenu 

'\ awere (ignorant, one who cannot think), and those with motor impainnents as 
Jba (incapable, weak), Ankassa (lame), Dewuey, Komala and Kulem 
iressing of motor di sorder with a negati ve and disparaging tone). These tenns 
used in the daily figurati ve expressions directed to able-bodied person to 

{ !late incompleteness, deformity in physique as well as in feri ori ty in motor 
lli. rformance, speech or cogniti ve qualities. The need to be sensiti ve in the 
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semantic fonnulation while addressing a person with disability is of paran unl 
importance to maintain positive interpersonal and social relations as well as oid 
unnecessary psychological uneasines's or strain. Sensitivity to word usage \' !l Id 
not ·be so important if it were not for the tendency of inferiority with respec:.. J a 
single significant valued characteristics to spread so that the person as a \ ole 
becomes devaluated (Wright 1983). 

Encounters of Violence and Abuses 

A si zeable number of the infonnants, that is, both males and females (95~, 'ld 
93:9% respectively) identified the main act of violence as more of psychos. lai 
and verbal, which among others include avoidance (physical ano social), b 'lg 
insulted, ridiculed and nicknamed by funny labels. The female disabled repo ed 
the prevalence of physical attack, sexual haraSsment and being exposed to 
difficult labour. In the focus group discussion held with female visuall y impal ' 'd, 
the following surfaced: 

Females with visual impairment in rnral areas are exploited in 
their labour. They are expected tQ spend most of their time in 
grinding grains of the home and sometimes of the neighbours. 
Though different forms of abuses were not reported formally, the 
participants asserted. that there were cases that female Visually 
impaired were sexually abused. Also, there were cases that 
individual blind girls were misled by Sighted persons to different 
place and forced to be exposed for group sex (sex with more than 
one person). As a result a great number of blind females have 
become single mothers ·responsible for a house hold and child care 
and others were exposed to hazardous health conditions such as 
sexually transmitted diseases. 
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The hearing impaired on their part reported that 

The prevalence of sexual abuses in primary schools, particularly 
when the Latrines for males and females are the same. 
Furthermore, absence of sex education for deaf girls Q.pnse them 
for unwanted pregnancy and other health related diseases 
including HI¥. 

All these social misdeeds operate against the psychological, social and physical 
wellbeing of the female disabled and call for broad gender-based intervention. 

Self-Esteem, Self-Efficacy and Perception of Life 

A great number of the male and female respondents (95.1 and 90.2% respectively) 
expressed that they have al(eady established a feeling of self-confidence or a 
positive self-esteem. With regard to their potential for learning and promoting 
oneself, again a sizable portion (89% of the males and 69.5% of the females) of 
the respondents have also confinned that they have had a positive image of 
themselves. However, there were some respondents who were negative when it 
comes to learning ability and potential for promoting oneself. This group 
constitutes 11 % of the males and 28% of the females. A t-test result on the 
potential for learning revealed a statistically significant difference among males 
and females of hearing (p<0.02) and visually (p<0.0 1) impaired persons. 
However, no statistically significant difference in gender was found between 
persons with motor impainnent (p>O.8) (Table 5). 
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Table 5: T ·.Test Result 0 0 Potential for Self-Enbancement 

Variables Cases Mean SO 2-Tail I-value 
Sig. 

Hearing 
Impairment 

Female 29 2.6307 1.049 .020 2.39 

Male 29 3.3793 1.347 .020 2.39 

Visual. Impairment 

Female 27 3.0741 .874 .0 16 2.49 

Male 27 3.5926 .636 .0 16 2.49 

Motor Impairment 

Female 24 3.3750 .703 .825 .22 

Male 26 3.4231 .824 .826 .22 

Tota l 

Female 80 3.0000 1.091 .003 3.06 

Male 82 3.4634 .8 19 .003 3.05 
.-0.05 

It was also expressed by a great number of the male and female respondents 
(98 .8% and 93.9% respectively) that they are able to lead an independent li fe like 
that of the able-bodied perso"ns, if societal impositions are lifted and access for 
free development is encouraged. 
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DISCUSSION 

In general, persons with disabilities of both genders face numerous and common 
life challenges 'in the course of their living. A fundamental point is that the source 
of obstacles and difficulties, that is, what actually handicaps a person, cannot be 
detennined by describing the disability alone. Thus, although the disability itself 
may also contribute to difficulty in goal achievement, altitudinal, legal, 
architectural and other social barriers are more handicapping than the disability 
per sC" (Wright 1983). Disability related problems are by and large embedded in 
the socio-economic and cultural conditions (Mitchell & Brown 1991; 
Bronfenbrenner 1986) manifested in the fonn of lack of opportunities fo r 
education and employment, social exclusion (social events, marriage, friendship, 
membership in local organisations, inaccessibility of various services elc.), acts of 
violence (sexual, physical, psychological etc.) and stereotyped societal perception 
(ignorant, incapable, weak, hopeless, etc) towards persons with di sabi lities. As 
mdicated in the preceding di~cussions gender discriminatory treatments on the 
issues surrounding early familial experience, out-of-school activities, employment 
opportunities, acts of violence and sexual exploitation and self-efficacy were 
observed. A recently conducted case study with a blind street gi rl in Addis Ababa 
depicted how difficult it is to be growing as a blind (Seiamawit 2000) The 

'fo rmant narrated her situation as follows: 

I was kept inside the house most of the time grinding grain. 
Growing up blind was hell, my hands were numb and swollen from 
the work, and I was expected to do it all the time because I am 
blind and connor do any other meaningful things. I was also 
expected to cook and prepare coffee. 

he same study indicated that families who have daughters with visual 
mpainnent tend to hire their labour to the haves in the neighbourhood indicating 

how di fficult it is to live as a blind girl in the rural areas. In the urban sector, it is 

101 



\ 

ElhiopianJoumal o/Development Research VoJ. 23. ~ /, April 2001 

not uncommon to observe able bodied persons abusing disabled childrt... or 
begging as a means of generating income for their day to day livelihood. 

Gender perspective studies con!1ucted on non-disabled persons in Et ~ a 
revealed that the continuation of cultural practices permitting arranged mam :;, 
marriages by abduction, contracts based on man's economic capabili l )T 

limitation, polygamy. early childhood marriages and the practice of bart g 
siblings for brides locks women into a position of inferiority within their SQ, y 
(Anne 1992). The participation of females in education is alarmingly li m d 
(Abebayehu 1995; Geonel 1991; Seyoum 1986). Moreover, the persistence d 
performance of the girl-child in primary schools was found to be relatively v 
(IDS & MOE 1996; Tabeyin 1996)). It was also further indicated that c 
Ethiopian women are no exceptions to be confined to activities and professi. IS 

which are stereotypically fenced as feminine boundaries (Semel a 1997). rJ. 

addition, a study conducted on female students in Addis Ababa showed 10' 
level of self· efficacy than males (Yalew 1996). The results of the present stu 
are more or less similar with that of the previous findings indicating that fern 
disabled are victims of double discrimination as the result of their di sabilit) 
well as their gender. That is, the burden that society puts on the shoulder 
female disabled is sever and tragic which calls for immediate attentit 
International disability projects have tended to focus their greatest efforts on II 
'poorest of the poor', dis~bled women', and the most disadvantaged segmenis 
their potential target population. Country reports revealed dramatic dispariti ( 
Unless these problems are properly addressed female disabled are doomed to lec. 
a miserable life constituting the 'poorest of the poor' in the country. The greate. 
success in reducing gender disparities happens in those countries where th 
political will for change at the very top levels of government is matched by 
demand form communities (Friedman 1992). 
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SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION 

The result of the study generall y revealed the prevalence of gender disparity 
among persons with di sabilities favouring more the male disabled than the female 
disabled. A Hest result indicated the existence of statisti ca lly significant 
difference between genders favouring the male disabled were observed in: the 
mutual understanding among family members within the visually impaired 
(p<;:O.I), the degree of participation in community organi sations within the hearing 
impaired (p<O.02), self-efficacy (abil ity to learn and potential fo r self
enhancement) within the hearing impaired (p<O.02) and the visually impaired 
(p<O.O I). 

With regard to the results of the focus group di scussions held with female 
JisabJed and case studies, the following seem pertinent problems faced by female 
li sabled: 

• In most cases, the family setting was not that much conducive, al times 
they have cited being excluded and neglected, considered as unfit, 
incompetent and subject of domesti c labour exploitation. 

• In the school setting, girls with motor impairment as well as hearing 
impairment reported inconsiderateness and discouragement on the part 
of the teachers. 

• In the process of employment, all groups have revealed that female 
disabled are not favoured, mainl y because the type of work preserved 
for persons with disabilities particularl y for hearing impaired is usuall y 
manual which 'favours' the male disabled only. 

• Among the several forms of violence directed towards fem ale 
disabled, psychological, physical, and sexual as well as exposure to 
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difficult labour were the serious problems encountered by ale 
disabled. 

The issue identified in the study need to be addressed by the concerned h0 '5, 

that is, the associations of persons with disabilities, the community, 1e 
government as well as the relevant non-governmental organisations. On the IS 

o f the findings of the study, the following suggestions are forwarded : 

I . Educating family members, particularly parents to develop the 11 

understanding and provide the necessary love, affection and car. If 

children with disabilities as early as possib le. 

2. Conducting gender sensiti ve assertive training and special bac! p 
support for female disabled students so that they can build-up posit c 
self- identity and lead a quality life. Disability-spec ific counselil 
tutorial, coaching programs etc., need to be developed for the 1 

child with di sab ility in their respective schools. Enlightening sci 
community, that is, teachers, students, school directors as weP 
school guards on issues surrounding children with disabilitie 
essential. 

3. Developing broad-based intervention programs such as commu ' 
education ex tending from the grass-root across all leve ls includ 
advocacy work, lobbying and awareness creation program for po' 
makers and employers to ensure female di sabled equal access 
education, employment and full participation in social, economic ... 
political li fe in the country. 

4. Take measures to enSUlre female disabled to have equa l access II 
education employment and full participation in decision maki ng. 
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5. Introducing and enforcing legal protection to safeguard the girl-child 
with di sability from any fonn of violence and exploi tation (sexual, 
psychological, labour etc.) 

6. Providing sex education and access to sex related infonnation fo r 
female disabled to protect them from any form of sex related risks 
including HIV. 
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