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Introduction.

In both the so-called developed and developing countries of the world, there are factors attributable to individuals and society which negatively influence the social and economic aspirations of people with disabilities.  The influence of such factors is often exhibited through people's prejudices and other forms of negative stereotypical attitudes and behaviour towards the disabled.  Here, I discuss two of those factors with a focus on people with visual impairments (PWVI): 

1. People's perceptions of visual impairment; implicit here, blindness.

2. culture, particularly as it is articulated in the beliefs, values and practices of any given  society.  I will discuss how both factors affect the life space of PWVI. (Life space being the type and character of social and cultural fields of relations in which people operate or are confined to).  The argument is that perceptions of visual impairment and its victims combine with certain values and practices in the ethnic and other cultural systems, to create unfavourable life experiences for people with visual impairments. Understanding the nature, form and cause of both factors should, therefore, be a crucial prerequisite if initiatives that aim at empowering PWVI are to be of used to the intended beneficiaries.

Perceptions of PWVI

Some explanations for the apparently problematic social and economic experiences of individuals with visual impairments can, in many cases, be attributed to the often negative perceptions of them held by their non-disabled compatriots.  Such negative perceptions are primarily caused by several factors, among them: the spread phenomenon i.e. the assumption that loss of sight leads to a decline in normal functioning or task-performance; and the assumed vulnerability of individuals with visual impairments. 

In many societies, most people assume that there is a link between sight and physical or practical functioning.  For many, loss of sight is perceived as being detrimental to the individual's ability to function normally in many crucial areas of everyday life situations.  Within social science disciplines this phenomenon is generally referred to as “spread”.  As one prominent analyst of disability, Wright, has pointed out, spread does not only affect additional physical areas of the person with a disability, but also involves that individual's social abilities and events as well.  Consequently, people with disabilities may be looked upon as less worthy and, therefore, less acceptable.

Fundamental to understanding people's perceptions of PWVI is the concept of “the self”.  That is to say, those aspects of the concept which relate to how individuals perceive themselves vis-à-vis other persons.

Significant in this connection are the evaluative attributes of “the self” in the course of inter-person and/or inter-group interaction.  It is particularly during situations of primary social interaction which call for face-to-face encounters between individuals that PWVI become most aware of the consequences of their disability.  In such encounters many sighted people imagine themselves in the visually impaired person's position and, more often than not, envisage only situations of incapacity and hopelessness.  This is, for example, evident in such emotionally-expressed clichés as:

“I cannot imagine how you can .... when you can't see”.

Goerdt, who has carried out a study on physical disability in the Caribbean has, for example, written that people's perceptions regarding the significance of specific disfunctions reveal not only their views of the affected individuals, but also their own values and expectations regarding normal people.

Vulnerability

Closely linked to people's concern about the functional attributes of sight, is also the actual and imagined dependence on others and subsequent vulnerability of pwvi.  This assumed vulnerability also contributes to the negative perception of visual impairment. Because of the vulnerable state people imagine PWVI to be in, loss of sight is for most people, therefore, perceived to be one of the most disabling of all physiological disabilities.  The non-disabled have no scruples in verbally expressing their negative opinions about visual impairment as many PWVI often experience: 

“As a blind person, many people have given me the impression that being blind is the worst thing that could have happened to me.  I have, for example, heard people in my village say that it would have been much better if I had lost a leg or become deaf”, said nineteen-year-old Susan from Uganda,

An interesting dimension of visual impairment particularly in rural ethnic communities which also contributes to the negative perception of PWVI, is its believed causes and/or reasons.  For instance, some parents do not see the purpose of educating their blind children because they consider them to be a  punishment for wrongful deeds, for instance, neglect of ancestral spirits.  

In the light of the above discussion, we can, at this point, conclude that: people's perceptions of visual impairment include hypothetical situations of themselves as victims and, subsequently, helpless; and such envisioned situations and experiences become a source for and part of their mechanisms for evaluating the competence and, therefore, life quality of PWVI.

The Cultural Premises for Perceptions of PWVI

The significance Of culture in any society is its normative functions; i.e. that it provides the standards and guidelines for much of the social/economic interaction and relationships between individuals or categories of individuals.  Normally, it is in the course of seeking entry to arenas for such interaction or activity that PWVI are Poignantly made aware of the ramifications of their physiological disability.  Such ramifications often appear in the form of partial or total exclusion from desired activities and/or roles. I will illustrate the situation by exploring the life space of Ugandan blind women; their marital prospects to sighted men in particular. In trying to grasp the problem we must examine the prevailing situation in terms of: the roles and statuses individuals aspire for or which society ascribes to them, for example, through cultural values, beliefs and practices that sustain such social phenomena.

i.e. marriage between individuals with a similar disability.  The in-marriage phenomenon is not 
unique to Uganda, however.  Cross cultural observations pointing to the marital problems, especially of women with visual impairments, have been made in other countries.  From Nicaragua, Frank Bruun (personal communication) reports tendencies of in-marriage similar to those in Uganda.  Even in Scandinavia, where sexual equality and technological advancement are claimed to be high, Momrak Haugann (1989) suggests that traditional gender roles in Norwegian society, among other things, hamper marriage between sighted men and women with visual impairments.  Deshen (1987), reports similar experiences from Israel.  Moreover, the problem (if one can characterise the Phenomenon in such terms) applies to all categories of persons with conspicuous disabilities. However, In Uganda, as might be the case elsewhere, sexual relationships between women with visual impairments and sighted men do occur;  perhaps more so in this era of HIV/Aids as non-disabled men believe women with disabilities to be among the assumed risk-free groups of females.  Such relationships are usually casual, short-term and often covert, causing the female partner to seek more permanent relationships within the disability group.

Gender Roles as Causes for Rejection of Blind Women

While some causes for in-marriage, particularly of females, have their roots in people's perceptions of PWVI, we may grasp the situation better if we also identify the cultural values and practices as depicted in gender roles.  From this perspective, it is possible to explain why women with visual impairments are less attractive as marital partners for sighted men than men are for sighted women.

Generally, in the male-dominated Ugandan society, which females it is permissible to have sexual intercourse with and/or to marry depends upon the cultural beliefs and values of the various ethnic groups in the country.  Normally, marriage is an affair and relationship between the married couple and others in the family. it is traditional practice for a prospective spouse, particularly the female, to be even identified, commended, seconded and, finally, approved by close kin and friends.  Such kin and friends including neighbours contribute materially or otherwise both to the bride-wealth and wedding ceremonies.

Furthermore, as a future member of the family, the prospective spouse has to be acceptable in most physical and social aspects to the future in-laws who expect to receive various services.

Like most women in other societies, once married, the Ugandan woman traditionally fulfils most household roles: mother, hostess, house and homestead-keeper, provider of meals, provider of home-grown food, etc.  Even when most of the household tasks are performed by others, credit and/or criticism will be given to the housewife.  She is also the “social contact” of the affinal families and is supposed to keep good and co-operative relations with neighbours.  A woman's ability to fulfil these roles is always tested at times of celebration or crisis; occasions like weddings or death-related ceremonies which prompt neighbourhood and family gatherings.  It is at such events that evaluative criticism of her physical appearance and ability to perform tasks expected of a housewife are expressed.  Such criticism is at most times also directed at the man's choice of a wife who is, for example: beautiful, unbecoming, charming, hard-working, lazy, etc.

Analysis of the Sexual and Domestic Roles

Because sexual intercourse is an activity of what we might call the private sphere and generally requires no more than the two participants for consummation. its social or relational aspects are thus circumscribed by the nature of the relationship and its objective, namely sexual satisfaction.  Moreover, neither are other physical abilities nor approval by others necessarily required for its realisation.  Consequently, a woman with a disability in the right place at the right time is not perceived as too incapacitated to satisfy the sexual needs of sighted men.  This implies that the coping requirements of sexual activity per se are not so intricate as to be associated with the other physical attributes of an individual, for example those, which are normally identified with sight.

On the other hand, a Ugandan homestead is a relatively “public sphere” in which domestic relations are intertwined with others in the social structure, all of them sustained by traditional values and practices.

Relationships of the “domestic sphere” thus involve more people than the spouses themselves such that, as suggested earlier, there is more room for evaluative criticism in the course of social intercourse.  Consequently, the public nature of almost all of the domestic roles of a housewife are more likely to evoke a linkage between physiological condition and functional physical attributes than does her purely sex role.  Hence, coping in one sphere or field of social relations does not imply recognition of coping potential in the other.  Therefore, while a woman with a visual impairment can provide sexual services she is presumably unable to fulfil the domestic duties that make a Ugandan homestead a good home. In addition, as many of my female informants observed, the behaviour of parents toward their visually impaired daughters is itself a barrier to their marital prospects.  This is because in the attempt to protect their daughters from assumed danger that lack of sight might occasion, parents neglect the traditional socialization processes which are intended to transform girls into competent home managers. 

In the light of the psychological and cultural dimensions of blind/sighted relationships which have been analysed here, we must accept the fact that even when equipped with the relevant coping skills, most Ugandan women with visual impairments will for a long time to come be restricted to males from within their sub-group and, perhaps, the wider group of disabled people to which they belong.  I believe this to be so because the other factors upon which sighted men base their choices for prospective spouses are not so easily transformable as lack of coping skills is.  However, it is possible to assume that women with visual impairments can have relatively stable and overt sexual relationships with sighted partners were they to be sufficiently economically empowered to a level of self-reliance. That way they could,  for instance, attain the today socially agreeable status of Independent female household-head, for example "nakyeyombekedde; (a woman who owns her homestead).  Being self-reliant, nakyeyombekedde always has the potential to attract men because of her socio-economic status.  Self-reliance in various aspects is, for instance, among the main reasons for the relatively normal phenomena of marriage between men with visual impairments and sighted women.  Sighted women participate actively in income-generating activities and have, with increased education and acquisition of social, political and economic empowerment, progressively embraced male-dominated activities.  Therefore, they neither have to depend totally on the visually impaired spouse nor on the goodwill of their kin for survival.

We must, however, note that the preceding discussion does not disregard the Positive perceptions of them experienced by blind people in the course of social interaction.  Such positive perceptions often stem from intimate relations between the visually impaired and sighted.  This points to the significance Of sociological factors such as the form and nature of interaction between individuals and the kind of resources individuals possess or have access to.  This is particularly crucial in developing countries where almost all interaction between individuals as private or public persons often requires the physical presence of actors in face-to-face encounters.  Given this form of interaction, the success or failure of sighted / visually impaired encounters will, to a great deal, often depend upon the kind of and basis for the knowledge about the latter that the sighted have and to the kind of task at hand.

Concluding Remarks:

This presentation has focused attention on two factors that are basic to human relationships and social interaction at large.  The project has been to examine how both people's perceptions of them and segments of their culture constrain the life space of individuals with visual impairments, for example by hampering their education, employment and marital prospects and, consequently, social integration.  This puts in perspective some of the everyday situations and issues which initiatives that aim at empowering PWVI have to address.  In the long run, such initiatives may have certain qualitative and quantitative implications regarding the kind of occupational, social and other competence PWVI themselves acquire.  However, even with such achievements the work at hand will be only half done so long as the relatives, peers and compatriots of PWVI continue to hold negative attitudes towards the victims of blindness.  Such a socio-psychological phenomenon can, to a great degree, be overcome if public awareness campaigns are supplemented by intimate social discourse between the blind and the non-disabled.  Both scientific observations and personal experiences of PWVI indicate that such discourse tends to result in genuine appreciation of the limited constraints of visual impairment, the individual's personality characteristics and, therefore, in increased possibilities for durable reciprocal forms of social relationships and social opportunities.  Nevertheless, this is possible only if, because of education or other empowering resources, the person with a visual impairment is experienced by his/her family, peers, community and society as an equal participant/member worthy of the interaction at hand.
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