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Chapter 1:  Introduction 

In South Asian societies, the lives of women are profoundly shaped by the patriarchal 

values of society. These values primarily define women’s roles in terms of the domestic 

sphere, where they have subordinate status to the male members of the family (Thomas & 

Thomas, 2002). Despite being responsible for domestic chores, women lack control over the 

family resources and they often have less voice in domestic affairs (Dyson & Moore, 1983; 

Qadir et al., 2005). However, the social standing of women changes as they gain seniority 

among the female members of the family, and this is further augmented by their status as 

mothers (Quddos, 1995, pp. 73–75). Motherhood is perceived as the most important identity 

marker for South Asian women and is used as a means of keeping them away from 

socioeconomic privileges. Thereby, young women are generally encouraged not to seek 

higher education or pursue a career but rather to marry and form a family (Ghosh, 2016b; 

Thomas & Thomas, 2002). Consequently, they encounter severe challenges with regards to 

visibility in spheres of social life such as education and other modes of employment. Within 

this scenario, the marginalisation of women is exacerbated as gender intersects with other 

socially undervalued categories such as disability. The introduction of the discipline of 

Gender Studies in the mid-90s brought women into the centre of empirical investigations and 

unravelled the several aspects of their socioeconomic and political life. However, the absence 

of disabled women in empirical discourses prevents understanding of their life situations and 

of how women’s disability is addressed in traditionally patriarchal societies. This being the 

case, the research seeks to provide an insight into the sociocultural realities that shape the 

lives of disabled women in South Asia (Pakistan) and construct their subjective perspectives 

on disability.  

In Pakistan – the region’s second most populous country (with 207 million 

inhabitants) – patriarchal norms are predicated on the cultural imperative of controlling 

women’s sexuality (Bano, 1997; Hakim & Aziz, 1998; Jafar, 2005; Shaheed, 2010). Men’s 

control over women is regulated through restrictive activities and codes of behaviour, gender 

segregation and an ideology that closely associates family honour with women’s virtue 

(Shaheed, 2010). Such ideology, which is centred in the preponderant power of males within 

society, provides unique dimensions to the social construction of gender that sharply differ 

from the way women (as a gender) are perceived in high-income countries of the Global 
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North. This is due to the fact that women living in the Global North are not under the control 

of their family and are more visible in the public sphere. The strong social and familial 

control that is evident in Pakistan leaves little or no room for women to excel beyond the 

familial scope and to have control over their lives. Moreover, in Pakistan, there is a certain 

diversity within the category of gender. Depending upon the socioeconomic background and 

the caste ascription of their family, women face diverse discriminations and restrictions 

(Usman, 2011; Winkvist & Akhtar, 2000). Within the already restricted realm of disability, as 

contended by Andruchowitz (2010), the lower social status ascribed to women within the 

hierarchal social structure makes it even more difficult, if not impossible, for disabled women 

to live their lives autonomously. Therefore, they struggle twice as hard as disabled males and 

their non-disabled female counterparts to access and exercise their fundamental human rights, 

such as those concerning education, employment and marriage.  

Additionally, in the context of gender role fulfilment, disabled women are socially 

perceived as inappropriate for reproductive roles. They are assumed to be ‘unable’ to fulfil the 

gender role expectations of ‘womanhood’ in socially determined ‘normal’ ways. Since in 

South Asia social recognition as ‘woman’ is closely connected to gender role fulfilment, the 

denial of femininity intensifies the disability stigmatisation. Owing to the stereotypical ideas, 

disabled women are often labelled as asexual or sexually unproductive and unattractive, from 

which it follows that they are considered less appropriate for marriage (Addlakha, 2007; Ghai, 

2002; Ghosh, 2016b, 2018; Ijaz, 2007; Thomas & Thomas, 2002). As asserted by Ghai 

(2002), “social invisibility” and the “cancellation of femininity” can evoke in disabled women 

a struggle to pursue the socially ascribed female identity that is denied to them because of 

their disability (p. 55). However, the manner in which disabled women – throughout the 

course of their lives – make sense of disability and strive to gain social recognition as 

‘woman’ has not yet been empirically investigated. In the context of South Asia, variations – 

due to social class and caste – within the construction of ‘woman’ could influence the 

comprehension of disability and may affect the process of identity construction as ‘disabled 

woman’. However, the paucity of empirical knowledge has thus far precluded the possibility 

of grasping these dimensions of the lives of disabled women in the region. 

Against this background, this study aims to elucidate the challenges encountered by 

disabled women in the process of identity formation as a ‘woman’ in a non-Western 

patriarchal context. The study reconstructs how contextual variances – which are embedded in 

patriarchal norms and the social construction of ‘woman’ – influence the experiences of 
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women with impairments, and in particular blindness. The results of the study allow critical 

reflection on the concepts coined in Disability Studies and Gender Studies in the West. The 

study also aids in reflecting on the ways in which the conceptualisation of disability as a 

socially constructed phenomenon enables one to recognise what it means to be a ‘disabled 

woman’ in South Asia.   

The South Asian region is characterised by poverty. Out of the total number of one 

billion people with disabilities worldwide, eighty percent live in the Global South (World 

Report on Disability, 2011). Poverty is estimated to be one of the main reasons for the high 

prevalence of disability in this region. Poverty and disability are reciprocal as poverty is a 

cause of disability and as most disabled people, in South Asia, are living in poverty. Societal 

exclusion is the defining characteristic of disability and poverty. Hence, their amalgamation 

intensifies the marginalisation of disabled people by diminishing possibilities of equal 

participation (Dalal, 2010; Ghai, 2001b; Priestley, 2001). In a situation marked by poverty, 

the prevailing gender differences and cultural connotations attached to disability make the 

survival of disabled women precarious (Ghai, 2001a; Ghai, 2002; Groce, 1997). Therefore, a 

careful examination of these structural barriers is essential to understand the experiences of 

disabled women in South Asia, as these structural inequalities might influence the context-

specific understandings of disability (Rao & Kalyanpur, 2015). I use the socioeconomic 

variations as a context to situate young disabled women and to understand the nuances 

grounded in sociocultural construction of gender and disability. 

Among South Asian countries, Pakistan has the highest poverty rate and this is 

coupled with low rates of female education (28 percent) and employment (22 percent) 

(Human Development Report, 2020). Therefore, the country stands at the very bottom (151 

out 153) on the Global Gender Parity Index (Ahmad, 2019). Overt gender differences – which 

stem from patriarchal values and economic inequalities – are the main reasons that disabled 

women (in Pakistan) are largely invisible, ignored and confined to their homes.  

As described by Rukhsana Shah (in the newspaper Dawn): 

“[…] it is not surprising that in Pakistan where being female itself is 

debilitating, women with disabilities live at the very peripheries of 

society, differentiated and un-equalized by a culture that is patriarchal, 

religiously obscurantist and anti-women” (2016). 
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Given that a lack of knowledge hinders understanding of the living situation of disabled 

women, Shah’s insights help provide an overview of the intricacies of the construction of 

gendered disability in Pakistan. She highlights the sociocultural factors, such as patriarchy, 

religious fundamentalism and prejudices against women, that reinforce the marginalisation of 

disabled women and restrict their social participation. However, the article misses the voices 

of disabled women and does not unfold the multifaceted oppression encountered by disabled 

women in comparison to their non-disabled female counterparts across castes and social 

classes. In the lives of women, social realities are intertwined with the class status of their 

families, which in turn is determined by the academic and professional pre-eminence of its 

members. The standards of social class status influence patriarchal control within the family, 

which affects the degree of women’s autonomy and access to educational and employment 

opportunities (Asian Development Bank, 2000; Bano, 1997; Qadeer, 2006). Conversely, the 

caste ascription of the family defines the social status of a woman in relation to men and 

women of the other castes and to the men of her own caste. In comparison to lower caste 

women, the privileged social status of upper caste women improves the possibilities of 

accessing their socioeconomic rights (Usman, 2011). The class and caste based gender norms 

may affect the understanding of disability and produce the varied nature of gender disability. 

However, the meagre representation given to the lived experiences of disabled women – 

belonging to different social classes and castes – limits understanding of what it means to be a 

disabled woman in a patriarchal society like Pakistan. This shortage of information has also 

left open the question of how disabled women navigate societal stereotypes over the course of 

their lives and gain social recognition as dis/abled woman. Such gaps lead to the ineffective 

policy and legislative measures in which disability is often interpreted as a medical condition 

and a men’s issue1.  

In recent years in Pakistan, pressures from international commitments – such as the 

United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (UN CRPD) – to 

protect the rights of persons with disabilities in general, and women and other disabled 

 
1 Disabled Person (Employment & Rehabilitation) Ordinance (1981) enforces the medical model of 

disability by implying ‘disability’ as a biological condition that hampers the effective participation in 

day-to-day life. Whereas the description of ‘disabled person’ includes the person who cannot 

undertake the employment or a profession to earn his livelihood. In Pakistan, the strict demarcation of 

gender roles associates the responsibility for taking up employment or a profession with men. Thus, 

the definition of ‘disabled person’ largely applies to disabled men while excluding impaired women 

from the disabled category. Moreover, the use of the male pronoun makes the definition insensitive 

towards other genders. 
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minorities in particular, led to the promulgation of the Rights of Persons with Disabilities Act 

(2020). With the aim of protecting the rights of persons with disability, the legislation focuses 

on the legal capacity, equality and dignity of disabled persons in society. Nonetheless, its 

gender insensitive language, such as the use only of male pronouns in the formulation of the 

act, indicates the state’s apathy toward disabled women, which makes them less likely to 

benefit from state interventions. Moreover, the issues of disabled women are addressed in a 

generic sense in the national policies without taking account of their multifarious social 

positioning based on gender, socioeconomic background and age. Furthermore, the 

understanding of disability issues is limited to statistical data – gathered through census and 

reports – which does not provide deeper understanding of the challenges faced by disabled 

people. Thus, there is a general lack of information about the sociocultural practices and the 

dynamics of social relations that oppress impaired women and lead to the construction of 

gendered disability in the context of Pakistan.      

Fine & Asch (1981), in their pioneering study “Disabled women: Sexism without the 

pedestal”, argued that feminists have largely ignored to integrate the experiences of disabled 

women into their analysis of gender oppression. The experiences of disabled women are 

different from those of non-disabled women and could unravel different dynamics of 

oppression since they are exempted from many of the social expectations concerning gender 

roles. These analyses, whenever they have been done, have primarily been focused on 

Western contexts. Moreover, the focus has mostly been on investigating the ways in which 

disability (as a social construct) intersects with gender and intensifies oppression for disabled 

women in different ways depending upon their social positioning (Begum, 1992; Ghai, 2002; 

Ghai, 2003; Thomas, 1999). However, the ways in which social constructions of 

‘womanhood’ in patriarchal societies influence the conceptualisation of disability have rarely 

been a part of intersectional researches. The concept of intersectionality was first introduced 

by Kimberlé Crenshaw ([1989] 2018), a U.S lawyer and a civil rights activist. She used the 

concept of intersectionality to describe how social identities – such as race, class and gender – 

intersect and shape lived experiences by weakening or strengthening each other. However, in 

this research, I do not use the concept of intersectionality and specifically focus on the factor 

of social class in order to understand the ways in which class-based imposition of patriarchal 

norms influences the disability experiences of physically disabled women. In order to do this, 

I take up a social perspective on gender and disability. This perspective allows me to examine 
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how the patriarchal frame constructs women in terms of the domestic sphere and make their 

social recognition dependent on their ability to fulfil the expectations of ‘womanhood’.  

The main research question is: How is women’s disability perceived and assigned 

subjective meaning in the sociocultural context of Pakistan? The research seeks to find out the 

ways in which young, physically disabled women negotiate disability at personal and familial 

levels and appropriate gender role expectations. Particular focus will be given to blind women 

who are active in making social inclusion possible through education. The purpose is to 

understand how the ability based social expectations embedded in feminine norms affect the 

conceptualisation of disability and shape subjective strategies for negotiating the disabled 

status in the process of becoming a ‘disabled woman’. The research seeks to contribute to the 

field of Gender Studies by analysing the ways in which patriarchy is resisted and/or 

negotiated in the case of disability. Similarly, the research contributes to the field of 

Disability Studies by addressing how disabled women make their participation possible in 

domestic and non-domestic spheres and gain inclusion in society. 

In order to understand the subjective perspective on disability and the subjective 

negotiation patterns that are adopted to mitigate the disabled status, I researched the lived 

experiences of young physically disabled women. Berger and Luckmann (1966) argued that 

the process of becoming a subjective self is an aspect of perceptual understanding of the 

world, which is shaped by social interactions. I use this argument to develop the theoretical 

and methodological framework of the research based on social constructivism. Through social 

interactions, individuals experience the social reality and assign subjective meanings to it 

(Berger & Luckmann, 1966). In this sense, the exploration of lived experiences can help to 

provide in-depth knowledge for understanding the social phenomenon, which in this case is 

the social oppression of disabled women. As asserted by Abigail Brooks (2007, pp. 56–58), a 

feminist researcher, women’s “concrete experiences” not only provide the starting point on 

which to build knowledge, they also offer interesting insights into the larger social world that 

is contained within experiences lived through by women. This means, in effect, that the 

knowledge generated from women’s subjective experiences fills in the gaps concerning the 

subject of women in several disciplines. In this way, I take the concrete experiences of young, 

physically disabled women as the point of entry to reconstruct knowledge about gender and 

disability in Pakistan. In recounting the narratives, I intend to provide subjective knowledge 

about the social realities of young disabled women (blind); these realities are shaped by 

disability and social expectations about being a ‘woman’ in a patriarchal society. With this 
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goal, I examine the experiences and decisions of impaired women as they are narrated in 

terms of biography. Consequently, the research enriches discourses focused solely on gender 

and disability – which largely ignore the experiences of disabled women – by highlighting 

how two constructs shape each other.  

With the purpose of understanding the subjective perspective on disability, I gathered 

the lived experiences of twenty young women – with diverse physical disabilities and with an 

age range of 18 to 40 years – by using the narrative interview method. Out of twenty 

physically disabled women, I reconstructed the life narratives of three highly educated blind 

women in detail and cross-compared them. Visually disabled women are found to be more 

active – due to the government’s Notification of Special Facilities for Disabled Students in 

Educational Institutions of Punjab (2013) – in gaining higher education. As argued by Blanck 

(2020), stigmatisation and normative institutional practices hamper young disabled people 

from gaining educational benefits and from being integrated into labour market. In this study, 

the specific focus on educated blind women’s life narratives enables investigation of the 

significance of higher education for disabled women to gain access to work opportunities and 

social recognition in the sociocultural context of Pakistan.         

Moreover, the societal prejudices that consider disabled women to be inappropriate for 

the maternal role take a toll in case of blindness. It is assumed that child caring is such a 

delicate role that one must be sighted to perform it (Asch & Sacks, 1983; Kent, 2002; Neff, 

1983). In the context of rural Pakistan, Fatima Shah (1992, pp. 20–21) describes how the 

presence of a blind girl is perceived as a lifelong burden by the family. Such familial 

apprehensions are due to the assumption that a blind girl is less likely to get married and leave 

the parental home. In this situation, her presence in the family is considered to be an obstacle 

in arranging the marriage of her siblings. It is perceived that the presence of blindness in the 

family may pass on to the next generation. In the given situation, it is significant to 

investigate the role of higher education in counter-balancing the stigmatisation attached to 

‘blindness’ and increasing marriage possibilities. Additionally, among physically disabled 

interlocutors the only married woman with a child was found to be blind. Thus, the practice of 

reconstructing the life-narratives of blind women offers the chance to critically analyse the 

effectiveness of education for disabled women after marriage. In this way, the selection of the 

biographies of blind women – belonging to different socioeconomic and marital backgrounds 

– made it possible to compare the variations in their disability experiences concerning 

accessing education, gaining participation in social life within and outside the domestic 
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sphere and getting married. The explicit focus on the experiences of women with blindness 

offered interesting insights into how dis/ability is ‘caused’ by social relations in the family 

and by educational and marriage expectations. 

Rosenthal (2018) argued that the meaning of a certain social phenomena is 

significantly connected with people’s life experiences. To explore the subjective meaning 

given to the phenomenon, it is, therefore, important to interpret the experience in the temporal 

order granted by the biography. Based on this theoretical assumption, I adopted the technique 

of biographical case-reconstruction and reconstructed each biography in detail, while 

identifying and analysing patterns of narrated events and decisions in the context of temporal 

and social order. By doing so, I aim to explore the socioeconomic factors that significantly 

influence the subjective standpoint on gender and disability. To this end, I take social class as 

the frame to analyse the negotiation patterns adopted at the individual and familial levels – 

within the biographies – to mitigate disability and improve the social status of the disabled 

woman.  

My focus on the subjective perspective of blind women reveals important insights on 

the role of family, higher education and marriageability. It shows that the family’s 

interpretation of their daughter’s disability plays a significant role in the social integration of 

disabled women. The case reconstruction will demonstrate that education is considered to be 

the main source of gaining access to the social world and constructing a positive identity at 

the familial as well as at the personal level. However, the family’s appreciation of higher 

education is intertwined with their desire to enhance the marriage prospects of their young 

physically disabled daughter. This shows that the meaning of higher education is closely 

connected to marriage, which is found to be the main goal to be achieved –especially from the 

family’s point of view – in order to manage disability and claim social identity as ‘woman’. 

These insights indicate the aim of the research, which is to investigate how socioeconomic 

and familial background influence the social integration of a disabled woman and the process 

of attaining higher education. My research seeks to discern the significance of higher 

education in increasing the marriageability of a disabled woman and achieving the socially 

ascribed identity as ‘woman’.  

I analyse the subjective experiences of visually disabled women by using the Western 

notion of disability – as a social construct – to understand disability in the context of social 

construction of woman in Pakistan. While doing so, I intend to reflect on the relevance of the 
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western social model of disability for interpreting disability in the sociocultural context of 

South Asia (Pakistan), where women hold a multifarious and marginalised position depending 

upon class and caste based patriarchal norms.  Additionally, my stay in Germany while 

conducting my Ph.D research helps me to keep a distance from the local context in order to 

critically reflect on the indigenous system of patriarchy and the way it influences the 

experiences of disabled women. In this situation, my positionality as an international 

researcher allows me to detach myself – not completely but partially – from the local context 

and analyse the experiences of disabled women without being biased.   

The Disability Movement and Feminist Concerns  

In Europe, the theorisation of disability has evolved from the medical to the social 

model. From the medical perspective, disability had long been understood as a biological 

deficit or disorder that impedes the normal functioning of the body or brain and therefore 

affects the social integration of individuals. Within the biological frame, solutions to 

disability would be sought through medical interventions. Since the medical field of inquiry 

claims to have complete knowledge about human bodies, medical interventions had been 

perceived as the only way to ‘cure’ disability and enable the person to live up to social 

expectations (Beauchamp‐Pryor, 2011; Carlson, 2003; Goodley, 2014; Michalko, 2002; 

Oliver, 1992; Siebers, 2001; Thomas, 1999, 2002). However, towards the end of the twentieth 

century, the global disability movement criticised the medical model – also known as the 

biological model – and interpreted disability as a social category of analysis by introducing 

perspectives from the social sciences and humanities. Whereas the medical model defines 

disability in terms of the denial of human rights (Stein, 2007), the social model perceives 

disability as an outcome of societal prejudices and infrastructural barriers that impede full 

participation of impaired persons in society and thus marginalise them (Barnes & Mercer, 

2003; Oliver, 1996; Shakespeare, 1994). Under the social model, disability is exclusively 

regarded as a socially constructed phenomenon – a consequence of social oppression – rather 

than a biological characteristic that is located within the body (Barnes et al.; Oliver, 1996; 

Shakespeare, 2013). Before moving further in delineating the terrain of the Western disability 

movement, I would like to elaborate on what ‘disability’ means in this research. Since the 

theoretical foundations of the research are grounded in social constructivism, I use the 

concept of disability in the sense of a sociocultural oppression that is produced by the 

meanings imposed on bodily differences as well as by class-based and patriarchal 
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understandings of ‘woman’. By doing so, I reflect on the nuanced ways in which disability, as 

social phenomenon, is constructed in the South Asian (Pakistani) context. 

In the western world, the disability movement gained immense attention for theorising 

disability as an outcome of societal barriers, however, its lack of representation of the 

subjective experiences of disabled women led feminists from the field of Disability Studies to 

criticise the movement (Fine & Asch, 1981; Lloyd, 2001; Morris, 1991, 1992; Morris, 1993; 

Schriempf, 2001; Wendell, 1996). By calling attention to the dominance of disabled men and 

their concerns within the movement, these feminists – who mostly happened to be disabled 

themselves – emphasised the need for thorough investigation of the intersectional relation 

between disability and gender (Asch & Fine, 1988; Begum, 1992; Fine & Asch, 1981; Morris, 

1993; Thomas, 2002; Thomson, 2005; Wendell, 1989). They contended that the oppression 

faced by disabled women is a compound effect of the societal stigmatisations attached to 

disability and to the category of ‘woman’ within patriarchal society. The social position held 

by disabled women differs both from their able-bodied female counterparts and from disabled 

men, and it is for this reason that they must struggle harder for equal social participation 

(Asch & Fine, 1988; Thomas, 1999).  

However, in Pakistan, where the majority of the disabled population is poor, the 

disability movement is primarily focused on providing medical and rehabilitation services to 

disabled people. Efforts to facilitate the therapeutic needs of disabled people began in the 

1960s, at the individual level, in response to the state’s apathy toward disabled people. 

International developments, such as the United Nations General Assembly’s Declaration on 

the Rights of Disabled Persons (1975) and the declaration of 1981 as the International Year 

for Disabled Persons, caused the state to grant attention to the disabled population; this 

attention manifested itself through the implementation of disability legislation, such as the 

Disabled Person (Employment & Rehabilitation) Ordinance (1981). A culture of charity and 

welfare, which had thus far played an important role in addressing disability, was then 

channelled into providing medical treatment to people with orthopaedic and sensory 

impairments. However, the responsibility for providing disabled people with medical and 

support services is mainly fulfilled by the local Non-Governmental Organisations (NGOs), 

which respond to the needs of disabled people who live in urban areas. Currently, there are 

more than five hundred organisations working independently to facilitate the needs of 

disabled people (Farooq, 2012). In the province of Punjab (which is the area of the research), 

the activism initiated by some of the members of the local NGOs  has been helpful in political 
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negotiations, which led to an increase in the allocated quota (from two percent to three 

percent) in the employment sector (public and private) for disabled people. Since involvement 

in the public domain is something that society associates more with men than women, the 

disability movement tended to focus more on the needs of disabled men. This illustrates how 

struggles for the rights of disabled people, in Pakistan, are male centric and fail to adequately 

represent issues important to disabled women, thereby rendering them invisible at social and 

political levels.  

Within Western feminist disability discourses, disability and gender are understood as 

social categories of analysis. It has been contended that the experiences of disabled women 

could unravel the diverse nature of discrimination that is the outcome of the complex 

amalgamation of gender and disability (Pfahl & Köbsell, 2017; Thomson, 2005). 

Furthermore, as exemplified in feminist disability discourses, disability takes different forms 

as it intersects with other categories of differences such as gender, age, race, social class and 

sexuality (Ghosh, 2016a; Thomas, 1999; Wendell, 1996). The intersectional approach has 

gained wide recognition in the social sciences, however, the dynamics of gendered disability 

– which are predicated on socially defined categories of differences – have not yet been 

extensively examined. Moreover, these discourses lack the perspectives of disabled women 

living in the Global South. The ways in which sociocultural structures (such as patriarchy, 

class and caste) influence the perception of disabled women as well as the various ways in 

which these women respond to the disabled status has not yet been included within Western 

analyses of gendered disability.  

However, the attention that feminists gave to the issues of disabled women initiated 

political struggles demanding equal rights, especially in Europe. Demands for state 

recognition of the unique social position of disabled women led to legal reforms that aim to 

protect disabled women against sexual crimes, to provide specific attention to their concerns 

and to bring about their equal participation in socioeconomic and political spheres (Pfahl & 

Köbsell, 2017, pp. 76–77). The political negotiations for equal participation led to recognition 

of the human rights of disabled women in the United Nations Convention on the Rights of 

Persons with Disabilities (2006). The adoption of a twin-track approach in UN CRPD 

recognised  the disadvantages confronted by disabled women when it directed the state parties 

to take special policy measures to give disabled women equal rights (Dhanda, 2008). 

However, when one views the UN CRPD with attention to its implications for the Global 

South, it appears to be overwhelmingly driven by the Western viewpoint. Authors within 
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Critical Disability Studies have been especially attentive to the dangers that arise from 

common, Western originated solutions such as the universalisation of United Nations 

Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (UN CRPD) (Meekosha & Soldatic, 

2011). While the UN CRPD aims to ensure the full and equal human rights of disabled 

people, it also reinforces binaries between the Global North and South by ignoring the 

localised contexts predicated on poverty, structural violence and patriarchy – which provide 

different meanings to disability – and by suggesting top-down ‘solutions’ to change the 

position of disabled people in society (Jenks, 2017; Meekosha & Soldatic, 2011). Since South 

Asia diverges sharply on the axis of sociocultural realties, the framing of disability and 

policies for the equality of disabled people within the international context may not be 

effective in empowering women with disabilities.  

Despite the similarities of experiences of disabled women – embedded in gender and 

disability – between the Global North and South, disability cannot be understood by using a 

single frame that is contextualised in the West (Grech, 2016; Meekosha, 2008, 2011; 

Priestley, 2001). This thesis focuses on understanding the relationship between the social 

construction of ‘womanhood’ and ‘disability’ in the context of South Asia (Pakistan). In 

doing so, it aims to contribute to recognition of the global context of Gender Studies and 

Disability Studies. Moreover, at the local level, its deep insight into the life realities of 

disabled women offers the possibility to integrate the concerns of disabled women (related to 

family life, better inclusion in higher education and access to employment) with national 

policies and legislations concerning disability.    

Outline of the Chapters 

Chapter two contextualises the research by reviewing the literature on gender and 

disabilities in Pakistan. The focus of the chapter is on the living situation of women (in 

general) and on the social realities of disabled women (in particular). The chapter is divided 

into two main sections. The first section reviews the literature that demonstrates the structures 

of patriarchy, caste and class system in order to delineate the dynamics of gender relations 

and consequent gender differences. These factors are different, but they are interrelated in 

nature and important for understanding the multifaceted lives of women in Pakistan. This 

section reviews how, in Pakistan, the nature of gender relations is primarily shaped by 

patriarchy, which provides men with power and control over women within and outside the 

domestic sphere. However, the severity of patriarchy – in its traditional form – diverges 
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across castes and social classes. In this way, the affiliation of a woman to her caste or social 

class category determines her prospects of accessing educational and employment 

opportunities. The literature is mostly focused on Punjab because it is the geographical area 

where this research was conducted. The province of Punjab is the most populous region in 

which the system of caste and social class are deeply rooted, and it has the highest disabled 

population. Drawing on the frame of gender inequalities established in the first section, the 

second section elaborates the sociocultural factors that shape the lived experiences of disabled 

women in Pakistan. This section is concerned with the connection between understandings of 

disability and gender role ideologies that influence the lives of disabled women. It focuses on 

the organisational structure of South Asian (Pakistani) families, which (re)produces gender by 

emphasising the different gender role expectations and consequently strengthening patriarchy. 

The purpose of this section is to highlight the ways in which the importance given to the 

performance of gender roles marginalises disabled women by devaluing their abilities to fulfil 

gender role expectations. Additionally, this section delineates the weaknesses rooted in 

societal infrastructure (particularly with reference to health and educational institutions) that 

contribute to the construction of disability and consequently affect the lives of disabled 

women in Pakistan. Since there is an extreme scarcity of empirical knowledge by which to 

gain an insight into the social realities of visually disabled women, the chapter describes the 

issues concerning blindness and blind women in a statistical and generic sense.    

Chapter three carves out the theoretical foundations of the research by using the social 

constructivist perspective. As argued by Berger and Luckmann (1966), social interaction is 

central to the process of becoming a self. Individuals develop perceptual understanding of the 

world in a process of socialisation, which is made up of social interactions throughout the 

course of life. In social interactions, individuals learn what they are expected to do as a 

‘woman’ or ‘man’ and act accordingly. On this basis, the theoretical framework of the 

research is built up to understand the ways women internalise the norms of femininity through 

the life course in the process of socialisation, both within and outside of the family. Later, I 

reiterate the concept of “doing gender”, theorised by West and Zimmerman (1987), to 

conceptualise the construction of the category of ‘disabled woman’ that emerged in 

consequence of not “doing gender” according to the normative social expectations. In social 

interactions, the visibility and type of disability legitimate the categorical ground on which 

disabled women are prevented from claiming their gender identity as ‘woman’. In this way, 

the concept of “doing gender” provides the space to understand the reciprocal process in 
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which disabled women learn and (re)appropriate their gender. Berger and Luckmann (1966) 

explain that individuals, because they do not internalise the whole of the objectified reality, 

have the agency to construct subjective reality by resisting the social structures. I then discuss 

the conditions, such as disability, in which young physically disabled women resist, challenge 

or may change the normative gender expectations. Based on the existing knowledge of the life 

situations of women in Pakistan, family is the primary institution where patriarchy is not only 

practiced (through strict gender role demarcation) but also internalised during the process of 

socialisation. In the process of socialisation, girls learn the norms of being a ‘woman’ in 

Pakistani society. By considering this situation in connection with social constructivism, it 

becomes possible to use the theoretical premises of the subjective perspective to investigate 

social realities of the lives of blind women. The theoretical foundations on the subjective 

perspective allow one to learn more about the ways in which institutional expectations 

concerning family, education and work shape the subjective understanding of disability and 

patterns of negotiating the disabled status over the life course.  

Chapter four outlines the research design and the methodological framework. The 

theoretical grounds of the subjective perspective emphasise the importance of interacting with 

subjects to learn about their own understanding of the significance of their social realities. 

This theoretical premise allows me to develop a qualitative methodology while using the 

biographical interviews to understand the intersection of gender and disability over the life 

course of disabled women. Consequently, I apply the tenets of grounded theory (Strauss, 

1987) and biographical research techniques (Rosenthal, 2004) in order to collect and analyse 

the empirical data. I selected the method of biographical interview to collect data. 

Biographical interview gives freedom to the interlocutors to recollect experiences situated in 

varied temporal and spatial settings, which enables expression of the nuances of certain 

phenomena (Rosenthal, 2018). Moreover, the narrated events and actions of an individual’s 

life help to examine how social institutions and related expectations – at the macro level – 

influence her/his life choices and shape her/his life course. Social institutions hold different 

expectations for individuals depending upon their gender and age; they thus construct the 

varied nature of disability at different phases of their lives (Priestley, 2001, 2013). Therefore, 

I selected the biographical interview method to understand the ways in which gender, 

education and marriage expectations construct disability in different life stages of blind 

women and (re)shape their subjective perspective. I selected the theoretical sampling 

technique (Strauss, 1987; Strauss & Corbin, 1994) to gain an immediate overview of the life 
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situations of disabled women and to decide which biographies to include in the research. I 

interviewed twenty (20) women with physical and sensory disabilities, and with varied 

socioeconomic characteristics and marital backgrounds. The principle of constant 

comparison, which is fundamental to the theoretical sampling technique, led me to focus more 

on women who experienced blindness.  

Chapter five presents the data analysis completed by adopting the technique of 

biographical case-reconstruction. I reconstruct the biographies of three blind women for the 

purpose of identifying and analysing patterns of narrated events and actions. In this research, 

the blind women hold unique position among the interlocutors for being highly educated and 

belonging to diverse socioeconomic backgrounds. The biographies of these blind women 

allowed me to critically examine the way socioeconomic background affects the process of 

attaining higher education and the significance of higher education for the mitigation of the 

disabled status. Moreover, the socioeconomic and familial backgrounds helped me to 

understand the nuances involved in the construction of disabled women in the sociocultural 

context of Pakistan. One of the three interlocutors, Aliya Sardar (case A), was 24 years old, 

final year master’s student in Sociology. She comes from a less-educated nuclear family and 

lives in the semi-urban city where she grew up as a child. Beenish Ahmad (case B) was 22 

years old, final year master’s student of English literature. She acquired partial visual 

impairment at the age of fifteen in ninth (9th) grade. Similar to Aliya Sardar (case A), she was 

raised in a nuclear family whose members had a low level of formal education. Her family 

lives in a village located in the north of Punjab province. Zernosh Iqbal (case C) was 30 years 

old married woman with four years old, school-going son. She has been working as a lecturer 

at a college of physically disabled students after completing her master’s degree in English 

language. Unlike the other cases, she comes from what she describes as a well-educated and 

financially sound nuclear family residing in Lahore city. Her husband is also blind and works 

as a lecturer in the department of English language at one of the renowned public universities 

located in Lahore.  

Chapter six outlines the similarities and differences across the biographies of these 

three blind women. The cross-case comparison theoretically delineates how women’s 

disability is negotiated in a patriarchal society like Pakistan. The comparison of biographical 

reconstructions reveals that the socioeconomic background and the familial perception of 

disability significantly influence the subjective perception of being dis/abled. In the case of 

disabled women, the class-based imposition of feminine norms and the conception of 



22 
 

blindness as ‘inability’ reveal interesting nuances of the construction of disability in Pakistan. 

The disabled women gain subjective knowledge of gender and disability through their 

experiences in the domestic and public spheres. The diversity of the experiences of disabled 

women – spread over the life course – contributes to the conceptualisation of links across life 

events and actions. Consequently, the diversity of experiences helps to draw theoretical 

explanations of the ways in which gender intersects with disability and produces the varied 

nature of oppression. Furthermore, critical examination of the disability experiences 

highlights the negotiation patterns adopted – at familial and personal levels – in order to 

appropriate gender role expectations and achieve the social identity of ‘woman’. The results 

reveal that the strategy of attaining higher education is common across social classes. In the 

lower socioeconomic class, parental support for higher education of young disabled women is 

associated with the aspiration for their marriage. These results contribute to the field of 

Gender Studies and Disability Studies by exploring the sociocultural contexts in which 

disability becomes the reason for impaired women to gain access to the culturally restricted 

area of higher education. While the disabled women perceive higher education as a tool that 

enhances their socioeconomic capabilities, their families comprehend higher education as a 

source for enhancing marriage possibilities.  

Chapter seven concludes by revealing the need for an integrated look at the question 

of gender role appropriation in the presence of disability. The way disability is handled in the 

Pakistani cultural setting confirms that higher education for women in a patriarchal society is 

grounded in the enhancement of women’s capabilities to compensate for nonconformity with 

the ability norms that society imposes on the meaning of ‘woman’. In this sense, the 

promotion of higher education for disabled women is not solely based on the agenda of 

including them in society; it also provides them access to the institution of marriage, which in 

turn maintains patriarchy. Despite the fact that education does positively contribute to the 

different aspects of disabled women’s lives, the lower marriageability of educated disabled 

women hampers them from retaliating against the repressive patriarchal structures. Though 

disabled women encounter stigmatisation due to the aversive prejudices about disability, the 

social inclusion of blind women is not far from reach. It could become possible by (i) 

protecting disabled women from exploitation within the family and (ii) protecting motherhood 

by recognising the special needs of disabled women. There is a need for visible political 

activism and scholarship to generate a shift in the perception of disability and the way 

disabled women are perceived in the society. Furthermore, feminist discourse could allow 
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women – with or without disabilities – to challenge the social construction of womanhood 

and the stereotypes that are a source of oppression for the categories of ‘woman’ and 

‘disabled’. The oppression of disabled women ensues from not considering them capable of 

fulfilling the conjugal and maternal roles while the oppression of non-disabled women comes 

from the imposition of these gender role expectations. 
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Chapter 2:  Gender and Disability in the Context of Pakistan: Social Realities and the 

State of Research 

This chapter reviews the literature relevant to gender and disability in the context of 

Pakistan. The research is based on the lived experiences of twenty physically disabled women 

from Lahore city located in Punjab province. The biographies of three blind women are 

reconstructed in detail to understand how disabled women construct their subjective 

perspective on disability in response to their interaction with the social world. The research 

explores how physically disabled women negotiate their disabled status and appropriate their 

gender role expectations in order to enhance their marriage prospects. To contextualise the 

research, the realities surrounding gender and disabilities are organised into two major 

sections. The first section reviews the literature that delineates the societal structures and 

patterns of gender inequalities in Pakistan within the context of patriarchy, caste and social 

class. All these factors are different but interesting and important for analysis of the dynamics 

of gender relations and consequent gender inequalities. The purpose is to mark the dynamics 

of gender relations embedded in patriarchy, caste and social class in order to understand the 

multifaceted lives of women. Special focus is given to Punjab because it is the geographical 

area where this research was conducted. It is the largest region where the system of caste and 

social class are deeply rooted, and it has the highest disabled population. The second section 

elaborates on the life realities of disabled women in South Asia (Pakistan). It begins with 

general information concerning health and educational provisions available to disabled people 

in the country. The purpose is to lay out how disability is perceived at the state level and 

incorporated within the policy framework. Later, there is discussion to delineate the ways in 

which disability is assigned meaning based on the gender identity of the impaired person in 

South Asian context. Furthermore, this section reviews the literature to trace how families – 

depending upon their geographical location, caste and social class affiliation – give status to 

young physically disabled women within the household and address their disability. It is 

important to mention that there is a severe lack of scholarship on the subject of gender and 

disabilities in Pakistan. However, due to overt similarities and uniformities among South 

Asian countries, I referred to literature across South Asia before later refining the aspects 

related to gender and disabilities in the context of Pakistan.  
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2.1 Research Context and Country Profile  

Among South Asian countries, Pakistan is the second most populous Muslim state 

with 207 million inhabitants; the majority of the population, 64 percent, lives in rural areas 

while 36 percent resides in urban cities (Karim, 2018). Geographically, Pakistan is divided 

into five distinct provinces: Punjab, Sindh, Khyber Pakhtunkhwa (KPK), Baluchistan and 

Federally Administered Tribal Areas (FATA). However, the population of Pakistan is mainly 

divided into six major ethnic groups: Punjabi, Pashtun, Sandhi, Saraiki, Muhajir and Baluchi. 

Each ethnic group coincides with a cultural and linguistic area which contributes to the ethnic 

diversity of Pakistan (Qadeer, 2006). The largest ethno-linguistic group in Pakistan is 

Punjabis (almost 45 percent) and, according to the population census (2017), Punjab is the 

most populous province, consisting of 110 million people (Karim, 2018; Misachi, 2019). 

Pakistan is designated as a poor country as 47 percent of the total population is living in 

multidimensional poverty2 (Saleem et al., 2019). The prevalence of poverty varies according 

to the region. The poverty rate is higher in rural areas (31 percent) in contrast to urban areas, 

where the poverty percentage is 13 percent (Mansuri, 2019). Due to high prevalence of 

poverty, Pakistan positions at 150 out of 189 countries in Human Development Index (HDI), 

which is the lowest among South Asian countries (United Nations Development Programme, 

2018).  

The majority of the population, 96 percent, is Muslim (Pakistan Bureau of Statistics, 

2017). Islam is the source that provides the fundamental values of life and shapes the cultural 

traditions of Muslims. The religion based cultural traditions are visible in the beliefs, 

sanctions, institutions and ceremonies (Hakim & Aziz, 1998). The social and political role of 

religion holds unique importance in Pakistan among other Muslim states. Religion provides 

the ground for the Muslims of the sub-continent India to achieve territorial sovereignty and 

form an Islamic state (Alivi, 1988; Simon & Thomas, 2009). Though Islam is the main 

ideological ground for formulating a separate state, there has never been consensus on what 

sort of Islam the Muslims of the sub-continent should practice (Simon & Thomas, 2009). 

Nonetheless, as the creation of the state of Pakistan is premised on establishing an 

independent country for Indian Muslims, religion always conjoins to politics. Thus, the 

 
2Multidimensional Poverty covers a variety of deprivations experienced by poor populations, such as 

deficiency of health care facilities, lack of education, inadequate living and work conditions, etc. In 

Pakistan Multidimensional Poverty is measured by the quality of health, literacy rate and monthly 

income (Saleem et al., 2019). 
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governing parties have always been involved in interpreting and implementing Islam in the 

state and social life (Jafar, 2005; Qadeer, 2006; Shaheed, 2010; Simon & Thomas, 2009). The 

prescription of everyday norms is the obvious feature of politico-religious discourses. In these 

discourses, gender-norms are mostly regulated through dress code, women’s segregation, 

restrictive activities and conformity to gendered norms that are considered important to 

establish a ‘true Islamic’ state (Jafar, 2005; Shaheed, 2010). The norms of seclusion and 

segregation establish the structure of patriarchy in Pakistan. These norms are reinforced 

through additional cultural factors, such as the socio-religious importance of family and 

marriage, hierarchies of relations within family and kinship-based society.  

Besides the politicised religious discourses, the social life in Pakistan is mediated by 

multiple elements that are outside the realms of political and religious frameworks. These 

elements include social hierarchical structures, tribal and ethnic affiliation and cultural 

practices of a given community. Within these elements, religion remains at the core of the 

social consciousness and cuts across ethnicities and social hierarchies. However, the practice 

of religion varies according to the internal differences existing among ethnic groups and 

social classes (Qadeer, 2006). The social hierarchies in Pakistan are mainly rooted in caste 

and class structures that stratify the society according to the ascribed status that a certain caste 

or class group entails. The caste and class groups are primarily defined according to the 

economic resources and political association of its members. Nevertheless, there is a point of 

difference between the two. Caste status is determined by the hereditary based occupational 

affiliation and the extent of land that a person owns (Usman, 2011). However, class status is 

defined by the academic and professional pre-eminence of an individual (Maqsood, 2017). 

The caste system is highly pervasive in rural areas of Pakistan but the class system is more 

prominent in urban areas. These systems co-exist in the country. The caste and class 

dimensions – where some people are said to belong to a higher caste and class group than 

others – include the dynamics of power and authority.  

Patriarchy, which advances unequal gender relations, is another pervasive feature of 

Pakistani society. The dynamics of caste and class intersect and influence the spread of 

patriarchy – and thus the dynamics of gender relations – in the country. To understand the 

societal structures, gender relations and status of women in Pakistan it is important to address 

each factor thoroughly. In the following part, therefore, I delineate all these factors separately 

in order to explicate the facets of gender relations and status of women in Pakistan.   
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2.1.1 Patriarchy and the Dynamics of Gender Relations 

Patriarchy is a dominant feature that plays a pivotal role in shaping gender relations in 

South Asia (Pakistan). Though the women’s movement has been considerably active in 

making advancements concerning the rights of women, patriarchy is still prevalent and 

significantly influences the social system in this region. The state regulated laws, religion, 

cultural practices and gender relations are the key sources that manifest and maintain 

patriarchy in South Asia. Patriarchy is practiced in a way that women are provided fewer or 

no opportunities to progress in the realms outside of the private sphere, leading them to be 

dependent on men. The subordinate status of women (re)produces unequal gender relations, 

influencing their lives in public as well as in private spheres (Nainar, 2013). In this section, I 

discuss how patriarchy defines and controls gender roles in the context of Pakistan. While 

doing so, I describe how patriarchal norms and related modes of subordination are 

internalised and (re)produced in women.   

Conceptualisation of Patriarchy in the Context of Pakistan  

While explicating patriarchy, Deniz Kandiyoti (1988), a Turkish and British feminist 

scholar, used the concept of “classic patriarchy”, which she describes as the fundamental 

feature of societies located in South Asia, East Asia and the Muslim Middle East (p. 278). She 

asserts that the system of patrilocal household, in which the senior man of the household has 

authority over other members, is the foundation of “classic patriarchy”. The patrilocal 

household is the key source of controlling women’s social, economic and political 

participation and maintaining their subordination and dependency on men. Similarly, 

Moghadam (1992, 1998, 2004) views patrilineal family as the main factor perpetuating 

patriarchy in this region. She emphasises that in a patrilineal family, patriarchy is maintained 

through the strict demarcation of gender roles in which the wife is assigned the household 

work and care responsibilities, while men hold the authority to monitor her activities in the 

public domain. In this sense, the construct of “classic patriarchy” defines family as a central 

entity that outlines the patriarchal structure of the society. As described by Kandiyoti (1988), 

the nature of control asserted through “classic patriarchy” and its implications on women cut 

across cultures and religious boundaries. In this manner, the work on the theoretical grounds 

of patriarchy – in its classic form – helps to explain the system of women’s subordination and 

gender relations in Pakistan. However, the role of religion together with the variants of caste 



28 
 

and social class provide additional dynamics to patriarchy that are discussed later in this 

section.   

 In Pakistan, the ideological grounds for perpetuating patriarchy are found in the 

religious discourses in which women are designated as caretakers and nurturers and are, 

therefore, supposed to be confined to their homes. The confinement of women to their homes 

is strengthened by the notion of maintaining the standards of modesty and chastity (Bano, 

1997; Hakim & Aziz, 1998; Jafar, 2005; Shaheed, 2010). The consideration of women as the 

repositories of family respect designates men as those with power to control women so that 

the moral integrity of the family is kept intact. The ideology of ‘controlling women’s 

sexuality’ not only entrusts men with power over women but also constitutes the norms of 

‘womanhood’ by restricting women to the domestic domain and associating their social 

recognition with the performance of gender roles.  In the domestic domain, women’s roles are 

essentially centred in conjugal and paternal responsibilities including household management 

and taking care of elderly members (Qadir et al., 2005; Quddos, 1995). Since conjugal and 

maternal roles of women hold religious significance, the performance of these roles is the key 

factor that determines the status of women in family and society (Bano, 1997; Hakim & Aziz, 

1998; Jafar, 2005). On the contrary, male members of the family are assigned the position of 

the head of the household. They are allocated the role of the breadwinner and given the 

responsibility of handling affairs within and outside of the domestic sphere. However, the 

senior man holds the paramount authority and superiority over other members, including 

younger males. As the main patriarch of the family, he decides and directs the family affairs 

as well as women’s activities in the public sphere (Hakim & Aziz, 1998; Welchman & 

Hossain.S, 2005; Irfan, 2008).  

Additionally, as socialisation is one of the key functions of family, the organisational 

structure of family also plays a key role in transferring the patriarchal ideology to the next 

generations. Girls and boys start learning about their gender roles at home. During the 

socialisation process, women internalise patriarchal values at early ages and play an 

instrumental role in transferring and recreating the gender ideology (Asian Development 

Bank, 2000). The process of internalising and transferring patriarchy takes place throughout 

life of a woman. However, the extent of patriarchal control varies according to the type (joint 

and nuclear) and socioeconomic status of a family. In South Asia, a woman performs different 

roles in relation to her status, in a given situation, throughout the life cycle. The woman’s age 

and related gender roles affect the extent of patriarchal control within the organisational setup 
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of family. In the following section, the status of women is discussed with regard to the family 

type and women’s age-related gender roles.     

Patriarchal Organisation of Family, Gender Roles and the Status of Women 

Pakistan is often characterised as a society with a strong and pervasive orientation to 

family life and associated values (Donnan, 1997). Family as an institution retains its social 

and legal underpinnings in the doctrine of Islam (Bano, 1997; Quddos, 1995). Marriage is a 

prerequisite for the formation of a family unit. It is the only source of regulating sexual 

activity and passing family lineage and property to the next generation. Marriage, under the 

Muslim Marriage Act of 1957, is regarded as a civil contract between a heterosexual couple 

of a certain age and mental capacity that can be dissolved by either party at any time. 

However, culturally marriage is viewed as a process of unifying two families rather than two 

individuals and emphasis is mostly given to fulfilling the social obligations (Qadir et al., 

2005). Marriage among Pakistani Muslims is predominantly endogamous, arranged within 

kin, largely with cousins across all ethnic and social groups (Agha, 2016; Qadeer, 2006). 

In the context of India, Nilika Mehrotra (2006), in her impressive study “Negotiating 

gender and disability in rural Haryana”, contends that marriage is the main determinant of the 

social status of women and that the capacity of young women to perform gender roles is the 

key factor that determines their marriage. Thus, the sociocultural significance given to 

marriage and young women’s ability to fulfil gender roles continue the cycle of internalising 

and transferring patriarchal ideology. In Pakistan, the doctrine of protecting women’s 

sexuality provides the grounds for assigning immense cultural significance to girls’ marriage, 

especially in early ages (Agha, 2016). However, studies reveal that the phenomenon of child 

marriage is correlated with poverty, illiteracy and high labour force participation and is more 

prevalent in rural areas (Malé & Wodon, 2016; Naveed & Butt, 2020). Therefore, the 

percentage of women who married as a child is higher (37 percent) in rural areas than urban 

areas (21 percent) (Khanna et al., 2013).  

Nuclear and joint family3 systems co-exist in Pakistan. Wider forces such as 

increasing urbanization, domestic and international migration and modernisation have been 

 
3 The nuclear family system comprises married couples and their children, whereas the joint family 

system consists of a father and his married sons living together in the same household. The joint 

family system is more pervasive in agricultural communities, where the father has the advantage of 

using the labour of his sons to work on the land that he owns (Lyon & Fischer, 1997).  
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significant in affecting family size and lifestyle in the country. Changes in family organisation 

have been significant in influencing the nature of patriarchal control. However, households - 

both nuclear and joint - widely practice the “ideal-type of patriarchy”. Moghadam (1992) 

describes “ideal-type of patriarchy” as a phenomenon in which young women mainly gain 

respect by bearing sons and acquire power as they age in the capacity of their role as mother-

in-law (p.36). The capacity of young married women to procreate holds significance in 

patriarchal households. However, the inclination towards bearing sons could be stronger in 

families with lower-income background. The results of the study conducted by Winkvist and 

Akhtar (2000) in rural and urban Punjab provide support for this argument. They assert that 

the desire to bear more sons is stronger in women belonging to low-income strata, living in 

rural and urban Punjab (Pakistan), as it gives them respect and status in the affinal family. 

The cultural significance attached to sons for providing financial support to parents in old age 

is the primary reason for having more boys in the family. Moreover, sons gain importance for 

carrying the family name and property. Conversely, daughters are perceived as an expense 

and economic burden for the family, due to the practice of giving dowry4 in their wedding. 

This being the case, among the interviewed women the desire to have sons was connected to 

the concern to gain financial security in old age coupled with the desire to achieve more 

respect in the marital family. Later, the study conducted by Sathar et al. (2015) in Karachi, a 

metropolitan city of Pakistan, found the same reasons for a strong preference for sons. This 

demonstrates that the tradition of giving preference to sons cuts across social classes and the 

rural and urban boundaries. In families that have conservative views on gender, daughters are 

considered more appropriate for taking care of the household after marriage. Such a parental 

attitude works as an excellent ploy to keep their daughters away from accessing higher 

education and from pursuing a career (Hakim & Aziz, 1998).  

The performance of household chores is another important source for married women 

to gain respect in the marital family. However, the performance of domestic chores varies 

according to the position of women in the household and the type (joint or nuclear) of family. 

For instance, in a joint family structure, the daughter-in-law is supposed to perform household 

tasks under the supervision and control of the mother-in-law. In these households, the mother-

in-law holds power while the least powerful in the hierarchy of relations is daughter-in-law, 

 
 
4 Dowry is widely defined as a transfer of wealth – that could be in the form of household goods, 

money and/or property – to the bridegroom’s family by the bride’s family on the wedding (Makino, 

2019).  
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who is mostly bound by the willingness of the mother-in-law in daily routine matters 

(Quddos, 1995, pp. 73–75). In this sense, in South Asia, where the joint family system is still 

pervasive, the status of a woman in the domestic sphere is determined by her position not only 

in relation to the male patriarch but also in relation to the female members of the household. 

Hakim and Aziz (1998) describe the traditional gender roles in the Pakistani family as 

follows:  

“A wife is always expected to submit to her husband’s authority. 

When the couple lives with the husband’s parents, as is often the case, 

the woman is under the control of the most senior woman for the 

household” (p.729). 

In the context of the joint family system in South Asia, Mitra Subhadra Channa (2013, p. 92), 

an Indian social anthropologist, takes the discussion concerning the dimensions of the family 

relations a little further. She writes that the dynamics of the joint family provide unique 

subtleties to the gender power relations in South Asia, which are significantly different than 

those of Western families. In the West, where the joint family system is non-existent, women 

are more often in opposition to men in struggles to claim power in the domestic sphere. In 

South Asia, women are more likely engaged in seeking liberation from their mother-in-law to 

gain prestige and authority in the household. On the contrary, women in nuclear families are 

relatively autonomous as they have more authority to organise the domestic work according 

to their desire (Lindholm, 2008). 

The above discussion concludes that the cultural imperative of ‘controlling women’s 

sexuality’ provides unique dimensions to patriarchy in Pakistani society that are different 

from the dynamics of patriarchy prevailing in Western societies. Sylvia Walby (1990, p. 201), 

a British sociologist, maintains that patriarchy and the status of women are not static, as they 

are reciprocally related and thus change each other over time. In Europe, she asserts, the 

access of women to the public sphere has decreased familial control. However, in South Asian 

societies, women are largely dealing with discrimination caused by the rigid gender role 

ideology in patriarchal families. The performance of conventional gender roles is still the 

primary responsibility of women and is preferred over their occupational and community 

roles within society. The patriarchal ordering of gender norms and societal expectations to 

fulfil them provide a frame for understanding the life realities of disabled women in Pakistan, 

which are discussed in the second section of the chapter. However, the debates around 
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patriarchy in Pakistan include different variants, for instance, caste and social class, which 

significantly influence the dynamics of patriarchy. Keeping this in view, the following section 

discusses gender relations and status of women within the frame of caste and social class 

system.  

2.1.2 Status of Women in Caste Society: The Rural Context 

In the rural context of Pakistan, the caste structure is highly significant in mediating 

patriarchy and gender relations. The patriarchal ideology mainly resides in the idea of 

controlling women’s mobility and confining them to the domestic sphere. However, the 

diversity of women’s roles - based on caste affiliation - remarkably influence the way 

patriarchy is practiced and maintained in rural areas. In this section, I endeavour to lay out the 

debate around the caste system and describe the ways in which social inequalities and caste-

based economic obligations influence gender relations and shape the social realities of women 

in rural Punjab. 

Characteristics of Caste Hierarchies 

In Pakistan, the caste system is more pervasive in rural areas and more prevalent in the 

province of Punjab (Usman, 2011). Unlike India5, the caste system in Pakistan is a purely 

structural phenomenon and has no religious roots. It is structured around the hierarchical 

position of the hereditary based occupational affiliation (Eglar, 1960; Lyon, 2004) and is 

subdivided into kinship groups (Gazdar & Mallah, 2012). The studies based on Punjabi 

villages broadly point to three caste categorisations: (i) landowners (zamindar), (ii) service 

providers and (iii) the menial labour caste (the latter two are referred to as kammis) (Eglar, 

1960; Javid, 2011; Usman, 2011). The caste hierarchies incorporate economic dynamics as 

the people belonging to the service provider caste solely depend on the land-owning caste for 

work. The economy of Pakistan is mainly agrarian and almost 19 percent of the total Gross 

Domestic Product (GDP) consists of agriculture (Pakistan Economic Survey, 2019-2020). In 

comparison to the other provinces, Punjab is the largest and most populous province, 

 
5 In the Hindu context, caste is defined in terms of socio-religious stratification depending upon the 

hierarchy of the ritual status. The notions of ‘pure’ and ‘impure,’ which are grounded in the concept of 

purity of blood and occupational affiliation, determine the ritual statuses. The Hindu religious 

scriptures categorise castes into four groups including Brahmins, Kahatriya, Vaishya, and Shudra. The 

lowest on the hierarchies of caste are Shudras who perform the menial work for the other castes 

however, Brahmins hold the highest rank, as being the purest of all (Sharma, 1999  as mentioned in 

(Usman (2011)). 
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consisting of more than 55 percent of the total population (Punjab Millennium Development 

Goals Report, 2011). Despite being the major economic contributor, the rural population 

remains underprivileged and is mainly characterised as poor.  

The studies, although few, have identified caste as a dominant cause of poverty and 

social exclusion in rural Pakistan, especially in Punjabi and Pakhtun6 villages (Gazdar, 2007; 

Gazdar & Mallah, 2012). This is largely due to the work dependency of a low caste group on 

the landowning caste. As the landowners occupy the greater share of the land, they are the 

main source of work for the people who lack property of their own – that is, the service 

providers. The members of service providing groups such as barbers, carpenters, cobblers, 

blacksmiths, weavers, potters and labourers jointly form the group of artisans. They serve the 

village with their labour and assist the cultivators. Alongside the caste based occupational 

crafts, people from the service-providing group mostly work for the landowning families in 

their houses and on their agricultural fields. In exchange for their labour the service providing 

families receive a share of the crop, fodder for their animals and in some cases also money, 

which is usually not equal to their labour. The economic dependency of the lower caste 

provides the landholding group with the power to exploit them by controlling their labour and 

keeping them out of social activities (Gazdar & Mallah, 2012; Javid, 2011; Usman, 2011).  

Several studies have noted that power and social domination connected to land 

ownership have also been influential in paving the way for the landowning class to gain 

political and feudal power (Javid, 2011; Lyon, 2004). Political association allows the landed 

caste to become even more powerful and establish its dominance within the socioeconomic 

structure of Punjab (Gazdar, 2007; Javid, 2011). As Eglar (1960) contends, the political 

affiliation of the landowning caste provides a gateway for villagers to access governmental 

support through agricultural subsidies and social welfare along with the establishment of 

village councils (Parea) to resolve the disputes. However, the benefits that villagers receive 

owing to the political affiliation of the landed caste amount to far less than the socioeconomic 

exploitation that is manifested in the caste system (Javid, 2011). The social inequalities 

 
 
6 The Pashtuns (also regarded as Pukhtuns) are an ethnic group. Pashtuns are the second largest ethnic 

minority of Pakistan (fifteen percent). They are mostly settled in the West of the Indus River that 

comprises the province of Khyber Pakhtunkawa and Balochistan. In relation to Punjab, the societal 

structure of Pashtuns is constructed on tribal and kinship systems. Pathans are divided into three main 

groups based on the tribe identity, the lineage and the extended family. The ownership of land and the 

amount of wealth determine the social status among Pashtuns tribes (Sanauddin, 2015). 
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manifested in the caste system generate different forms of social exclusion such as 

occupational segregation, stigmatisation and restriction on participation in social and political 

activities (Usman, 2011). Tamim and Tariq (2015) found that the caste system, which is 

interwoven in the given social structure, is a mechanism of social exclusion that adversely 

affects the access of low caste groups to educational opportunities. The prevailing poverty 

among members of low caste groups pushes them to engage in labour activities and the 

stigmatisation attached to their caste status does not allow them to study with the members of 

the high caste group in school. Owing to high illiteracy and social exclusion, the rural 

population in Pakistan is mostly poor and more conventional in terms of following cultural 

traditions such as endogamy7 (Usman & Amjad, 2013), consanguinity8 (Agha, 2016) and 

patriarchal gender relations.  

Caste-based Patriarchal Norms and the Nature of Gender Relations 

Channa (2013, p. 89) has argued that the identities of women in South Asia are closely 

connected to their family and caste ascription. The way women are positioned in social 

hierarchies is closely connected to the caste-based status of their family. In Pakistan, as 

mentioned earlier, men hold greater power and status in society. Therefore, regardless of caste 

status, men tend to hold a privileged position in comparison to women. However, in the 

system of caste hierarchies, women of lower caste are more exploited. They are subjugated 

not only by the men of their own caste group but also by the men and women of the upper 

caste. Similarly, the dynamics of men’s control over women vary across caste groups in rural 

Punjab, Pakistan. There is a lack of literature available to examine the variations of male 

domination across castes residing in different regions of Pakistan. However, a generalised 

view about women of lower and upper caste is that the former category of women are more 

mobile whereas the latter group holds more autonomy (Usman, 2011).  

The women of lower as well as upper caste groups are obligated to perform their caste 

roles in order to support their men and to maintain their caste status. Since men from the 

 
7Endogamy is caste-based intermarriages. It is one of the key features of the caste system practiced in 

rural Pakistan. Caste-based status differences across landowning and service providing castes 

combined with the concept of collective living are counted as the main reasons that strengthen 

endogamy in rural Punjab (Usman & Amjad, 2013). 

 
8 In comparison to endogamy, in which marriage takes places only between individuals of the same 

caste, consanguinity is the marital union between two individuals of the same bloodline, mostly 

related as first or second cousins (Hina & Malik, 2015). 
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service providing groups are mostly involved in agricultural activities, women of the same 

caste contribute the same activities to support their men which in turn provides them with 

access and mobility to the public sphere. In contrast, women from the landowning caste stay 

at home and control the provision of domestic tasks and money in the household. The social 

significance attached to the seclusion of upper caste women is the main reason for their 

restriction to the domestic sphere (Usman, 2011). Upper caste women keep themselves 

secluded within domestic boundaries to protect the family honour - which is associated with 

their sexuality and body - and thus have controlled mobility. The seclusion of women is often 

strengthened through religion in Pakistan. However, Khan (1995) argued that in rural Punjab, 

the practice of women’s seclusion is not observed to show commitment towards religion but 

to maintain social status. The economically strong peasants require their women to practice 

purdah to distinguish them from lower caste groups and to maintain their social prestige.  

 While the seclusion of women is a symbol of male virility and a norm of social status, 

the mobility of lower caste women raises critical questions. The mobility of lower caste 

women is viewed as a deviation from cultural ideals of femininity that negatively affect the 

male image in society (Usman, 2011). In this situation, men try to appropriate their 

masculinity through violence against women. Studies indicate that the high prevalence of 

domestic violence in rural areas is the result of patriarchal norms and prevalence of 

hegemonic masculinity (Riddell et al., 2009). Men try to maintain masculinity through 

beating and controlling women’s autonomy and by limiting their access to health care 

services, education and decision-making (Sathar & Kazi, 2000). Additionally, maintaining the 

culture of honour through subservience of women perpetuates severe forms of violence in the 

caste societies, such as ‘honour killing’9. According to Human Rights Watch (2017), one 

thousand (1000) honour killings are reported every year in Pakistan. Moreover, the violence 

against women in lower caste groups is a multifaceted phenomenon. The weaker social 

position of lower caste women not only makes them more prone to domestic violence (Zakar 

 
9 Honour killing is a homicidal act primarily committed against women who are assumed to have 

brought dishonour to their family by engaging in illicit relations with a man.  In order to restore the 

family honour, a male member of the family killed the accused woman. The violence exhibited in 

honour killing depicts strong gender bias, as men who involve in similar behaviour are generally not 

punished as severely as women. Though honour killing is a penalised offence, the phenomenon is 

continuously occurring in many regions of the country including Punjab, Balochistan, North West 

Frontier Province (NWFP), and Sindh. In each region, honour-killings are named differently such as 

kala-kali (Punjab), siyah kari (Balochistan), tor-tora (NWFP), and karo-kari (Sindh) (Patel & Gadit, 

2008).  
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et al., 2016), it also enhances the possibility of being verbally and physically abused by upper 

caste men in the community, especially at work (Usman, 2011).  

Furthermore, the status differences among different castes serve as a ground for the 

flourishing of discriminatory cultural practices. Intermarriages between landowning and 

service providing groups are socially discouraged and this creates a communal pressure on 

villagers to strengthen caste-based endogamy (Usman & Amjad, 2013). In some situations, 

such marriages are planned to resolve rivalries between feuding families. In the case of 

conflict between feudal clans, females are given in marriage to the men of the rival party as 

compensation (Qadeer, 2006). Hence, adherence to such cultural practices has negative 

implications for women’s socioeconomic status and well-being. The key consequences of 

these marriages are underage marriage, low literacy and young maternal age. In rural 

Pakistan, early marriage is the single most significant factor responsible for low female 

literacy and early motherhood. Due to cultural sensitivity attached to women’s sexuality, 

parents prefer to not educate or to terminate the education of their daughter when a groom 

within the family becomes available (Agha 2016). While describing the system of 

endogamous marriages in Pakistan, Qadeer (2006, p. 193) asserts that the system of such 

marriages is essentially rooted in the limited social and geographical mobility of women. 

However, Agha (2016) regards endogamous marriage as a system resulting from the 

patrilineal gender relations that cause women’s subordination and in turn perpetuate the 

patriarchal gender order. In endogamous marriages, women are often uneducated and not 

mature enough to find alternative ways for their survival beyond submitting themselves to 

patriarchy. Furthermore, endogamy and consanguinity have negative implications on the 

genetic inheritance of children (Hussain, 2005). The empirical studies conducted on 

children’s health and mortality indicate higher rates of mortality and disease among children 

of married cousins (Qadeer, 2006, p. 192).  

Literature addressing gender inequalities in rural Punjab demonstrates that the caste 

hierarchies and dominant patriarchal structure significantly limit women’s autonomy within 

the household. In their comparative study of villages located in the rural areas of Southern 

Punjab and Northern Punjab, Sathar and Kazi (2000) argue that the concept of autonomy is 

significantly attached to geographical location, which is defined in terms of the distance from 

the urban periphery and the cultural and gender structure of a given village. They contend that 

Northern Punjabi women have a lower degree of economic autonomy but greater mobility 

than women in Southern Punjab. This is because of the sub-regional and cultural differences 
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that may alter the gender structure from one village to another. Further, they maintain that 

education is not a strong indicator for women’s status in rural areas, as it does not ensure the 

possibility to access paid employment. Therefore, the women of Central and Southern Punjab 

are more autonomous within the household - due to their being involved in paid employment - 

than women from the villages of Northern Punjab, who are educated but involved in unpaid 

farm activities. Thus, women’s education in rural Punjab has not proved to be significant in 

raising their status, especially in the marital family.  

The above section considers the debate around the system of patriarchy, caste and 

gender relations. However, it has been noticed that there is a severe lack of literature on how 

the categories of caste and gender interact at multiple levels (social, economic, political) and 

produce different degrees of gender inequalities. Review of the literature makes evident that 

in rural Punjab, the notions of virility and masculine honour are deeply connected to the idea 

of controlling women. The landowning castes follow patriarchal norms by restricting the 

mobility of their women to the private sphere. However, caste-based obligations and poor 

economic conditions force lower caste women to work in the community. As a result, it is 

noticed that lower caste women are more prone to community and domestic violence due to 

their access to the public sphere and their weak social status. Additionally, adherence to 

discriminatory cultural practices across caste groups - such as consanguinity and child 

marriages - have negative implications for women’s socioeconomic positioning and well-

being. This discussion provides a lens to understand the situation of disabled women within 

the hierarchical categorization of caste groups, which may influence the conception of 

disability and the social experiences of disabled women. Moreover, the gender norms and 

economic obligations imposed on lower caste women could be a point of departure to 

understand the life situation of disabled women in rural Pakistan. 

2.1.3 Status of Women in Class Society: The Urban Context 

Unlike caste, the social class status of a family is determined by the academic and 

professional pre-eminence of its individual members (Bano, 1997). The standards of social 

class - expressed in the notion of gaining social prestige through academic and occupational 

qualification - have enhanced the possibilities for urban women to access educational and 

employment opportunities. Correspondingly, the enhanced socioeconomic capabilities of 

urban women increased their autonomy in the household and thus shifted the nature of 

patriarchy from physical to emotional and moral. In the context of the emotional and moral 
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control of women in the family, the Indian social anthropologist Subhadra Mittra Channa 

writes:     

The pressure of family and parental control, not so much in terms of 

physical but emotional and moral control, is something that plays a 

critical role in the life and minds of most South Asian women, even 

today. Even in the beginning of the twenty-first century, few Indian or 

South Asian women would opt to strike out independent existence 

totally disconnected from family, and especially parental attachment. 

(2013, p. 84) 

Based on this, South Asian women have a controlled autonomy that is connected to family 

values. The hierarchies of social class – evident in cities – are structured around three strata, 

named as upper, middle and lower class. Each class has its own distinct characteristics –

predicated on socioeconomic position and geographical background- that profoundly 

influence gender arrangements within the family. Generally, women from upper and middle 

classes are presumed to have more autonomy (Asian Development Bank, 2000; Qadeer, 2006, 

p. 199). However, it is important to gauge the variations, existing within and across the social 

classes, to understand the ways in which patriarchy is imposed and women are positioned in 

family and society. Therefore, this section pursues a discussion around the topics of class-

based patriarchal norms and the nature of gender relations in the urban context.   

Characterisation of the Social Class System  

The process of capitalist development and modernisation resulted in the formation of 

the class system in the cities of Pakistan. Within Punjab, the influx of people from villages 

and smaller towns has coincided with the population growth and advancement of groups 

indigenous to the cities. In the period between 1960s and 1980s, agricultural reforms along 

with remittances sent by male emigrants made small farmers prosperous enough to migrate to 

big cities, such as Lahore, with their families. The educational and employment opportunities 

offered by the city were the main attraction for the families coming from the small towns and 

villages. The people of this group managed to establish small businesses or were engaged in 

employment sectors as teachers or low or middle level government officials. Some of them 

also managed to take up occupational positions as doctors, lawyers and engineers (Javid, 

2011; Maqsood, 2017). Apart from rural/urban migration, intra-city migration of people -
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living in the Walled City10- to the newly developed middle class suburbs has been another 

prominent feature that determines the patterns of social ranking and social relations in Lahore 

(Maqsood, 2017, p. 52).  

Lahore has unique historical roots predicated in colonial rule. In the colonial past, the 

groups that were educated and directly involved in government employment, or were actively 

serving in the public sphere (as traders and businessmen), were known to be the “colonial 

middle class”. The categorisation of this group as ‘middle class’ was not purely based on their 

economic position but was also connected to their inculcation of the modernist norms of its 

corresponding class of British colonials. However, the British colonials, who – regardless of 

their socioeconomic positioning – were outside the indigenous class system, were not 

recognised as middle class within the Sub-continent. The people classically considered as 

“colonial middle class” were educated in state school and were involved in highly ranked 

government jobs, serving as lawyers or becoming prosperous traders and businesspersons 

(Maqsood, 2017, p. 49). In the postcolonial era, this group is recognised as the indigenous 

urban citizenry and they ranked higher in comparison to the families that migrated from the 

small towns and villages. Though the access to education, health care services and better 

living conditions brought change in the lifestyle of these families, these changes alone were 

not enough to raise their social status. Notwithstanding their economic preeminence and their 

strong political and kinship associations, the migrated families could not become socially 

equal to the local inhabitants of the city (Fischer, 2006; Maqsood, 2017, pp. 54–57). 

Describing the social differences between indigenous and migrated families, Ammara 

Maqsood (a social anthropologist) in her book, “The new Pakistani middle class”, writes: 

Within this classic postcolonial depiction, connection to the outside 

world – articulated through fluency in English and knowledge of 

Western architecture and culture, travel and consumption of luxury 

goods – were seen as signs of modernity and, consequently of status 

and prestige. (2017, p. 55)  

 
10 The present Walled City of Lahore is essentially an old traditional town transformed largely into a 

colonial city during the twentieth century in its built environment and infrastructural services. Some of 

the significant architecture there dates back to the Mughal Emperors. There is a dense urban 

population living within its walls. During the last century, the walled city has begun to show signs of 

“typical inner-city decay, such as deteriorating infrastructure, residential out-migration, a dilapidation 

of the built fabric and commercial congestion” (Ezdi, 2009, p. 478). 
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The local inhabitants use the norms of modernity – grounded in the knowledge of English 

language and Western culture and in the use of technologically advanced goods – as 

indicators for ranking an individual or a group in the hierarchies of social class. The degree to 

which one is lacking in any of these aspects affects the class ranking and, consequently, the 

social status of a person (Maqsood, 2017, p. 57). In this sense, the system of social class in 

cities (such as Lahore) is rooted in the notion of being ‘educated’ and ‘refined’. The groups 

contesting the class identity mainly belong to upper and middle classes. Another group 

existing within these hierarchies is the lower class. This group is ranked at the very bottom of 

the class hierarchy due to poverty, illiteracy and the lack of an influential familial 

background. They are mostly involved in providing domestic help to the upper and middle 

class families. 

Patriarchal Values, Modernisation and Changing Gender Roles 

As mentioned earlier, women belonging to the urban suburbs have greater access to 

educational and economic activities. However, Channa (2013, p. 80) argues that the education 

of women in South Asia has evolved as a class-based phenomenon, not as a reaction to 

women’s emancipation. She writes that the emergence of the upper-class, in which men 

achieved social prestige through higher education and professional affiliation, increased the 

demand for marrying an educated woman. The aspiration of upper-class men to marry an 

educated woman was exemplified by efforts to reinforce social status. Social change – in 

terms of urbanisation and modernisation – is regarded as an underlying reason for increasing 

the demand for educated women and thus giving women exposure to the educational and 

employment sector in the South Asian region. In the case of Pakistan, social change started 

taking place in urban cities during the 1960s. In this era, economic and political changes in 

the country increased women’s participation in the public sphere, particularly in urban areas. 

Women were encouraged to attain education and partake in economic activities to fulfil the 

demands of modernisation and to promote the ‘westernized’ image of Pakistan in 

international communities. They were called to take the positions of teachers, doctors and 

even bankers. The governmental efforts to encourage women to step outside the realm of the 

household were viewed as the result of international commitments to promote and safeguard 

women’s rights. Consequently, women started entering the public sphere but the inherited 

representation of women as symbols of tradition and morality prevented women from the 

masses from becoming active in the public domain. Therefore, access to education and 

employment stayed limited to the small group of upper- and middle-class women until almost 
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the end of the twentieth century (Ansari, 2011; Jafar, 2005). Religious fundamentalism and 

propagation of the idea of protecting women within the four walls of the house during the 

military regime of Zia-ul Haq (1977-1988) were profound factors that pushed women back to 

the domestic hearth and limited their access to the public sphere (Rouse, 1986). However, the 

trends changed in the beginning of the twenty-first century as more women, living in cities, 

have recently been seen in education and employment sectors. According to the statistics, the 

literacy rate among urban women has increased from 13 percent (2014-15) to nearly 14 

percent in the year 2017-18 (Pakistan Economic Survey, 2018-2019). In the same manner, the 

female employed labour force has increased from 7 percent to almost 11 percent between 

1992 and 2014 (World Bank Group, 2018). However, the increase in socioeconomic 

indicators is not significant in relation to the population growth.  

Despite the increase in socioeconomic participation, prevailing male supremacy 

prevents educated yet economically dependent women from enjoying status equal to that of 

men. The belief that a woman can be neither a “provider” nor a “protector” does not position 

a working woman equal to a patriarch and often results in discrimination and even violence 

against women (Bhattacharaya, 2014, p. 186). From the perspective of traditional middle-

class Pakistani men, women’s education is viewed as a threat. They assume that access to 

education gives women exposure to the outside world that could affect respect for the family 

and men’s honour (Samiuddin & Khanam, 2002). Therefore, the idea of women’s higher 

education and employment is not appreciated in these families. Combined with a perspective 

that considers women’s exposure to the outer world as a threat, the modern education of 

women is often equated with a westernization that could harm Islamic values and thus could 

disrupt the social order. In the context of complimenting the class status of the patriarchal 

family and developing a modern image of the Islamic state, the education of women takes 

different meanings. Upper-class men use women’s education to reinforce class status, 

whereas traditional men from the middle-class perceive it as dangerous to religious and 

family values.  

In her book, “Forgoing the ideal educated girl”, Khoja-Moolji (2018, p. 94) argues that 

in the modern Pakistani state women partake in cultural and economic development in ways 

that do not disrupt family respect. Thus, in modernised Pakistan, ideal women are those who 

are well equipped with education to contribute to economic activities yet are inclined to 

traditional roles. In this way, the articulation of the traditional roles of mothers and daughters 

have always been an obstacle to emancipation from the patriarchal family and state. It 
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confirms that modernisation intertwined with Islamist ideology has changed women’s roles in 

a way that enables the traditional patriarchal order to remain intact. The sociocultural 

pressures of performing traditional gender roles combined with their subordinate position in 

the household affect the psychological well-being of women living in urban areas. 

Furthermore, the national imperatives of modernisation structure society in a way that is 

materially modern but grounded in cultural traditions and religious values. Adherence to 

orthodox cultural practices subsequently discriminates against women and often becomes the 

cause of gender-based violence in urban societies (Haeri, 2002). For instance, the practices of 

dowry and endogamy are still widely practiced among the families belonging to higher social 

classes. It is expected that the bride will bring a heavy dowry with her to the groom’s family. 

Sometimes, the groom’s family shows dissatisfaction towards the dowry as they feel that the 

dowry does not match with their class standards. In this situation, the unsatisfactory dowry 

could lead to severe forms of violence against women such as bride burning11. Cases of bride 

burning are not common but are still reported in some parts of Sindh, Southern Punjab, 

Baluchistan and NWFP. The Human Rights Commission of Pakistan estimated that the 

average number of reported dowry death cases are 400 per year (Qadeer, 2006, p. 198).  

 Parallel to the largely followed tradition of giving dowries to daughters, the practice 

that largely prevails in urban areas is consanguinity. The spread of bourgeois or modern 

middle-class values, along with post-independence economic development and urbanisation, 

introduced the notion of personal choice and love as a basis for marriage among youth of the 

newly affluent families. However, the controlled exposure of women to the outer world, 

coupled with the limited access given to women to select a match, leave women more 

disadvantaged due to the difficulties of finding a suitable mate. For this reason, the increase of 

unmarried young women “waiting for the proposal” is a pervasive social problem in Pakistan 

that increases desperation among not only young unmarried women but also their parents. 

The uncertainty of finding suitable proposals propels families to revert to the practice of 

cousin marriage. Additionally, the difficulties in finding a suitable match for daughters 

contribute to an increase in the customs of extravagant wedding ceremonies and expensive 

dowries (Qadeer, 2006, p. 194). 

 
11 Bride burning is a form of domestic violence against women. Bride burning - also known as dowry 

death- takes place when a young bride is murdered by a husband or his family on the refusal of her 

parents to pay the additional dowry demand. The young bride is usually drenched with kerosene or 

gasoline and set on fire until death (World News, 1997). 
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It may be concluded from the discussion above that the imperatives of the modernised 

Islamic state have shaped the lives of urban women in a way that they are expected to be 

active in public spheres through education and employment while being submissive in the 

household. As a result, it is noted that the involvement of women in economic activities has 

contributed to making them economically independent but that they are not yet autonomous 

enough to have control over their lives. Moreover, the norms of femininity – embedded in 

notions of modesty – pressure economically active women to follow traditional practices such 

as purdah (the practice of wearing the veil) at the masculine workplace (Masood, 2019). Due 

to the severe lack of empirical work on the lower class, this section fails to provide 

information about the social situation of women belonging to this class. Thus, how lower 

class women deal with inequalities – caused by class and the patriarchal system – at societal 

and familial levels has not been the part of the empirical research. Nevertheless, the 

discussion I have pursued provides a frame to understand how physically disabled women – 

who are living in cities – deal with the social expectations of being active in both spheres, 

public and private. Therefore, this research aims to construct knowledge about how education 

helps physically disabled women to negotiate social expectations – concerning home and 

work – while living in the city.   

The next section of this chapter cites literature focused on disability in general and 

specifically on disabled women within the context of patriarchy, caste and class system. As 

mentioned earlier, disabled women are largely invisible in feminist as well as disability 

discourses in Pakistan, therefore I draw on literature from the field of Disability Studies 

across South Asia. The literature available across South Asia is reviewed systematically in 

order to explicate information on the issues surrounding family, education and marriage that 

mark the social realities of disabled women in this region, especially Pakistan. Moreover, 

there is a severe lack of empirical knowledge on the life situation of blind women in Pakistan 

as well as in South Asia. Therefore, the discussion is categorised under the broad term 

‘physically disabled women’.  

2.2 The Life Situation of Physically Disabled Women 

The literature reviewed in the first section makes evident that the imposition of 

patriarchal norms is significantly associated with the caste and social class affiliation of a 

family. The nature of patriarchal control determines the woman’s status and the degree of her 

autonomy in the family. This being the case, in the following section, I aim to review the 
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literature to provide information on how disability is given meanings in relation to gender 

(woman), and how disabled women are positioned in the patriarchal structure with reference 

to their caste and class status. I open the section with general information on disability and 

later articulate the social realities of physically disabled women (including blind women) 

living in the South Asian region (Pakistan).  

2.2.1 The Disability Scenario in Pakistan  

Disabled people are largely an under-represented group in Pakistan. The complete lack 

of public planning, inaccessible physical environment and state insensitivity towards 

disability issues render disabled people invisible in the society. The lack of state concern 

towards the disabled population is the reason that they were not permitted to participate in the 

very beginning of the recently conducted population census (2017). Owing to the late 

inclusion, the total number of disabled people counted in the latest population survey is only 1 

million (0.48 percent), which is far less than the percentage (2.5 percent) counted in the 

population census of 1998 (Pakistan Today, 2017). For this reason, one has to refer back to 

old data (Pakistan Bureau of Statistics, 1998) in order to find accurate disability statistics.  

 According to the population census (1998), the estimated number of disabled people 

is 3.2 million, which is 2.49 percent of the population (Pakistan Bureau of Statistics, 1998). 

However, the narrow definition of disability used in the survey renders the disability 

calculations underestimated and unreliable. Due to discrepancies, the national data available 

on Population with Disabilities (PwDs) contradicts the international surveys. Based on the the 

claim of the World Health Organization (WHO) that 15 percent of the global population is 

disabled, almost 31 million people in Pakistan are expected to have some sort of disability 

(World Bank, 2011). In Pakistan, disability is categorised into six broad types: (i) “physical 

disabilities”, (ii) “visual impairment”, (iii) “hearing impairment”, (iv) “intellectual 

disabilities”, (v) “mental disabilities”, (vi) “multiple and others”. The highest reported causes 

of disability are physical disabilities (19 percent) followed by visual impairment (8 percent), 

hearing impairment (7.4 percent), intellectual disabilities (7.6 percent), mental disabilities (6.4 

percent) and multiple (8.2 percent) and others (43.4 percent). Understanding of disability is 

hindered not only by the limited categorisation of disabilities, but also by the fact that data on 

disability is not distributed according to gender, age and other socioeconomic variables. 

Among provinces, Punjab has the largest number of people with disabilities, which is almost 

2 million. Among them, the majority (75%- 1.5 million) is living in rural areas  and the minority 
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(25%- 0.5 million) is living in urban areas. The higher rate of disability in rural areas indicates the 

correlation between poverty and disability. However, no data is available regarding the 

prevalence of disability according to the socioeconomic group. The percentage of men with 

disabilities is greater (1.9 million) in comparison with the percentage of disability among 

women, which is 1.3 million (Pakistan Bureau of Statistics, 1998). 

According to the Pakistan National Blindness and Impairment Survey, the leading 

cause of blindness in adults is cataracts. The prevalence of blindness is uneven in the country, 

however the province of Punjab has the highest number of blind people. The percentage of the 

population that is blind is greater in rural areas (3.8%) than in urban areas (2.5%). Moreover, 

blindness is more common among females and it is significantly associated with an increase 

in age. The higher rate of blindness in women (especially living in rural areas) is significantly 

associated with higher illiteracy (Jadoon et al., 2006). Additionally, the studies conducted on 

disabilities in Pakistan show that the prevalence of intellectual impairment for women and 

men is 28 and 50 per 1000 respectively (Hasan & Aziz, 1981). The occurrence of rheumatoid 

arthritis is estimated to vary from 0.9 percent to 1.98 percent per 1000 in Karachi districts 

(Hameed et al. 1995). However, no epidemiological data is available on the prevalence rate of 

stroke, spinal cord injury, limb amputation, chronic pain and orthopaedic disorders (Rathore 

et al., 2011).  

Causes of Disability in Pakistan  

A variety of factors contribute to disability, including cultural practices such as 

consanguinity, the absence of adequate health care facilities and poor infrastructure, failure to 

complete immunisation schedules, injuries, malnutrition, congenital malformation and 

ischaemic heart diseases (Rathore et al., 2011). Furthermore, polio has been a primary reason 

for physical disabilities. Though there has been remarkable progress in eradicating polio in 

the last decade, Pakistan is still a country where polio is endemic (Ministry of National 

Health, 2016). The lack of governmental concern towards the issue and the behaviour of local 

communities opposed to the immunisation program have been the main reasons for the high 

prevalence of polio, especially in the northern areas. However, in 2019, Pakistan almost 

completely eradicated polio. Public awareness programs and door-to-door polio vaccination 

service have been an important part of the polio eradication scheme. According to the 

statistics, reported cases of polio have been reduced from 198 in 2011 to 9 in 2019 (Pakistan 

Economic Survey, 2018-2019). Additionally, the factor that increases the Double Burden of 
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Disease (BoD) in Pakistan is poverty. The majority of people (almost 40 percent) are living in 

poverty. Their poor health and living conditions, combined with inadequate healthcare 

facilities and financial and mobility constraints, make them more prone to disease or 

disability. Additionally, road traffic, urbanisation and acts of terrorism have increased the 

number of injuries and disability rate in Pakistan, which counts for more than 11 percent of 

the total Burden of Disease (BoD) (Ministry of National Health, 2016). As mentioned earlier, 

in Pakistan disability statistics are mostly not distinguished by gender, therefore it is difficult 

to explain gender based causes of disability.  

2.2.2 Health and Educational Provisions for People with Disabilities 

Health Provisions 

At the state level, the understanding of disability is largely rooted in the medical 

perspective. Since the promulgation of the first disability ordinance, the Disabled Person 

(Employment & Rehabilitation) Ordinance (1981), disability has been defined in legal and 

policy frameworks as a biological or mental condition of a person that hampers the 

performance of daily activities and social interactions. The framing of disability within the 

medical perspective is the reason that disability has largely been addressed through medical 

and rehabilitation services in Pakistan.  

With the understanding of disability as a medical condition, the Physical Medicine and 

Rehabilitation (PM&R) program was initiated in the 1960s with the aim of enhancing the 

functional abilities and quality of life of disabled people. The formal training program began 

later, in 1997. The performance of rehabilitation departments is not sufficient, as they are few 

(23) in number and not even a single rehabilitation department has the standard mechanism of 

a rehabilitation team. There are 38 practicing rehabilitation consultants along with 1000 

physical therapists and 150 occupational therapist caregivers. Furthermore, the fact that most 

rehabilitation services are located in urban areas means there is a severe lack of medical and 

rehabilitation services in the rural areas (Rathore et al., 2011). Moreover, the health concerns 

of disabled people have never been a part of the national health policy. The first policy that 

addresses the health issues of the disabled population in Pakistan is the National Policy for 

Persons with Disabilities (2002). The policy covers a wide range of healthcare facilities. It 

proclaims the equality of opportunities for disabled people in socioeconomic spheres of life 

and takes appropriate measures to increase their access to medical facilities. The policy 

suggests that disabled people be provided with rehabilitation, medical treatment and assistive 



47 
 

devices (Ahmad, 2013). However, it should be noted that the reproductive and sexual health 

issues of disabled people, especially disabled women, are not covered in the policy. For this 

reason, there is no mechanism described with regard to pre- and post-natal care services for 

disabled women. The primary focus is given to early intervention, impairment assessment and 

medical treatment.   

Additionally, due to lack of financial and human resources, the implementation of 

policy is not satisfactory. Apart from the insufficient healthcare facilities, environmental and 

architectural barriers are additional reasons for the poor health conditions of the disabled 

population, especially in rural areas. Studies reveal that the poorly designed architecture of 

health outlets and the failure of public transport to accommodate the needs of people with 

mobility impairments are major causes that impede the access of disabled people to healthcare 

services (Ahmad, 2013; Rathore et al., 2011). According to the policy, disability is to be 

approached in terms of rights, yet in fact; it is addressed according to a charity and welfare 

model. The government has allocated a 2 percent quota of zakat (charity-based funds) to 

accommodate the health related needs of persons with disabilities and to provide them 

assistive devices. Moreover, the Pakistan Bait-ul-Mal (state-owned charity institution) 

provides institutional support to health organisations working for people with disabilities. 

Pakistan’s Bait-ul-Mal is responsible for providing financial support of up to PKR 5 million 

per year, out of which 0.2 million is allocated specifically for rural based projects. It is also 

responsible for providing financial assistance to individuals going through major 

rehabilitation services (Ahmad, 2013). However, the proper allocation and usage of these 

funds has always been questionable.  

Educational Provisions 

Similar to health, the state of education is also not remarkable in Pakistan. According 

to the Pakistan Bureau of Statistics (2019-2020), the country has not shown any signs of 

improvement concerning literacy rate, enrolment ratio and total expenditure on education. 

Therefore, the country lags far behind the other South Asian countries with a 57 percent 

literacy rate, including 71 percent male and 49 percent female. The country ranks as the third 

highest, after Bangladesh and Nepal, with a nearly 23 percent primary dropout rate. The total 

public expenditure allocated for education is 2.3 percent of the GDP, which is the lowest 

among South Asian countries. There are 211 higher education institutions, which includes 

128 (public) and 83 (private) institutions with approximately 1.863 million enrolments.  
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In the given scenario, the state of education of disabled people is even more appalling. 

The state of education for disabled people gained attention in 1985 when the first National 

Policy for Education and Rehabilitation of the Disabled was promulgated. The purpose of the 

policy was to recognise and give priority to the educational needs of children and adults with 

disabilities, to improve their skills and thereby to enhance their employment prospects (Khan, 

1998; Lari, 1992). In Punjab, the Directorate of Special Education was established under the 

education department and assigned responsibility for opening special education institutions 

and increasing the enrolment of disabled children (Khan, 1998). The department was later 

changed to the Special Education Department and became an independent entity in 2003 

(Farooq, 2012). Prior to the establishment of the department, there were only two special 

education institutions operating in the province of Punjab. Currently, two hundred and ninety-

two (292) educational institutions (including five colleges) are functioning under the Special 

Education Department, catering to almost 34000 children with disabilities. However, there is 

a visible disparity between the number of disabled males and females enrolled in these 

institutions. The gender disparity might be the result of sociocultural factors that undervalue 

the significance of education for women. The following table displays the gender disparity 

existing in the special education institutions functioning under the Special Education 

Department in the province of Punjab. 

Table 1 

Gender-based Enrolment of Disabled Students in Special Education Institutions, 2019 

Sr. No. Disability 
Gender 

Total 
Male Female 

1 Hearing Impaired 11472 7481 18953 

2 Visually Impaired 1469 820 2289 

3 Physically Handicapped 1597 587 2184 

4 Mentally Challenged 4107 1653 5760 

5 Slow Learners 1602 1137 2739 

6 Vocational Trainees 157 263 420 

 Grand Total 20404 11941 32345 

Source: Special Education Department, 2019. The disability terms were 

originally used by the department. 
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Moreover, the ratification of the United Nations Convention on the Rights for Persons 

with Disabilities (2011) diverted the attention of the government towards inclusive education. 

However, the goal of inclusive education seems difficult to achieve due to several issues, such 

as physical barriers, lack of teacher training, societal stigmatisation attached to disability and 

a lack of understanding concerning the concept of inclusion (Farooq, 2012). The efforts for 

inclusive education led the Punjab government to announce – under the Notification of 

Special Facilities for Disabled Students in Educational Institutions of Punjab (2013) – a 

provision allocating a two percent quota for disabled people in the public universities. This 

provision led to an increase in the number of disabled students in public universities but the 

lack of attention (at administrative and infrastructural levels) paid to the needs of disabled 

students caused a range of problems concerning their integration in higher educational 

institutions. To deal with these issues, the Higher Education Commission introduced in 2019 

the Policy for Students with Disabilities at Higher Education Institutions in Pakistan. The 

policy applies to public as well as private higher educational institutions. It aims to provide an 

enabling environment for disabled students to ensure their equal participation in academic and 

extracurricular activities. The policy is comprehensive in nature, however it does not focus on 

the gender-based needs of disabled students. Regarding the employment situation of disabled 

people, Pakistan has unsatisfactory results. As mentioned by Nagata (2016), the national 

population census (1998) depicts a huge gender disparity between disabled women and 

disabled men in the employment sector: the percentage of employed disabled women (2%) is 

far less than that of employed disabled men (62 %). 

This information demonstrates that the disabled population and their concerns are 

poorly integrated – if not ignored – in public policies and governmental agendas. 

Consequently, the apathetic state attitude towards disabled people makes them less likely to 

gain benefits from state interventions. Additionally, the negative social attitude towards 

disability erects barriers as disabled people seek to participate in mainstream social activities 

and to excel in their lives. The situation takes a toll in the case of women with disabilities due 

to the intersecting of the socially devalued categories of woman and disability. The following 

section addresses the sociocultural practices in the context of South Asia (Pakistan) that 

exacerbate the marginalisation of disabled women.    
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2.2.3 Family, Caste and Social Class: The Status of Physically Disabled Women 

Cultural Conceptualisation of Disability in Pakistan 

Before moving on to the discussion grounded in cultural perceptions regarding 

women’s disability and their status in the family, it is important to understand how disability 

is generally conceptualised in South Asia (Pakistan). By taking into consideration the cultural 

meanings of disability in South Asia, studies conducted in India demonstrated that the birth of 

a disabled child is primarily considered to be a consequence of ‘karma’ and disabled people 

are often symbolised as those ‘punished’ by God for a misdeed done either by them or their 

parents (Ghai, 2002; Mehrotra, 2006, 2008). In Pakistan, theological explanations of 

disability often take three forms. People with disabilities are viewed either as those to be 

cared for as a part of religious obligations (Akhtar, 1994; Miles, 1983), as a test of God or as 

the repercussion for the sins of the parents (Hussain et al., 2002). Submission to the will of 

Allah and consideration of the will of Allah as the determinant of one’s life course are the two 

main demonstrated beliefs of Islam. These beliefs provide a ground for viewing disability 

from the theological perspective. Al-Aoufi et al. (2012) explains that in Muslim societies the 

Islamic perspective regarding the treatment of disabled people often contradicts the local 

cultural perspective regarding disability. The religion of Islam mainly promotes the care, 

inclusion and equal treatment of all disabled persons (irrespective of the caste, creed and 

religion) of the society. The study explains that the cultural practice of assigning theological 

explanation to disability is rooted in the strategy of avoiding embarrassment and protecting 

against social stigma. However, the danger that resides in this approach is that some parents 

could use religious beliefs – such as considering disability as the will of God – to refuse 

medical treatment, especially early intervention treatment, and this refusal could cause more 

harm to children.    

In Pakistan, disabled people are primarily perceived through their impairments (Lari, 

1992; Miles, 1992). In the case of intellectual disability, Bryant et al. (2011) remarks that the 

disability of intellectually disabled children is broadly interpreted as “the will of God”, 

however the acceptance of God’s will fluctuates between positive and negative attitudes. The 

account that is strongly endorsed by the parents is that disability is “the will of God but a 

burden to their family”. Such evaluation of disability is premised on the parental belief that 

disabled children cannot achieve anything important in life and consequently affect the family 

status in the community. Conversely, the parent with a positive attitude expressed that God 
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sends the disabled child as a trial so that parents could learn forbearance. Nevertheless, it is 

noticed that the study does not take account of the parent’s socioeconomic status and the 

gender of the mentally disabled child while analysing the parental attitude. As mentioned in 

Miles (1992), the characterisation of disabled children as “given by God” or “god’s people” 

tended to be more visible in parents with no formal education (p.243). 

Studies carried out in the large metropolitan areas of Pakistan, such as those of 

Karachi and Rawalpindi, noted that parents feel a great deal of distress in raising intellectually 

disabled children. However, the feelings of distress vary between the parents belonging to 

upper and lower social class. In her study, parents from the upper class projected high 

negativity towards the intellectually disabled child. She suggests that negativity might be the 

outcome of the higher expectations that parents in the upper socioeconomic class hold 

towards disabled children (Shahzadi, 2000). In order to include the perspective of parents 

living in semi-urban areas, Ansari (2002) conducted a study in two small towns of northern 

Punjab, Pakistan. The researcher indicated that the type of disability and the gender of the 

parent have a significant influence in terms of accepting disability of the child. He noted that 

parents are warmer in their attitude and less rejecting towards physical disability than toward 

mental disability of children. While the gender of the child has no significance, the gender of 

the parent appears to be highly important. Fathers were found to be warmer and more 

accepting towards the disability of the child in comparison with mothers. Conversely, 

Yousafzai et al. (2011) contended that the responsibility of providing care to disabled children 

enables mothers to overcome mobility restrictions in the process of seeking educational and 

healthcare services. However, disability stigma coupled with the lack of caregiving support – 

such as insufficient educational, rehabilitation and healthcare facilities for disabled children – 

negatively influence the women’s empowerment that is gained through a disabled child.  

Empirical discourses based on the sociocultural understanding of disability in South 

Asia, including Pakistan, reveal that religious explanations of disability are often mixed with 

the narratives of ‘shame’ and ‘burden’. Religious explanations of disability develop 

acceptance in parents towards disabled children, however, the societal stigmatisation and 

rejection for such children does not help them to develop a positive attitude towards 

disability. Theological explanations of disability add a new perspective to Western models of 

disability in which disability is considered either as a medical condition or as an outcome of 

social oppression.     
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Cultural Meanings of Giving Birth and Having a Disabled Girl in the Family  

 Contradictory to the results of Ansari (2002), studies conducted in the context of 

gender and disability demonstrate that the gender of the child is highly significant in 

determining the way disability is perceived by the family (Dhungana, 2006; Ghai, 2001, 

2002; Shah, 1992). Research conducted in India reveals that the family views the birth of a 

disabled daughter as an additional liability to bear. The negativity associated with the birth of 

a disabled girl worsened in families living in poverty (Ghai, 2001, 2002). This is also the case 

in Pakistan. While describing the life situation of blind women in the rural families of 

Pakistan, Fatima Shah (1992) writes: 

She is usually hidden from the visitors and strangers because the 

family is ashamed of her and because, if the fact that there is a blind 

girl in the family were to become known, it might prove to be an 

obstacle in arranging the marriages of her siblings and a hindrance to 

them in their lives. (p.21) 

The account reveals that the existence of a disabled girl, especially in poor households, is 

considered shameful and causes embarrassment for the family. Therefore, they are kept 

hidden from the social group to avoid disability stigmatisation. Additionally, in the context of 

gaining respect through sons in the family, the birth of a disabled girl severely affects the 

status of the mother and the girl in the family. The mother is disgraced for giving birth to a 

disabled daughter and the disabled girl is devalued for being a girl and disabled. Though both 

parents experience the disgrace of having disabled child/ren, mothers are usually subjected to 

greater critique (Ghai, 2002).  

Significance of Marriage and Stigmatisation of Disabled Women  

The literature reveals that the consideration of a disabled daughter as an extra liability 

is predicated on the cultural construction of women as ‘burden’. The cultural labelling of 

women as ‘burden’ is undergirded by the practice of giving dowry in their wedding. The 

presence of a disabled girl is perceived by society as a lifelong burden on the parents. Such 

apprehensions are connected to the assumption that a disabled woman is less likely to get 

married and leave the parental home (Shah, 1992). The common misconception that the 

woman’s disability is inherited by the children is one of the beliefs that minimises the 

possibilities of marriage for disabled women (Mehrotra, 2006; Thomas & Thomas, 2002). 
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Additionally, the presence of a disabled woman in the family proves to be an obstacle in 

arranging the marriage of her siblings. However, such an attitude towards women’s disability 

is found to be more prevalent in rural areas of Pakistan (Nagata, 2016; Shah, 1992). 

Conventional ideas about women’s beauty, which render disabled women as ‘incomplete’, 

make them socially less acceptable for marriage. Additionally, in the context of gender role 

fulfilment, disabled women are socially regarded as sexually unproductive and inappropriate 

for reproductive roles. The social prejudices that consider disabled women incapable of 

fulfilling gender roles influence their marriage prospects and in turn enhance stigmatisation 

(Addlakha, 2007; Dhungana, 2006; Ghai, 2002; Thomas & Thomas, 2002).  

Due to a lack of marriage prospects, it is more likely that disabled women may be 

married to a person who is already married, divorced or has some other socially less 

acceptable traits. In this situation, parents often use different approaches to enhance the 

possibilities of receiving a ‘decent’ marriage proposal for their disabled daughters; giving 

large dowries in marriage is the most common approach (Ghai, 2002; Gurung, 2015). 

Additionally, Mehrotra (2006) pointed out that in rural Haryana (India), mothers pay more 

attention to socialise their disabled daughters to perform traditional gender roles, such as 

household work, since this might increase the chances of a marriage proposal. Disabled sons, 

on the other hand, are provided with more education so that they may become economically 

stable. The ways in which the marriage possibilities of young disabled women, living in urban 

areas, are enhanced at a familial or personal level is hitherto unexplored. Therefore, this 

section lacks information concerning the negotiating strategies adopted by families to enhance 

the marriage possibilities of disabled women. Similarly, as described by Nagata (2016), the 

sexuality of disabled women is generally a taboo issue and therefore is hidden and 

undiscussed even among intellectual groups of the society. The notion of disabled women as 

sexually inactive not only reduces their marriage possibilities but also condemns their 

expression of sexuality.      

  The societal stereotype that portrays disabled women as sexually incompetent hinders 

their access to reproductive health services. Ahmad (2013), in his study on “Health care 

access and barriers for physically disabled in rural Punjab, Pakistan”, explored how social 

misconceptions, an unsupportive environmental structure and poverty often impede disabled 

people’s access to public services like health care and consequently lead to social isolation 

and stigmatisation. Disabled women are more prone to be discriminated against in this regard 

because of their lack of control over resources and their dependence on men for money and 
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permission to go out. Additionally, the prevailing myth that women with disabilities are not 

able to marry undermines the need of educating them at social and state levels about 

reproductive health and HIV/ AIDS. 

Status of Young Unmarried Disabled Women in the Family: Rural and Urban 

Contexts 

Nilika Mehrotra (2006), in her study conducted on gender and disability in rural 

Haryana (India), points out that women with disabilities often lack family support in terms of 

love, food, education, rehabilitation services and training when compared to other members of 

the family. Moreover, they have an isolated status in the family as well as in the community. 

Family members do not consider it important to share family matters with disabled women, 

who are directed to sit in one place and stay silent when they have visitors. They are also less 

likely to be invited to social and religious gatherings. It is assumed that the presence of 

disabled women would bring bad luck in religious ceremonies. Mehrotra (2006) further 

remarked that disabled women in the reproductive age group are most vulnerable, as they are 

pushed towards performing the same work as an individual without disability in the society. 

She explains this in the context of the indispensability of women's work within the domestic 

as well as agricultural spheres. A disabled woman tries to do all possible jobs; however, work 

is sometimes distributed in a manner that requires her to take care of the household chores 

while others pursue agriculture work. In their natal homes, disabled women often receive 

family support when doing their work. However, in their marital homes, they are expected to 

do all the household chores. Moreover, in the context of caste-based work roles, disabled 

women from the superior caste (Brahmin) enjoy the minor advantage of being exempted from 

the obligations of agricultural work.  

In the urban context, Hammad and Singal (2015a; 2015b) have noted that young 

physically disabled women (in Pakistan) are involved in educational activities. By drawing on 

the experiences of physically disabled women, they contended that the availability of 

educational institutions (mainstream and special) in cities is one of the reasons for the 

educational engagement of disabled women. However, the disabling infrastructure of 

mainstream schools and conservative familial views on women’s exposure to the public 

sphere are significant factors that make the process of accessing education difficult for 

disabled women. As they note, Non-Governmental Organizations (NGOs) (mostly situated in 

the cities) play an important role in eliminating the hurdles faced by disabled women to 

access education; the organisations indirectly support them by providing materials such as 
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wheelchairs, assistive devices and software. Moreover, within families, mothers are more 

active in supporting and enabling their disabled daughters to pursue their educational goals 

(Hammad, 2019; 2015a; Hammad & Singal, 2015b). In terms of educational gains, the 

researchers noted that education positively enhances disabled women’s capabilities by 

improving individual agency and socioeconomic participation. Correspondingly, educated 

disabled women have greater participation in community and economic activities. 

Nevertheless, societal prejudices afflict the capabilities of disabled women and they fail to 

achieve their aspirations, such as getting married (Hammad & Singal, 2015b).  By aiming to 

provide knowledge about the complexities of the lives of disabled women, specifically in 

relation to education, this research provides important insights on the role played by higher 

education as these women seek to achieve their aspirations. However, the research does not 

look at how significant higher education is for young disabled women as they negotiate 

gender norms in a patriarchal society like Pakistan. Furthermore, it has been observed that 

researches conducted on disabled women do not take account of the type of disability (such as 

visual and hearing disabilities) and socioeconomic class while representing their experiences. 

Considering such research gaps, this research aims to examine the ways in which physically 

disabled (blind) women belonging to different socioeconomic groups gain access to higher 

education and use it to negotiate the gender roles and construct their identity as dis/abled 

women.     

2.3 Summary of the Chapter     

This chapter has pursued a discussion of the status of women in Pakistan by 

considering the literature about patriarchy, caste and class. Review of this literature has 

demonstrated that the norms of patriarchy, rooted in religious discourses that consider women 

to be repositories of masculine/family honour, construct women in a way that restricts them to 

the domestic domain. The positioning of women in the private sphere limits their access to 

socioeconomic opportunities and thus makes them dependent on men. Within the domestic 

sphere, the cultural significance given to men as the earning member and the carrier of family 

name and property establishes their superiority over women and gives them the status of a 

patriarch. The lower status of women generates inequalities within the family that are 

transferred into society. A culture that assumes that women belong to the domestic domain 

thus associates their social recognition with their capacities to fulfil the gender roles of wives 

and mothers. Since Pakistani society is divided into caste and class hierarchies, these variants 

are highly significant in determining the nature of patriarchy. In rural Punjab, where the caste 
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system is deeply rooted, patriarchy prevails in the form of physical control and violence. The 

caste hierarchies are divided into two main categories, the landowners and the service 

providers. The landowning castes follow patriarchal norms by restricting the mobility of their 

women to the public sphere. However, caste-based obligation and poor economic conditions 

force lower caste women to work in the community. As a result, lower caste women are more 

prone to community and domestic violence. Additionally, adherence to discriminatory 

cultural practices across caste-based groupings – such as consanguineous and child marriages 

– has negative implications on women’s socioeconomic positioning and well-being. On the 

contrary, the urban Punjab is segmented by the class system, which is determined by the 

academic and professional pre-eminence of the individuals of a family. The norms of social 

class have provided women with access to education and employment. However, the ideology 

whereby a family maintains its honour by controlling women’s sexuality does not liberate 

urban women from patriarchal control, which is more visible in psychological and moral 

forms. Thus, urban women still lack autonomy despite being economically independent. 

However, the degree of women’s autonomy varies according to social class as upper-class 

women are assumed to have greater autonomy than those of the middle-class.  

In the given scenario, the norms of femininity shaped by caste and class based 

patriarchal values make the life situation of disabled women complex and perplexing. The 

cultural connotations attached to disability intersect with the devalued status of women and 

this intensifies the inequalities for disabled women. In a context where women are considered 

a ‘burden’, disabled women are perceived as a lifelong responsibility for the parents as it is 

assumed that they will not be married. Such attitudes are noted to be stronger in families 

living in poverty. The lack of societal acceptance for disabled women with regard to marriage 

is reflected in the stereotypes that regard them as incapable of fulfilling gender roles. There is 

not enough literature available on how caste and class-based norms of femininity influence 

the lives of disabled women in Pakistan. However, the research conducted in South Asia 

makes evident that in the rural context, disabled women in the reproductive age group are 

most vulnerable, as they are pushed towards performing the same work as an individual 

without disability in the society. Moreover, in the context of caste-based work roles, disabled 

women from the superior caste (Brahmin) have minor advantages over disabled women from 

the lower caste due to their being exempted from agricultural work. Physically disabled 

women living in urban areas are relatively more engaged in educational and economic 

activities, which is mainly due to the availability of educational opportunities in the cities. 



57 
 

Educated disabled women have greater agency and participation in socioeconomic activities, 

however, societal prejudices impede them from achieving their aspirations, such as marriage.  

The empirical studies conducted in Pakistan do not take account of the dynamics of 

caste, social class and the types of impairment while mapping the realities of disabled women. 

Most of the researches are conducted either on mental disabilities or under the generic term of 

physical disabilities. Moreover, the area of research is mostly defined as rural or urban 

without considering the caste or social class of the study participants. Additionally, there is a 

serious lack of literature on how significant education is for disabled women in terms of 

negotiating the social expectations embedded in the fulfilment of gender roles over the course 

of life. Moreover, how education helps disabled women to deal with gender norms and raise 

their status within the family (natal and marital) has also not been investigated. This research 

therefore aims to fill in the existing gap and offers insight into the life realities of young 

physically disabled (blind) women in Pakistan. 
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Chapter 3:  Conceptualisation: Social Interactions and the Construction of Gender 

and Disability 

This chapter introduces the main concepts and the connection between them in order 

to develop a theoretical framework for the study. The purpose is to establish the theoretical 

foundations of the research, which legitimate inquiry about the subjective perspective of 

physically disabled women. The research focuses on investigating how physically disabled 

women make sense of gender and disability based on the social knowledge that they gain in 

social interactions. Based on the focus of the research, life narratives of twenty physically 

disabled women are collected. The goal of the research is to examine how physically disabled 

women negotiate their disabled status and appropriate their gender role expectations in order 

to enhance their marriage prospects in Pakistani society. Berger and Luckmann (1966) argued 

that becoming a self is an aspect of perceptual understanding and this understanding develops 

in the process of socialisation. I draw on this argument to conceptualise how physically 

disabled women gain knowledge about socially constructed reality and develop their 

perspective on gender and disability. Socialisation is the main source of knowledge about the 

norms and expectations of social institutions. In the process of socialisation, individuals learn 

the rubrics and expectations of particular social institutions such as family, work, religion or 

state. Consequently, they develop their own personality, gain knowledge and become 

members of society. In the first section of the chapter, I conceptualise how a girl becomes a 

gendered self by learning and “doing gender” (West & Zimmerman, 1987) in interactional 

processes. Family is the place where girls and boys learn about their gender roles and 

expectations. The institution of family depicts the rigid sexual division of work while 

assigning the reproductive role to women. During the process of socialisation, girls learn their 

roles and gain social identity as a ‘woman’ by appropriately “doing” their gender. However, 

non-compliance with gender role expectations could marginalise women in society and lead 

to stigmatisation. In the second section, I expand the concept of “doing gender” by examining 

situations, such as disability, that limit the possibilities for women to “do” their gender and 

that construct the category of ‘disabled woman’. Berger and Luckmann (1966) contend that 

individuals do not internalise the totality of social reality and thus have the agency to 

construct subjective reality. Their argument provides theoretical ground to investigate how 

disabled women, in Pakistan, conform to or confront ability-based gender expectations and 

gain access to social institutions such as education, work and marriage. 
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3.1 The Social Construction of Reality: A Constructivist’s Perspective 

Peter Berger and Thomas Luckmann (1966, p. 33) argued that “everyday life presents 

itself as a reality interpreted by men and subjectively meaningful to them as a coherent 

world”. Based on their argument, social reality is grounded in everyday life experiences and 

subject to individuals’ interpretation of this reality. They further asserted that in everyday life 

people interact and communicate with each other. Social interactions are the most common 

avenue where experiences take place and people apprehend and act upon social knowledge 

while impinging on each other’s subjective reality. In this process, they affirm or reaffirm the 

knowledge constructed by the social reality (Berger & Luckmann, 1966, p. 43). Individuals 

engage in social interactions in the process of socialisation, which takes place at two levels: 

primary and secondary. An individual goes through primary socialisation in her/his 

childhood. However, secondary socialisation is a subsequent socialisation that introduces an 

already socialised individual to new dimensions of the objective world, which extends to the 

entirety of life (Berger & Luckmann, 1966, pp. 156–166).  

Primary socialisation holds significant importance for an individual as it makes 

her/him a member of society. An individual starts absorbing the traditional knowledge system 

that is conveyed to her/him by “significant others” (including parents and family members) in 

primary socialisation. At this stage, perceptual understanding of the social world is highly 

influenced and modified by others’ subjective perspective and social positioning. The 

“significant others” mediate the social world to the child according to their own social 

location and by virtue of their individual, biographically rooted eccentricities. In this way, a 

child belonging to the “lower class” not only internalises the “lower class” viewpoint on the 

social world, she/he absorbs it with all the peculiarities given to it by the parents or the 

persons responsible for her/his socialisation. Thus, a child born in a less privileged family 

may inhabit the world in a way that differs not only from a child born in a financially sound 

family but also from a child born into the same social class (Berger & Luckmann, 1966, 

p. 151). Additionally, in primary socialisation, a child forms a general sense of self by relating 

her/himself to others. In this process, a child takes on the roles of others and develops beliefs 

about the roles and expectations associated with her/his gender identity (Berger & Luckmann, 

1966, pp. 150–154; Fine, 2005; Lorber, 1991; 1994; Stockard, 2006). Social class and gender 

thus significantly influence the way an individual makes sense of the social world and 

becomes a self. The internalisation of social expectations and gender roles further expands 

with secondary socialisation, which requires the formal acquisition and appropriation of 
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institutional knowledge and role expectations. Secondary socialisation takes place in an 

institutional context. Knowledge acquired in this process is “autonomous” and “anonymous” 

as it does not vary according to the social positioning of individuals and it is not conveyed by 

people closely related to them. However, it may affect the apprehensions about social reality 

that a person has internalised in primary socialisation (Berger & Luckmann, 1966, pp. 161–

162). Berger and Luckmann (1966) contention, socialisation can be conceptualised as 

learning. According to Charon (1987), socialisation is a learning process that spreads over the 

life course regardless of the age and social settings of individuals. In the process of 

socialisation, we learn the rubrics and expectations of particular groups such as family, work, 

army or state. Consequently, we develop personality and gain knowledge about our society 

through socialisation. 

Knowledge is a set of beliefs strongly held and lived by the members of a society. 

These beliefs are transformed into knowledge through social validation and are enforced 

through social practices. Social entities, such as family members, schoolteachers and law 

professionals, are considered responsible for endorsing beliefs in society. They have the 

causal power, in the capacity of how they relate to people, to produce a tendency in 

individuals to follow the standardised social rules and expectations. The fact that in 

contemporary societies humans are socialised through different institutions, such as family, 

schools and religion, means that there are a wide variety of normative social expectations to 

be followed. Social norms are broadly known as culture and are followed collectively by the 

members of a society (Berger & Luckmann, 1966; Vass, 2012). According to Fine (2005), 

“the concept of culture provides a framework for behaviour and can be seen as another way of 

referring to norms without denying the importance of human agency” (p. 141). In this way, 

social norms regulate human behaviour by generating social expectations that are not viewed 

as moral obligations. However, deviation from social norms could make an individual 

vulnerable to punishment, which might cause shame and embarrassment for her/him. The 

shared version of social knowledge is practiced and (re)constructed in day-to-day interactions 

among individuals. In this sense, the way one makes sense of society and expected norms is 

an outcome not of objective observation but of the social processes and interactions in which 

people are constantly engaged with each other (Berger & Luckmann, 1966; Burr, 2015). An 

individual alters her/his behaviour according to her/his consciousness of the norms that are 

expected to be followed during social interaction in a particular setting (Vass, 2012, p. 23). 
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The process of making sense of social reality and acting accordingly produces a ‘prototype 

self’ that conforms to and acts upon the normative social expectations.  

3.1.1 Gender:  The Act of ‘Situated Doing’ 

Simone de Beauvoir ([1953]1997), in her famous book “The second sex”, described 

gender as a process of ‘becoming’ in which a body acquires sociocultural significance in a 

systematic way. The conceptualisation of gender as ‘becoming’ focuses on the 

accomplishment of certain behavioural and stylistic norms located in the structural 

arrangements of society (Butler, 1986). Berger and Luckmann (1966, p. 183) maintained that 

individuals gain knowledge about social reality within the context of structural arrangements. 

The structural arrangements determine the patterns of social relations and the functioning of 

social institutions. Social structures are highly gendered as they produce different sets of roles 

and expectations for women and men (Berger & Luckmann, 1966, p. 187); these roles and 

expectations are located in social institutions such as family, economy, law, state and religion 

(Connell, 1987; Lorber, 1994). Gender expectations vary according to the differences in 

structural arrangements across societies and the variations within them, such as those of social 

class. Nevertheless, gender norms are universally divided between home and economic 

production. Therefore, even in countries where gender discrimination is discouraged, women 

still do most of the domestic work and child caring while being employed as full-time 

workers (Lorber, 1991; 1994). As individuals learn social norms and expectations through the 

process of socialisation, family is the first place where women’s roles and expectations are 

institutionalised and passed on to the next generation. The distribution of household labour 

serves to reaffirm one’s gender relation to the work and to the social world (Connell, 1987; 

Fenstermaker et al., 2002, p. 36; Lorber, 1991; 1994). 

 Within the frame of social constructivism, in which gender is perceived as a socially 

constructed institutional arrangement, Candace West and Don Zimmerman (1987), in their 

article “Doing Gender”, conceptualise gender 

 […] as a situated doing, carried out in the virtual or real presence of 

others who are presumed to be oriented to its production. Rather than 

as a property of individuals, we conceive gender as an emergent 

feature of social situation: both as an outcome of and a rationale for 
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various social arrangements and as a means of legitimating one of the 

most fundamental divisions of society. (p.126)   

By viewing gender as a production of situated conduct, they focus on the interactional and 

institutional settings where one “does” gender and participates in its (re)construction. In 

“doing” gender, people act according to their social position within the gender structure and 

their interaction with others; in doing so, people generate the specific nature of femininity and 

masculinity. The conception of gender as “an emergent feature of social situations” (West & 

Zimmerman, 1987, p. 126) corresponds with Goffman’s (1976) concept of “gender display”. 

Goffman regards “gender display” as highly conventional behaviour. He argues that gender is 

less a consequence of humans’ “essential sexual nature” than a depiction, by means of 

conventional actions and expressions, of what they would like to convey about their sex 

(Goffman, 1976, p. 76). In this sense, “gender display” refers to the ability to learn, construct 

and identify feminine and masculine expressions and not to the natural features of females 

and males. The concept of “gender display” describes gender as an ongoing process of 

simultaneously learning and depicting socially ascribed gender norms and expectations in 

interactions. However, Goffman (1976) regards “gender display” in terms of a choice that an 

individual makes to be viewed as woman or man. He claims that a person has the option to 

express or to avoid expressing feminine or masculine traits depending on the interactional 

situation. Conversely, while conceptualising gender “as an ongoing interactional 

accomplishment”, West and Zimmerman (1987) counter Goffman’s argument by claiming 

that humans have many social identities that could be silent or more prominent depending 

upon the social situation. Since we are always a ‘woman’ or a ‘man’, “our identificatory 

displays will provide an ever-available resource for doing gender under an infinite diverse set 

of circumstances” (p. 139).  

  Deutsch (2007, p. 109) emphasised that the concept of “doing gender”, as theorised by 

West and Zimmerman (1987), implies that individuals conform to or resist gender norms 

since in either case they are being assessed based on those norms. When discussing 

“compliance” and “resistance”, West and Zimmerman elaborate the reason that one complies 

with gender norms but do not explain they elaborate on the reason why one complies with 

gender norms but they do not elaborate on the reason why one resists. In this sense, as 

described by Deutsch (2007), the theory of “doing gender” renders ‘resistance’ indiscernible, 

which could lead to a ‘redoing’ of gender. Moreover, the process of ‘doing’ and ‘redoing’ is 

initiated with the internalisation of the socially constructed gender reality, which often takes a 
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back seat in gender theories. To advance the conceptual framework, I critically examine the 

previous conceptualisation of gender – as an “emergent feature of social situations” (West & 

Zimmerman, 1987, p. 126) in the process of interaction. Within the family, girls and boys 

learn behaviour and attitudes that are considered appropriate for their given sex. One’s ability 

to do gender ‘appropriately’ gives them access to other social institutions such as education, 

work and marriage. Since the appropriation of gender is essential, not living up to the 

normative conception of femininity could engage someone in “behaviour at the risk of gender 

assessment” (West & Zimmerman, 1987, p. 136) and may limit the possibility of claiming 

gender identity as a ‘woman’. In this sense, the appropriate “doing of gender” constructs the 

category of ‘disabled woman’ since those who are categorised in this manner are viewed as 

‘unable’ to match the objective social reality constructed around gender. Berger and 

Luckmann (1966, pp. 183–184) argued that individuals gain knowledge and experience based 

on their gender and social positioning, and that they become able members of society by 

matching the socially defined objective reality. However, in the case of disability, individuals 

are prevented from internalising objective social reality and are given marginalised positions 

in society. Based on this, I expand the concept of “doing gender” (West & Zimmerman, 1987) 

by examining conditions, such as disability, in which one conforms, confronts or resists the 

institutionalised social expectations and thereby (re)appropriates gender. 

3.1.2 ‘Doing Gender’ and Establishing ‘Differences’ 

 West and Zimmerman (2002) contend that “doing gender means creating differences 

between girls and boys and women and men, differences that are not natural, essential or 

biological. Once these differences are constructed, they are used to reinforce the 

“essentialness” of gender”. Gender, like other social systems such as class, exhibits multiple 

differences at different levels: macro, social and individual. The macro level includes 

differences in “cultural beliefs and distribution of resources”; at the social level, gender 

differences are reflected through “behavioural patterns and institutional practices”; and at the 

individual level gender differences are grounded in “identification of selves and identities” 

(p.13).  All levels are fairly intertwined and are reproduced at once in social relations 

(Ridgeway & Correll, 2004, p. 511). 

Gender differences are established through the sexual division of labour in private and 

public spheres. The sexual division of labour is a social structure, anchored by the allocation 

of specific types of work between women and men. Within the organisation of families, work 
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is divided between reproductive and productive work. Reproductive work is defined as 

domestic and unpaid, and it usually done by women; productive work is defined as public and 

paid, and it is usually done by men. The conventional sexual division of labour, in which the 

larger part of childcare and domestic work is assigned to women, defines the contours of 

femininity by designating the work of caring as womanly (Connell, 1987). The dichotomy of 

separate spheres within the household develops a structure of inequality in which women hold 

a marginalised and subordinate position to men (Chodorow, 1978). The content of interaction 

between work and gender may vary according to the social positioning of the family; 

however, the contours of gender inequality that emerge out of this interaction are quite similar 

(Fenstermaker et al., 2002, p. 36). Gayle Rubin (1975), an anthropologist and feminist 

activist, maintains that the sexual division of labour generates a state of interdependency 

resulting in the production of gender differences that establish unequal gender relations in 

society. In feminist theories, the unequal power relations stemming from the differentiation of 

labour between women and men perpetuate patriarchy (Chodorow, 1978; Connell, 1987; 

Firestone, 2000). Sylvia Walby (1990), a British sociologist, defines patriarchy as “a system 

of social structures and practices in which men dominate, oppress and exploit women” (p. 

20). In this way, she perceives patriarchy as a structural phenomenon perpetuated through 

different but interacting social structures. While theorising patriarchy, she distinguished two 

different types of patriarchy: private and public. “Private patriarchy” takes place in the 

domestic sphere in the hands of the male patriarch of the household. Men usually practice 

their power by preventing women from participating in the public sphere, and this causes 

marginalisation. On the other hand, “public patriarchy” is collective in nature. Though women 

are visible in public realms, such as the labour market and politics, they lack power, wealth 

and status in relation to men. I use the concept of patriarchy as defined by Walby (1990) to 

examine how it affects the social realities of disabled women and shapes their life in private 

and public spheres.  

In patriarchal societies, women are considered responsible for domestic work that 

revolves around childbirth and caring responsibilities. This is the primary reason for 

continued marginalisation of women in the public sphere (Soman, 2009). In the context of 

gender relations within the patriarchal household, Raewyn Connell (1987), an Australian  

sociologist, asserted that “a marked sexual division of labour actually places some limits on 

the patriarch’s ability to exercise power, since women monopolise a certain kind of skill and 

knowledge” (p.125). This shows that while men have power over women in the household, 
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the control of domestic tasks provides women with space to negotiate the patriarchal order of 

the family. Deniz Kandiyoti (1988, p. 275), a Turkish and British feminist scholar, takes the 

argument further and elaborates the factors that enhance women’s capacity to deal with the 

patriarchal establishment and to increase their autonomy within the household. While 

conceptualising gender relations as “patriarchal bargains”, she defines women’s status as an 

outcome of different negotiations. She explains that within patriarchal family arrangements 

women develop varied strategies to improve autonomy and resist oppression. The negotiating 

strategies depend on the nature of gender relations within the family, which may exhibit 

variations according to caste, class and ethnic affiliation. All of these structural variables 

influence the ways that gender ideology is constructed and that “women’s gendered 

subjectivity” is shaped. Moreover, the autonomy of women in the domestic sphere is based on 

women’s level of economic participation in the family and the class status of their husband. 

Connell (1987, p. 122) has shown that economic advantage strengthens women’s marital 

bargaining power both individually and as a group. If the normative gender expectations and 

arrangements vary according to the socioeconomic positioning of family, then this variable 

also works as a tool to change the prevailing gender differences by re-locating the gender 

positioning and altering gender relations. The concept of “patriarchal bargains” (Kandiyoti, 

1988) provides a space to investigate how disabled women – belonging to different social 

classes – gain autonomy to make life choices and deal with oppression within the patriarchal 

familial organisation.   

3.2 Gender Differences and the Construction of the Notion of ‘Disabled Woman’ 

The conceptualisation of gender differences in social relations is an important aspect 

of feminist theories. The manner in which race and class intersect with gender and produce 

inequality has long been widely discussed in feminist scholarship (Collins, 1990; Hurtado, 

1989). Moreover, West and Fenstermaker (2002a, p. 61) noted that, while conceptualising 

gender inequalities, feminists limit gender to sex roles and view the categories of race and 

class as factors external to individuals, ingrained in the structure of social institutions rather 

than part of human identities absorbed in the process of socialisation. According to West and 

Fenstermaker (2002a, p. 61) with these theoretical issues, “feminist scholars have largely 

abandoned the effort to describe women as a caste, as a class, or as a minority group”. They 

argue that the conceptualisation of gender within the frame of differential roles separates it 

from the other social categories (such as class and race) that significantly shape human lives. 

This precludes understanding of how gender, race and class function simultaneously and 
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shape human experiences. Additionally, it prevents comprehension of how experiences, 

which are the outcome of the combined effect of these categories, vary across interactions. 

West and Fenstermaker (2002a, p. 69) maintain that class and race are “ongoing 

accomplishments” that affect the interactional context and provide variations to the gendered 

experiences of ‘differences’. The categories of class and race intersect in the process of 

accomplishing gender as ‘woman’ and exacerbate differences depending upon the prevailing 

conceptions attached to them.  

The intersectional approach has gained wide recognition in social sciences; however, 

the dynamics of gender differences that are predicated on disability have not yet been 

included in feminist theories. Disability is regarded as a system, like gender, race and class, in 

which humans are often socially constructed as ‘different’ and excluded from mainstream 

social activities based on sociocultural interpretations of their disabilities (Begum, 1992; 

Thomas, 1999; Thomson, 2005; Wendell, 1989). Feminist disability discourses perceive 

gender and disability as social categories of analysis and argue that the intersection of gender 

and disability along with other categories of differences, such as class, race and sexuality, 

exacerbates inequalities (Ghosh, 2016; Thomas, 1999; Wendell, 1996). Gender, as an 

interactional process, requires the appropriate enactment of gender behaviour and social 

expectations. Successful enactment of gender bestows status and social acceptance; however, 

failure leads to social stigmatisation and rejection (West & Zimmerman, 1987). In this way, 

disability – perceived as an ‘inability’ to meet social expectations – affects the gendering 

process and makes disabled women vulnerable to being denied recognition as ‘women’ 

(Gerschick, 2000). Therefore, I take the concept of ‘difference’ (West & Fenstermaker, 

2002a) and examine it in the context of disability. I investigate how disability as a social 

construct intersects with gender and produces differences while influencing the social 

experiences of disabled women.  

Marjorie DeVault (1991, p. 230), a feminist sociologist, argues in her book “Feeding 

the family” that gender differences are not just a matter of performing sex roles, since social 

structures such as class significantly affect the way gender expectations are perceived and 

executed. For instance, a middle-class woman might explain feeding her family as a matter of 

showing love and care, while a poor woman might explain it as an essential contribution for 

the survival of the family. Pre-given sets of expectations about doing gender through the role 

of wife or mother make women accountable for nourishing the foetus and nurturing the child. 

If a poor woman does not fulfil the expectations related to child and family care, they are 
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labelled as an “unfit mother”. This can be used by medical or social welfare authorities as a 

reason to interfere in the lives of women (West & Fenstermaker, 2002b, p. 50). In the context 

of the compulsory performance of feminine roles, I expand the concept ‘unfit’ to include 

physical limitations that are perceived as an ‘inability’ of impaired women to fulfil gender 

role expectations and that are used to label them as ‘disabled’ rather than ‘women’. The 

construction of the category ‘disabled women’ – which is the outcome of society’s failure to 

comprehend them as capable of “doing gender” – generates differences by hindering their 

access to socioeconomic and marital rights.  

 Girls learn the roles and expectations concerning their gender during the process of 

familial socialisation. They come to understand that the construction of gender identity as a 

‘woman’ is closely connected to their ability to fulfil the gender expectations of being a wife 

and mother. However, in the case of disability, girls are not considered able to appropriately 

perform their gender and thus are not perceived as ‘suitable’ for marriage. (Ghosh, 2016, 

2018). Within the ableist family arrangements, experiences of disabled women are less visible 

and not extensively discussed. Therefore, biographies are the appropriate tool to analyse how 

subject and structure come together. They help to explore and understand the social process 

involved in creating the category of ‘disabled women’. Biographies build on the narrator’s 

subjective perspective, which is constructed based on the narrator’s evaluations of her/his life 

experiences (Rosenthal, 2004, pp. 49–50). By articulating subjective experiences, an 

individual adds to and/or re-appropriates social reality through her/his interactional 

experiences, which are connected to different times and spaces. In doing this, she/he 

contextualises the broader structural arrangements that shape her/his experiences at a micro 

level in the social process of becoming a self (Irwin, 2001, pp. 16–17; Thomas, 1999, p. 84). 

The shared biographies construct a stock of knowledge and become a vehicle that transmits 

this knowledge to those who have never experienced it (Berger & Luckmann, 1966, p. 89). In 

this way, biographies constructed around experience could be a suitable source for 

understanding how disabled women re-appropriate the objective reality embedded in gender 

and disability and construct their own identity. As remarked by Berger and Luckmann (1966), 

“no individual internalizes the totality of what is objectivated as reality in his society, not 

even if the society and its world are relatively simple ones” (p. 154). Therefore, there are 

always some elements of subjective reality that do not originate during the process of 

socialisation. Based on their argument, I investigate how disabled women make sense of their 

gender expectations and disability in response to their interaction with the social world. How 
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do they appropriate their gender and increase marriage possibilities in order to gain identity as 

‘woman’? 

3.2.1 Social Expectations: The Construction of ‘Disabled Women’ in Pakistan 

The organisational grounds of kinship in South Asia situate the concept of producing 

social labour through sexual reproduction within the organisation of marriage. In most parts 

of South Asia, the obvious purpose of marriage is to regulate sexual behaviour. However, the 

ideological grounds for the formation of family are linked to the premises of meeting human 

material and non-material needs through group cooperation. The organisational setup of the 

family in this region revolves around passing lineage and family property through sons 

(Gupta et al., 1999; Gupta et al., 2003). This kind of property relation defines a particular 

form of gender relations in which women and men hold different positions and status in the 

family (Kandiyoti, 1988). The tradition of transferring family property and lineage through 

sons is the driving motivation to keep boys in lineage – thus signifying social reproduction 

through them – and to send women to be absorbed into their husband’s households. It is due 

to these arrangements that, in South Asia, men establish the social order whereas women are 

viewed only as the source of reproducing sons (Gupta et al., 2003). Gupta et al. (2003, 

p. 161), in their cross-country study “Why is son preference so persistent in East and South 

Asia?”, refer to the social positioning of men and women in the family as “fixed points” and 

“moving points” respectively. They describe that the child who holds one of the “fixed 

points” in the family receives more financial and emotional support than the child who is 

understood as one of the “moving points”. The “fixed points” give men the value of a stable 

entity, worthy of investment, because whatever is invested stays in the family and provides 

surplus in the form of economic support and further generations. Women are understood as 

“moving points” in the social order because lineages are strictly exogamous. They have to 

leave their homes and lineage, with dowries12, to be absorbed into their husband's lineage by 

becoming wives who produce his generation. The allocation of reproductive roles to women 

confines women to the domestic sphere while the importance of reproductive roles is signified 

through the cultural glorification of motherhood (Ghosh, 2016; Thomas & Thomas, 2002). 

West and Fenstermaker (2002b, p. 46) argued that the strict division of household 

tasks makes caring a significant marker of “essential femininity”. In South Asia, the existing 

 
12 See footnote 4 on page number 29 
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institutional arrangements construct the norms of “essential femininity” around performance 

of the role of caregiver after marriage. In this way, the accomplishment of ‘woman’ is closely 

connected to being married and being able to do the culturally defined reproductive chores. 

This is promoted as a legitimate way of organising social life for women. Girls usually 

internalise the norms embedded around “essential femininity” over the course of their lives. 

The severity of fulfilling feminine roles may vary according to the social positioning of 

women based on such characteristics as age, social class, caste, education and area of living 

(Kandiyoti, 1988). However, marriage has been the most important marker for recognition as 

a ‘woman’. In Pakistan, like other South Asian countries, ‘becoming a woman’ is closely 

associated with fulfilling feminine roles after marriage (Quddos, 1995; Winkvist & Akhtar, 

2000). Higher education and economic independence enhance the marriage market for 

women; however, the ability to do household chores and bear children is a key factor that 

determines their marriage. Daughters are trained to fulfil feminine norms in order to obtain 

access to the institution of marriage and gain social identity as ‘woman’. These structural 

arrangements make disabled women internalise the notion that they are ‘unfit’ for marriage 

and therefore far from achieving gender identity as ‘woman’. Based on the social realities 

constructed around “essential femininity” in Pakistan, I conceptualise ‘disabled woman’ as 

one who is socially perceived as not marriageable13 due to the societal comprehension of their 

disability as an ‘inability’ to perform activities – ranging from daily routine matters to gender 

roles concerning caring responsibilities after marriage. The dominant concept of being ‘able’ 

to do gender perpetuates “ableism” in society and in turn produces inequality by designating 

disabled people as ‘unable’ to meaningfully participate in society. Fiona Kumari Campbell 

(2001), a disability studies researcher and theorist, defines “ableism” as 

“[…] a network of beliefs, processes and practices that produces a 

particular kind of self and body (corporeal standards) that is projected 

as the perfect, species-typical and therefore essential and fully human” 

(p. 44). 

 
 
13 The concept of ‘marriageability’ has been derived from the concept “unmarriageable”, which was 

first used by Dhungana (2006) in the context of describing the status of disabled women in Nepal. In 

the context of disability, she describes the concept of “unmarriageable” as lower possibility of 

disabled women to get married due to the negative stereotypes that designate disabled women as 

‘inappropriate’ and ‘unattractive’ for marriage.  



70 
 

I draw on the concept of “ableism” to investigate how ability based gender expectations 

influence the process of gaining access to social institutions such as marriage, education and 

work.   

3.2.2 Disabled Identity and Negotiation 

Identity is the key component of subjective reality and is formed in social processes. 

Once the identity is formed, it is maintained or reformed in social relations. The social 

processes that are involved in the formation and maintenance of identity are regulated by the 

social structures. In this way, identity emerges as an outcome of the interaction between the 

individual and social structures. Since individuals have consciousness, they have the capacity 

to  reflect upon the social structures, which may lead to the modification of identity (Berger & 

Luckmann, 1966, p. 195). Butler (1986) describes the individual’s capacity to reflect on 

structural arrangements as agency, which enables one to construct one’s gender. She asserts 

that though one becomes gendered by internalising cultural norms, humans have the agency 

to reproduce or reconstruct gender. Based on this argument, I investigate how disabled 

women interpret social reality and construct their own perspective on gender and disability. 

Based on subjective understanding, how do they negotiate gender expectations and gain 

access to the institution of marriage? 

3.3 Summary of the Chapter 

This chapter develops the theoretical foundations of the research by using the social 

constructivist perspective. I draw on Berger and Luckmann’s (1966) theory that the 

individual’s process of becoming a self through perceptual understanding of the world is 

based on social interactions. In this process, one learns how one is expected to act as a 

‘woman’ or ‘man’. I used this argumentation as the basis for the theoretical framework of my 

research in order to comprehend the ways in which women internalise the norms of femininity 

in their lives during the process of socialisation, both within and outside the family. Gender, 

as a system that constructs differences, marginalises women through the strict demarcation of 

roles that are mainly tied to the domestic sphere. Girls internalise gender roles and appropriate 

gender behaviour through the process of socialisation. During social interactions that first take 

place within the family, they learn to fulfil gender expectations in order to gain gender 

identity as a ‘woman’ and become a member of society. West and Zimmerman (1987) 

conceptualise gender as a production of situated conduct. They argue that individuals “do” 



71 
 

gender and participate in its reconstruction in interactional and institutional settings. By 

drawing on the concept of “doing gender”, theorised by West and Zimmerman (1987), I 

conceptualise the category of ‘disabled woman’ that emerged in consequence of not “doing 

gender” according to normative social expectations. In social interactions, the visibility and 

type of disability legitimate the categorical ground on which disabled women are restricted 

from claiming their gender identity as ‘woman’. According to the existing knowledge about 

the life situation of women in Pakistan, gender role fulfilment is closely connected to 

women’s functional abilities. Therefore, in the case of disability, women are stigmatised for 

not being ‘able’ to “do” their gender according to the institutionally defined normative ways. 

In this situation, the theoretical underpinnings of social constructivism offer a means of 

understanding how physically disabled women learn about the institutionally (i.e. family, 

education, work) defined norms concerning gender and dis/ability and how they develop 

negotiation strategies to mitigate the disabled status over the life course. Furthermore, the 

theoretical framework highlights the significance of understanding subjective social realities 

in interactional settings. Based on this, I develop a qualitative methodology and use the 

biographical interview method to understand how gender and disability intersect and shape 

the social experiences of young physically disabled women. The next chapter discusses the 

process involved in deploying the qualitative research method to gain knowledge about the 

social realities of physically disabled women living in Pakistan. 
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Chapter 4:  Qualitative Methodology: Approaching and Analysing Biographical Data 

This chapter elucidates the choices and reasons underpinning the methodology 

deployed to approach and analyse the research data. The research investigates the perspective 

that young, physically disabled women have on gender and disability. Based on this research 

focus, I have collected the life narratives of twenty physically disabled women who live in 

Pakistan. The purpose of the research is to comprehend how physically disabled women 

negotiate the disabled status and appropriate gender role expectations in order to enhance 

marriage prospects. To achieve the research goal, I develop a qualitative methodology by 

combining social science research approaches, which are explained in this chapter. First, I 

explicate the theoretical basis of this study – which is grounded in social constructivism – to 

develop a qualitative research methodology by applying the interpretive approach. Section 

two explicates the reasons that I combine grounded theory and biographical research. The 

ethos of grounded theory guides my entrance into the field to gain insight into the hidden and 

unexplored life realities of disabled women in Pakistan. However, the biographical 

methodology helps to understand how disability is assigned meaning and negotiated in 

different life phases of disabled women. Following this, I discuss the approach I selected to 

conduct interviews and to find primary data. In section four, I explain the procedures involved 

in locating and interviewing the research participants by using snowball and theoretical 

sampling techniques. Additionally, this section describes the steps involved in approaching 

possible interlocutors – based on the key topics that emerged within the interviews – and 

eventually selecting the biographies of three blind women for detailed case reconstructions. 

Section five mentions the data analysis methods that I constructed on the basis of the of 

biographical case reconstruction. I employ the biographical case reconstruction method to 

reconstruct the present perspectives of the blind women on gender and disability by 

analytically looking into their experiences. Later, the cross-case comparison method is used to 

investigate the similarities and differences across the cases to build a theoretical link between 

the concepts that emerged during the process of data analysis. Consequently, it gives a 

broader view of the sociocultural structures that construct gendered disability in Pakistan. As 

the research is based on the lived experiences of disabled women, the last section reflects on 

the power relations that emerged between the interlocutors and the non-disabled researcher in 

the interview setting and on how those issues were handled. 
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4.1  The Methodological Framework of the Qualitative Research 

David Silverman (2010) contended that the research question determines the 

methodology of the empirical research. In this way, my interest in understanding the 

subjective perspective of disabled women theoretically locates the research in social 

constructivism and thus positions it within the qualitative frame of social sciences. According 

to social constructivism, social reality is embedded in the everyday life experiences of the 

social actors that take place in interactional settings. Individuals assign meanings to their 

interactions based on the communal knowledge internalised during the process of 

socialisation. The knowledge gained in the process of socialisation contains the set of rules 

and norms for actions and interactions, which are subjectively interpreted and applied 

depending upon the sociocultural context of the actors. The meanings that social actors assign 

to the social interaction are constantly modified and are framed according to the context in 

reaction to the meanings of others. In this respect, social realities are subjective and they 

emerge in consequence of continuously evolving interactive processes (Berger & Luckmann, 

1966; Creswell, 2009; Flick et al., 2004; Mason, 2002; Rosenthal, 2018). Grounded in social 

constructivism, the present study employs the qualitative approach, which places emphasis on 

addressing and understanding the interpretive realities of actors in social settings. This 

particular approach to viewing the social world is designated as the interpretive approach, 

which underlies qualitative research. The interpretive approach to qualitative research 

emphasises the importance of interpretation and observation in attempts to understand a social 

phenomenon (Hennink et al., 2011; Mason, 2002; Rosenthal, 2018). By using the interpretive 

approach, the research focuses on understanding disabled women’s perspectives on gender 

and disability, which they construct  in consequence of their interaction with the social world 

over the life course. The subjective perspective of the physically disabled women facilitates 

understanding of how social knowledge about women’s disability influences this perspective 

and (re)shapes their strategies for negotiating their disabled status. By means of this 

perspective, the research explicates the intricate sociocultural factors that shape the realities of 

disabled women and construct gendered disability in the context of Pakistan.  

Since its evolution, qualitative research has expanded tremendously in developing 

epistemological approaches that inquire about the social construction of reality and produce 

empirical knowledge. Each approach, depending upon the discursive and structural contexts, 

has a different set of assumptions. These assumptions determine which sources can be used 

and which methods can be deployed (Mason, 2002). Early approaches to qualitative research 
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were embedded in the ontological position that the reality of the social world could be 

accessed through epistemologies focussing on observable action in the real world (Denzin, 

1997). Within the framework of the qualitative research approach, the emergence during the 

1980s of feminist standpoint epistemology shifted the paradigm of knowledge and 

transformed epistemologies by emphasising the situated, local and communal construction of 

knowledge (Hekman, 1997). As contended by Sandra Harding (1991), an American feminist 

researcher, the feminist standpoint offered a new epistemological framework to understand 

social reality, as it brings women’s experiences into the centre of analysis and thus provides a 

distinct understanding of the social world. Within feminist standpoint epistemology, 

marginalised social locations are given a superior epistemic position by accounting for the 

perspective of the subjugated and thus providing a distinct view of the social world (Willis et 

al., 2007). 

Harding writes:  

Feminism and the women's movement provide the theory and 

motivation for inquiry and political struggle that can transform the 

perspective of women into a “standpoint” – a morally and 

scientifically preferable grounding for our interpretations and 

explanations of nature and social life. (1991, p. 26) 

By bringing women into the centre of research, she argued that the empirical world is most 

appropriately described by female feminists (Harding, 1993). As maintained by feminist 

scholars, the “concrete experiences” of women offer the “criterion for credibility” when it is a 

matter of producing knowledge about women (Collins, 1990, p. 209) and of providing a more 

“reliable” understanding of social reality (Jaggar, 1997, p. 192).  

I draw on the feminist perspective to investigate the experiences of the subjugated 

group, which in my research consists of young physically disabled women. Based on the 

argument that knowledge is situated and communal, I bring disabled women to the centre of 

the research (as they are an important part of the reality construction) and take their 

experiences “as the point of entry” to the research (Brooks, 2007, p. 58). In doing so, I 

examine the ways in which institutionalisation of gender roles and ability-based expectations 

marginalise disabled women and construct gendered disability in the sociocultural context of 

Pakistan. However, I make no claims to objectivity or universality in this thesis. I develop a 
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qualitative methodology, while having a feminist standpoint perspective. Though the 

interpretive research paradigm deploys varied research perspectives (Flick et al., 2004), I 

position the methodology of this research within the perspective of symbolic interactionism 

and use grounded theory and biographical research methods to delineate the research design 

in the process of responding to the research question.  

4.2 Grounded Theory and Biographical Research: Combining the Methods 

The purpose of qualitative methods is to study everyday social actions and practices in 

order to describe the social world from the standpoint of its social actors (Rosenthal, 2018). In 

this sense, qualitative methods negate the concept of a universal ‘truth’. Barney Glaser and 

Anselm Strauss – who developed the grounded theory methodology in 1967 – challenged the 

prevalent assumptions of ‘grand theory’ and the positivist notion of using social research to 

investigate the objective and universal explanation of social behaviours. In making their 

argument, Glaser and Strauss (1967) draw support from the pragmatism of Charles Saunders 

Peirce (1839-1914) and from early symbolic interactionists, specifically George Herbert 

Mead (1863-1931) and Charles Cooley (1864-1929), as each of them rejected the idea of an 

independent external reality (Charmaz, 2014; Strauss & Corbin, 1994; Suddaby, 2006). 

Grounded theory methodology intensively focuses on the interpretive process by scrutinising 

“the actual production of meanings and the concepts that are used by the social actors in the 

real settings'' (Gephart, 2004, p. 457). Moreover, it denies strict determinism and views social 

actors as capable of making choices and of reacting to both the changing social conditions and 

the outcomes of their actions (Corbin & Strauss, 1990). In this sense, grounded theory rejects 

the positivist rules for research by eliminating the clean separation between data collection 

and data analysis. Consequently, it rejects the ideal of pre-defined hypothesis testing.  

Grounded theory is constructed upon two key concepts: (i) constant comparison and 

(ii) theoretical sampling. In “constant comparison”, data are simultaneously collected and 

analysed; “theoretical sampling” determines, on analytic grounds, which data to collect next 

and where to find it (Strauss, 1987, p. 38). The fundamentals of grounded theory provide the 

researcher with a systematic guide to enter the field and make sense of a phenomenon that has 

previously been hidden or insufficiently explored (Charmaz, 2006). It was due to the fact that 

the social realities of disabled women are largely hidden that I used grounded theory 

methodology. The theoretical tenets of “constant comparison” and “theoretical sampling” 

made it possible for me to access the field and have an initial understanding of the life of 
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young physically disabled women in Pakistani society. The initial data allowed me to analyse 

the repetitively occurring topics – such as relation to family, education, employment and 

marriage – and succinctly summarise the concepts. The emergent concepts subsequently 

guided me to include the subjects with the most varied characteristics – such as age, education 

and marital and socioeconomic background – in order to achieve a clear understanding of 

what it is like to be a ‘disabled woman’ in Pakistani society. In this way, I reformulated the 

research question as I immersed myself in the process of collecting data, refining emergent 

concepts and finding the theoretical link between them. Although grounded theory explicates 

rules for investigating intersubjective realities, it is less attentive to the subjective experiences 

of individuals; instead, it focuses on abstracting subjective experiences into theoretical 

concepts and finding the causal links between them (Suddaby, 2006). Since the construction 

of theory is not the focus of the research, I combine grounded theory with the biographical 

research methodology to investigate the process of becoming a ‘disabled woman’. Moreover, 

biographical research methodology includes essential elements of grounded theory, such as 

the concepts of theoretical sampling, contrastive comparison and theoretical saturation 

(Apitzsch & Siouti, 2007), that legitimise the combination of these two methodologies.   

Biographical research methodology first developed during the 1920s at the Sociology 

Department of the University of Chicago and at the initiative of Ernest W. Burgess and 

Robert E. Park. Later, it flourished as interpretive research methodology in Germany. The 

first anthology of biographical research was published in 1978 by Martin Kohli, who made 

the most substantial contribution to the institutionalisation of biographical research with his 

empirical and pragmatic studies (Rosenthal, 2004; Rosenthal, 2018). It has now become 

increasingly influential in other countries. The theoretical underpinnings of biographical 

research are rooted in social constructivism and are fundamentally based on the assumption 

that social phenomena are tied to people’s experiences. These experiences hold biographical 

meaning for the social actors, therefore it is necessary to analyse the meanings of the social 

phenomenon in the context of biography. The analysis of lived experience in a biographical 

sense allows the researcher to understand what meanings individuals attach to their past 

experiences and actions. It thereby allows the researcher to construct the present perspectives 

of individuals concerning the social phenomenon in question. The reconstruction of the 

present perspective in turn reveals the process of becoming. These theoretical assumptions 

offer insight into the life course of individuals and provide opportunity to examine the 

temporal and thematic links of the narrated experiences (Rosenthal, 2004; Rosenthal, 2018).    
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The theoretical principles of biographical methodology serve best to examine how the 

experiences circumscribed by the narrated topics (family, education, job and marriage) are 

assigned meanings by disabled women in different phases of their life. In this way, the 

application of the biographical approach to the research demonstrates how social institutions 

and affiliated expectations construct disability in different stages of the lives of physically 

disabled women. Moreover, by attending to the biographical experiences of the disabled 

women one can better understand both the process of assigning meaning to women’s 

disability and the adoption of strategies – at the familial and the personal level – that respond 

to the disabled status. The theoretical tenets of biographical methodology, which call for 

analysis of individual experiences within the course of life, provided me the ground to 

incorporate the life course perspective in this research. By incorporating the life course 

perspective, I comprehend the temporal and spatial dynamics of the lived experience of 

physically disabled women. It helped me to understand how disability takes different shapes 

in the life stages of disabled women in the context of Pakistan. Consequently, the use of the 

life course approach allowed me to examine how social arrangements at the macro level 

influence the experiences of physically disabled women and construct their perspective on 

gender and disability.  As argued by Sarah Irwin, in the book “Disability and the life course”: 

There are a range of insights to be gained from exploring the 

experiences of disability from a life course perspective as well as 

associated insights into the structuring of ‘standard’ social 

arrangements which can remain hidden from view and taken as given 

in non-disabled perspectives. (2001, p. 15) 

Based on Irwin’s argument, the life course perspective provides an opportunity to examine the 

social processes and the nature of the social relations that are involved in the construction of 

disability. As argued by Priestley (2013), disability is governed by social institutions. Since 

social institutions hold different expectations for individuals based on their gender and age, 

disability takes different shapes at different stages of life. The life course perspective helps 

one to understand how the sociocultural expectations predicated by the norms of femininity 

and by the institutions of education and marriage influence the way women’s disability is 

assigned meaning and handled in different phases of life. Subsequently, it allows one to 

apprehend the effect of other variants – such as social class, geographical location and 

(un)supportive familial behaviour – in shaping the subjective perspective on disability and 

(re)shaping negotiation patterns in the process of becoming a ‘disabled woman’.  
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4.3 Biographical Interviews: Giving Voice to Disabled Women 

Feminist sociologist Sharlene Hesse-Biber (2007, p. 114) notes that interviewing is a 

viable and valuable research method that can be used by feminist researchers to gain an 

insight into the lives of their respondents. Moreover, as stated by DeVault and Gross (2007), 

researchers starting with experience and relying on the authority of experience embrace 

interview as a method that could make experience hearable. Given my interest in learning 

about the social realities of disabled women, I selected the method of face-to-face 

interviewing and opted for the biographical interview method to learn about their subjective 

perspective. The biographical interview method was developed by Fritz Schutze (1976, 1977) 

for the purpose of gaining insight into the subjective meanings that the individual attaches to 

her/his life experiences (Denzin, 1989; Rosenthal, 2018). This method made it possible to 

understand the ways in which social actors comprehend their own lives. In this sense, the key 

feature of the biographical interview is the capacity to record impulsive and uninterrupted 

accounts in which interlocutors reflect on their lived experiences (Szczepanik & Siebert, 

2016). I selected this method because it offers understanding of how disabled women reflect 

on themselves and restore feelings of wholeness and steadiness in challenging life situations. 

Additionally, biographical interviews give the interviewees freedom – though not complete 

freedom – to bring forward their experiences in their own way and to develop their own 

perspective by recounting their life experiences (Bornat, 2008; Rosenthal, 2018). By selecting 

the biographical interview method, I tried to give interlocutors the opportunity to choose what 

they want to share with the researcher and the possibility to be open about telling their life 

experiences.  

A narrative interview consists of three phases. In the first part or phase the biographer 

is asked, by means of the opening question (impulse question), to provide a full extempore 

narration. The main narrative is not generated through sporadic questions but rather is 

encouraged by means of “non-verbal and paralinguistic expressions” – such as ‘mhm’ – to 

show interest in and attention towards what is being narrated by the biographer. In the second 

part of the interview, the “period of questioning”, the interviewer asks narrative questions 

(immanent questions) that invite the biographer to further elaborate topics and events that 

were previously mentioned. This phase of biographical interview is followed by “exmanent 

questions”. These questions could also be questions external to the narratives. The purpose 

here is mainly to gain information on the topics or issues that were not elaborated by the 

interviewee in the biographical narration. In the last part, the interviewer closes the interview 
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with words of thanks to the biographer (Jovchelovitch & Bauer, 2000; Rosenthal, 1993, 

pp. 59–60). In keeping with the patterns of biographical interview, I opened up the interview 

with a broad opening question: “Would you tell me about the life, events and experiences you 

remember, up until now, as a disabled woman?” This question proved to be a useful entrance 

into the experiential world of the interlocutors. Some of the interlocutors were very expressive 

and elaborative in the first phase as they spoke for one and a half hours without interruption 

about their life experiences. Other interlocutors were shy about describing themselves and 

therefore did not speak for more than 6 minutes in the main narration. However, they became 

relaxed and overcame their shyness in the second part of the interview – “the period of 

questioning” – where they gave comprehensive answers to the questions I asked (Rosenthal, 

1993, pp. 59–60).  

As suggested by Rosenthal (2018, p. 83), I tried to transcribe and translate the 

interview word for word (without any omissions), reproducing all audible speech and signals, 

including pauses, emphases, mistakes and breaks. The pauses and interruptions are indicated 

with special signs. I used a (-) sign for a small pause lasting 1-3 seconds, a (--) sign for a 

pause of 4-6 seconds and a (---) sign for a pause of 7-10 seconds; pauses longer than 10 

seconds were referred to by their exact length. Unclear words were represented with (xxx) 

and unclear utterances were represented with ‘hmm’. As far as the translation of the 

interviews is concerned, an important issue that emerged in this research was dealing with 

two languages. In Pakistan, both Urdu and English are recognised as official languages. Each 

is used as a mode of communication in schools, in official dealings and in legal 

documentations. The use of both languages in communication has become a common social 

practice. People use English words and combine them with Urdu words and grammar. In the 

research, interlocutors belonging to the upper social class and with higher education mostly 

followed such a style of conversation. The use of English words by highly educated 

interlocutors might be the consequence of class-consciousness. As mentioned in chapter two, 

people belonging to the upper class use fluency in English as an indicator to determine the 

ranking of an individual or a group in the hierarchy of social class (see chapter two, section 

2.1.3, sub-heading ‘Characteristics of the social class system’). While translating the 

interviews, I rendered in boldface all the words that were originally spoken in English. 

Interestingly, even as it was relatively short (lasting over eight minutes), one of the 

interlocutors – who was a lecturer at the university and belonged to the upper class – gave her 

biographical narration only in English.  
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4.4 Accessing the Field and Collecting Data: Research Design and Research 

Process 

The fundamental purpose of qualitative research is to describe and clarify experiences 

as they are lived and constituted in the consciousness of social actors. The qualitative methods 

are therefore constructed to take account of the specific characteristics of the human 

experience in order to produce empirical knowledge. However, the purpose of data collection 

in qualitative research is to provide evidence for the experience investigated (Polkinghorne, 

2005). As a part of the qualitative research, I focused on the primary data to attain rich and 

thick descriptions of the lived experiences of physically disabled women living in (Lahore) 

Pakistan. The primary data consisted of twenty-nine (29) face-to-face interviews that were 

conducted within six months, from August 2015 to January 2016. The duration of the 

interviews varies from one hour to three hours and the total time of the recorded interviews is 

fifty-three hours and sixteen minutes. In the following section, I explain the methods and the 

research procedures I followed in approaching the interlocutors and collecting the data. 

However, I separate the procedures into three steps.  

4.4.1 Sampling Methods and Sampling Procedures 

Unlike quantitative study, where the sample is known and defined, in qualitative 

research the sample is selected according to the logic of theoretical significance in interpretive 

research and therefore is difficult to determine prior to the research process (Rosenthal, 2018). 

As described by Noy (2008, p. 328), “sampling procedures are unique facets within any 

paradigm within which empirical research is pursued”. Keeping in view the nature and 

epistemological framework of the research, I primarily used the snowball sampling technique, 

in order to take practical measures such as locating the interlocutors, and later combined it 

with the theoretical sampling technique to decide whom to interview next. Sampling methods 

deployed in qualitative research could lead to the generation of distinctive social knowledge 

about an interactional quality (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005; Hay, 2005). The theoretical 

assumptions of the sampling methods (snowball and theoretical sampling) used in this 

research allow access and collect data in a way that creates synergy with the overall research 

design and in turn generates valuable knowledge about the social realities of physically 

disabled women, which have largely been ‘unknown’.  
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According to Rosenthal (2018) , “the research process begins with considering what 

kind of people, we could conduct the first interview with, in the light of our vaguely 

formulated research question, and how we can make contact with such people” (p. 79). In this 

way, the tentative research question – which was formulated in terms of understanding the 

self-perception of young physically disabled women and the significance of higher education 

in mitigating disability stigmatisation – helped me to decide on the sampling site of the 

research, which happened to be the ‘The University of the Punjab14’. My position as a lecturer 

at The University of the Punjab gave me the privilege of knowing that all public sector 

universities are bound, under the Notification of Special Facilities for Disabled Students in 

Educational Institutions of Punjab (2013), to allocate a two percent quota for students with 

disabilities. Students with disabilities are provided with free education and hostel 

accommodation. Every year a significant number of disabled students – female as well as 

male, and from both within and outside Lahore – are enrolled at the university. For this 

reason, I knew that The University of the Punjab could be a suitable locale for approaching 

physically disabled women. However, it was not yet clear to me how I should do this.    

Applying the Snowball-sampling Method and Locating the Interlocutors 

   I contacted one of the lecturers in the university’s Department of Special Education, 

mainly for the purpose of discussing my research study. Besides giving input on my research, 

she introduced me to one of the physically disabled students (female) enrolled at the 

department. Since the lecturer had the student’s contact number, she called and requested that 

the student come to her office. Within the next five minutes, the interlocutor was present in 

the office. I introduced myself to her and gave her a precise presentation of my research 

study. It was a short meeting, but she understood the purpose of the research and consented to 

be a part of it. She shared her contact number and invited me to the student hostel – located at 

the same university – for the purpose of the interview. In this way, I conducted the first 

interview, which extended over one hour and twenty minutes. The interview was conducted 

while adhering to research ethics. After the interview was finished, the first interlocutor 

provided me with the contacts of three of her acquaintances (physically disabled), who were 

interviewed next. In this manner, the snowball-sampling procedure began organically in this 

 
14 The University of the Punjab, established in 1882, is the oldest public university in Lahore. It has 

five campuses in different cities in Pakistan. It has nineteen faculties, including one hundred thirty-

seven academic departments, centres and institutions. Moreover, the university is one of the members 

of the Association of Commonwealth Universities of the United Kingdom (Usman et al., 2011). 
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research and evolved while locating interviewees. The snowball sampling method is arguably 

the most applied method in qualitative research (Naderifar et al., 2017).  

As argued by Noy (2008), “a sampling procedure may be defined as snowball 

sampling when the researcher accesses informants through contact information that is 

provided by other informants” (p. 330). In this sense, the snowball sampling method activates 

and at the same time provides access to the network of the research informants. The first 

interlocutor initiated the sampling procedure and helped to keep it going by locating the other 

interviewees. Among the located informants, one woman was a student at the same university 

while the rest of them were employed. Among those who were employed, one was a 

government employee and had been working as a primary teacher at a public school and 

another was working at a Non-Governmental Organisation (NGO). One of these interlocutors 

became a source who connected me to institutions that were working for the welfare and 

vocational education of physically disabled women. It was at these institutions that I 

interviewed the rest of the research interlocutors. In keeping with Noy’s definition (2008, 

p. 330), snowball sampling emerged in the dynamics of natural and organic social networks. 

It is sometimes selected as the “main vehicle” through which interlocutors are accessed, while 

at other times it serves as “auxiliary means”. The use of snowball sampling as an “auxiliary 

means” helps the researcher “in enriching sampling clusters and accessing new research 

participants or social groups when other contact avenues are dried up”. In this research, I 

deployed the snowball-sampling method as a “main vehicle” and, through the network of 

interlocutors, accessed twenty-nine physically disabled women living in Lahore city. In doing 

so, I tried as much as possible to uncover the myriad experiences of disabled women in order 

to construct knowledge that explains the social processes of becoming ‘dis/abled women’. 

Initialising the Theoretical Sampling Method 

The researcher regards decisions about selecting the locale and approaching possible 

informants as “selective sampling” (Draucker et al., 2007; Rosenthal, 2018). Based on the 

description, the snowball-sampling method – as a part of “selective sampling” – helped me to 

begin the initial recruitment and to develop a conceptual line throughout theoretical sampling. 

After conducting the interview, I transcribed it in Urdu before later translating it into English. 

During this process, I started analysing and comparing the data with the field notes, which is 

an important step in theoretical sampling procedures (Charmaz, 2006). Theoretical sampling 

is an ongoing but systematic process of data collection that is highly dependent on analysis of 
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the collected data. In this process, the researcher decides which data to select on the basis of 

the theoretical assumptions that emerge from the data (Coyne, 1997; Draucker et al., 2007; 

Rosenthal, 2018). The theoretical sampling method was proposed by Glaser and Strauss 

(1967, pp. 45–78) and is a widely applied method in interpretive social science research. As 

defined by Anselm Strauss: 

Theoretical sampling is a means “whereby the analyst decides on 

analytic grounds what data to collect next and where to find them”. 

“The basic question in theoretical sampling is: what groups of 

populations, events, activities (to find varying dimensions, strategies, 

etc.)” does one turn to next in data collection. And for what theoretical 

purpose? “So this process of data collection is controlled by emerging 

theory”. (1987, pp. 38–39) 

However, in this process, as described by Charmaz (2006), “initial sampling provides the 

point of departure” and guides the researcher towards the theoretical sampling (p. 100). Thus, 

the first interview provided me with an impression of the relevance of the data to the tentative 

research question. While analysing the first interview, I identified some persistently occurring 

topics that mainly revolved around familial attitude, education and the aspiration for a job. 

The relation of the family members with the interlocutor and the significance of education 

were in the centre of the narration. Additionally, the interlocutor talked about her aspiration 

for a job and the anticipated independent future. The interview provided me with an overview 

of the life situation of young educated disabled women living in Pakistan and navigated me 

towards the next step in the process of data collection. Based on the emerging topics, I found 

it appropriate to contact the employer – who graduated from The University of the Punjab – 

of the disabled woman (wheelchair user) in order to further investigate the aspects of 

education and employment.   

I contacted the second possible interlocutor via mobile and asked if she would be 

willing to share her experiences. She gave her consent for the interview and invited me to the 

school where she was employed as a primary teacher. In this second interview, I found a 

pattern that was similar to the first interview as the interlocutor started the biographical 

narration with an account of her childhood and family life. The struggle to attain higher 

education and a job were the prominent topics of her biography. Since she was an engaged 

woman, a significant part of her narration was tied up with the topics of marriage, life after 
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marriage and the performance of gender role expectations as mother. Here, I found new topics 

(marriage and gender role expectations) to investigate further. Moreover, the analytical 

comparison between the first and the second biographical narrations led to the formulation of 

tentative themes (Charmaz, 2006). The third interview that I undertook was with a polio 

affected (wheelchair using) working woman. From there, I started immersing myself in a 

search for the links between the emerging topics and theoretically important concepts (which 

are discussed in detail in the next subtopic). The emerging topics guided me to include 

diverse data, in terms of age, education, employment and marital status (the profile details of 

the interlocutors are given in Table 2), to conceptually refine the tentative themes. In this 

manner, theoretical sampling helped me make sense of the social realities constructed around 

gender and disability while providing me with indications of who to include next in the 

sample. However, the snowball sampling method had already made it possible to locate the 

subsequent interlocutor, whose experiences could help the research to achieve greater 

precision. 

The second interlocutor provided me with the contact number of one of the founding 

members of the Pakistan Society for the Rehabilitation of the Disabled (PSRD)15, which is a 

renowned charity-based organisation in Lahore. This person, who serves as a ’gatekeeper’, 

helped me to approach ten disabled women who had been either working at or receiving 

medical treatment from PSRD. Gatekeepers are individuals who have formal or informal 

authority to control access to the essential resources for conducting research at a particular 

site. The key resources could be human, logistical, informational or institutional (Campbell et 

al., 2006). In this research, the gatekeeper helped me to interact with physically disabled 

women who were either working or seeking treatment at PSRD. It has been argued that the 

relationship between gatekeeper and research should not be comprehended as ‘fixed’ and 

‘linear’, since it evolves and changes over time during the process of data collection 

(Campbell et al., 2006). During data collection, I stayed connected with the gatekeeper. In this 

time, the trust I developed with the gatekeeper, in terms of building rapport with the 

interlocutors and being respectful towards the organisation’s privacy policy, allowed him to 

 
15 Pakistan Society for the Rehabilitation of the Disabled (PSRD) is a non-profit, charitable 

organisation dedicated mainly to the service of orthopedically handicapped persons since 1957. 

Initially, the organisation was established as a Physiotherapy Centre, but it has expanded its activities 

to education, financial empowerment through skill training and providing shelter to disabled children, 

who come from remote areas for the purpose of medical treatment (https://psrd.org.pk). 

 

(https:/psrd.org.pk).
(https:/psrd.org.pk).
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feel comfortable enough to put me in contact with three physically disabled women who were 

seeking vocational training in another institution, The Lahore Businessmen Association for 

Rehabilitation of the Disabled (LBARD)16.  

Profiles of the Interlocutors 

Out of the collective data (twenty-nine biographical interviews), I selected twenty (20) 

interviews for detailed analysis. I removed nine interviews mainly due to one of two reasons: 

(i) the interlocutors were above sixty years old or (ii) some of the interviews were incomplete. 

Two interlocutors left the interview mainly because of a lack of time. They promised to 

complete the interview later but could not manage to find the time to do so. Additionally, one 

of the interlocutors later refused to have her interview used in the research.  

Table 2  

Profiles of the Interlocutors 

 

S. 

no 

Intr 

no 

Pseud, Age 

& the 

interview 

date 

Educational status Impairment 

(as described 

by the 

interlocutors) 

Working 

status 

Marital 

status & 

child/ren 

01 01 R. R. (25) 

19.08.15 

Master’s student 

(Special Education) 

Orthopaedic 

disorder 

--- Single 

02 02 Z. A. (32) 

24.08.2015 

M.A  

(Special Education & 

Business 

Administration) 

Polio Primary school 

teacher 

Engaged 

03 03 R. A. (23) 

15.09.2015 

B.A 

(Sociology) 

Polio Event 

coordinator at 

NGO 

Single 

04 05 A. C. (34) 

18.09.2015 

B.A Accidental leg 

limp 

Primary school 

teacher 

Divorced 

05 07 H. O. (25) 

29.09.2015 

B.B.A* Cerebral palsy Working (job 

designation 

unknown) 

Single 

06 09 S. B. (28) 

05.10.2015 

M.A 

 (Special Education) 

Polio --- Single 

 
 
16 Lahore Businessmen Association for Rehabilitation of the Disabled (LBARD) was established by 

the Lahore Chamber of Commerce and Industries (LCCI) in 1999. Later, with the collaboration of 

Gesellschaft für Internationale Zusammenarbeit (GIZ), another branch of the centre was established in 

Lahore. The purpose of the association is to provide vocational training to disabled person so that they 

can lead a financially independent life and receive better social integration (https://labard.com.pk). 

 

(https:/labard.com.pk).
(https:/labard.com.pk).
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07 10 S. A. (33) 

07.10.2015 

Matric (10th grade) Polio --- Single 

08 11 A. S. (24) 

9.10.2015 

Master’s student 

(Sociology) 

Blind --- Single 

09 12 B. A. (22) 

12.10.2015 

Master’s student 

(English Literature) 

Partial visual 

impairment 

--- Single 

10 13 R. R. (24) 

13.10.2015 

Master’s student (Arts 

and Design) 

Arm amputation --- Single 

11 14 H. A. (22) 

14.10.2015 

Master’s student 

(Sociology) 

Polio --- Single 

12 15 S. A. (23) 

16.10.2015 

Master’s student 

(Sociology) 

Polio --- Single 

13 17 N. R. (27) 

20.10.2015 

M.Phil# Retinitis 

pigmentosa 

Lecturer Single 

14 18 N. B. (25) 

22.10.2015 

M.A 

(Psychology) 

Retinitis 

pigmentosa 

--- Single 

15 19 H. S. (24) 

27.10.2015 

Student of 

M.Ed† 

Partial visual 

impairment 

--- Single 

16 20 Z. N. (34) 

29.10.2015 

Intermediate 

 (12th standard) 

Retinitis 

pigmentosa 

--- Single 

17 23 F.S. (23) 

10.11.2015 

Metric  

(10th standard) 

Paralysis  Single 

18 26 Z. I. (31) 

17.12.2015 

M.A 

(English Literature) 

Retinitis 

pigmentosa 

Lecturer Married 

One son 

19 27 S. K. (36) 

18.12.2015 

B.A Polio Primary school 

teacher 

Divorced 

One son 

20 29 S. A. (40) 

14.01.2016 

Metric 

 (10th standard) 

Polio Daily wage 

worker 

Separated 

one daughter 

& one son 

*Bachelor of Business Administrations #Master of Philosophy (A postgraduate research master’s degree 

that could be a step towards Ph.D registration.) †Master’s in Education (This graduate degree helps in 

pursuing and advancing in teaching by learning exclusively about pedagogical approaches.) 
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4.4.2 Theoretical Analysis and Data Saturation 

Grounded theory provides a research design for further theoretical construction. 

However, I do not apply grounded theory as it was traditionally conceived by Glaser and 

Strauss (1967) and later expounded by Corbin and Strauss (1990). I apply grounded theory as 

a methodology that produces concepts from the empirically generated data and connects those 

concepts in order to form theoretical explanations (Atkinson & Delamount, 2005; Clarke, 

2007). Based on the principles of grounded theory, the analysis of the interviews was initiated 

with coding. Coding is the essential element of grounded theory. It helps one to make sense of 

the data, to pursue further data gathering and to begin constructing a theory.  

I started analysing the biographical narrative with open coding since it offers a way of 

staying close to the data by attending to the language of the informants and reflecting on the 

actions they describe (Charmaz, 2006; Strauss, 1987). I used open coding as a ‘point of entry’ 

to get an overview of ‘what is said’ by tracing the topics narrated by the interlocutors. 

Moreover, the method of open coding allowed me to make the unheard voices of the 

marginalised disabled women heard and to find an insight into their perspective. However, 

during the process of open coding language emerged as an important issue.  As previously 

mentioned earlier in (section 4.3), the biographical interviews were conducted in the native 

language. However, by keeping the language of the research in mind, I started open coding in 

English but I felt restricted, as the second language prohibited me from capturing the 

subtleties in data. Other issues I encountered while coding the interviews in English were 

slowness, loss of spontaneity and difficulty in finding precise, accurate translations. 

Therefore, I switched to the native language for open coding – in order to correspond more 

closely to the data – and used English later as I proceeded with the coding. This allowed me 

to better capture the nuances of the language and better interpret the actions and subjective 

meanings without losing the grip of the local context (Charmaz, 2014).  

During the process of open coding, the most frequently occurring topics were 

education, family, friends and marriage. Over time, I had several such topics and recognised 

that they somehow related to each other in a specific way. At this point, I began to sort and 

synthesise the code, reassembling it in a way that led to the development of theoretical 

categories. The researchers describe this phase of grounded theorising as “axial coding” 

(Charmaz, 2006; Corbin & Strauss, 1990; Strauss, 1987). While engaging in axial coding, I 
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recognised that ‘family support’ has significant influence in negotiating disability, accessing 

education and achieving the goal of marriage. Moreover, higher education and employment 

appeared as sources of confidence and positive identity for the young physically disabled 

women. The aspiration of marriage was another prominent theme in the data. It was found 

that family, education and employment were the key aspects of the theme. A coherent reading 

of the interviews and logics of the interlocutors led to the generation of a theory that is 

grounded in the data. The emergent topics, significant themes and the theoretical link between 

them drove me to reformulate the research question so that it focuses on understanding the 

ways in which young physically disabled women negotiate disability at personal and familial 

levels and appropriate gender role expectations to increase marriageability in the process of 

achieving socially ascribed identity as ‘woman’.   

After undertaking twenty-nine biographical interviews, I stopped the sampling 

process, as the data was no longer adding a new dimension to the analysis. This was the point 

when the sample reached theoretical saturation. Kathy Charmaz states: 

 […] saturation is the emergence of the same patterns over and over 

again in the data. This is the point when the process of sampling is 

ended because no new phenomena can be found which will modify 

the theoretical insights that have been reconstructed, or which will 

contribute to the construction of new types. (2006, p. 113)  

Based on this principle, I stopped including additional interlocutors in the research and moved 

towards the case-reconstruction of three biographical interviews. The focus of the research is 

to investigate the process involved in the construction of subjective perspective. Therefore, I 

opted for biographical analysis as it offers a means of focusing on the process of becoming a 

‘disabled woman’ and of analysing disability experiences in the spatial and temporal context.  

4.4.3  Selection of the Biographical Cases 

After the global analysis of twenty interviews, I reconstructed the life narratives of 

three blind women and later cross-compared them for deeper analysis. The experiences of 

twenty physically disabled women provided an overview of how sociocultural expectations 

associated with gender, education, work and marriage contribute to construct gendered 

disability in Pakistan. Additionally, higher education was found to be a recurring topic in the 

biographies of disabled women. The meanings assigned to higher education were grounded in 
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efforts to raise social status and enhance marriage possibilities in order to achieve the social 

identity of ‘woman’. These results eventually led me to focus more on blind women as they 

hold a unique position within the category of disabled women. Blind women were found to be 

more active in gaining higher education due to the governmental Notification of Special 

Facilities for Disabled Students in Educational Institutions of Punjab (2013); among the 

interlocutors, they were the group with the highest education level. Moreover, the selected 

cases offer important theoretical insights based on variations – in terms of familial, 

socioeconomic and geographical background – that are difficult to find in other cases. The 

variations grounded in the personal characteristics of the selected aided understanding of how 

such variants influence subjective struggles to confront and conform to gender and dis/ability 

norms in order to gain access to the social institutions of education, work and marriage. 

4.5 Reconstruction of the Biographical Cases: Understanding Gendered Disability 

As stated by Gabriele Rosenthal (2018), “the autobiographical sources give us access 

to the actual human experiences and attitudes which constitute the full, live and active social 

reality beneath the formal organization of social institutions” (p. 156). The principles of the 

biographical research method are based on the theoretical assumption that meanings of certain 

social phenomena are significantly connected with people’s life experiences. To explore these 

meanings, it is therefore important to interpret phenomena in the context of their life history 

(Rosenthal, 1993; Rosenthal, 2004; Rosenthal, 2018). Based on the principle of biographical 

case-reconstruction, I reconstructed the biographies in sequential order while staying close to 

what the interlocutor explained in terms of her socioeconomic and familial background. After 

gathering all the facts related to objective data, such as social positioning of the family, 

number of siblings, educational and geographical history, I started the case-reconstruction 

with the opening of the biographical interview. I reconstructed the first eight to ten minutes of 

each biography. The first few minutes of the biographies enfolds information on different 

aspects of the interlocutors’ life such as family background, parental perspective on gender 

and disability and geographical association. This information provided the context to generate 

plausible hypotheses and interpret the whole biography in the process of data analysis.    

 I worked at my desk and started by identifying the codes. The codes helped me to 

identify the key topics, leading me to the significant themes and concepts that formulated the 

theoretical assumptions. I examined the way disabled women assigned meanings to the topics 

they articulated and the actions they took in different phases of their lives. By examining the 
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meanings and actions, I interpreted their subjective perspectives. The three selected blind 

women articulated different experiences depending upon their different socioeconomic and 

familial backgrounds. The variety of their experiences offered interesting insights into how 

dis/ability is constructed by family, education and expectations about marriage. Later, I 

worked with a group of social scientists17 to find a plausible hypothesis on the cases by 

looking at the way the interlocutors identify themselves and the actions they took in certain 

situations. Moreover, working with a group of scientists helped me to avoid any sort of bias 

while reconstructing the subjective perspectives of physically disabled women and thus to 

maintain scientific rigour. It took me almost two years to work on three case reconstructions. 

What follows is a brief overview of the topics covered by the blind women. 

Table 3 

Topics Covered by the Selected Blind Interlocutors 

 

 Interlocutors 

Topics Aliya Sardar 

(Case A) 

Beenish Ahmad 

(Case B) 

Zernosh Iqbal 

(Case C) 

Family Negative and unsupportive 

familial attitude. However, 

the mother played an 

enabling role in pursuit of 

education  

Maternal support for 

higher education, job and 

marriage 

Persistent parental support. 

However, the mother was 

more active in providing 

protection in public spaces  

Education Education is equally 

important for disabled 

persons and for society. It 

helps disabled people to 

gain confidence. 

Moreover, it helps change 

the negative societal 

perceptions about 

disabilities  

Education cannot raise the 

devalued status 

Education is important for 

gaining social significance 

as it increases employment 

opportunities  

Gender and 

feminine norms  

 The devalued status of 

women and the cultural 

norms of femininity 

exacerbate restrictions, 

thereby increasing the 

oppression of disabled 

women. 

Disabled women can do 

nothing  

Performance of gender 

roles is important after 

marriage and the only way 

to gain status in affinal 

family and in society 

 
17 The group of social scientists includes Prof. Dr. Lisa Pfahl (Institute of Educational Science, 

University of Innsbruck), Dr. Julia Biermann (University Assistant at the University of Innsbruck), Dr. 

Judith Tröndles (Postdoctoral Researcher at the Université du Luxembourg) and Cindy Ballaschk 

(Research Associate in the DFG research project "Hatespeech"). 
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Topics Aliya Sardar 

(Case A) 

Beenish Ahmad 

(Case B) 

Zernosh Iqbal 

(Case C) 

Employment Employment is important 

in gaining social 

recognition and becoming 

autonomous  

Employment can reduce 

the ‘dependency’ of 

disabled people 

Employment helps in 

becoming autonomous 

after marriage 

Marriage Higher education and 

employment increase 

marriage possibilities 

because men (blind and 

sighted) prefer educated 

and self-reliant women 

Marriage possibilities are 

low for disabled women as 

‘perfect’ men do not prefer 

blind women 

Women in Pakistani 

society cannot survive 

without marriage 

Presentation of 

self 

Representation of self as 

‘rebellious’ and 

‘functional’ 

Disabled people are 

‘devalued’ and 

‘dependent’ selves 

Representation of self as 

‘abled’, who takes 

disability as a ‘challenge’ 

and can do everything, 

such as attaining 

education, doing a job and 

performing gender roles 

Appraisal of 

society 

Society has no knowledge 

about disabilities. 

Therefore, it stigmatises 

disability and limits the 

inclusion of disabled 

people by erecting 

attitudinal and structural 

obstacles   

Society is ‘unhelpful’ 

towards disabled people 

Society is not attentive to 

the special needs of 

disabled people. Therefore, 

the societal physical 

infrastructure is 

unsupportive 

Perception of 

disability 

Disability is the outcome 

of disabling attitudinal and 

physical social structures  

Disability is the outcome 

of biological defect/s 

Disability is the outcome 

of the interaction between 

physical limitations and 

unsupportive 

infrastructural 

arrangements  

 

4.6 The Feminist Standpoint and Ability-Disability Power Relations  

In qualitative research, the concept of reflexivity requires the researcher to remain 

engaged in critical self-assessment and active scrutiny of the research process (Watt, 2007). 

Consequently, it allows the researcher to maintain the scientific rigour of the study and 

achieve impartial results (Mason, 2002). Feminist researchers have contended that reflexivity 

often becomes a visible reflection on the epistemological backdrop and research design 

(England, 1994; Skegges, 2002). Beverly Skegges (2002, p. 369) argued that self-narration 

turns reflexivity into “a property of the self” rather than a critical practice that is part of the 

research process itself. She discerns in such self-narration “the tendency to think that the 
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problems of power, privilege and perspective can be dissolved by inserting oneself into the 

account and proclaiming that reflexivity has occurred in practice” (Skegges, 2002, p. 360). 

Nevertheless, a reflexive approach requires careful consideration of the consequences that 

could arise out of the interactions with interlocutors (England, 1994). In this section, I tried to 

reflect on how my position (as a non-disabled researcher) generates unequal power relations 

while incorporating the voices of disabled women in the research. However, my reflections on 

power that emerged during the research process have been documented in every section of the 

chapter.   

As stated by Hesse-Biber (2007)  

“Doing reflexivity in fact empowers both the researcher and the 

researched within the interview situation and by negotiating the 

similarities and differences the researcher can gain new insights into 

the data” (p. 144).  

Mindful of both similarity (as a woman) and difference (as a non-disabled researcher), I tried 

to establish a “working relationship” with the research subjects. Steinke (2004, p. 185) 

describes a “working relationship” as one in which there is openness, a willingness to 

participate and the lowest possible difference in power between researcher and research 

subjects. I drew on my positionality as a ‘woman’ to develop intimacy with the interlocutors. 

In Pakistan, where society is largely segregated by gender, it is considered inappropriate for 

women to mingle with or talk to the opposite gender (see chapter 2, section 2.1.1 for detailed 

discussion of Patriarchy and the Dynamics of Gender Relations). Hence, women do not feel 

comfortable talking to the opposite gender. Since gender is a serious concern in Pakistani 

society, the similarity of my social positionality (based on gender identity) makes it legitimate 

for me to talk with disabled women while being a non-disabled researcher. This similarity 

provided me the maximum opportunity to understand and represent gendered reality and its 

intersectional dynamics.  

Furthermore, the difference of power grounded in my professional identification (as a 

lecturer at Punjab University) proved to be an advantage in gaining the confidence of the 

young physically disabled women and developing intimacy with them. My position (as a 

lecturer) helped verify to the interlocutors that I belong to a renowned academic institution 

and am not a random person that could misuse the provided information. The fact that I am a 
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lecturer at the local university and that I study the lives of physically disabled women in 

Europe (Germany) with the intention of supporting interlocutors helped me to ally with the 

interlocutors and gain their trust. However, the intentions of support are clearly related to 

proposing political and social changes that bring about greater inclusion for physically 

disabled women in Pakistani society. Due to these facts, the interlocutors could talk about 

their life experiences openly and freely. Furthermore, I maintained privacy during the 

interview as much as possible by following established standards of research ethics. I would 

always go alone to conduct the interviews. The interviews would be conducted either in my 

office or at a place suggested by the interlocutor. In the South Asian context, where – as 

described by Nindhi Singal (2010) – people with disabilities are largely excluded, providing 

them with the opportunity to express themselves is a challenge. It is challenging because 

families do not give private space to the disabled person to share her/his experience with the 

researcher alone. However, in this research, the interlocutors did not hesitate to come to my 

office for the interview. My office proved to be a safe and private space for the interlocutors – 

a space in which they could share their experiences without reluctance.  

Additionally, I sought all interlocutors’ informed consent. All potential interviewees 

were given a participant information sheet and were asked to sign a consent form prior to 

conducting the interview. In terms of data protection, the interlocutors were informed that 

their data will be fully anonymised and safely stored, and that they could refuse to answer 

questions and withdraw from the project at any given point up to completion of the 

dissertation. The interviews were recorded with an audio recorder. After the interviews were 

conducted, all interlocutors were allocated pseudonyms that were used for the transcription. 

The interlocutors could ask for the interview transcripts with an invitation to edit them if there 

was anything they wanted to add or remove. I therefore tried, by being honest about the 

information sought in the study, to enable an atmosphere of intimacy and trust (Johnson 

2002).  

4.7 Summary of the Chapter 

This chapter has documented the epistemological and methodological approaches used 

for the research in this thesis. Epistemologically, I have drawn on social constructivism and 

feminist standpoint interventions. I framed gender and disability as socially constructed 

intersectional categories that influence, shape and alter each other. This research uses a 

qualitative approach to research design, data collection and analysis. Methodologically, I 
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chose an approach that allowed me to explore the construction of gender and disability in the 

context of the Global South and, specifically, from the perspective of Pakistani physically 

disabled women. Berger and Luckmann (1966) contention that knowledge is embedded in 

social interactions and language, I chose biographical interviews as my method of data 

collection. Biographical interviews were deemed particularly suitable because they can 

capture the complexity and multiple layers of certain phenomena by giving the participant 

freedom to bring forward their experiences (Rosenthal, 2004; Rosenthal, 2018). The openness 

of biographical interviews promoted understanding of the temporal variations of subjective 

experiences and thus allowed expression of certain phenomena. With a research agenda 

developed from a perspective that attempts to produce empirical knowledge and give voice to 

disabled women in Pakistan, I was particularly interested in understanding the sociocultural 

factors that contribute to the construction of gendered disability. In total, I collected twenty 

(20) interviews with physically disabled women, including those with physical and sensory 

impairments. In keeping with the feminist call to give voice to the experiences of a 

marginalised group who has traditionally been excluded from knowledge production, I aimed 

to recruit a diverse group of research participants. I used a theoretical sampling approach 

(Charmaz, 2006; Glaser & Strauss, 1967; Strauss, 1987; Strauss & Corbin, 1994) mixed with 

snowball sampling and recruited twenty (20) disabled women with diverse socioeconomic 

backgrounds and marital statuses. I used a case reconstruction analysis approach in order to 

examine how experiences, spread over the life course, (re)produce subjective meanings and 

knowledge. Following the theory of social constructivism (Berger & Luckmann, 1966), I was 

particularly interested in understanding how contextual realities grounded in social 

institutions, such as family, education and marriage, construct gendered disability. 
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Chapter 5:  Biographical Case-Reconstructions: Understanding Disability through the 

Experiences of Blind Women 

This chapter reconstructs the life narratives of three blind women by using the 

technique of biographical analysis. The research focuses on the subjective perspective of the 

young, physically disabled women. The purpose of the research is to understand how 

physically disabled women negotiate their disabled status and appropriate expectations 

concerning gender roles in order to enhance their marriage prospects. Consequently, in this 

chapter, I reconstruct the biographically narrated experiences and the life course decisions of 

the blind women. I selected biographical narrations from blind women due to their unique 

positioning among the physically disabled interlocutors. They are highly educated and belong 

to diverse socioeconomic and familial backgrounds. These variations provide interesting 

insights into the ways in which socioeconomic factors mark the realities of disabled women 

and shape their disability experiences. The biographical case-reconstruction method is applied 

to reconstruct and analyse the interviews in detail. In the process of case-reconstruction, I 

identify and analyse the patterns of the narrated events and actions in the context of temporal 

and social order. In doing so, I explore how blind women – belonging to different 

socioeconomic and familial backgrounds – make sense of their lived experiences and give 

meaning to their disability. Moreover, I examine the ways in which the subjective perspective 

on disability influences the decisions of the blind women in pursuit of higher education, 

economic independence and marriage. Subsequently, the case reconstruction reveals 

important aspects of gendered disability in the sociocultural context of South Asia (Pakistan). 
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5.1 Aliya Sardar: An Impaired Woman and the Disabling Society 

Introduction of the Case  

Aliya Sardar (pseudonym) is 24 years old, single and in the final year of her master’s 

in Sociology. She comes from a nuclear family that lives in the semi-urban city of 

Gujranwala18. Aliya Sardar describes herself as belonging to a middle-class19 family with a 

single breadwinner. She has five siblings (three sisters and two brothers) and is the second 

among them. Her elder sister is sighted but her younger sister is blind. She completed the first 

ten years of her education in a special school that was situated in another city named 

Faisalabad20. For four years of this time, she lived in the boarding school. Afterwards, she 

joined a mainstream college, located in her hometown, and completed her undergraduate 

degree. Later, she secured a place in one of the renowned public universities and went to 

Lahore (the locale of the research) for the purpose of higher education. At the time of the 

interview, she was living in the university hostel, in a shared room, with three sighted female 

university students from different departments.  

General Comments and Interview Topics 

The biographical interview with Aliya Sardar was conducted on October 9, 2015 in 

my office at the University of the Punjab, Lahore. In the biographical part of the interview, 

she spoke for forty-four minutes, however, the total interview time was two hours and thirty-

two minutes. Among the research participants, she articulated accounts with the most 

confidence. She neither asked me for hints to go on with the narration, nor did she take long 

pauses during the interview. Her unique handling of the concept of ‘ability’ was the primary 

reason that I selected the life narrative of Aliya Sardar for detailed reconstruction. During the 

interview, she did not portray victimization or dependency and used the term ‘blind’ to 

identify herself throughout the biography. I opened the interview with an impulsive question 

 
18 Gujranwala is the fifth most populous (with 2 million people) city of Pakistan. It is the third 

industrial and one of the major agricultural cities. The city is located in the north of Punjab province 

(Pakistan Bureau of Statistics, 1998). 

 
19 See chapter two (section 2.1.3 Characterisation of social class system) for details on middle-class. 

 
20  Faisalabad is the third most populous (with 3.2 million people) and the major industrial city in 

Pakistan. It is located within the province of Punjab and spread across an area of 195km2. It contributes 

over 20 percent to the Punjab’s Gross Domestic Product (GDP) (Javed & Qureshi, 2019). 
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that prompted Aliya Sardar to share her life experiences as a blind woman. In response, she 

opened the narration with the childhood phase, however the major part of the biography was 

constructed around the last ten years of her life. Presentation of self, importance of education 

and societal attitude towards visually disabled people were the most pervasive topics in the 

biographical narration. In the first few minutes of the interview, she provided the plot and the 

core structure of the narration. In this part, she gave meaning to her disability by describing 

the process of gaining access to formal education and the changing of familial attitude 

towards her. 

5.1.1 Narration Opening: Self-Positioning and Introduction of the Family 

 I and my sister both are blind. I am the second among my siblings and 

(-) we are four sisters and two brothers. My parents are not educated. 

(Lines 1-2: The word in bold was originally spoken in English.) 

In response to the question (Can you please tell me about life events or experiences 

that you remember, up until now, as a disabled woman?), Aliya Sardar opens up the 

biographical narration with her introduction as a blind (the term used by the interlocutor) 

person and positions herself among her siblings. Her personal introduction in relation to her 

family members shows that Aliya Sardar does not understand herself as an isolated person. 

Moreover, she seems to provide the contextual frame of the biography by describing her 

parents as ‘uneducated’ and giving information about the number of her siblings, including 

their gender. In the cultural context of Pakistan, the presence of more daughters than sons in 

the family is not highly appreciated. Families with more daughters are often stigmatised due 

to the cultural labelling of girls as an economic burden. This construction of the daughter as 

an economic liability is grounded in the cultural practice of dowry21. In this context, the 

presence of more daughters is considered a misfortune, especially for a family with fewer 

economic resources (Sathar et al., 2015; Winkvist & Akhtar, 2000). However, as mentioned 

in chapter two (section 2.1.1, sub-heading ‘Patriarchal Organisation of Family, Gender Roles 

and the Status of Women’), families belonging to lower-income groups with a lack of formal 

education mostly hold conservative views towards daughters. In such families, daughters are 

considered more appropriate for taking care of the household after marriage. Such a parental 

attitude serves as a ploy to keep daughters away from accessing higher education and 

 
21 See footnote 4 on page 29. 
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pursuing a career (Samiuddin & Khanam, 2002). In this sense, the brief description of the 

family in the very beginning of the biography implies that Aliya Sardar uses the family 

background as a context to describe her life experiences. Moreover, in these very sentences, 

she put herself at a distance from the family by tying the disability to education. It shows that 

she takes education as a measure to situate people and to position herself among them.  

5.1.2 The Familial Conceptualisation of Disability 

After the introduction, she presents a flashback to her childhood. Aliya Sardar opens 

the scene with a confrontation that she had with her family over her education. She states: 

 My elder sister used to study at school. I was also very fond of 

studying at school, but my family wanted me to memorise the Qur’an. 

/ I: acha / They used to send me along with my aunt’s daughter to 

learn the Qur’an by heart. / I: sahi / Then… I still remember that I 

memorised only one chapter in one year and I used to run away from 

memorising the Qur’an (laugh) because it was too difficult to read 

and memorise the Qur’an all day long.  / I: hmm, hmm / I wanted to 

play; above all, I used to say, “I want to go to school”. / I: sahi / I 

used to say, “I don’t want to memorise the Qur’an. I want to go to 

school like other children”. / I: hmm / And… then… (laugh) my 

parents wanted me to memorise the Qur’an. (Lines 2-9: The word in 

bold was originally spoken in English.) 

The articulated account revolves around the difference of treatment between the disabled and 

non-disabled children within the family. The selection of different learning options for the 

blind and sighted children displays that Aliya Sardar’s family has an individualistic viewpoint 

on the impairment. Within the individualistic framework, disability is perceived as an 

individual condition that impedes the socioeconomic and personal well-being of an individual 

(Barnes, 2011; Vehmas, 2004). Having such a vantage point, the family comprehends 

blindness as Aliya Sardar’s inadequacy to attain formal education and thus opts for different 

learning option, such as memorising the Qur’an. Apart from revealing the familial perception 

of disability, in this narrative segment, she describes herself as being ‘resistant’. By 

mentioning that she refused when her family wanted her to memorise the Qur’an, she 

signifies herself as a person who can sense the disability discrimination and is capable of 
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standing against it from a young age. Moreover, while describing the confrontation over 

education, she highlights the discomfort involved in the process of memorising the Qur’an. In 

Pakistan, children who memorise the Qur’an read the Quranic verses in front of the teacher 

(Qaree) to ensure the correct pronunciation of the text and repeat it many times in order to 

promote memorization. Based on the memorization capacity of the student, it takes from five 

to twenty-three years to memorise the whole Qur’an. However, the daily activities required to 

memorise the Qur’an consist of six to nine hours (Ariffin et al., 2015). In this sense, other 

than the desire of attaining formal education, the strict method of memorising the Qur’an 

could be a reason that compelled Aliya Sardar to voice her dissatisfaction with religious 

education. In Muslim cultures, a person who memorises the Qur’an holds special significance 

in society. Muslims believe that ‘hafiz’ or ‘hafiza’ (the person who learns Qur’an by heart) is 

the most loved person by God. The social respect associated with the person who memorises 

the Qur’an provides the frame to understand the parental selection of religious education for 

the blind girl. The social significance attached to memorization of the Qur’an could be the 

reason behind the parental inclination towards religious education for the disabled girl, as it 

helps in mitigating disability stigmatisation and raises the social status of the blind child.  

5.1.3 The Joint Family System: Disability and the Dynamics of Power Relations 

The confrontation continues as the narration proceeds. However, Aliya Sardar 

broadens the family frame by introducing a few more family members such as her father’s 

mother (the grandmother) and his sister (the aunt). She describes their position and their role 

in her quest for education. In doing so, she implicitly reveals the dynamics of power relations 

within the joint family system in Pakistan and the effects it has in terms of dealing with a 

woman’s disability.  

I still remember when Mama said, “I want my daughter to go to 

school”. My father’s sisters replied, “How would she study at school? 

She can never study. / I: sahi / She can do nothing”. My father, my 

grandmother, used to force me to memorise the Qur’an. (Lines 10-13: 

The word in bold was originally spoken in English.) 

The articulated account shows that in the sociocultural context of Pakistan, the hierarchy of 

power relations in the joint family system sometimes does not leave much room for the 

parents to make decisions for the well-being of the disabled daughter. As described in chapter 
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two (2.1.1 Patriarchy and the Dynamics of Gender Relations), socioeconomic positioning 

along with differences in the type of family significantly shape the nature of familial gender 

(Donnan, 1997). The elderly family members – mostly the grandfathers – of the family have 

power over the other members. Therefore, it is considered important to consult them while 

making the important decisions of the household. However, in the absence of a grandfather, 

the grandmothers hold power and the least powerful in the hierarchy of relations within the 

joint family is the daughter-in-law. She is mostly bound by the will of the mother-in-law in 

routine matters (Hakim & Aziz, 1998; Quddos, 1995, pp. 73–75). The narrative account of 

Aliya Sardar confirms the arguments made in the existing academic discourses. Nevertheless, 

the effect such family dynamics have on the social integration of a disabled daughter are 

hitherto unexamined. In this way, the biographical narratives provide an important insight 

into the ways in which family type contributes to construct disability. It highlights the way 

power hierarchies limit the mother’s autonomy and consequently decrease the possibilities of 

social inclusion for the disabled daughter.   

Furthermore, the subtle meanings of the narration indicate the societal stereotypes 

towards disabled people. At the societal level, visible bodily attributes are often taken as 

means of making assumptions about the capacities of an individual and associating 

discrediting attributes that she/he might not possess. Goffman (1963, p. 11) regards such 

characterisation as a “virtual social identity” that is assigned to an individual based on certain 

assumptions that arise out of an encounter between an individual (holding an incompatible 

attribute) and the non-disabled person. The “virtual social identity” portrays an individual as 

different, less desirable and ‘unable’ to fulfil the normative social expectations. However, the 

societal prejudices take different shapes with the intermingling of gender and produce 

different shades of disability. 

5.1.4 The Cultural Importance of Son and Disability Stigmatisation 

In the continuous part, Aliya Sardar efficiently inserts her narratives into the gendered 

dimension of the disability. She elaborates on how the cultural devaluation attached to women 

in Pakistan exacerbates the disability stigmatisation for the disabled woman and in turn leads 

to negative self-internalisation. She describes: 

 Then, my family (-) we were four sisters, / I: hmm / we did not have a 

brother until then. My relatives would say, “daughters and disabled 
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too”. They would talk like that. And (-) I used to get depressed a lot in 

my childhood / I: sahi / by thinking about such talks. I am of the view 

that education makes people sensible, but our elders are not educated 

and are unaware of the child’s psychology. / I: sahi / (-) They would 

discuss each and everything in front of the children, which would 

make me tense. (Lines 20-26: The words in bold were originally 

spoken in English.) 

The biographical account confirms my assumption that Aliya Sardar opens up the 

biographical narration with the introduction of her family in order to contextualise her 

formulation of disability experiences. The cultural disregard of girls provides the base to 

stigmatise disabled women in the family. In a context where the presence of daughters in the 

family is not appreciated, the presence of disabled daughters exacerbates parental insecurities, 

especially in families with a lack of economic resources (Ghai, 2002; Mehrotra, 2006; 

Thomas & Thomas, 2002). Since Aliya Sardar belongs to a low-income family, this could be 

the reason that her family adheres more to the cultural derogation associated with daughters 

and holds a negative view on disability. Moreover, by highlighting the gendered aspect of 

disability stigmatisation, she indicates the “psycho-emotional dimensions” of disablism. 

Thomas (1999, p. 47) refers to the “psycho-emotional dimensions” of disablism as the “inner 

world” restraints that severely undermine the emotional well-being of the impaired person. 

She observes that social barriers not only restrict activity but also place restrictions within the 

self and thus disrupt psycho-emotional health. This happens to be true in the case of Aliya 

Sardar as the aversive societal attitudes – embedded around gender and disability – not only 

hampered her social participation but also affected her psychological well-being. However, 

she refers to the lack of education as a justification for the negative attitude of the elders. She 

argues that the lack of education is the reason for negative social attitudes towards gender and 

disability. This narrative evaluation demonstrates that education holds significant meaning for 

Aliya Sardar. She conceives education as an important factor in shaping societal attitudes 

towards impairment and impaired people.   

Moreover, she sheds light on the gendered aspect of disability in the different parts of 

the biographical narration. She describes the discrimination she encountered in the family as 

the compound effect of stigmatisation attached to her gender (as a girl) and to her disability. 

In her childhood, she (and her blind sister) were the most disliked by their relatives. The 

reason for familial devaluation was rooted in the prevailing societal assumptions that consider 
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an impaired daughter as an economic burden and ‘unable’. Moreover, her grandmother had a 

desire for a grandson. Therefore, their presence as impaired daughters in the family was not 

appreciated. She mentions:   

 My grandmother did not like us because we were all daughters and 

had no brother. […] When we were born, my grandmother said, “they 

are blind. We will have to spend money on them, if we send them to 

school in another city.” She thought that we would not study. (Lines 

292-296: The word in bold was originally spoken in English.) 

The underlying structure of the narrative account reveals that stigmatisation attached to 

disabled women in Pakistan is grounded in the cultural milieu that glorifies sons and vilifies 

daughters. In the context of perceiving daughters as a ‘burden’, the presence of a disabled 

daughter is viewed as a ‘double burden’ at the familial as well as the societal level. This 

happens mainly due to the cost and energy involved in raising a disabled woman. 

Furthermore, Aliya Sardar lives in a semi-urban city in Pakistan and educational facilities 

were not available for disabled students when she was young. The unavailability of a support 

system at the local level increases the cost of rearing a disabled daughter and, consequently, 

the financial worries of the parents. In this sense, it could be inferred that the unavailability of 

a local support system might be an additional reason for comprehending a disabled daughter 

as a ‘burden’. Furthermore, the prevailing societal prejudices that state that visually disabled 

people cannot have a prosperous life provide parents with a justification for not investing in 

the education of impaired daughters. Apart from describing the ways in which gender 

intensifies the disability stigmatisation for the blind women, Aliya Sardar mentions how a 

family with an individualist perspective on disability handles the disability stigmatisation. She 

narrates: 

If we had guests at home, they (the grandparents) would ask me to 

stay in one place. They would not let me move. If someone would say, 

“let them move around”, they would reply, “No, we cannot because 

she cannot see”. / I: acha / If they (the grandparents) had to go 

somewhere, they would not take me with them. (Lines 309-312: The 

word in bold was originally spoken in English.) 
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The subtle meanings grounded in the articulated account helps to demonstrate that in the 

cultural context of Pakistan, an impaired daughter is perceived in terms of ‘shame’ that brings 

embarrassment to the family. Therefore, the family adopts the hiding strategy in order to 

avoid the social disrespect associated with having a disabled daughter. Furthermore, the 

narrative account shows that, in Pakistan, disability stigma becomes a family stigma and 

brings feelings of shame for the whole family. Consequently, in some situations, it results in 

limited integration of the disabled women in family and social life. 

5.1.5 Education: A Catalyst of Change  

As Aliya Sardar continues her narration, she introduces another family (maternal 

grandparents’ family) to the interviewer. She describes how, unlike her paternal grandmother, 

her maternal grandmother provided her with immense support in getting a formal education. 

Her maternal grandmother took responsibility for her education and brought Aliya Sardar to 

another city. Interestingly, she associates the positive attitude of her maternal grandparents 

with education. She narrates:  

When I was eight or nine years old, my grandmother (mother’s 

mother) took me with her to Faisalabad. / I: sahi / Then (-) My 

maternal grandparents are somewhat educated. They took 

responsibility for my studies. For one year, I did nothing because it 

was not clear whether I would go to school or not. / I: sahi / My 

paternal grandparents did not want me to go to school, but my 

maternal grandparents wanted me to go to the school (laugh). Then 

finally, my uncle (mother’s brother) admitted me to the school, / I: 

sahi / in Faisalabad. It was a school for blind people. /I: sahi / I 

studied there till metric (10th standard). / I: sahi / (Lines 27-33: The 

word in bold was originally spoken in English.)   

The narrated account subliminally highlights the varied nature of familial attitudes towards 

women’s impairment. They demonstrate that family plays an important role in providing 

impaired women access to the social world and (re)constructing disability. Within the family, 

the mother plays a pivotal role in enhancing the capabilities of her impaired daughter. 

However, the biographical account shows that in the joint family system – where the mother 

lacks autonomy – she takes support from her social network to negotiate power hierarchies. 
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The lack of autonomy limits her authority to make decisions for the well-being of the disabled 

girl. Consequently, she lacks the power to make decisions about problematic situations and 

thus depends on the male member of the society for resolution.  

After narrating her quest for formal education, she wraps up the childhood phase with 

an evaluation of the societal attitude. She mentions that the attitude of her paternal relatives 

has significantly changed since she passed the 10th standard. This statement confirms the 

prior supposition that education has high significance for Aliya Sardar. She regards education 

as a catalyst for changing the societal attitude towards disabled women and raising their social 

status. She finishes the flashback scene with the presentation of herself as a ‘winner’ who 

strategically made people agree to her terms. Not only did she win the question for education, 

she was successful in changing her family’s attitude towards her.  

I believe that the attitude of my relatives changed a lot after I passed 

metric and continued studying further. / I: sahi / My father’s sisters 

have started praising me. / I: sahi / (Lines 34-35) 

She regards the completion of the tenth grade as a turning point in her life. She surmises that 

education has enhanced her social status within the family and helped improved her social 

relations. She perceives that education works in two ways. It helps in shaping a positive 

societal attitude towards disability and, if given to the disabled person, it raises her/his social 

status. She strengthens the argument by explicitly mentioning her aunts, who were of the view 

that Alia Sardar can do nothing in her life and undermined her ability to study in the 

mainstream school.  Furthermore, it elucidates that Aliya Sardar tries to present her image as 

a person who can retaliate against discrimination, fight through obstacles and change societal 

perception towards her. I noticed that she tried to maintain such an image throughout the 

interview and mostly presented herself distinctly in comparison to other people. 

5.1.6 Impairment and the Ableist Society: Presentation of the ‘Functional Self’  

After recounting the quest for formal education, Aliya Sardar takes a pause for three 

seconds and moves further in the biography with her school life experiences. In this brief 

narration, she explicitly relates her good (as described by the interlocutor) school life 

experiences with her physical state. Consequently, she implies that the type of impairment 

significantly helps in navigating the ‘able’ society. She describes:  
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 (-) I had a very good experience at school. My teachers were very 

nice. I am blind by birth. So, I do not face any problem in moving 

around or learning. / I: sahi / So, (-) I can also cook. I participated in 

cooking and craft making class at my school. I also had computer 

classes till metric (10th standard). So, aaa, (-) I have always been a 

topper in the school (laugh). / I: sahi / All my teachers would praise 

me. Even (aaa) I can thread a needle too. (Lines 36-40: The words in 

bold were originally spoken in English.) 

The examination of underlying meanings of the narration confers that Aliya Sardar tries to 

blend in the society by displaying her abilities to perform different tasks. In doing so, she in a 

way emulates the ableist norms that accentuate the need to be able to keep up with the society. 

In ableist societies, disability is viewed as a diminished state of human being that prevents 

people from meaningful social participation (Campbell, 2008; 2012). Therefore, in order to 

resist the devaluation, disabled people engage in disability disavowal and represent 

themselves as a person close to able-bodiedness (Campbell, 2008). In this way, the 

representation of self as ‘functional’ implies that Aliya Sardar negotiates the disabled status 

by accentuating her abilities to comply with the normalising standards. However, she uses the 

type of impairment as the base to construct such an image. As described by her, the type of 

impairment holds immense significance for the fulfilment of the ableist social expectations. 

She emphasises the personal characteristic of blind by birth (as described by the interlocutor) 

and her ability to live up to ableist expectations several times in the biography. In doing so, 

she associates more value with herself than with people with acquired disability. According to 

her, people with acquired visual impairment cannot adjust well to the society, as they are not 

able to use their sense of touch and hearing to function efficiently. Additionally, the 

underlying structure of the narrative account reveals that Pakistani society is overwhelmingly 

based on the ideology of ableism, which evokes stereotypical beliefs about blindness. Such 

beliefs, in some situations, propel the impaired person to strive to represent themselves as 

‘functional’ in order to deal with the ability based social expectations. Furthermore, the 

specific mention of cooking demonstrates that she tries to match with the socially defined 

feminine norms accentuating the need to perform the domestic chores.      



106 
 

5.1.7 Hierarchies of Disability 

After the description of her functional abilities, Aliya Sardar reflects on the societal 

perceptions towards blind people. She narrates, “I often think (-) if I talk about people’s 

perception about blind people, they think that blind people can do nothing.” (Lines 41-42: 

The words in bold were originally spoken in English.) The articulated account makes evident 

that she perceives disability as an outcome of societal disapproval of the abilities of people 

with impairments. Therefore, in order to deal with the societal condemnation, she tries to 

relate more to the ableist norms by overtly emphasising her abilities to perform different 

tasks. While doing so, she distances herself from people with different impairments by 

placing herself on the top. She describes:  

But I think that people with hearing impairment face more problems 

than we do. I think people with hearing impairment or with physical 

impairments face more problems than blind people. / I: hmm / So, (-) I 

was very good at studies and I can also make very beautiful jewellery 

with pearls. / I: acha / I can also cook. (Lines 42-46: The words in 

bold were originally spoken in English.) 

Having made this point, Aliya Sardar implicitly engages in “defensive othering”. The concept 

of “defensive othering” occurs when a marginalised person attempts to shift the devalued 

identity to others as if they are the ones to whom it applies (Schwalbe and Mason-Lovering, 

1996, 425 as mentioned in (Campbell, 2008, 155). In this sense, by shifting the stigma to 

people with different impairments, she creates a hierarchy within the group of disabled 

people. Campbell (2008) asserts that the distancing of disabled people from each other is one 

characteristic of ableism. The disabled people distance themselves from each other to resist 

stigma and to match with the ableist standards of the society. In this sense, it can be inferred 

that the constraints of constructing positive identity in ableist society produce hierarchies 

among the disabled group. Consequently, people with a certain impairment (such as 

blindness) place the same stigma on people with other impairments (mobility or hearing 

impairment) that they resist for themselves. 

5.1.8 The Absence of Social Knowledge on Disabilities 

While describing her college life experiences, Aliya Sardar provides interesting 

insights into the dynamics of social interaction between disabled and non-disabled people. 
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She describes how preconceived notions about people with impairment play a primary role in 

shaping encounters between the disabled and non-disabled. Culturally, blindness is 

comprehended as a person's inability to ‘know’ and participate in the social world. Such 

comprehension of blindness consequently leads non-disabled people to show sympathy 

towards the impaired person. She narrates:   

It is obvious that people show pity towards a disabled person (laugh). 

/ I: acha / It is in our society. The moment they see a disabled child 

they assume that she/he is a poor, innocent (Bechara) child. (laugh) 

No matter how sharp and clever that child is. / I: hmm / The attitude 

of the students was nice towards me, but (-). In my whole life, up until 

now, I never had a single friend – other than blinds – who does not 

have pity for me in their heart. / I: sahi / I am studying at the 

university, but I still feel the same. / I: hmm / My classmates are very 

nice. They never say ‘no’ to me, but they are not like the way you – 

able people – live and interact with each other. I think able people 

cannot live with us, with disabled people, / I: hmm / (-) especially with 

blinds. (Lines 64-72: The words in bold were originally spoken in 

English.)  

The underlying meanings of the narrated account reveal the ways in which the non-disabled 

gaze implies the compulsoriness of sightedness. In society, where the ‘able body’ is the norm, 

the impaired person is perceived as the locus of tragedy.  Such comprehension of disabled 

people is grounded in the personal calamity approach (Oliver, 1990) that reinforces the pity 

model in the society. The social interaction framed within the pity model generates the feeling 

of being ‘different’ in disabled people. The reason for the gap between disabled and non-

disabled people is the absence of social knowledge about bodily difference. Emphasis on the 

inability of ‘able-bodied’ people to live with blind people was a point that I felt needed more 

clarification. Therefore, I asked Aliya Sardar to elaborate more on this point. In response, she 

explained that non-disabled people consider the ability to ‘see’ as the medium of 

communication. Since blind people cannot ‘see’, sighted people find it hard to explain spatial 

objects or describe the natural world. The narrative description demonstrates the significance 

that is given to the ability to ‘see’ within a society that considers it essential for integration.   
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Nevertheless, she concludes the part of the narrative that is constructed around the 

lack of social knowledge about disabilities by reflecting on the underlying reason for the gaps 

between disabled and abled people. She says, “I think all of the disabled people, including me, 

do not step out of their houses because people do not want them to step out.” (Lines 82-84) In 

this way, she implicitly locates disability in an unequal social structure that does not provide 

disabled people with opportunities to be a part of the mainstream society and thus creates a 

gap between disabled and non-disabled. Having made this point, she describes disability as an 

outcome of societal exclusionary practices against people with impairments. She strengthens 

the argument by indicating the stereotypical attitude of teachers and students in the 

mainstream educational institutions. Additionally, she reveals the dynamic of disablism 

rooted in the hostile societal structures. She remarks that it is not her impairment but the 

structural barriers (such as inaccessible educational buildings and the need to hire a writer in 

exams) that constrain her work performance and competence as a student. While doing so, she 

unfolds the ways in which cultural norms intermingle with structural barriers and aggravate 

hardships for visually disabled women. She explains how, in a culture where girls are not 

allowed to interact with males, parents prefer to arrange a female writer for the blind woman. 

However, in some situations, it becomes an uphill task to find a female writer. This is mainly 

due to the insecurities that parents of potential female writers have about allowing their 

daughter to accompany an unknown impaired woman to the examination centre. 

5.1.9 Feminine Norms: Disabled and Non-Disabled Daughters 

Interestingly, while describing the stereotypical attitudes of the society, Aliya Sardar 

brings her parents into the narration and highlights the difference between the attitude of 

society and that of her parents. She explains that, in contrast to the attitude of society, her 

parents do not treat her with pity. Moreover, they have understood that she is able to navigate 

the social world without any assistance. Therefore, they do not condemn her moving or 

travelling alone to go to university. However, they do not treat her sisters the same way. She 

narrates: 

In this way, my sister is also studying. She is also blind and under 

graduate student. / I: acha / My parents did not ever let me feel 

pitiable. They do not worry about me (laugh). / I: acha / My mother 

says…. Like she does not let my elder sister go to the university, but 
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she has allowed me. / I: sahi / (Lines 84-87: The words in bold were 

originally spoken in English.) 

By making a comparison with her sisters, Aliya Sardar in a way presents herself as a ‘unique’ 

person, who matches neither with impaired nor with abled counterparts. Moreover, the 

narrative stretch constructed around the dynamics of interaction between disabled and non-

disabled people highlights the peculiarities of Aliya Sardar’s frame for understanding 

disability. She locates disability in societal negative attitudes and exclusionary practices that 

lead to the oppression of disabled people, although she does not represent herself as 

oppressed. She represents herself as a woman who has fought back against societal 

discrimination and prejudices. She elaborates on this aspect in the latter part of her biography 

while describing her university life experiences.  

 However, the difference between parental attitude towards education for blind and for 

sighted daughters needed more explanation. Therefore, I asked her to elaborate on the reasons 

for not supporting higher education for her sighted sister. In response, she elaborates that her 

relatives are not educated (as described by the interlocutor), so they prefer their daughters to 

get married soon. They assume that higher education can delay a daughter’s marriage, 

therefore, they do not promote higher education for daughters. For this reason, her sighted 

sister is not allowed to study further. Aliya Sardar describes the provision of free education 

for disabled students in public universities as another reason for receiving parental support for 

higher education. She mentions:  

Because my parents want her to get married. If she does the M. Phil 

then it will be late for her to get married. Secondly, my father is the 

single breadwinner of the family, and he cannot afford her fee. / I: 

acha / I am studying on a quota and my education is free. / I: acha / 

So, they are not very worried about my education. They do not bear 

the financial expenses as much as they have to bear for my elder 

sister. / I: sahi / (-) We do not have educated people in our family. / I: 

acha / All my uncles and aunts, including my paternal grandparents, 

have issues with her higher education. / I: acha / That is why she did 

not get admission for the M. Phil. (Lines 455-462) 
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The subtle structure of narrative account unveils the cultural norms of femininity. In Pakistan, 

as in other South Asian societies, womanhood is glorified through the role of the mother, 

therefore the daughter’s marriage is a prevailing social norm. However, parents with a lack of 

formal education are inclined towards the early marriage of their daughters. Aliya Sardar 

belongs to a semi-urban city with agricultural affiliation. As argued by Agha (2016) and 

mentioned in chapter two (section 2.1.2, sub-heading ‘Caste-based Patriarchal Norms and the 

Nature of Gender Relations’), the inclination towards early marriages of daughters is stronger 

in families living in rural areas. The cultural sensitivity attached to women’s sexuality leads 

the parents either to not educate or to terminate the education of their daughters, if the groom 

is available within the kin. In this sense, the geographical location and the prevailing cultural 

norms could be reasons that Aliya Sardar’s family was not in favour of education for their 

daughters. Unlike the non-disabled daughters, the prospects of marriage and motherhood for 

disabled daughters are marred. It is perceived that a disabled woman is in need of ‘care’ 

herself and thus is inappropriate to fulfil the caring role of mother (Mehrotra, 2006; Thomas 

& Thomas, 2002). In the context where women’s education is not necessarily a high priority 

for families, disability enhances the educational possibilities for the impaired woman. 

Furthermore, another important dimension that emerged from the narrative is the role of 

governmental provisions in supporting the possibilities for higher education for disabled 

women and mitigating the culturally given label as ‘burden’.  

Whilst talking about the difference of attitude between her family and society in 

general, Aliya Sardar uncovers another dimension of prevailing cultural myths about 

daughters defined as disabled. She describes an event at which family visited them to propose 

to one of her sighted sisters. However, after getting to know about the presence of blind 

daughters in the family, they refused to accept her sister for their son. They were of the view 

that the disability could be shifted to their family, if they married their son to Aliya Sardar’s 

sister. The articulated account confirms the argument made by Shah (1992) that the presence 

of a blind woman in the family proves to be an obstacle to the arranged marriage of her 

siblings. It reveals that in families with fewer socioeconomic resources, disablism holds 

porous boundaries. In these families, the prevailing sociocultural beliefs regarding disability 

limit the possibilities to exercise rights not only for disabled women but also for those who 

are closely associated with them. Furthermore, it indicates that parental support could enhance 

the self-confidence of disabled women. However, societal prejudices and superstitions do 

stigmatise women with disabilities and thus affect their lives. 
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5.1.10 Accessing Higher Education: The Dynamics of Familial Misconceptions 

As she turns to later chapters of her life, she reveals that gaining her parents’ trust in 

the journey of getting access to higher education has been a difficult process. In this process, 

she encountered the different dynamics of familial misconceptions. Looking back to her 

youth, her family was of the view that Aliya Sardar could not attain formal education. They 

perceived that formal education is appropriate only for the sighted and thus they denied her 

the right to education. However, she tactically fought against the familial discrimination and 

managed to gain admission to a school for blind people. With the completion of 10th grade, 

she changed the misconception that her parents had about her. Nevertheless, the demand of 

gaining admission to mainstream educational institutions for higher education again generated 

insecurities in her parents. Their insecurities were generated by the fears that Aliya Sardar (as 

a blind woman) would not be able to survive in mainstream educational institutions. 

Interestingly, in the handling of changing parental misconceptions, she again reflects on her 

‘self’, which reveals more aspects of her character. She comments:  

Other than this, when it came to my admission at the university, my 

parents said, “How would you survive there?” They said, “You 

should do B.A from the same college”. But I said, “I would only do a 

B.S., otherwise I would not study anymore”. / I: sahi / (Lines 128-

130) 

The narrative account makes evident that the conception of blindness as ‘inability’ takes 

different shapes in different life phases of a disabled woman. Since sightedness is the norm in 

Pakistani society, a blind woman struggles throughout her life to gain access to her right to 

have an independent life. Moreover, parental insecurities regarding survival in mainstream 

educational institutions strengthen the argument that comprehension of disability is rooted in 

the individualistic perspective. Therefore, instead of helping the impaired daughter in 

overcoming the physical barriers, parents increase social exclusion by limiting her mobility. 

Interestingly, Aliya Sardar responds to the narratives built around parental misconceptions 

with the construction of her current self as very strong. She describes: 

 I have become very strong due to the attitudes of my family, teachers 

and society in general. Now I do not bother about such things (laugh). 

(Lines 170-171: The words in bold were originally spoken in English.) 
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The articulated account is formulated around the perspective of a ‘strong self’. They depict 

Aliya Sardar as someone who has not been a passive recipient of disability stigmatisation. She 

made sense of disability on the basis of her experiences and constructed strategies to cope 

with it. In doing so, she has evolved into a strong self. Close examination of the biography 

makes evident that the discriminatory attitude (at the familial and societal level) propels the 

disabled woman to strive for an independent life by resisting the negative disabled identity 

imposed on her. In the process of dealing with the disabled identity, she enhances her 

capacities and becomes a strong woman. She takes education as a means of overcoming the 

exclusionary barriers rooted in negative attitudes and practices and of gaining access to the 

social world.  

5.1.11 Education, Employment and Marriage: The Interlocking System 

The importance of education was the most frequently occurring topic in biographical 

narration. Aliya Sardar places immense trust in the benefits of education and achieved high 

educational goals in a context where it is difficult for her abled counterparts to get education. 

However, she highlights that achieving her higher educational goals was only possible 

because of her aspiration and determination. She believes that being educated has changed her 

social interactions and developed her social network. She says: 

I would say that if I would not have received education, people 

would not meet me the way they meet me. / I: hmm / They might 

still have pity for me. If people have started living with me like 

a normal person, it is only because of my education. / I: hmm / 

(Lines 711-713: The word in bold was originally spoken in 

English.) 

The narrative account makes evident that education plays a key role in improving social 

relations. However, as mentioned by Aliya Sardar in the biography, the change in social 

relations is connected to her close friends and relatives. The people who spend the most time 

with her have understood that she is a self-reliant woman. Moreover, they have understood 

the ways to communicate with a blind person. Contrary to her close acquaintances, people in 

general show pity to her during social interaction. She also noted that education has improved 

her marriage prospects and increased her agency to select a life-partner. She remarks:  
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 If I would do a job after completing education, if I would be skilful 

then… If I talk about marriage, people accept you if you have 

education. / I: sahi / You know, even blind men do not want to marry 

an uneducated blind girl.  / I: acha / I know such life stories. / I: acha 

/ When they get to know that the girl is blind, but she has a seventeen-

scale job, they immediately accept her (laugh).  / I: hmm / You also 

get options and you make your own choice. / I: hmm / (Lines 788-793: 

The words in bold were originally spoken in English.) 

These remarks demonstrate that education has increased the aspiration of marriage for Aliya 

Sardar. Based on the narrative account, she knows what kind of life-partner she wants to 

marry as she expresses her inclination towards a blind educated man. However, the narrated 

account shows that she associates marriage not only with higher education but also with a job. 

She does not believe that education directly increases marriage prospects, but it is associated 

with the benefits of education, such as jobs. She holds a strong faith that higher education will 

give her a good job and consequently will improve her marriage prospects. In her view, men 

(blind or sighted) prefer a working woman for marriage. In this sense, there are more 

possibilities for an educated and employed disabled woman than for someone without formal 

education and a job. Since the jobs the government allocates for disabled people are mostly 

taken by disabled men, there are fewer possibilities for disabled women to be employed 

(Nagata, 2016). However, Aliya Sardar has a firm belief that she will get a good job after 

completing her master’s degree and will eventually get married.   

5.1.12 Summary of the Case 

The detailed case-reconstruction demonstrates that Aliya Sardar perceives disability as 

the consequence of disabling societal structure. She does not have her own theory of 

impairment, as she does not try to establish the fact that she was a normal girl at some point 

of her life nor does she verbalise that she is not disabled. She attributes disability to societal 

prejudices against impaired people. According to her description, society interprets 

impairment as an ‘inability’ that diminishes human capabilities to fulfil social expectations. 

Therefore, blind people are not granted inclusion in the society. The narrative account shows 

that familial attitude plays a significant role in shaping subjective perspective towards 

disability. However, familial attitude towards disability is associated with the level of 

education. Parents with a lower level of formal education tend to hold conventional views 
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about disability. Moreover, the cultural devaluation associated with women leads parents to 

deprive impaired women of their rights by limiting their social integration. Education holds 

immense importance for Aliya Sardar. She uses it as a tool to deal with societal prejudices 

and to raise her social status. According to her, education not only raises the social status of 

disabled people but also helps the family to positively deal with the child’s disability. She 

believes that a positive familial attitude towards disability helps the disabled child to develop 

and gain confidence. Apart from family support and education, other factors such as 

congenital disability (individual factor) and ability to resist discrimination (which increases 

with education) enhance the capacity of a disabled woman to be more functional and to 

construct positive identity. 
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5.2 Beenish Ahmad: Individualist Perspective and Acquired Disability 

Introduction of the Case 

Beenish Ahmad is 22 years old, single and a final year masters student of English 

literature. She acquired visual impairment (partial) in ninth (9th) grade. She has two younger 

siblings, one sister and one brother, both of whom are sighted and have no other impairment. 

She comes from a nuclear family22 living in a village that is located in Chakwal district23 in 

the north of Punjab province. According to her, she belongs to a family with fewer economic 

resources and a single breadwinner (father). At the time of the interview, she has been staying 

in a shared room of the university hostel with three non-disabled students from different 

departments of the same university.   

General Comments and Interview Topics 

The biographical interview with Beenish Ahmad (pseudonym) was conducted on 13 

October 2015 in my office at the University of the Punjab, Lahore. She perceives disability as 

inherently negative – as something that impedes ‘normal’ living. During the interview, she 

presented herself as a reserved person and portrayed dependency throughout the biography. 

She was very brief in her narration as she did not speak for more than ten minutes in the 

biographical narration part. However, the total interview time was one hour and thirty-seven 

minutes. She did not speak in a flowing manner and the succinctness of the narration led to 

gaps in the biographical accounts. She spoke with a low pitch voice and took many pauses, 

though small, mostly in the beginning of the interview. She did not laugh, cry or express any 

emotions, such as anger or excitement, during the narration. She used metaphoric expressions 

to explain her experiences and social interactions. I observed that she often invoked 

juxtapositions – such as good and bad, easy and difficult, problem and solution – to make 

sense of her lived experiences. The narration was mainly constructed around the phase ‘after 

acquiring disability’ and the most frequently occurring terms in the interview were ‘problem’, 

 
22 Nuclear Family System (NSF) is a family unit consisting of parents and their dependent children 

(Lyon & Fischer, 1997, p. 174). 

 
23 Chakwal is one of the 36 districts of Punjab province. It consists of five administrative subdivisions 

including four-hundred twenty villages. It covers an area of 6524 square kilometers with almost 1.5 

million people (Pakistan Bureau of Statistics, 2017).  
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‘help’ and ‘dependency’. However, she did not talk about her family in the biographical 

narration. It was as if her family had no connection to her disability.  

5.2.1 Narration Opening: Comprehension of Disability as a Problem 

 I am blind. The problem started when I was in ninth class. I was 

perfectly fine before that. (Lines 1-2: The words in bold were 

originally spoken in English.) 

Beenish Ahmad opens up the narration by introducing herself as a blind (the term used 

by the interlocutor) person. In the next sentence, she regards her impairment as a problem (as 

mentioned by the interlocutor) and continues the narration by describing the onset of her 

impairment. She mentions that she was a ninth-class student at the time when the problem 

started, however she was perfectly fine before that. The representation of self in relation to the 

impairment reveals that the capability of the body to perform physiological functions holds 

profound importance for Beenish Ahmad. She uses it as a measure to evaluate her state of 

being. With this standpoint, she frames disability as a problem, as it disrupts the ‘perfect’ 

state of being, a state without impairment. In so doing, she manifests an attitude that highly 

values the unimpaired body. As she proceeds in the narration, she adds to her frame of 

perceiving disability the notion of ‘problem’. She remarks:  

It happened suddenly and it was hard for me to face it. I thought my 

life was over and there was nothing ahead. / I: hmm, hmm / I locked 

myself in a room for almost one month. / I: sahi / I thought my studies 

were over and I would not be capable of doing anything. / I: hmm / 

(Lines 3-5: The words in bold were originally spoken in English.) 

The description of becoming ‘blind’ as an unpleasant encounter shows that it has been 

difficult for Beenish Ahmad to accept disability. She evaluates the occurrence of blindness in 

terms of facing death. Such evaluations were undergirded by the social expectations of 

fulfilling age specific norms such as going to school. The subtle structure of the narrative 

account reveals that Beenish Ahmad relies heavily on physiological functioning to fulfil 

social norms and to be a part of the social world. Therefore, she describes life in a 

sociological sense that depends on one's ability to fulfil societal expectations in a way that is 

accepted as ‘normal’. She defines disability as a ‘death’ that disrupts social life by 

diminishing human abilities. Framed this way, Beenish Ahmad has a narrow understanding of 
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disability that seems to be grounded in the ableist perspective. Campbell (2001) defines 

ableism as “a network of beliefs, processes and practices that produces a particular kind of 

self and body (corporeal standards) that is projected as the perfect, species-typical and 

therefore essential and fully human” (p. 44). A main characteristic of an ableist viewpoint is 

the belief that impairment – regardless of its type – is fundamentally negative and thus needs 

to be cured, improved or eliminated (Campbell, 2008). This definition demonstrates that 

ableism is a particular way of being, equal to ‘normalcy’, in which disability is apprehended 

as a ‘problem’ that needs to be solved if a ‘good’ life is to be made possible. In this sense, by 

having an ableist perspective, Beenish Ahmad views disability as a problem of a body that 

defies the ‘normal’ functioning and thus causes vulnerabilities.  

Altered life is presumably the most difficult soon after acquiring disability. This might 

be the reason that Beenish Ahmad appraises the incident of acquiring impairment negatively. 

However, the fact that she lost her eyesight in her teenage years cannot be ignored while 

analysing her current perspective on disability. As described by Titchkosky and Michalko 

(2012, pp. 129–132), subjective perspectives on disability do not evolve in a vacuum. They 

exist in society in the form of a pre-given set of frames that guide subjects to distinguish 

disability in others as well as in one’s own self. Within the pre-existing frames, disability 

experiences are typically understood in the sense of a “problem” situated in individuals. The 

conceptualisation of disability as a “problem” directs us to view it as something intrinsically 

unnatural that disrupts the intuitively given social order and the human life in it. Based on this 

argument, it can be inferred that Beenish Ahmad’s frame of disability as a problem is likely 

the product of a pre-existing frame of disability – a frame that is present in the society where 

she has been living as an ‘abled girl’ till her early teenage years. In this sense, her perspective 

on disability reciprocally reflects on how disability is interpreted in the larger society in 

Pakistan.  

5.2.2 Conceptualising Disability and Seeking Solutions  

Her meagre description of events (sudden acquisition of impairment and locking 

herself in the room) led me to ask Beenish Ahmad to further elaborate them. In response, she 

explains that she had weak eyesight before acquiring the impairment, but she could read the 

blackboards. Additionally, she mentions that “I used to take medicine and wear glasses like 

normal people do.” (Line 91: The words in bold were originally spoken in English.) 
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However, the locking of herself in her room was in reaction to losing the hope of getting her 

sight back. She mentions:  

The first two months were spent on my treatment. We went to 

different doctors in the hope that I would get better soon. / I: hmm / 

But when I lost hope, I locked myself up in my room. (Lines 133-134: 

The words in bold were originally spoken in English.) 

The narrative account revolving around the advent of impairment and the immediate reaction 

towards it demonstrate that a conception of disability as a biological ‘problem’ legitimizes the 

need to find solutions that are mostly grounded in medical interventions. Since the medical 

field of inquiry claims to have complete knowledge about human bodies, medical intrusions 

have been perceived as the only way that one could ‘cure’ disability and enable the person to 

live up to social expectations. Additionally, the articulated account provides important insight 

about how meanings are attached to the disability based on the severity of impairment. It 

reveals that the consideration of disability as a ‘problem’ depends on the quality of the 

physiological functioning. Minor variations such as having weak eyesight are socially 

acceptable, therefore using assistive devices such as glasses is considered ‘normal’. 

Conversely, the complete loss of sight is interpreted as a ‘problem’ because it undermines the 

ability to perform daily activities normally. Therefore, finding a solution to the ‘problem’ 

becomes essential so that the normal order of social life can be sustained.  

5.2.3 Non-Disabled People and the Altruistic Attitude  

The word ‘life’ was most frequently spoken word in the interview. Beenish Ahmad 

takes ‘life’ as a metaphor to explain the level of the difficulties she has been through in 

different phases of her life. For instance, after the description of what disability and being 

disabled mean to her, she introduces a new character (her maternal uncle), who helped her 

resume her life by sending her to the special school situated in Faisalabad24. Nevertheless, the 

shift in the narration again comes with gaps as she provides information neither about her 

uncle nor about the special school. Due to these gaps, Beenish Ahmad was asked to give more 

 
24 Faisalabad is the third most populous (with 3.2 million population) and the second largest city in 

Punjab province. It is the major industrial city in Pakistan and contributes 20 percent to the Punjab’s 

GDP (Javed & Qureshi, 2019). Unlike Chakwal, where there is only one special education centre, 

Faisalabad includes seventeen special education centres, out of them thirteen are established by the 

Government and most of them are located in Faisalabad city. 
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information about the special school as well as her maternal uncle. While giving details about 

the school, she  comments: 

It was a private school of a high level. / I: sahi / The principal of that 

school was an army captain. He lost his vision in an accident. / I: 

acha / After that he thought about doing something for people like 

him. / I: sahi / He then made a school for blind people / I: acha / 

(Lines 203-206: The word in bold was originally spoken in English.) 

Her maternal uncle is an army officer and of the same age as Beenish Ahmad. According to 

her, she had spent her childhood with him. They would go to the same school and would 

study in the same class. She spent a lot of time with him in her childhood. They studied 

together until the seventh grade but later Beenish Ahmad left the school because of the 

impairment. The way her uncle came to know about the special school is very illuminating as 

it reveals the general attitude of Pakistani society towards disability and the disabled. She 

says:  

Well, a magazine would be delivered to his house from Sargodha. It 

was about blind people and titled Sufaid Chari (White Cane). / I: 

hmm, hmm / So, my grandfather once came across that magazine and 

he subscribed to it to help those people. / I: acha / It would come 

every month, but no one would read it. / I: acha / Because no one in 

the family was (-) so, nobody had interest in reading that magazine. 

One day my uncle grabbed it and started to look for the important 

information. / I: acha / At that time, we would not use the internet that 

much. We did not have such resources at that time. / I: hmm / He 

noted down many phone numbers, called on those numbers, and 

personally went there. But he liked the institution, situated in 

Faisalabad, the most. / I: sahi / And on my first day, he dropped me 

off at the school. (Lines 158-166) 

The narratives constructed around joining the school for blind children serve to demonstrate 

that disability is widely unacknowledged in Pakistan. A personal encounter with disability 

seems to be required for someone to understand the issues faced by disabled people and to 

take initiative for making their social participation possible. Moreover, the articulated 
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narrative indicates that charity is the common social response to the predicament of disability. 

In Pakistani society, as mentioned in chapter two (section 2.2, sub-heading ‘Cultural 

Conceptualisation of Disability in Pakistan’), the altruistic approach towards disabled people 

is espoused by the religious ideology of helping ‘needy’ people. Dominant Islamic 

interpretations tend to claim that providing care to people with disabilities is a part of one’s 

religious obligations (Akhtar, 1994; Miles, 1983). In the given scenario, the magazine 

subscription by her grandfather seems to be an act of responsiveness towards religious duty 

rather than of keenness to know about the life situation of disabled people. If the subscription 

of the magazine had been for the latter purpose, it would not have taken months to find a 

school for Beenish Ahmad. In this way, the articulated account reveals that the familial lack 

of knowledge about disability is a significant reason for the social isolation of disabled 

women that in turn generates uncertainty about the sort of lives they can anticipate. As 

Beenish Ahmad mentions:  

We were living in a village, so we did not know what to do and what 

not to do. / I: hmm / We didn’t know where to send me. My exams 

were starting in February next year and I left the school in September, 

I guess. / I: sahi / (Lines 125-127) 

The narrative account indicates that Beenish Ahmad tries to justify the familial lack of 

understanding about disability by underscoring the geographical area. Villages in rural Punjab 

are often described as ‘underdeveloped’ because of the unsatisfactory health, education and 

transportation infrastructures. The poor infrastructural system coupled with social inequalities 

are the significant reasons for poor living conditions in villages (see chapter 2, section 2.1.2, 

sub-heading ‘Characteristics of Caste Hierarchies’). In this context, she likely tries to 

legitimise the familial indifference and the lack of understanding about disability through 

geographical positioning – that is, by noting that they live in a place where, according to her, 

knowledge about certain phenomena is limited.   

5.2.4 The Young Impaired Woman, Marriage and Social Exclusion 

In addition to familial lack of knowledge about disabilities, gender has been a factor 

that causes the social isolation of Beenish Ahmad. Whilst narrating the time she spent at 

home after acquiring the impairment, Beenish Ahmad provides interesting insight about how 

her gender contributed to the intensification of social segregation. The reason for social 
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segregation stems from the sociocultural significance attached to a daughter’s marriage. She 

mentions that the time she spent at home was difficult because she was always interrogated 

about dropping out of school. People’s curiosity was magnified by their unfamiliarity with the 

fact that Beenish Ahmad could not to ‘see’ anymore. Their unfamiliarity was due to the fact 

that her mother kept her impairment hidden from the neighbours and relatives. She was of the 

view that the disability may  undermine the possibility of marriage for Beenish Ahmad. She 

narrates:  

My mother never shared my problem with anyone because she 

thought that no one would seek to marry me / I: acha / (Lines 173-

174: The word in bold was originally spoken in English.) 

The strategy of hiding a daughter's disability is mainly grounded in disability stigmatisation 

and the social practices of not considering disabled women appropriate for marriage. 

Marriage is an important marker of being a ‘woman’ in South Asian society. However, as 

mentioned in chapter two (2.2.3, sub-heading ‘Significance of Marriage and Stigmatisation of 

Disabled Women) the presence of disability could affect a woman’s marriage prospects. The 

stereotypical ideas that designate impaired women as inappropriate for care responsibilities 

often decrease their possibilities of marriage and deny them access to the feminine identity of 

wife and mother (Dhungana, 2006; Ghai, 2002; Thomas & Thomas, 2002). Based on the 

narrative account, the issues involved in arranging the marriage of a disabled woman lead 

parents to adopt strategies – such as hiding the disability – that limit her social participation. 

Additionally, the act of hiding disability restricts the possibilities of the family to learn the 

ways to deal with it and subsequently causes uncertainty in a disabled woman towards the 

future.  

5.2.5 Self and Space: Knowing the ‘Others’ 

When describing the processes of gaining admission to the special school, Beenish 

Ahmad regards it as coming back to life. The connection between the sentences started my life 

again and started my studies again emphasises that Beenish Ahmad’s ideology of social life 

is closely connected to the performance of age-specific norms, which in her case involves 

attaining education. Moreover, while describing her experiences in the special school, she 

explicitly mentions the change in her feelings that mainly happened by living close to 

students that had a similar impairment.  She describes:  
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I started my life again. I started my studies again and I realised that 

there are many people in the world. / I: hmm, hmm / Before that, I 

used to think that it’s only me because I was the first in my family and 

in the neighbourhood to experience this. / I: sahi / When I went to 

Faisalabad, I realised that there are many people in the world. I got 

to know how they live, study, etc. (Lines. 7-11: The words in bold 

were originally spoken in English.) 

The articulated account makes evident that spatial aspects contain significant importance in 

the process of reconstructing the self. The sense of self is constructed through the social 

interactions by which one finds one’s position in the social order. This sense is seemingly 

unstable and likely to change over time (Giddens, 1991; Somers, 1994; Thomas, 1999). The 

social isolation caused by the lack of familial knowledge about disability generated negative 

feelings in Beenish Ahmad and led her to self-objectification. However, her encounter with 

others in the special school helped her get out of the state of isolation and realise that disabled 

existence is also a part of the social world. Previously, she was worried about continuing her 

studies, however, in the special school she learned alternative ways of studying and 

performing day-to-day tasks by living closer to the blind students. The articulated account 

displays that in the case of acquired disability places such as special schools provide one with 

the opportunity to become acquainted with the disabled. Consequently, it helps the impaired 

person to overcome disability by gaining knowledge of alternative ways of living in the social 

world and in turn reconstructing the self.  

5.2.6 The Ableist Conception of Disabled People: “Seeing is Knowing” 

However, as the narrative continues, Beenish Ahmad again displays sadness by 

showing aversion towards the students with congenital visual impairment. She mentions that 

it was hard for her to adjust with by birth (as described by the interlocutor) blind students in 

the school. She identifies them as different by pointing out their habits, such as laughing 

aloud. The sentence itself and the way it was delivered make this narrative account worthy of 

interpretation. She describes: 

It was hard for me to adjust. I was there for six months in which I took 

my metric exams. / I: hmm, hmm / Because by birth special persons 

have different habits than I do. / I: acha / They have never seen the 
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world. / I: hmm / Especially, it always seems that blind people laugh a 

lot. (laugh) / I: acha / And when they laugh, it makes me cry. / I: acha 

/ (Lines 12-15: The words in bold were originally spoken in English.) 

The subtle structure of the narrative account implies that Beenish Ahmad tries to keep her 

distance from blind people. She treats differences based on type of impairment as the reason 

to separate herself from students with congenital impairment. According to Beenish Ahmad, 

the fact that they have never seen the world makes them different from people with acquired 

disabilities. She metaphorically relates ‘knowing’ with the ability to ‘see’ and accentuates the 

compulsoriness of sight for participating and interacting in the social world. In this manner, 

she explicitly intertwines cognisance with the domain of vision and in turn undermines the 

alternative ways in which one ‘knows’ or could ‘know’. Additionally, by pinpointing the 

specific habit of laughing, Beenish Ahmad seems to distance herself from people with 

congenital impairment and tries to portray them as ‘ill mannered’. Having made this point, 

she conjectures that impairment, especially congenital, is a ‘barrier’ that makes someone 

‘unable’ to learn the socially defined ways of behaving. Thus, she implicitly resists the 

disabled identity by portraying herself as a person who has higher cognisance because of 

having the visual experiences of the social and natural world. This articulated account 

strengthens the previous interpretation that Beenish Ahmad holds an ableist perspective 

regarding disability and therefore gives high value to the ‘able body’ and undermines the 

abilities of impaired individuals to live in socially determined ways.    

5.2.7 Structural Weaknesses: The Unsupportive Educational System  

After the brief description of her experiences at a special school, she took a pause for 

three seconds and continued with her college life experience. She again uses the broad term 

‘life’ to report her college life experiences. She remarks, “Life was easy in college because 

there were normal people over there.” (Line 18: The words in bold were originally spoken in 

English.) She uses the term ‘life’ in varied ways to give meanings to the disability 

experiences. For instance, her life ended at the advent of the impairment, it started again in 

the special school and later became easy in the mainstream college. Here, I was expecting to 

learn more about the ways in which her life became easy (as spoken by the interlocutor) in the 

college. However, she made a shift in the narration and started talking about the weaknesses 

she found in the educational system. She recounts:  
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My favourite subject was science, but blind (-) a special person 

cannot take up science subjects (-) because of the writer issues. / I: 

sahi / The board of exams does not allow a writer for science subjects. 

/ I: acha / (Lines 19-21: The words in bold were originally spoken in 

English.) 

These comments highlight the structural weaknesses rooted in the educational system 

concerning disabled students in Pakistan. However, the narrative account was mainly 

constructed around the difficulties of arranging for a writer (the person who writes on behalf 

of a blind person in exams) to be registered for the exams. The examination board has set 

some conditions for the person who agrees to be the writer. For instance, the writer must be 

younger and studying in a lower grade than the blind student. Moreover, the blind students are 

not allowed to have a writer for math and science subjects. Consequently, it limits their 

options when selecting certain fields of study. For these reasons, Beenish Ahmad had to drop 

science, which was her favourite subject. The societal insensitivity towards the physical needs 

of blind students demonstrates that bodily variations are generally not welcomed in Pakistani 

society. The less-supportive infrastructure does not cater to the needs of impaired individuals 

and thus makes it difficult for them to pursue their academic goals. However, Beenish Ahmad 

does not take account of the disabling barriers to educational goals and considers her 

impairment as the only reason that she has limited options in her studies. In doing so, Beenish 

Ahmad repeatedly indicates that she has an individualistic perspective on disability that is 

heavily coloured by the ableist ideology.     

5.2.8 Spatial Dynamics and the (In)visibility of Disability  

 Beenish Ahmad says that she was happy to be in the mainstream college located in 

Chakwal district. However, she uses the juxtaposition of happiness and boredom to express her 

internal and external feelings associated with the sense of being at a certain place. She remarks:  

 I was happy to be in college and doing F.A. But internally I used to 

feel (-) it used to feel boring. Because I used to feel that I was the only 

one with this problem. Which is quite a big problem. (-) I was a 

negative thinker / I: hmm / I kept on thinking negatively, / I: hmm / 

and I did not take anything positive. Even the people who were good 

towards me would seem to be negative too. Then (-) I had a good time 
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with my friends, but the teachers were not cooperative at all. / I: hmm 

/ So, I had a bad time with them. / I: acha / But when it comes to 

friends, it was great. / I: sahi / (Lines 21-27: The words in bold were 

originally spoken in English.) 

Contrary to her school life experiences, where she considered the students with congenital 

impairment as ‘different’, in college Beenish Ahmad was the one who was ‘different’ among 

the sighted students. Although she was happy to be in the mainstream college, she did not feel 

as ‘fit’ in the environment because of the peculiarity of her embodied self. The narrative 

structure provides a different dynamic of the concept of “misfit” presented by Thomson 

(2011). Thomson (2011) conceptualises “misfit” in the sense of inharmonious interaction 

between the body and the spatial arrangements. As Thomson (2011) remarks, “A misfit 

occurs when the environment does not sustain the shape and the function of the body that 

enters it'' (p. 594). However, the way Beenish Ahmad elaborates the concept of “misfit” is 

beyond the interactional dynamics between the body and the material spatial arrangements. 

She delineates the concept through her own understanding of being in and belonging to the 

space. The sense of being a partially impaired woman generates the feeling that she is a 

“misfit” in the space which belongs to the sighted people. In this sense, the sequence of 

biographical accounts – spread across multiple places – makes manifest that she is in the state 

of ‘betwixt and between’ as she does not relate herself to either of two identities; she is 

neither sighted nor blind. However, the type of impairment (partial visual impairment) could 

be a reason for such confusion. Moreover, in the given narration, she displays negative self-

internalisation that seems to be the outcome of her own understanding of disability – which is 

grounded in ableist ideology – rather than the consequence of societal stigmatisation (as she 

narrates that she had been aversive even to those who were good towards her).  

5.2.9 Construction of the Tolerant Self: Experiences at the University 

 After describing her school and college life experiences Beenish Ahmad goes on to 

give a glimpse of her university life. She says that she is currently going through the hardest 

time ever because no one in the university is cooperative.  She comments: 

I am doing my master’s and it is really a changed experience / I: 

hmm / Because (-) I thought I had faced a lot of problems before. / I: 

hmm / But here I understood that they were nothing compared to this. 
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/ I: sahi / Neither teachers nor students are cooperative; I don’t have 

any friends / I: hmm / (Lines 29-32: The words in bold were originally 

spoken in English.) 

Compared with the previous biographical narration, these remarks reveal that Beenish Ahmad 

has a clear dichotomy in her life. It is either good or bad, happy or sad, tough or easy and 

there is nothing in between. She always makes comparisons and evaluates her past as having 

been better than the present. In the university, she relates her difficulties with the non-

cooperative behaviour of the students and teachers. She describes the obstructive behaviour in 

terms of not getting help from fellow students as she moves around the university. With 

regard to the teachers, she finds their rejection of her request – that they do not deduct points 

for spelling mistakes – to be unsupportive. Her dissatisfaction towards the students and 

teachers implicitly indicates the weaknesses of the university infrastructure. However, 

Beenish Ahmad does not take these structural barriers into cognisance and takes blindness to 

be the reason that she is dependent on others and must rely on them to overcome the 

infrastructural obstacles. Interestingly, she makes a turn here and reports a change in her 

perspective that has made her life easier. She narrates:  

Now I take everything positively. / I: hmm / No matter how bad have 

happened to me, my life is changed in this aspect. / I: hmm / I have 

more problems now, but I stay relaxed. / I: hmm / I do not have any 

complaints towards society as I used to have.  / I: sahi / (-) I had many 

complaints towards society and my family too but not anymore. / I: 

sahi / Now (-) my life is easy as compared to before. (Lines 34-38: 

The words in bold were originally spoken in English.) 

In the given narrative account, Beenish Ahmad describes a change in self-perception with 

regard to society. In doing so, she implicitly reveals her strategy of focusing on adaptation to 

her life situation and disability. This demonstrates that she navigates the process of adaptation 

by accepting the obstructive societal behaviour. By putting it this way, she presents herself as 

a ‘tolerant person’, who has learnt to endure disruptive social behaviours and has made peace 

with her life. However, as she goes further in the narration, her attitude towards disabled 

persons displays that, in the process of adopting this strategy, she has not been able to change 

her perspective towards disability, though she has become tolerant of it.  She describes:  



127 
 

 (--) The experience of being a special person was (-) quite bad, I had 

lots of wishes, dreams in my life which only can be fulfilled by being 

perfect. / I: hmm, hmm / People say that special persons are doing 

things like a Ph.D, but there is always something missing, / I: hmm / 

no matter how high we get, (-) a special person will always need help. 

So (-) it would be wrong to say that she/he does not need help. / I: 

sahi / In this way, she/he is incomplete. You feel it at every turn of 

your life, that no matter how much money you have, being special 

cannot leave you. (Lines 39-45: The words in bold were originally 

spoken in English.) 

Based on the narration, Beenish Ahmad designates disability as a “diminished state of being” 

that impedes ‘normal’ life and causes dependency and devaluation (Campbell 2001, p. 44). 

She perceives that fulfilling aspirations in life is possible for certain people, who she names as 

perfect. Framed this way, she contends that nothing can compensate for or improve the 

devalued status of a disabled person, not even higher education. Such evaluations denote that 

Beenish Ahmad has deeply internalised ableism. As contended by Campbell (2008, 153), 

disabled people internalise ableism in two ways: by distancing themselves from each other 

and by emulating the ableist norms. However, Beenish Ahmad has internalised ableism by 

conforming to the dominant ableist belief of viewing the “able body” as “preferable” 

(Campbell, 2001, p. 44). However, such evaluations of disability might be an outcome of the 

experiences that she has had as an able-bodied person in a society that accentuates the need of 

functioning abilities to live life fully.   

  This interpretation is later confirmed when she explains the construct of being 

‘perfect’ in terms of having a functioning body. She says, “[…] perfect are those, who have 

functional body parts and can move around.” (Line 709: The words in bold were originally 

spoken in English.) This explanation reinforces that she strongly believes that physiological 

functioning is the ultimate state of being. Having made this point, she places bodies without 

impairment at the top in a hierarchy of bodily traits. By regarding functioning bodies as 

perfect, Beenish Ahmad provides new meanings to the concept of the ‘perfect body’ used in 

feminist disability discourses. In these discourses, ‘perfection’ is associated with the 

appearance of the body.  It is contended that cultural standards of beauty render an impaired 

female body as ‘imperfect’ and thus deny her access to femininity (Ghai, 2002; Thomson, 

2001; Wendell, 1996, p. 43). On the contrary, for Beenish Ahmad perfection lies in the ability 
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of a body to function and fulfil the routine tasks in a socially acceptable way rather than to 

comply with the cultural standards of appearance/ beauty.  

5.2.10 Disability: A Source of Attaining Spirituality and ‘Vision’ in Life 

 After talking about the incompetence of disabled bodies, she moves further in her 

biographical narration and talks about the spiritual changes that occurred after acquiring 

disability. She reports that disability has been a source for realising the worthlessness of 

money and becoming religious. She says:  

I now also trust and rely on Allah. / I: hmm / Before disability I wasn’t 

really attracted to my religion / I: hmm / but now I have complete 

faith in him. Allah made the desire go away and now I do not go for 

the world. / I: hmm / Now I’m only worried about the end of the 

world. I used to talk to Allah a lot. / I: sahi / And when my 

expectations decreased, I became positive. / I: hmm / Now even if 

someone behaves rudely to me, I don’t mind at all and I don’t blame 

them. / I: hmm / I know that it is my faith, it is not their fault and it is 

not their duty to help me. /I: hmm / (Lines 47-53: The words in bold 

were originally spoken in English.)  

Studies demonstrate that disability related challenges could propel one to explore the religious 

concept of higher being and find meaning in life (McColl et al., 2000; Selway & Ashman, 

1998). This happens to be true in the case of Beenish Ahmad, as she reports that she had not 

been religious before acquiring disability. In this way, she uses religion as a strategy to adapt 

to disability and adjust to the non-cooperative society. However, in the adaptive process her 

perspective towards disability stays the same as she again describes disability as a ‘problem’ 

in the given narration. Though she considers disability as a source of spiritual transformation 

and gaining vision in life, these consequences did not prove to be helpful in changing her 

opinion about disability. As the narrative continues, she elaborates more on how she has 

gained from disability by describing how she has developed a concern for helping needy 

people and thus provided herself with a vision in life. This underscores that in some situations 

disability experiences could provide a sense of purpose in life. As in the case of Beenish 

Ahmad, the experience of disability led her to find meaning in her day-to-day existence and to 

develop the urge to positively contribute to the lives of others. 
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5.2.11 Disability: The Devalued State of Being 

 My interpretation that her change in perspective towards society’s non-cooperative 

attitude did not lead Beenish Ahmad to change her perspective towards disability received 

confirmation as she proceeded in the biographical narration. After providing detailed 

description of the gains of disability, she again emphasises the impossibility of disabled 

people gaining respect in society. As she describes the situation: 

Disabled people think that by reaching a higher position they can 

change how perfect people think about them, but I think that it can 

never happen / I: hmm / Even if we do a Ph.D and reach a high level 

people’s attitude will not change. / I: hmm / (--) Because people like 

us can’t benefit others. (-) If we reach some position, it will be 

beneficial for us only. It can’t change societal thinking towards us. / I: 

hmm / (Lines 68-72: The words in bold were originally spoken in 

English.) 

In the given narration Beenish Ahmad implicitly highlights the way in which one gains value 

in society. The subtle structure of the articulated account shows that she perceives social 

status to be closely connected to an individual's ability to productively participate in society. 

Since, as assumed by Beenish Ahmad, active participation in socially valued areas is only 

possible for able-body individuals, it is impossible for the disabled to gain respect in society. 

In this way, she legitimises the negative social attitudes towards disabled people and again 

considers impairment to be the reason for devaluation as it presents an obstacle to meaningful 

social participation. Moreover, by undermining educational outcomes for the disabled, she 

seems to highlight that the achievement of social status for disabled people in society is 

intrinsically related to what others think about them. Higher education might enhance the 

capabilities of the disabled, but it is not effective in changing the deeply held societal 

prejudices against them. Framed this way, Beenish Ahmad does not regard higher education 

as a panacea and has a restrictive view on the outcomes of higher education for disabled 

people. Higher education might enhance personal capabilities, but social status cannot be 

improved until society changes its perception towards the disabled. Moreover, the specific 

mentioning of a Ph.D could be the consequence of being interviewed by a woman (able-

bodied) who is writing a Ph.D. By doing so, she called attention to the status gap between 
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disabled and non-disabled, which could not be bridged even by the means of higher 

education.  

5.2.12 Disability: The State of Being in Constant Need of ‘Help’ 

 Help has been another important theme throughout the interview. According to 

Beenish Ahmad, society is functional because of the interdependence of the social actors. 

Since disabled people are not able to provide help, they cannot maintain the social order. 

Moreover, the inability to do daily activities ‘normally’ puts disabled people in a position that 

makes them dependent on non-disabled people. She says:  

Then life will be easier / I: hmm / for every special person. / I: hmm / 

They might not face problems up to that level. Problems will not be 

finished but it will reduce the intensity. / I: sahi / (-) For example, if 

you want to do something or you want to enjoy (-), it would be good if 

a perfect person would help you. If they will not, then it would be 

more painful. / I: hmm / (Lines 576-579: The words in bold were 

originally spoken in English.)  

I have observed that Beenish Ahmad has a narrow definition of help as she defines it in terms 

of physical assistance. In this way, she does not take account of emotional or ethical support, 

which can also play a significant role in well-being. She strictly designates disabled people as 

help seekers for not being able to live independently. In doing so, she imposes physiological 

inferiority on people with disabilities and thus allows non-disabled people to act as protectors 

who lessen the vulnerabilities faced by disabled people. Based on the narrative account, she 

locates disability within the individualist frame, which renders impaired people as ‘needy’ 

and ‘dependent’ on others. Within the individualistic frame, disability is regarded as a 

biological deficit that impedes the normal functioning and, therefore, affects social 

integration. With this narrow view of disability, Beenish Ahmad relies on physical assistance 

to become independent instead of calling for structural changes or mechanical assistance – 

which is available in the form of assistive devices. 
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5.2.13  Education, Job and Marriage: The Interlocking Concepts 

  While describing her viewpoint on education, Beenish Ahmad explains that she did 

not aspire to pursue higher education before acquiring disability, since both she and her 

family were not in support of the idea of women’s employment. She narrates:  

Even though I didn’t have much aim towards my studies, like a 

normal girl I wanted to do FSC, and then B.A. Neither me nor my 

family really feel that women should have jobs. But now they want 

me to have a job. (Lines 117-119: The word in bold was originally 

spoken in English.) 

In the given narration Beenish Ahmad implies that higher education is not a normal woman’s 

domain. Since she was raised in a village, where the idea of higher education for women is 

not appreciated, she did not aspire to attain higher education before acquiring disability. 

However, now that she is not a normal woman, she has been given access to higher education 

even though her family is not in support of women’s education and employment. This 

demonstrates that in the cultural context of Pakistan, where women are generally deprived of 

their educational and economical rights, disability becomes a source to gain access to these 

culturally restricted areas. However, as mentioned by Beenish Ahmad, her mother has 

provided her immense support to attain higher education. Interestingly, her mother’s intention 

for motivating Beenish Ahmad to pursue higher education is premised on the desire to 

enhance her marriage possibilities. She says: 

They want me to get married. (-) My mom wants me to complete a 

master’s degree, get a job and hire a maid on five thousand rupees 

monthly, who could do my chores and I can handle the rest. / I: sahi / 

They want me to marry a perfect person from my own village (Lines 

781-783: The words in bold were originally spoken in English.) 

The subtle structure of the narrative account reveals the ways in which a woman's disability is 

handled and her value is enhanced in the marriage market. Since disability is perceived as 

dependency, higher education is used to enhance the economic capabilities of disabled 

women and mitigate the disability stigmatisation, thereby increasing the possibility of 

marriage. Moreover, the narrative account demonstrates that the familial strategy of providing 

a disabled woman with economic independence is caused by their desire not only to enhance 
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her marriage prospects but also to find a perfect (as mentioned by the interlocutor) life partner 

for her. It shows that the consideration of disability as ‘dependency’ and the social derogation 

attached to the disabled limit the parental view and in turn affect the marriage possibilities of 

a disabled woman. Moreover, Beenish Ahmad’s mother supports her education solely for the 

purpose of finding a perfect partner. This shows that in case of disability, higher education is 

given meaning in relation to the daughter’s marriage. Higher education is used not to make a 

disabled woman autonomous but to conform to the norm of femininity. However, unlike her 

mother, Beenish Ahmad perceives the benefits of higher education only in the sense of 

becoming economically independent. She mentions that economic reliance could help in 

defying dependency. She narrates:  

 Now I want to do a job to become strong. / I: hmm / If you want to 

live in this society, you want to move in the society, then you need 

more money. So, you have to be financially strong. / I: hmm / (-) It 

can only happen if you have a job, so that you can have your own 

income and you do not need to be dependent on someone else. / I: sahi 

/ (Lines 701-704: The words in bold were originally spoken in 

English.)  

Based on the given narration, she grants meaning to higher education in relation to her 

understanding of disability. According to Beenish Ahmad, disability is a biological ‘problem’ 

that deteriorates perfect living and thus causes dependency and devaluation. Therefore, she 

uses higher education as a tool to mitigate the dependency and become ‘strong’. Since she 

does not perceive higher education as a source of gaining social status, her perspective on 

higher education and its associated benefits (such as economic independence) is grounded in 

efforts to eliminate the physical limitations posed by the impairment. She believes that money 

makes one strong by giving one the power of living independently and thereby alleviating the 

dependency. In this way, she uses higher education to negotiate disability by compensating 

for functional limitations.   

5.2.14 Summary of the Case  

The comprehensive case reconstruction confirms that Beenish Ahmad holds an 

individualistic perspective on disability that is deeply coloured by the ableist ideology. She 

defines disability in terms of a bodily ‘fault’ that needs to be ‘cured’ in order to make perfect 
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living possible. While having an individualistic perspective, she designates disabled people as 

dependent and always being in need of help. According to her understanding, there is nothing 

that can eliminate the devaluation caused by the disability, not even higher education. She lost 

her eyesight at the age of fourteen. Her changed life was likely difficult immediately after her 

loss of sight, and this might be a reason that Beenish Ahmad holds a narrow view on 

disability. A lack of familial awareness about disability is another reason that led Beenish 

Ahmad to the state of uncertainty and consequently influenced her perception about disability. 

Her family also has a narrow perspective on disability. However, her mother believes that the 

associated benefits of higher education (such as employment) could help alleviate dependency 

and in turn improve the possibility of finding a perfect spouse. On the contrary, Beenish 

Ahmad perceives higher education only as a source of alleviating physiological dependence 

and does not connect it to marriage. She perceives that higher education brings economic 

independence, which makes one able to live independently. 
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5.3 Zernosh Iqbal: A Married Impaired Woman and the Disabling Environment 

Introduction of the case   

  Zernosh Iqbal is 30 year old married woman with four year old, school-attending son. 

Her husband works as a lecturer in the department of English language at one of the public 

universities located in Lahore. He is in charge of the Centre for Special Students (CSS) and 

the Disability Services Centre25 (DSC) located in the same university. She lives in an 

extended family system along with her in-laws and the family of her husband's older brother. 

She also has one older sister. As described by Zernosh Iqbal, her sister has the same 

impairment (retinitis pigmentosa) that she has. Her sister is also married, with one child, and 

works as a Senior Special Education Teacher (SSET) in a school for blind students. Both of 

her parents used to work. Her mother is a retired professor and her father was a plant manager 

in a factory. She studied in a mainstream school until the eighth class before joining a special 

school for blind students and studying there for two years. As she lives in Lahore, her studies 

have been in the educational institutions situated in this city.  

General comments and interview topics 

The interview with Zernosh Iqbal (pseudonym) was conducted on 17 December 2015 

at the Directorate of Special Education26, where she has been working as a lecturer since 

2008. In her biographical narration she spoke for twenty minutes, however, the total interview 

time was one hour and fifty minutes. She spoke confidently during the interview and did not 

ask me to help her to go on with the narration. Since she is the only married woman with a 

child among the interlocutors, I selected her biography to gain an insight into the issues 

surrounding the marital life of a physically disabled woman in a joint family system. 

Additionally, unlike the other cases (Aliya Sardar and Beenish Ahmad), she comes from a 

 
25 The Centre for Special Students (CSS) was established in 2008 at the Government College 

University (GCU) Lahore. The purpose of establishing the centre was to facilitate blind students by 

eliminating educational barriers. The facilities provided by the centre include computer training, 

providing students with speech-to-text software, Braille and audio books and a book scanning service 

(https://gcu.edu.pk/).    
 
26 The Directorate of Special Education (DSE) works under the government of Punjab, Pakistan. It 

serves to facilitate the educational needs of the disabled children that belong to the five major 

categories of disabilities, visually impaired, physically disabled, hearing impaired, mentally 

challenged and slow learner (https:/ /sed.punjab.gov.pk/).  
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financially sound and educated family and thus presents new subtleties concerning the 

construction of gendered disability in Pakistan. She starts the narration with her childhood 

and continues with her experiences grounded in the struggles to achieve academic goals and 

obtain a job of her own choice. The major part of her narration is constructed around life in 

the parental family. Apart from the fact that she concludes the narration with a simple 

description of her married life, Zernosh Iqbal does not describe the affinal family in her 

biography. However, in response to my questions, she talks openly about her married life and 

her efforts to fulfil the gender roles of a wife and a mother.  

 Zernosh Iqbal mostly describes disability as an unpleasant encounter between the 

impaired body and unsupportive societal infrastructures. According to her perspective, 

disability can be counter-balanced by considering the needs of people with impairments and 

changing the exclusionary layout of the society. Moreover, she considers that social 

awareness regarding disabilities could help in alleviating societal prejudices against disabled 

people. Though she perceives disability as an outcome of the disabling environment, she does 

not voice opposition to the disabling barriers and societal standards that evaluate women on 

the basis of their abilities to perform household tasks. She takes feminine role fulfilment as a 

challenge (as described by the interlocutor) to be accomplished, where such accomplishment 

qualifies her to claim her identity as a ‘woman’. In doing so, she resists disability by 

conforming to the ability expectations embedded in gender roles. Additionally, she does not 

rank disabled people according to the type or the severity of their impairment, as is often done 

by other interlocutors. Parental support was the most frequently occurring topic in her 

biographical narration. She opens the narration with the introduction of her family and 

repeatedly mentions the supportive behaviour of her parents. The first few minutes of Zernosh 

Iqbal’s extempore narration contain plot and the core structure of the narration. The themes 

emerging out of this part are identified and sequenced in the order they were recounted by the 

interlocutor.   

5.3.1 Narration Opening: Familial Status and the Approach to Disability  

We are two sisters / I: hmm / and both of us are visually challenged. / 

I: hmm hmm / And my parents (-) my father (-) is deceased now, he 

was a plant manager, and my mother has retired as a professor. / I: 

sahi / (Lines 1-3: The words in bold were originally spoken in 

English.) 
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Zernosh Iqbal opens the narration by introducing herself along with her sister as 

visually challenged (as described by the interlocutor). In the next sentence, she brings her 

parents in the frame and introduces them by their professions. Though her father has passed 

away, she provides information about his professional background and mentions that he was a 

plant manager in a factory. In doing so, she presents her family in a unique way, where 

members share identity based on such characteristics as impairment and working status. 

Additionally, by introducing her parents with reference to their professions, she implicitly 

indicates the social and economic status of the family, which may have influenced her 

parents’ understanding of their daughter’s disability and their approach to it. This happens to 

be true in the adjacent narration, where she presents further description about her parents. She 

mentions:  

(-) Actually, in our childhood we had good vision. We have RP, okay.  

/ I: hmm / We had very good vision in our childhood, but my parents 

were aware of the fact that our eyesight was declining, and it would 

eventually become severe. So, my parents were educated in this 

regard. / I: hmm / (Lines 3-6: The words in bold were originally 

spoken in English.) 

By connecting parental socioeconomic position and their knowledge about the impairment, 

Zernosh Iqbal implicitly observes that social status might influence the way her parents deal 

with the disability. The description of parental awareness about the impairment, even in the 

phase when the daughters did not have the signs of vision loss, depicts that Zernosh Iqbal’s 

parents have the cognitive approach towards disability. Taanila et al. (2002) classified five 

different coping strategies that are commonly adopted by parents with physically and/or 

intellectually disabled children and the cognitive adaptation strategy is one of them. Taanila et 

al. (2002) conceptualise cognitive adaptation as a strategy in which one becomes educated 

about the impairment and both accepts and reframes the situation. Moreover, as identified by 

Taanila et al. (2002), parental personal characteristics hold significant importance in shaping 

the coping strategy. Zernosh Iqbal presents her parents as educated, and this could be a reason 

that they behaved cognitively towards the situation and thus opted to educate themselves 

about their daughter’s impairment. Additionally, by conveying that both parents had the same 

approach to dealing with the disability, she depicts great cohesiveness among her parents.  
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 As she proceeds in her narration, she provides more information about how her 

parents approached her impairment. She describes a situation in which her parents were 

indecisive about choosing a place to live with their disabled daughters. In doing so, she 

implicitly indicates that her parents make sense of disability in relation to place. However, the 

way her parents decided on a place to live is embedded in an ideology of giving authority to 

the doctor. She reports: 

We used to live abroad. / I: acha / The early five years of my life were 

spent abroad. We used to live in Al Jazair. / I: acha / Well, we used to 

live in Al Jazair and England. When we consulted doctors there, they 

told us that people with this impairment lead a normal life. / I: sahi / 

But it is possible that they may face major changes in their vision 

between the ages of thirty and thirty-five years. / I: hmm / Anyhow, my 

parents were relaxed in that regard, that’s why they did not try to 

settle abroad. / I: hmm / (Lines 7-12: The words in bold were 

originally spoken in English.) 

The underlying structure of the narrative account reveals that her parents rationalised 

disability from the biomedical perspective. Therefore, their decision about where to live was 

strongly based on the prognosis. The medicalised rationalisation of disability is rooted in 

understanding disability as a biological deficit. Within this frame, disability is understood as a 

biological defect that affects the quality of life of an individual and poses challenges to social 

integration. Therefore, it is considered important to ‘cure’ the disability so that ‘normal’ 

living could be made possible for the individual (Barnes & Mercer, 2010; Beauchamp‐Pryor, 

2011). The notion of ‘curing’ people with disabilities gives authority to medical professionals 

on the basis of their having complete knowledge about the human body. Therefore, the doctor 

holds power not only to decide the method of treatment but also to determine the form of life 

for the disabled person (Brisenden, 1986). By having a medicalised response to disability, 

Zernosh Iqbal’s parents gave more value to the prognosis and this resulted in undermining 

their own knowledge about the impairment. Subsequently, it led the parents to make a 

‘wrong’ decision about selecting a place to live. If the doctor had not misled them about their 

daughter's impairment, they would not have gone aboard. As she mentions, “But my parents 

then thought that if they had known the severity of the impairment they would have stayed 

there and not come back to Pakistan.” (Lines 13-14: The words in bold were originally 
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spoken in English.) Having made this point, Zernosh Iqbal subtly indicates that disability is 

produced by places and that its intensity is related to the severity of the impairment. Though 

she does not go deep into the narrative details, she later explains her reason for condemning 

the parental decision to leave England.  

5.3.2 Impairment and Structural Barriers 

 After introducing her parental family and her life abroad, Zernosh Iqbal describes her 

school life and the challenges that she encountered as a low sighted girl. Interestingly, she 

again starts the narration with the word ‘we’ and describes how she and her sister both started 

their schooling at the mainstream school. She says, “My sister studied in the regular school 

till 10th class and I studied in the regular school till 8th class.” (Lines 15-16: The words in 

bold were originally spoken in English.) She mentions that studying in the mainstream school 

had been hard for her. She had to move closer to the blackboard in order to copy the lesson 

that was being taught. As her decline in eyesight was making it difficult to write with a 

regular pen, her mother bought her a pen with a wide nib to protect her eyes from stress. 

Another strategy adopted by her parents to make possible her adjustment to the mainstream 

school was the recording of books. This helped her to study without being stressed about 

having to read. She narrates:  

I used to write with a bold marker. / I: sahi / In the beginning, I used 

to read only (-) in the classes / I: hmm / or I would go very close to the 

blackboard in order to copy the lesson. / I: sahi / However, my mother 

did not want me to burden my eyes. / I: hmm / So, she bought me a 

bold marker, which is commonly used for giving the headings, / I: 

hmm, hmm / and I started writing with the marker. (Lines 17-21: The 

words in bold were originally spoken in English.)  

 The articulated account illuminates the challenges of ableism that she and her parents 

(especially her mother) confronted in the mainstream school environment. Storey (2010) 

argues that schools are supposed to advocate for multiculturalism and the acceptance of 

differences, however disability and ableism are often overlooked in this advocacy. He 

describes ableism as a belief that not having a disability and being able to perform things in a 

non-disabled way is better and superior. He further explains that the ethos of ableism is 

undergirded by negative societal assumptions and a lack of understanding about disability 
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issues such as “efficiency” (that to roll is as efficient as to walk) and “differences'' (that it is as 

easy to obtain information from Braille as from printed material) (p. 56). The norms of 

ableism in educational institutions are established through the syllabus, social activities and 

beliefs about doing things ‘normally'. Within the ableist organisational setup, a child is 

expected to behave in a certain way. The students who fall outside of the acceptable 

performative norms undergo difficulties and encounter disability. The subtle structure of the 

narrative account reveals that the mainstream schooling system in Pakistan perpetuates 

ableism as it largely focuses on the functional abilities of the students to participate in the 

school activities rather than on the weaknesses that are rooted in the organisational setup. 

 The overt focus on the individual’s functional abilities consequently places a burden 

on the impaired student to make extra efforts to adjust within the ableist environment of the 

school. By indicating the disabling barriers, Zernosh Iqbal implicitly provides justification for 

her argument against considering Pakistan as a suitable place to live. In doing so, she seems 

to conceptualise disability as an outcome of an unpleasant encounter between the disabled 

body and spatial arrangements. She implies that the inadequate physical structure hampers 

participation in social activities and causes difficulties not only for the impaired individual but 

also for the family. While describing her issues in mainstream school, she also pinpoints the 

poorly designed examination system that causes great difficulties for blind students by 

imposing the condition of arranging a ‘writer’. Having made these points, she highlights the 

institutional weaknesses that pose challenges for the survival of disabled people in society.   

5.3.3 Overcoming the Barriers: Experiences in the Special School 

 After describing the challenges in the mainstream school, she shifts the narration and 

starts elaborating her experiences in the special school. According to her, the information 

about the school was provided by her maternal uncle. This indicates that, in the case of a 

daughter’s disability, the mother’s social group is more active in making her social integration 

possible. Parallel to this, the narrated account exhibits the facets of gender dynamics in 

Pakistani society. Since men are more active in the public domain, this could be the reason 

that they are more aware about the support mechanisms available for the disabled group. As 

far as the experiences in the special school are concerned, she regards this phase of her life as 

‘a turn towards independence’. She narrates that the difficulties she had been going through in 

the mainstream school were resolved after joining the special school. This happened because 

of the accommodating environment of the special school, which enabled her to study on her 
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own. She learned Braille in the school, which facilitated her to study without seeking parental 

help. She describes: 

I joined the school and my life became easy there. The tension I had 

for not having the books / I: hmm / and being dependent on others for 

the recording went away. / I: hmm / I gained independence from 

memorising the material. / I: hmm / It became easy to write. I learned 

Braille. / I: hmm / And they taught me about the orientation ability. In 

this way, I started feeling independent. / I: sahi / They provided the 

books for all subjects and I started making the notes by myself. My 

parents were very relaxed / I: hmm / as there was no tension about 

arranging a writer. (Lines 31-37: The words in bold were originally 

spoken in English.) 

In the given narrative account, Zernosh Iqbal specifies the dynamics of spatial arrangements 

that could either constitute disability or enhance one’s capacities by accommodating their 

needs. Unlike the mainstream school, the supportive environment of the special school 

alleviated dependency and enabled her to study autonomously. The experiences at the 

mainstream and special schools indicate that Zernosh Iqbal’s viewpoint on disability is 

grounded in the sociological perspective. Within the sociological frame, disability is 

perceived as an interaction between an impaired person and a material setting that lacks 

adaptation. Based on this frame, disability might occur in some situations but not in others, 

depending upon how accommodating the material environment is. In this sense, disability is 

relational as it is based on the nature of interaction between the person and her/his 

environment (Söder, 1987). Accordingly, she highlights the dynamics of spatial arrangements 

that disable or enable the person with impairment by matching or mismatching with her/his 

needs.  

5.3.4 Structural Barriers and the Severity of Disability  

 After recounting her school experiences, Zernosh Iqbal continues the biographical 

narration with her college life experiences. While talking about life in college, she provides 

rich insight into the struggles of her parents to facilitate their impaired daughters. Zernosh 

Iqbal notes that her sister is seven years older than she is. She mentions, in comparison to her 

older sister, that it had been easier for her to study in the mainstream college because the 
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books were available either in Braille or in the form of recordings. However, such facilities 

were not available to her older sister. Based on the articulated account, the availability of 

books was due to the community of blind people working to accommodate the needs of blind 

students. They established a library for the blind students in order to provide books – written 

in Braille - and other assistive devices. Therefore, her parents did not have to struggle to make 

education in the mainstream college possible for her as much as they did for the older sister.   

Then I gained admission to the college, there (-) I read some of the 

content through recordings (-) and some in Braille. / I: acha / (-) 

Actually (-) my parents (-). The difference my parents experienced is 

that facilities were not available at the time when my sister was 

studying in college. She is seven years older than I am. / I: acha / 

There were no libraries back then. / I: acha / Even now there is only 

one library but at least you can get the recordings of all the 

compulsory subjects / I: sahi / and of the common elective subjects 

[…] I studied civics, in English, as an elective subject, so the 

recording was not available for that subject, but my parents did it for 

me. I am thankful to Allah that my parents were so supportive, my 

father used to record the books for me. / I: hmm / He has done a lot 

for me. (Lines 42-50: The words in bold were originally spoken in 

English.)  

By highlighting the level of the difficulties faced by her parents, she again illuminates the 

disabling barriers that hamper the participation of impaired people in socially valued areas 

such as education. Moreover, by making a comparison between the barriers faced by her and 

her older sister, Zernosh Iqbal demonstrates that the severity of disability is correlated with 

the intensity of the structural barriers erected by society. In doing so, she implies that the 

removal of barriers could not only enable a disabled person to participate socially but could 

also facilitate the family in the process of dealing with the disability. Analysis of the narrative 

section constructed around the educational quest reveals that Zernosh Iqbal gives meaning to 

her disability in relation to structural barriers. She perceives that the interaction between 

bodily limitations and structural barriers constructs disability by making social participation 

difficult for the impaired person. However, while analysing the subjective perspective 

towards disability, it is important to comprehend that Zernosh Iqbal belongs to a supportive 

family. Her parents have been active in providing her with all means of instrumental support 
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to access education. She mentions that her adjustment to the mainstream educational 

institutions became possible because of the consideration paid by her parents towards her 

limitations and needs. The supportive parental attitude could be a reason that she mainly 

perceives disability as an outcome of structural barriers and does not take the attitudinal 

structure of society in cognisance while narrating her experiences of disability. Additionally, 

by indicating the significance of the library for the blind students, she highlights the pivotal 

role played by the community of blind people in Pakistan. They are actively solving the issues 

confronted by blind students in the ableist educational structure. The school – which she 

studied in until the tenth grade – and its library are supported by a welfare trust. It seems that 

this community has a better understanding of the needs of blind students and the ways to 

facilitate them. It reflects the sense of cohesiveness within the community of blind people and 

the sense of motivation to stand up against the discrimination they face in the ableist society.  

5.3.5 Disabled Woman and Class-based Perception of Public Spaces 

  Interestingly, while describing the challenges she and her parents encountered during 

school and college life, Zernosh Iqbal contextualises her narratives in terms of the gendered 

aspect of disability. However, the way she touches upon the gendered aspect of disability is 

embedded in the characterisation of space in Pakistan. She narrates:   

Being a female (-) my brother-in-law is also blind / I: hmm / and my 

husband too. I am telling you about the differences between a 

disabled man and a disabled woman. The parents of my brother-in-

law and my husband have never accompanied them / I: sahi / to the 

university or office / I: hmm / or anywhere. Whereas, I and M (the 

older sister), since we are both female, my parents had to come along 

with us everywhere. / I: sahi / So, this is a major difference. (Lines 58-

62: The words in bold were originally spoken in English.) 

The underlying structure of the narrative account exhibits that parental strategies of dealing 

with a daughter’s disability in the public domain are significantly influenced by the 

construction of gender and the characterisation of public spaces. In Pakistan, women 

encounter and negotiate sexual harassment in public spaces on a daily basis. This happens 

mainly due to the male-dominated characterisation of the public space and unequal gender 

relations, which provide little room for women to be visible in public life (Ali, 2012). The 
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cultural consideration of women as an object of the male gaze makes public spaces less safe 

for them. In this situation, it is considered more precarious for a disabled woman to be out in 

public places alone. Such fears make a disabled woman dependent on others, mostly on her 

parents, to access the public sphere. Fears surrounding  the defilement of women are more 

prevalent in upper-middle class families, where elite norms increasingly clash with those of 

the lower classes. Consequently, in this class, the danger of the abuse of women is negotiated 

by adopting some elite strategies such as providing them private means of transportation, 

restricting them to ‘safe spaces' and tracing their whereabouts when they are out in public 

spaces (Koning, 2009). Since Zernosh Iqbal belongs to a wealthy family, it seems that the 

overly protective behaviour of her parents is not only associated with gendered fears but also 

might be associated with class-based approaches to open spaces and the protection of women. 

  After illustrating her academic journey, Zernosh Iqbal takes a turn in her narration and 

starts describing her struggles to procure a job. She describes the process of finding a job as a 

troublesome journey. However, the reason for her troubles revolves around her reluctance to 

move to another city alone to start a job. She mentions that she received two job offers at the 

same time: both were government jobs but based in different cities. She was more interested to 

take up the job in her own city. To do so, she was asked to provide written refusal of the other 

job. She wrote the refusal, but she could not start the job in Lahore because the office 

administration designated her master’s degree as irrelevant to the job she was offered. She filed 

a case against the administration in court and eventually resumed the job after two years.  

Then government jobs were advertised in the Special Education 

department. / I: hmm / (-) and I was selected on 16 scale as JSET 

(Junior Special Education Teacher) in 2007 / I: acha / and (-) I was 

selected as a lecturer too. / I: hmm, hmm / This job was based in 

Lahore. I wanted to take the seat in Lahore. I did not want to go out of 

the station. / I: sahi / The JSET seat was based in another city / I: 

hmm, hmm / and going out of station was a worry for me. (Lines 85-

90: The word in bold was originally spoken in English.)  

The underlying meanings of the articulated account strengthen the previous argument that 

class-based norms about protecting women could develop a sense of insecurity in a disabled 

woman and produce dependency. This demonstrates that class-based norms function in two 

ways for a disabled woman. On one hand, her belonging to the upper class – where the idea of 
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women’s participation in the non-domestic sphere is appreciated – makes it easier for a 

disabled woman to gain access to socioeconomic rights but, on the other hand, the overly 

protective elite norms give rise to feelings of being ‘dependent’.  

5.3.6 The Institution of Marriage and Related Issues  

  After describing the experiences of pursuing her educational goal and taking up the 

job of her own choice, Zernosh Iqbal concludes her biographical narration with a simple 

description of her marital life. She says: 

Then, I got married in 2010. / I: sahi / I have a boy, thanks to Allah, 

he is alright, his vision is fine, and that’s how it’s going thankfully 

(laugh). (--) /I: Is there something else you want to share?/(---) There 

are a lot of issues for blind females after marriage / I:hmm /, like 

adjustment issues in the society / I:sahi / and also problems related to 

children etc. / I:sahi / It is a long life and yes! There are many issues, 

but my in-laws have been very supportive, / I: hmm / (laugh) but I am 

not considering the possibility of studying any further. / I: hmm / I 

think about doing another master’s because it is necessary. (Lines 

126-132: The words in bold were originally spoken in English.) 

The description of marital life indicates that life for a blind woman after marriage is encircled 

by social expectations concerning her gender role. Since Zernosh Iqbal did not elaborate on 

the nature of the issues that she encountered as a mother, I asked her to talk more about her 

marital life later in the interview. In response, she provided interesting insights into the 

patterns of gendered power relations and gender role distribution that make the life of a 

disabled woman more challenging. In the given narration, she tries to represent her in-laws as 

supportive. However, her laugh at the end of the sentence and statement about the lack of 

possibilities for further study implicitly indicate the intricacies of living in a joint family 

system. 

5.3.7 Society, Disabled Women and the Importance of Marriage  

 In the second part of the interview, I propelled the narration by asking Zernosh Iqbal 

to further elaborate the reasons for her disappointment at not having settled abroad. My 
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motivation for seeking more information on this topic was to learn about Zernosh Iqbal’s 

standpoint on living abroad. In response to the question, she remarks: 

The reason is that many facilities are available over there. / I: hmm, 

hmm / (-) And secondly social dejection. (-) People make weird 

comments about children, which may not be liked by the parents. / I: 

hmm / For example, some would say poor child / I: hmm / (-) or 

sometimes they say, “she has such big eyes, but she can’t see”. These 

kinds of comments. Obviously, parents do not like such things. 

Secondly, I still remember (-) when I gained admission to the high 

school which started from 6th class. / I: sahi / There were six sections 

of each class, / I: a han / but none of the teachers were willing to take 

me in the class even if all my tests were clear. Why were they not 

willing? (-) Because they did not want to take the responsibility. […] 

You know, parents always think, we will get our daughters married, 

but our case is different and obviously, (-) you know our society; it is 

very hard even to find a match for a normal girl. These were the 

insecurities. My parents were insecure about how we would manage 

to survive after their death. / a han / Abroad you have social security, 

independence and you are safe. So, you don’t face the fears that are 

faced by the people who live here. (Lines 140-153: The words in bold 

were originally spoken in English.) 

Having made this point, Zernosh Iqbal, for the first time, brings up the societal stigmatisation 

of impaired women. However, she does not reflect on the aspect of disability stigmatisation in 

relation to herself, rather she shifts it to her parents. Disability stigmatisation is produced by 

the preconceived notion that an impaired individual is ‘unable’ to meet the needs of daily 

living. Due to this perception, the impaired child is often refused inclusion in mainstream 

schools. It is assumed that her/his presence could burden the teacher, who is required to put in 

extra efforts to integrate the impaired child in the mainstream educational environment. 

Zernosh Iqbal was denied acceptance by the teachers as they might have presumed that they 

would be required to put forth extra efforts to integrate her in the class. Moreover, in the 

given narrative segment, she associates the societal stigmatisation towards disabled people 

with the act of staring. The way society stares at a disabled woman is grounded in the general 

understanding of disability as a personal tragedy that makes the person worthy of sympathy. 
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As argued by Ghosh (2016), girls are more prone to confront the dominant notion of 

femininity and ableist stereotypes that cast them as ‘dependent’, ‘incapable’ and ‘pitiable’. 

Social interaction that is shaped around sympathy or insult gives rise to feelings of 

devaluation and inferiority. However, interestingly, Zernosh Iqbal does not depict herself as a 

victim of societal stigmatisation, rather she depicts her parents as those who were victims of 

social stigmatisation. By doing so, she legitimizes the feelings of regret for not settling 

abroad. 

 With the perception of disability as an outcome of spatial incongruence, Zernosh Iqbal 

exaggerates Western societies by describing them as ideal places for persons with disabilities. 

The support provided by the state might help disabled women living abroad integrate in 

society but societal stigmatisation attached to gender and disability has not yet freed them 

from oppression. By ignoring these realities of the lives of disabled women abroad, Zernosh 

Iqbal idealizes foreign societies. In this way, she tries to establish that accommodating social 

structures could decrease the severity of disability and make social adjustment easier for a 

disabled person as well as for those close to her/him. However, in Pakistan, where people 

with disabilities are not well supported, parents often look for other ways to secure the future 

of their disabled child/ren. In the case of a disabled daughter, parents consider marriage as a 

solution to provide her safety. As mentioned in chapter two, in South Asian societies, the 

daughter’s marriage holds immense significance for the family. It is an important indicator of 

the accelerating social status of women as well as their family. For this reason, women often 

try hard to meet the social standards that make them eligible for marriage (see chapter two, 

section 2.1.1, sub-heading ‘Patriarchal Organisation of the Family, Gender Roles and the 

Status of Women). In this situation, as mentioned by Zernosh Iqbal, it becomes even harder 

for a disabled woman to find a ‘suitable’ match. Having made this point, she implies that in a 

country like Pakistan, where independent living is not socially acceptable for women, 

disability is managed through marriage. 

5.3.8 The Institution of Marriage and Gender Roles  

Zernosh Iqbal elaborates more, later in the interview, on the intricacies involved in 

arranging the marriage of a disabled woman. She describes how, in Pakistan, parents prefer to 

have a sighted daughter-in-law for their blind son. On the contrary, the sighted men do not 

aspire to marry a blind woman. In this situation, it becomes difficult for parents to find a 
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match for a blind daughter. Nevertheless, marriage is important because women - with or 

without disabilities - cannot live independently in Pakistani society. She narrates: 

It’s like, umm, I’ll talk generally like (-) when the blind woman gets 

married to a normal man, ninety-nine percent of the marriages are 

unsuccessful. / I: hmm / Because their parents do not accept it.  

However, if the man is blind, it is more common that he marries a 

sighted girl. / I: acha / […] These differences are there because of our 

culture. A female in our society, whether she is sighted or blind she 

cannot live alone. Survival is very difficult for her. (-) Women abroad 

do not face these issues, one can live in a hostel or anywhere. But 

here, for example, if a woman is living alone, even if she is sighted, 

there must be a relative living nearby, for instance her brother. (Lines 

406-439: The words in bold were originally spoken in English.) 

In this narration, Zernosh Iqbal reveals how the politics of the institution of marriage are 

based on the sociocultural construction of gender (as woman and man) and their respective 

roles as wife and husband. In Pakistan, as in most South Asian societies, the dominant 

patriarchal values give men social supremacy over women and greater access to 

socioeconomic resources (Sathar et al., 2015). The societal domination of men provides them 

with a greater possibility of marriage, especially to those with stable economic resources. 

Therefore, families seek to have ‘normal’ wives for their disabled sons (Ghai, 2002). Such 

cultural differences leave disabled women and their families to confront an uphill task. 

Therefore, they make varied compromises in order to marry their disabled daughters and 

secure their future (Gurung, 2015; Mehrotra, 2006). This context gives meaning to the 

account that explicates the cultural devaluation attached to disabled women and its 

consequences on their marriage possibilities. Additionally, by emphasising that it is 

impossible for women to live alone, she again tries to convey that the cultural dependency of 

women enforces their need of marriage. Based on her understanding of Pakistani and Western 

society, she assumes that the independence women have in Western societies increases the 

possibility for a disabled woman to have an autonomous life. In this way, she implicitly 

conveys that the possibility for a disabled woman to have an independent life is closely 

connected to the protections made available to women by the state.  
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 Zernosh Iqbal strengthens her argument that disabled men have better possibilities to 

get married by revealing the wish of her in-laws to marry their blind son with a sighted 

woman. However, they could not do it because they were aware of their son's choice. She 

recalls:  

My husband’s parents wished to have a sighted daughter-in-law. / I: 

hmm / But (-) then, of course, they knew their son’s preference about 

his life partner. / I: sahi / So, my husband did not have to make an 

effort to convince his parents and neither did my parents make a huge 

deal out of it. / I: acha / Because they had already married one 

daughter to a blind man. (-) (Lines 330-334: The words in bold were 

originally spoken in English.) 

By putting it this way, Zernosh Iqbal serves to demonstrate the privileges that disabled men 

have due to their cultural supremacy. However, at the same time, she highlights the freedoms 

that she has in terms of selecting her life partner. It could again be mainly due to the 

educational and professional status of her parents that they give Zernosh Iqbal the possibility 

to marry a man of her own choice. It indicates that the social positioning of a disabled woman 

plays a significant role in shaping her experiences and giving meaning to disability. 

Additionally, as described by Zernosh Iqbal, fears about the ‘inability’ of a blind woman to 

fulfil the role of a mother were what motivated her in-laws to desire a sighted daughter-in-

law. She narrates: 

It’s been five years since my marriage, / I: hmm / when I was 

pregnant it was a big question for my in-laws / I: sahi /  how I’m 

going to take care of my baby, / I: sahi / but thanks to Allah 

everything went fine. And they were concerned about how I would 

carry the baby. Such things you know. (Lines 163-166: The words in 

bold were originally spoken in English.)  

The narrative account serves to demonstrate the prevailing stereotypical assumptions about an 

impaired woman. Dominant stereotypes may hinder a disabled woman from attaining the 

feminine identity. In the case of blindness, an ‘inability’ to ‘see’ is understood as an 

‘inability’ to fulfil the caring responsibilities of being a mother. According to the feminist 

vantage, the notion of an ‘ideal' female body is a norm of femininity and closely linked with 
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women's sexuality and feminine roles. The cultural myth of an ‘ideal body’ symbolises the 

impaired female body as ‘unfeminine’ and ‘imperfect’ with regard to the fulfilment of the 

socially ascribed role of motherhood (Asch & Fine, 1988; Begum, 1992; Ghosh, 2016; 

Thomson, 2005). In this situation, the denial of the ‘traditional role' impedes disabled women 

from pursuing their feminine identity (Ghai, 2002; Ghosh, 2016) and often leads to self-

critical internalisation (Esmail et al., 2010). However, Zernosh Iqbal does not depict negative 

internalisation, rather she tries to push away the disability stigmatisation by representing 

herself as a person who can fulfil the feminine roles without seeking help from anyone. 

Moreover, the narrative account reveals that denial of femininity is mainly grounded in the 

gender-based ability expectations that accentuate the need of having an ‘able body’ to fulfil 

care responsibilities. It is assumed that an impaired woman is ‘unable’ to perform the delicate 

role of motherhood and thus she is less preferred for marriage.  

5.3.9 Cultural Tether: Patriarchal Family and the Norms of ‘Womanhood’ 

 After describing the intricacies involved in the marriage of a disabled woman, Zernosh 

Iqbal presents a long descriptive narration about how she learned to cook and work in the 

kitchen alone. The narrative account denotes that the recognition of a disabled woman in a 

joint family system is closely connected to her ability to perform feminine roles. She says: 

After marriage (-) I did not know very much about the kitchen stuff, 

/I: a han / (-) therefore, I went through some issues. / I: hmm / But 

thanks to Allah that my jethani (elder sister-in-law) is very supportive. 

/ I: acha / She taught me lots of things. I mean (-) I could do things 

like I could make tea and Roti. (-) It was not like I did not know 

anything. I knew a few things. (Lines 338-342: The words in bold 

were originally spoken in English.) 

The narrative account provides deep insights into the life of a married disabled woman in a 

patriarchal household. In South Asian societies, the patriarch of the household makes little or 

no contribution to domestic tasks. Household management is considered specifically a 

woman’s job and her socioeconomic status does not have a profound impact on the pattern of 

gender role division (see chapter 2, section 2.1.3, sub-heading ‘Patriarchal Values, 

Modernisation, and Changing Gender Roles). Based on Zernosh Iqbal’s narration, 

performance of household chores is equally important for a disabled woman in the marital 
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family. She mentioned that she was not actively involved in cooking before marriage, but she 

had to learn it after marriage. This reveals that in the struggles of becoming a wife and a 

mother, a disabled woman tries to conform to gender roles rather than to challenge them. In 

doing so, however, she challenges the disability stereotypes without really being aware of 

them.  

Furthermore, her economic status does not help in voicing opposition to the 

conventional gender role division. In a patriarchal household, where women gain recognition 

through their ability to perform gender roles, economic status does not affect the patterns of 

gender role division. However, it cannot be ignored that Zernosh Iqbal lives in a joint family 

system. The dynamics of gendered power relations in the joint family system could be a 

reason that she has limited autonomy in the household. Based on the narrative account, it was 

difficult for her to work alone in the kitchen, but she could not hire a house helper by herself 

as she was bound by the willingness of her mother-in-law in this matter. Moreover, the 

insensitive attitude of the mother-in-law implies that disability is primarily located within the 

medical perspective. The medical perspective designates disability as an inherent lack and 

personal calamity that one must deal with on one’s own in order to gain social acceptance. 

Thus, it places the onus on the impaired person to adjust and adapt to the obstructive 

environment without asking for interventions that can accommodate their needs (Shakespeare, 

1996). This could be the reason that her marital family (mother-in-law) did not make any 

special arrangements for her disability.   

While describing the process of learning cooking skills, Zernosh Iqbal elaborates on 

the reasons for the necessity of conforming to gender roles after marriage. She mentions that 

the socially assigned care responsibilities make the performance of domestic chores 

compulsory for women. She additionally mentions that this performance is important for 

women’s survival in the marital home. She says: 

Firstly, you cannot survive without it. / I: hmm, hmm / So, it is 

mandatory after marriage, like most of the people don’t do it before 

marriage and they are surviving but after marriage when you have 

your own kids and husband then you have to do it. (Lines 379-381: 

The words in bold were originally spoken in English.) 
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Having made this point, she implies that the patriarchal organisation of marriage leaves no 

choice for a woman other than to conform to the traditional gender roles. The relegation of 

disabled women as inappropriate for marriage propels them to stick more closely to the 

feminine norms (Begum, 1992). However, the narrative account reveals that conformity to 

traditional roles for a disabled woman is not only important to gain access to marriage but 

also to survive in this institution. Additionally, the necessity of gender role performance for a 

disabled woman is grounded in the struggles of resisting disability stereotypes. As she says: 

See, we have to change the societal attitude. We can do it with our 

attitude. Society is going to be the same until we prove ourselves. / I: 

sahi / We have to take it as a challenge and prove that we can do it. 

(Lines 554-556: The words in bold were originally spoken in English.) 

The subtle structure of the narrative account illuminates that Zernosh Iqbal’s approach to 

resisting disability stereotypes is grounded in the ideology of matching with ableist norms. By 

taking the disabling societal structures as a challenge, she in a way absorbs the societal apathy 

towards the needs of disabled people. Therefore, instead of raising her voice against disabling 

society, she believes in changing the negative attitude by conforming to the ableist social 

standards. She considers it a responsibility of disabled people to strive hard to fulfil social 

expectations and bring about change in society. With such an approach, she shifts the burden 

onto disabled people without taking account of the variations, such as type and severity of 

disability or socioeconomic positioning that could affect one’s capacity to meet ability-based 

social expectations. Moreover, this approach reveals that conforming to gender norms is not 

an unintentional effort of Zernosh Iqbal to resist disability stigmatisation. Rather, it is a 

conscious strategy to resist the disabled identity. By approaching the disabling societal 

structures as a challenge, she undermines her agency by conforming to the societal 

expectations concerning gender roles. 

5.3.10 Male Ascendancy: Gendered Disability in Marriage 

 After learning about Zernosh Iqbal’s perspective on gender role performance, I asked 

her to describe the role played by her husband in their marital life. In response, she provided 

interesting insights about the nature of gender relations within the patriarchal institution of 

marriage.  She remarks:  



152 
 

He plays a good role, but he is demanding like every husband. For 

example, he needs his clothes neat and clean, correctly paired. / I: 

hmm / Now I have practiced so much that I can find his clothes more 

easily than my clothes. […] In fact, my husband wants everything in 

its place. He doesn't want anything to be misplaced in the room. Now 

we have a kid too. He keeps on moving things but gradually he has 

also understood that he must not move his father’s stuff. (Laugh) 

(Lines 625-638. The words in bold were originally spoken in English.) 

The underlying structure of the narrative account reveals the position of a disabled male and a 

disabled female within the institution of marriage. It shows that gender profoundly 

overshadows the disabled aspect of one’s identity. Moreover, it plays a significant role in 

determining the position of either partner in the hierarchy of heterosexual relationship. In the 

context of patriarchal social construction, a disabled man is more likely to identify as ‘man’ 

than as ‘disabled’. It allows him to claim the privileges offered to him in the family and by 

society. As she is in the subordinate position, Zernosh Iqbal considers herself responsible for 

looking after the needs of her husband. Though she is a working woman, her economic status 

seems to have no effect in separating her from the traditional role of a wife. Being a 

conventional man, her husband takes no account of her limitations and thus wants her to 

perform her duties like a ‘normal’ wife. Interestingly, Zernosh Iqbal justifies the uncaring 

behaviour of her husband by relating it to general masculine behaviour and in turn internalises 

the patriarchal norms. As described by Zernosh Iqbal, her husband is a highly educated man 

who is actively working to develop a support structure for the blind students in his university. 

It reveals that strategies for dealing with disability are based on the subjective needs and 

understanding of disability. The husband’s inclination towards eliminating educational 

barriers for the blind students could be a reaction to difficulties he might have been through in 

his academic career. Since he is not involved in the domestic sphere, he is completely 

ignorant of the issues encountered by his wife in the household.   

5.3.11 The Married Disabled Woman: The Role of Education and Employment  

 I rounded off the interview by asking Zernosh Iqbal about the importance of education 

and employment in her life. Interestingly, she does not describe education and employment as 

means of enhancing the prospects of marriage, rather she understands them as empowering 

tools that have increased her decision-making capacity in the joint family. As she says: 
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It is very important. Firstly, I have struggled a great deal with it and 

secondly umm (--), I like being employed because I am an 

independent woman now. / I: hmm / For example, if I want to go 

somewhere or do something of my choice, I have my own salary. I can 

go to the market and get whatever I like. […] I have admitted my son 

to the school of my choice. / I: acha / The kids in the family go to a 

different school and my son goes to another school. This happened 

due to my job. (Lines 668-679: The words in bold were originally 

spoken in English.) 

The narrative account demonstrates that economic independence has provided Zernosh Iqbal 

autonomy in the marital household. She has authority to decide about personal matters such as 

selecting the school of the child or buying necessities of daily life. However, in the 

organisational setup of the joint family system, her autonomy is limited as she cannot 

individually make decisions about household matters. As mentioned earlier, in cases of 

household matters, such as hiring a house helper, her decisions require the permission of other 

family members, especially her mother-in-law. In the household domain, her decisions must 

match with the will of the other family members. However, an extensive investigation is 

required in order to understand the extent of a disabled married woman’s autonomy within a 

joint family. 

5.3.12 Summary of the Case 

The detailed case-reconstruction reveals that Zernosh Iqbal perceives disability as an 

unpleasant encounter between the body and the societal infrastructure. With such a 

perspective, she believes that disability can be eliminated by being aware of the needs of 

impaired people, providing them with assistive technologies and making the spatial 

environment more accessible. Zernosh Iqbal’s perspective is highly influenced by her parents’ 

approach towards disability, as they have always been active in helping her to overcome 

disabling barriers and thereby make her social integration possible. This shows that the 

belonging of a disabled woman to an educated and financially sound family makes it easier to 

access socioeconomic rights and overcome disabling barriers. However, the overly protective 

behaviour of parents (belonging to the upper class) might cause the disabled woman to feel 

dependent. With the perception of Pakistani society as ‘unsafe’, parents consider marriage as 

a solution to handle the disability of the young daughter. In Pakistan, the institution of 
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marriage is strictly organised around traditional gender roles, which accentuates the need to 

fulfil feminine norms in order to gain recognition in society. While absorbing the traditional 

gender roles, Zernosh Iqbal struggles hard to learn and perform the domestic chores in order 

to prove that she is not less than an able-bodied woman and is fully capable of providing care 

to her family. In doing so, she resists the disabled identity by conforming to the feminine 

norms. Hence, she believes that the survival of a woman in society is not possible without 

fulfilling the socially ascribed gender roles.  
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5.4 Summary of the Chapter 

This chapter has analysed how subjective perspective on gender and disability is 

closely connected to the socioeconomic and familial background of the disabled women. 

Since the selected blind interlocutors belong to different socioeconomic classes, they 

demonstrate diverse disability experiences and hold different perspectives. The in-depth 

analyses of the experiences of blindness have provided important insights into how social 

relations and institutional expectations – concerning education, work and marriage – construct 

dis/ability. In families with lower socioeconomic status, where the ability to ‘see’ is consider 

necessary for social participation, disability is constructed by restricting blind women’s 

access to social institution such as education. However, the narrow perspective on disability 

that these families hold – especially in the case of congenital disability – becomes the driving 

force for disabled woman to resist familial and societal prejudices. In cases of acquired 

disability, blind women demonstrate the same negativity that society does towards disability 

by designating it as the sole reason for not being ‘able’ to participate in social activities. 

However, in families with better socioeconomic status, parental supportive behaviour (in 

terms of helping disabled women to overcome the disabling barriers) plays a significant role 

in adjusting to disability and resisting societal stereotypes. Furthermore, the detailed case 

reconstructions explain how gender intersects with disability in different life phases of blind 

women and exacerbates their marginalisation. The culturally devalued status of women 

intersects with disability and exacerbates stigmatisation not only for disabled women but also 

for their families. In families with lower socioeconomic status, disability stigmatisation is 

addressed by hiding disabled woman and restricting their social integration. The institutional 

arrangements that impose care responsibilities on women restrict disabled women’s access to 

marriage by labelling them as ‘unable’ to fulfil gender role expectations. However, the 

subjective understanding of gender and disability significantly influences the way socially 

ascribed disabled identity is navigated and gender role expectations are fulfilled at the 

individual level. In the next chapter, I aim to compare individual perceptions through cross-

case comparison in order to understand how blind women (belonging to different 

socioeconomic backgrounds) appropriate gender role expectations and resist socially imposed 

disabled identity. The purpose is to mark the similarities and contrasts across the biographies 

of blind women and to explain the intersections between gender and disability. 
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Chapter 6:  Cross-Case Comparison: Narratives and the Intersections of Gender and 

Disability 

In this study, biographies are used as a tool to understand the construction of gender 

and disability from the perspective of physically disabled women living in Pakistan. The 

research aims to understand how physically disabled women (blind) construct subjective 

knowledge and individual perception of disability in response to their interaction with the 

social world (see chapter 3 for the theoretical explanations of the research question). The 

main purpose of the research is to explore how physically impaired women negotiate their 

disabled status and appropriate gender role expectations to enhance marriage prospects. To 

this end, I reconstructed the biographies of three blind women in detail to demonstrate and 

model the sociocultural processes involved in the construction of subjective knowledge about 

gender and disability. The subjective understanding of disability significantly influences the 

way socially ascribed disabled identity is navigated and gender role expectations are fulfilled. 

Based on the previous chapter, this chapter goes on to compare the individual perceptions 

through cross-case comparison mainly to understand how women with the same impairment 

(blindness) develop different subjective understandings of disability. The purpose is to mark 

the patterns of similarity and contras across biographies of blind women to better explain the 

intersectional relation between gender and disability. By doing so, the chapter explains how 

gender intersects with disability and causes various inequalities in different phases of the lives 

of disabled women.  The biographies of blind women were selected because of the variations 

in their socioeconomic, familial and geographical backgrounds, which I identify as key 

factors driving the individual perception of being dis/abled. I will explain how institutional 

arrangements concerning education, work and marriage influence disability perspectives and 

demonstrate the strategies developed by each interlocutor to negotiate disability in different 

phases of their lives. The chapter thus contributes to Gender Studies findings on the situation 

of women by analysing the so-far neglected aspect of disability in women’s lives in South 

Asia. The chapter is divided into two sections. The first section addresses the similarities and 

differences across the biographies of blind women. The purpose here is to identify the 

sociocultural processes that shape or reshape the initial evaluations of the impaired women 

regarding disability. The focus in this section is to examine the importance of higher 

education and marriage for young physically disabled women with different socioeconomic 

and familial backgrounds. It elaborates the significant role of education in enhancing the 

marriage prospects and ensuring the survival of disabled women within the institution of 
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marriage. Moreover, it aids understanding of the way sociocultural significance associated 

with the performance of gender roles leads impaired women to relate more to the cultural 

notion of femininity in order to resist the disability aspect of their identity.  The second 

section of the chapter builds a theoretical bridge between the disability experiences of the 

impaired women. It examines patterns of events and actions in the lives of the impaired 

women and marks the sociocultural expectations and institutional arrangements that form the 

category of ‘disabled women’. In doing so, the diversity of disability experiences contributes 

to the identification of the conceptual links among life events and in turn theoretically 

explains how gender roles are confirmed in order to overcome disability. Subsequently, the 

theorisation of disability experiences of impaired women – living in the Global South – 

contributes to a critical reflection on Western disability concepts. That may in turn enrich the 

existing theoretical concepts in the field of Gender Studies and Disability Studies. 

6.1 Introduction to the Cases  

Before delineating the similarities and differences across cases, I describe the general 

information about each case. I introduce the selected interlocutors in terms of their age, type 

of impairment, educational level, socioeconomic background (social class) and marital status. 

This provides the basis upon which the similarities and differences are marked across cases to 

explicate the ways in which women’s disability is understood and handled in the sociocultural 

context of Pakistan. As discussed in chapter two (section 2.1.2), the caste system is a 

significant tool for examining the social hierarchies and patterns of social relations that 

influence the day-to-day realities of people in general and specifically of women. However, 

the caste system does not intervene here because the selected interlocutors do not come from 

the agricultural areas where the caste system is more prevalent. Thus, they did not bring up 

the topic of caste while describing their disability experiences. Therefore, the similarities and 

differences of the disability experiences are analysed whilst taking account of the construct of 

social class.   

6.1.1 Summary of the Personal Information  

Aliya Sardar (pseudonym) is 24 years old, single and a final year master’s student in 

Sociology. She originally came from a semi-urban city, where she grew up as a child. She 

described herself as belonging to a middle-class family with a single breadwinner.  She had 

five siblings (three sisters and two brothers) and was the second among them. Her elder sister 
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was sighted but her second youngest sibling had the same impairment that she did. Aliya 

Sardar (case A) was not born with blindness. She lost sight completely at the age of five 

years, however she preferred identifying herself as by birth blind27. She completed the first 

ten years of her education in a special school. Afterwards, she joined a mainstream college, 

located in her hometown, and completed her undergraduate degree. Later, she secured a place 

in one of the renowned public universities and went to Lahore (the locale of the research) for 

the purpose of higher education. At the time of the interview, she was living in the university 

hostel, in a shared room, with three sighted female university students from different 

departments.  

Beenish Ahmad is 22 years old, single and in the final year of her master’s in English 

literature. She acquired visual impairment (partial) in ninth (9th) grade. Similar to Aliya 

Sardar (case A), she came from a nuclear family with a lack of formal education. She had two 

younger siblings (one sister and one brother), both of whom were sighted and had no other 

impairment. Her family was located in a village in the north of Punjab province. She 

mentioned that she belongs to a family with fewer economic resources and a single 

breadwinner (father). After acquiring visual impairment, she joined a special school situated 

in another city and studied there until 10th grade. Later, she joined a mainstream college for 

post-graduate studies. Beenish Ahmad (case B) was residing in a shared room at the student 

hostel of the university, located in Lahore, and her study expenses were borne by her maternal 

grandfather.  

  Zernosh Iqbal (case C) is 30 years old, married and the mother of four year old, 

school-going son. She works as a lecturer at a college for physically disabled students after 

having completed her master’s degree in English language. Unlike the other cases, the 

interlocutor describes herself as coming from a well-educated and financially sound nuclear 

family residing in Lahore. She had working parents: her mother retired as a professor; her 

father used to work as a plant manager in a factory. She had one older sister who had the same 

impairment. Zernosh Iqbal (case C) experienced gradual vision loss and lost her eyesight 

completely in ninth (9th) grade. She studied in mainstream school until the eighth standard. 

Afterward, she joined a special school that was operated by a welfare trust. She studied in the 

special school for two years and completed her tenth (10th) grade there. As she lives in Lahore 

city, her studies were in the educational institutions situated in this city. At the time of the 

 
27 The terms written in italic were originally used by the interlocutors. 
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interview, she was living in a joint family system with her in-laws and the family of her 

husband’s older brother. Her husband was also working as a lecturer in the department of 

English language at one of the renowned public universities located in Lahore. 

 A closer look into the demographics of the selected interlocutors reveals that Beenish 

Ahmad (case B) held a unique position because she shared characteristics with the other two 

cases. She matches with case A because she has a similar socioeconomic background and 

with case B because she acquired visual impairment at the same age. Nevertheless, Zernosh 

Iqbal (case C) stands out among the selected research participants for being a working and 

married disabled woman with four year old, school-going son.  

Table 4 

Personal Profile of the Interlocutors 

Cases & 

Pseudonym 

Case A 

Aliya Sardar 

Case B 

Beenish Ahmad 

Case C 

Zernosh Iqbal 

Age 24 years 22 years 30 years 

Education Master’s student 

(Sociology) 

Master’s student 

(English literature) 

M.A 

(English language) 

Family Nuclear Nuclear Joint 

Geographical 

association 

Originally comes 

from semi-urban city 

located near Lahore 

Originally belongs to a 

village located in the north 

Punjab province 

Lahore (the hometown) 

Type of 

impairment 

By birth Acquired Gradual vision loss 

Work status Unemployed student Unemployed student Lecturer 

Marital status Unmarried Unmarried Married and mother of 

one son 

 

6.1.2  Parental Background and the Dynamics of Family Relations 

The biographical accounts exemplify that the selected interlocutors had stark 

variations in terms of familial background and the nature of their relationship with their 

families. According to Aliya Sardar (case A), her parents were not very well educated. They 
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had a harmonious marital relation, however her father had more autonomy as the breadwinner 

of the household. Since her parents were living in a joint family system, the dynamics of 

familial relation were different in her childhood. They lived with her paternal grandmother 

and the unmarried siblings of her father. During that time, her grandmother held the greatest 

autonomy within the household since she was the oldest member of the family. So, her 

parents were bound by the will of her grandmother when they made decisions about Aliya 

Sardar, especially regarding her studies. Moreover, her mother was the one with the least 

autonomy in the household, since she was the daughter-in-law. In Pakistan, the dynamics of 

gender relations vary according to whether it is a nuclear or joint family system. Within the 

joint family system, the mother-in-law generally holds greater autonomy and has power over 

other female members of the household, especially the daughter-in-law (see chapter 2, section 

2.1.1, sub-heading ‘Patriarchal Organisation of Family, Gender roles and the Status of 

Women’ for further discussion). Thus, the mother of Aliya Sardar lacked authority to make 

decisions for her blind daughter on her own.  

Similar to Aliya Sardar (case A), the parents of Beenish Ahmad (case B) did not 

receive formal education. They were living in a small village located in the north of Punjab 

province. Beenish Ahmad (case B) remarked that her parents did not have a harmonious 

marital relation. The prolonged health issues of her mother were the main reason for the 

unpleasant relationship between her parents. Unlike her mother, her father had a negative 

view towards Beenish Ahmad’s blindness. He perceived Beenish Ahmad’s impairment as a 

source of embarrassment and would blame her mother for passing her illness (in the form of 

blindness) to Beenish Ahmad. Therefore, Beenish Ahmad (case B) was not on good terms 

with her father. Moreover, she did not have a good relationship with her siblings, especially 

her sister, who was indifferent towards her impairment and was not supportive of her.  

In contrast, the parents of Zernosh Iqbal (case C) were highly educated (with 

professional educational degrees) and both were working in high-level jobs. She came from a 

well-off family residing in Lahore city. Before settling down in Lahore (Pakistan), she spent 

five years living abroad with her parents and one older sister. According to the narrative 

accounts, the parents of Zernosh Iqbal (case C) had a harmonious relation. They would 

mutually make decisions concerning their impaired daughters and would provide them with 

means of support. However, as described by Zernosh Iqbal (case C), her mother was more 

supportive as she would always accompany her in the public sphere. In the same manner, her 

mother had been more active in supporting her after her marriage in order to help her with her 



161 
 

job and married life. For instance, while she was at work her mother would look after her son 

(in the years before he began school). 

6.2 Similarities and Contrasts across the Case Biographies 

The identification of similarities and differences is a key component of the cross-case 

comparison. It enables one to explore the aspects that lead to different or similar explanations 

of a certain phenomenon and in turn determine the patterns in data that strengthen or refine 

the theoretical framework (Campbell, 2010; Palmberger & Gingrich, 2015). In this section, 

the biographies of the selected interlocutors are cross-compared to exemplify the nuances 

grounded in the lived experiences of impaired women. For the purpose of case comparison, 

the dimensions of social class, education and impairment will serve as guides or description 

of the similarities and contrasts between the experiences of impaired women with regard to 

gender and disability. The aim is to explore the ways in which gender intersects with 

impairment in different life situations and constructs different kinds of disability. Moreover, 

the comparison of selected cases clarifies how socioeconomic and geographical differences 

influence the patterns by which disabled identity is negotiated and the ways in which socially 

ascribed gender expectations are fulfilled.  

6.2.1 Understanding Disability and the Medical Perspective  

When describing familial behaviour towards blindness, all impaired women 

mentioned that the immediate action taken by their parents in response to the manifestation of 

their impairment was to consult the doctor. Nevertheless, it may be noticed that the purpose of 

approaching the doctor differs according to education and socioeconomic group. As 

mentioned by Aliya Sardar (case A) and Beenish Ahmad (case B), their parents approached 

the doctor hoping that their daughters’ impairment would be ’cured’. Accordingly, they were 

keen to cure blindness and had a desire for their daughters to ‘see’ again. They did not have 

information regarding their daughters’ type of blindness nor were they interested in the 

diagnosis. Conversely, the parents of Zernosh Iqbal (case C) approached the doctor primarily 

to educate themselves more about the blindness – which happened to be diagnosed as retinitis 

pigmentosa – and to get the doctor’s opinion on the anticipated life of their impaired 

daughter. They sought the doctor’s opinion so that they could decide about the country to 

settle in with their disabled daughters. They had full trust in the prognosis as they believed 

that the doctor had ultimate knowledge about the body and could accurately determine the life 
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of their disabled daughter. In each of the selected cases, parents accepted disability as a 

diagnostic category and perceived the doctor as the only source who could cure or provide 

information about it. Additionally, the detailed biographical reconstructions revealed that the 

visits to the doctor had been an initial parental response. Once the impairment was accepted at 

familial and personal levels, visits to the doctor became rare. 

The way interlocutors perceived and made sense of their blindness was significantly 

influenced by the onset of impairment, the presence of impaired sibling/s in the family and 

the parental perspective towards blindness. Aliya Sardar (case A) remarks that the early onset 

of blindness was a significant factor for her to embrace her impairment at a very young age, 

which meant that she had never desired a ‘cure’. Moreover, she never perceived her 

impairment in the sense of a ‘lack’ that poses a restriction on social participation.  She 

remarked that familial restrictions on participation in social activities, imposed on the basis of 

her being a blind child, would never make sense to her. However, Beenish Ahmad (case B) 

lost eyesight at the age of fourteen. Like her parents, she viewed her impairment as a physical 

condition that made her ‘unable’ to keep up with day-to-day activities such as studying at the 

mainstream school and performing the everyday chores. The desire to participate in social 

activities as she did before was what propelled her to seek medical interventions. Thus, in this 

case, the familial struggles revolving around the notion of ‘cure’ were intertwined with the 

interlocutor’s desire to ‘see’ again. Zernosh Iqbal (case C) lost her sight completely at the age 

of fourteen (like Beenish Ahmad); however, the gradual loss of sight helped her embrace her 

impairment and figure out ways of making social participation possible. Moreover, she was 

brought up together with an older sibling (also blind), which made it easier for her to adapt to 

disability. Furthermore, her parents’ approach towards blindness – which was grounded in the 

consideration of blindness as a limitation – led the interlocutor to accept it as a biological 

aspect that poses challenges to survive in the sighted world. In this way, the biographical 

reconstruction confirms that familial perspective on women’s impairment combined with the 

type and age at the onset of disability remarkably influence the subjective perspective on 

disability.  

6.2.2 Schooling: Parental Apprehensions of Blindness and Formal Education  

Aliya Sardar (case A), who belongs to a family with a lack of formal education and 

lives in a semi-urban area, narrated that her immediate family members evaluated blindness as 

an ‘inability’ to participate in the social world. Thus, her paternal grandmother strongly 
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condemned her parents for enrolling her in school. Since she lived in a semi-urban area, there 

was no special school available to her. Additionally, the mainstream schools had no 

infrastructure for addressing disabilities. In this situation, the only option available was to 

send Aliya Sardar (case A) to another city where she could study in a special school. 

However, her immediate family members were not in favour of sending her to another city to 

receive formal education. They were of the view that she could never study or make a 

meaningful social contribution because she was blind. Thus, Aliya Sardar’s (case A) family 

did not enrol her in the school and forced her to memorise the Qur’an. Contrary to her family, 

Aliya Sardar (case A) had a strong desire to study in school and receive formal education 

since her childhood. Therefore, she would force her family to send her to school and she 

eventually gained admission to a special school situated in another city. 

Zernosh Iqbal (case C), with a better socioeconomic background and educated parents, 

presents a complete contrast to Aliya Sardar (case A). In this case, her parents’ understanding 

of blindness as an ‘inability’ to be a part of the social world made them more focused on 

supporting her through all technical and instrumental means. The mainstream school in which 

she was enrolled was not acquainted with disabilities and its staff made hardly any efforts to 

integrate Zernosh Iqbal (case C). Thus, her parents constantly struggled to figure out ways – 

such as recording the books – to help her adjust to the mainstream school. They tried as much 

as possible to provide Zernosh Iqbal (case C) with access to the social world. The 

biographical accounts demonstrate that her parents’ approach of dealing with disability was 

grounded in providing instrumental support their daughter rather than voicing against the 

disabling social structures.  

Beenish Ahmad (case B), who lost her sight at the age of fourteen, interpreted 

blindness as an adverse imposition that disrupted her participation in the sighted world. 

Throughout the biography she interchanged blindness with the word problem while 

describing the issues she faced after acquiring impairment. Beenish Ahmad described parental 

lack of knowledge about alternative study options for blind students as another reason for her 

discontinuation of studies. She justified her parents’ lack of knowledge by pointing to the 

unavailability of a support system for blind students in her village and the fact that they did 

not know any disabled people in her close family or neighbourhood. However, the narrative 

accounts articulated later in the biography contradict the stated justifications. She revealed 

that her grandparent’s family had a monthly subscription to the magazine Sufaid Chari (White 

Cane). The magazine would contain information about the life situations of and support 
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mechanisms available to blind people. However, no one in the family ever happened to read 

the magazine. The reason for subscribing to the magazine was to support the welfare of blind 

people through financial help rather than to gain information about visual impairment. The 

articulated accounts depict the general lack of sensitivity towards disability issues at the 

societal level. This confirms that information about disabilities is available, however people 

are not interested in learning about disabilities and the life situation of disabled people. 

Furthermore, the culturally ingrained charitable approach towards disability leads people to 

apprehend disabled people as ‘dependent’ and thus an appropriate site to practice altruism. 

Notwithstanding the general lack of parental knowledge, the stigmatisation attached to 

sending a child to a special school was another reason that hampered the parents (with a lack 

of formal education) from allowing their disabled daughters access to formal education. 

Beenish Ahmad (case B) narrated that her father was embarrassed to mention to his friends 

and relatives that his daughter was studying in a special school. This reveals the 

entanglements that lie in the limited support system available to blind students and the 

stigmatisation attached to the ‘special school’. Surprisingly, the biographical analysis 

suggests that parents of all participants, irrespective of their social, economic and 

geographical differences, were initially unaware of the presence of special schools. Another 

similarity found in all cases is that the maternal uncle brought the information regarding the 

special schools and secured enrolment for the participants. It may be because of the culturally 

defined role of males that they are more active in the public domain and therefore are more 

informed. (See chapter 2: section 2.1.1 for a discussion of the socially ascribed gender roles 

and connectivity of men within the public domain in Pakistan). 

Additionally, the interlocutors’ accounts of their experiences in the special school 

showed that they had different perceptions. Beenish Iqbal (case B) was not happy to be at the 

special school. Her orientation to the sighted world served as a reason for not being able to 

interact with students who had never been able to ‘see’ and for whom the sighted world was 

‘unknown’. However, she learnt about the ways in which blind students study and participate 

in social activities while being at the special school. On the contrary, Zernosh Iqbal (case C) 

interpreted the transition from mainstream school to the special school as a shift towards 

independence. According to the narrative accounts, learning Braille and the availability of 

recorded and Braille books made it easier for her to carry on studies by herself. Consequently, 

it relieved her parents from making extra efforts to put her through the mainstream schools. 
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6.2.3 The Intermingling of Gender and Disability: Accessing Formal Education   

As mentioned in chapter two (section 2.1.3), the imposition of feminine norms within 

family is profoundly associated with the socioeconomic class. Familial understanding about 

the feminine norms significantly influences the way meanings are assigned to disability. The 

intermingling of gender and disability in turn generates varied nature of oppression for 

disabled women depending upon the socioeconomic positioning of the family. Based on the 

life narratives of Aliya Sardar (case A), in addition to the factors that undermined her ability 

to study, the cultural imposition prohibiting girls from staying alone was a significant reason 

that restrained her family from sending her to another city to attain formal education. 

Additionally, her presence in the family as a blind girl was a cause of embarrassment for the 

family members. As described by the interlocutor, close relatives and people in the 

neighbourhood would stigmatise her parents for having daughters that were also blind. 

Therefore, her family would not take her to social gatherings nor would they allow her to 

meet visitors. Consequently, this devaluing familial and societal behaviour towards gender 

and disability led her to negative internalisation, which caused psychological distress in her 

childhood. According to the interlocutor, the lack of education was the main reason that led 

her family and society to hold this narrow perspective. The biographical accounts made 

apparent that the family unit inculcates patriarchal ideology at a very early age. The young 

girls learn that their existence as a girl does not hold a lot of value and is further devalued by 

other identity aspects such as disability. 

The biographical accounts of Beenish Ahmad (case B) reveal another dimension of the 

parental strategy of hiding the blind girl, which in turn curbs her social integration and access 

to fundamental rights such as education. These accounts make evident that the societal 

consideration of impaired women as ‘unfit’ for marriage leads parents to hide the impaired 

girl in order to avoid disclosing her impairment. Such apprehension is mainly grounded in 

preconceived notions that consider impaired women ‘unable’ to fulfil the socially ascribed 

gender roles of wives and mothers. In the case of Beenish Ahmad (case B), her mother 

intentionally hid her impairment from their social group because she was afraid that blindness 

could minimise her marriage possibilities. Consequently, the concealment of impairment led 

her family to remain unaware of the available study options for blind students. Based on the 

cross-case comparison, the intersectionality of disability with the sociocultural conception of 

gender provides a frame for making sense of what it means to be a ‘woman’ and ‘disabled’ in 

Pakistan. Based on their subjective understandings of gender and disability, the impaired 
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women develop patterns by which they negotiate their disabled status and construct their 

identity. 

6.2.4 Access to University: Disabling Barriers and Subjective Evaluations 

While describing the quest for education, the interlocutors unfolded the different 

dynamics of structural barriers and societal misconceptions that immensely impeded them 

from gaining higher education. The biographical case reconstructions suggest that each 

woman went through almost the same barriers, such as difficulties in arranging a writer, 

unsupportive physical structures, biased attitudes of teachers and unavailability of books in 

Braille. Nevertheless, each woman overcame those barriers differently depending upon her 

subjective evaluation of blindness and the degree of her parental support. In the following, 

differences in subjective approach to overcoming structural and attitudinal barriers and in 

personal understandings of disability are described.  

Apart from the structural barriers, the struggles of Aliya Sardar (case A) to access 

higher education were connected to her efforts to deal with her parents’ insecurities regarding 

her capabilities to survive on her own in an unsupportive university environment. However, 

she again managed to make agreements with her parents to send her to a university in another 

city. Overcoming parental bias in order to access her right to education was a constant part of 

her life. Despite the lack of parental support, she had been extremely determined to fight 

through sociocultural barriers in order to prove that she was capable of surviving in sighted 

society. Drawing on the articulated narratives, Aliya Sardar (case A) evaluated societal 

barriers – whether attitudinal or structural – as the consequence of the lack of education and 

the absence of social knowledge regarding blind people. Accordingly, she advocated for 

raising societal awareness about disabilities to change the negative societal perception. 

Additionally, she designated immense importance to the role of education for disabled people. 

She presented herself as an example to prove her argument. According to her biographical 

accounts, higher education was the only source that enabled her to navigate the sighted world 

and change the conventional attitude of her family towards her. Moreover, she did not 

evaluate impairment as a hindrance, rather she situated disability within a context of societal 

exclusionary and discriminatory practices. Interestingly, in her struggle to achieve her 

academic goals she constructed herself as a unique person who holds agency and therefore, 

was competent than disabled as well as non-disabled counterparts. Since she was by birth 

blind, she embraced blindness as a part of her identity and thus retaliated against the 
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prejudices and stereotypes she faced in her quest for higher education. Shakespeare [2006] 

2014) argued that type of impairment (acquired and congenital) profoundly affects one’s 

decision about whether to opt for a cure or to embrace impairment as a part of one’s identity. 

In this sense, congenital impairment could be a reason to embrace blindness as an aspect of 

individual identity rather than an inherent flaw that makes an individual ‘unable’ to perform 

social activities. Moreover, the biographical narrative offers an insight into how hard it is for 

impaired women to gain independence from parents and to access their right to education. 

Family apprehension about disability and gender makes it difficult for disabled women to 

gain independence and access their rights. 

In contrast, the parents of Zernosh Iqbal (case C) were very supportive throughout her 

educational journey. Based on the support her parents provided for her higher education, she 

perceived disability as an outcome of bodily limitations and an unsupportive physical 

environment. She constructed her perspective towards disability by observing the efforts 

made by her parents in order to accommodate their blind daughters in the mainstream higher 

education system. In the case of her sister – who is seven years older than she – her parents 

had to struggle even harder. According to Zernosh Iqbal (case C), this was due to the 

unavailability of a support mechanism that was available at the time when she was attaining 

higher education. In this way, she comprehended disability as an outcome of the interaction 

between blindness and an unsupportive physical structure, which could be mitigated by 

providing support to blind students. She describes support as technical assistance that could 

be further elevated by an architecturally improved physical structure. According to 

Shakespeare [2006] 2014), it is easier for people who have a sibling or other acquaintance 

with the same condition to embrace impairment as part of their identity. In the case of 

Zernosh Iqbal (case C), her older sister had the same impairment, so this could be a reason 

that blindness was not new or devastating for her. The gradual vision loss could also be an 

important factor that made it easier for her to embrace blindness. Moreover, the parents were 

found to be more protective towards their blind daughter. As the case reconstruction shows, 

the protective parental attitude was intrinsically bound by the insecurities of considering it 

‘unsafe’ for women to be in public spaces. The presence of blindness makes parents more 

conscious about protecting their daughter in public spaces. Consequently, the mother would 

accompany her daughter all the time to every place. The overprotective parental behaviour in 

turn led the daughter to evaluate herself as an extra burden on her parents. The biographical 
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dynamic depicts that overprotective parental behaviour generated self-stigmatisation in 

disabled women.  

As in other cases, Beenish Ahmad (case B) also faced troubles seeking access to 

higher education due to the structural and attitudinal weaknesses of mainstream educational 

institutions. She had to drop the science subjects at the college due to the incompetence of the 

examination system, which does not allow hiring ‘a writer’ for these subjects during exams. 

Nevertheless, she conceived blindness as the only reason for not being able to fit into the 

mainstream education system and to pursue her academic preferences. In this case, blindness 

is understood as a problem (the word was used by the interlocutor) that makes the person 

‘unable’ to productively participate in society. Though she did not face any restriction from 

the family to pursue higher education, she did not regard the familial support as helpful. Here 

blindness is viewed as the only reason that constructs the barriers that prevent a person from 

being a productive member of the society. Interestingly, while having an individualistic 

perspective, Beenish Ahmad (case B) described disability as a source for becoming closer to 

God, which eventually helped her in accepting disability. However, her acceptance did not 

change her perspective towards disability. In her opinion, the social devaluation attached to 

disability cannot be elevated through any means – not even higher education. According to 

her accounts, higher education could only make a disabled person economically independent; 

it cannot elevate her/his social status as society only values the abled-bodies.   

6.2.5 Feminine Norms and Negotiation with Disability 

 Thomas (1999) argued that personal experiences help us not only to understand the 

way people live their lives but also to unfold the social processes and structures that shape 

them. The parental worries concerning the possibilities of marriage for Beenish Ahmad (case 

B) make evident that, in the context of Pakistan, the institution of marriage plays a substantial 

role in constructing gendered disability. The parental concern for a daughter’s marriage at a 

very young age led the impaired women to internalise the idea that being married is an 

‘essential’ norm of being a ‘woman’ (see chapter 3 section 3.2.1 Social Expectations: The 

Construction of ‘Disabled Women’ in Pakistani Society). Since the possibilities of marriage 

are significantly associated with an ‘able body’, blind women view themselves as ‘unable’ to 

be married. Based on the narratives, Beenish Ahmad (case B) devalued herself for not being 

able to get married. According to her, it is important to have sight to gain access to the 

institution of marriage. Therefore, she wanted neither to be a burden by getting married to a 
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sighted man nor to increase problems in her life by getting married to a blind man. However, 

her mother assumed that education could help a blind woman become economically 

independent, such that she could hire a housekeeper and avoiding becoming a burden to the 

husband. In this way, she believed that higher education could increase the possibilities for a 

blind woman to marry a sighted man.  

In this sense, the biographical reconstruction reveals that the selected young disabled 

women identified certain negotiating patterns while giving meanings to disability and 

understanding the importance of marriage for the social status of women. In doing so, they 

create an interlocking system of gaining access to the institution of marriage. In this system, 

education is given high value as it paves the way to economic independence and in turn 

enhances marriage possibilities by mitigating the socially projected image of a blind woman 

as ‘dependent’. The evaluation of education was pertinent to the narrative accounts of Aliya 

Sardar (case A). According to her, education not only increases the chance to get a job, it also 

empowers one to make one’s own choices in life (such as selecting the life partner).  

6.2.6 Enabling Role of Mothers: Improving Marriageability  

In the context of Pakistan, Hammad (2019) found that mothers play a central role in 

improving the social mobility of disabled daughters through education. Similarly, in this 

research, the mothers of all respondents were found to be more active than other family 

members in supporting the academic excellence of their disabled daughters. The efforts made 

by the mother of Aliya Sardar (case A) highlighted the power dynamics of the joint family 

system in Pakistan. In order to enrol her daughter in school, she negotiated both with the male 

authority and with the powers vested in the role of mother-in-law by the joint family system. 

Additionally, the biographical accounts revolving around educational quests revealed that the 

mothers’ social status significantly influenced the way in which all women confronted 

societal barriers. Based on the narration of Zernosh Iqbal (case C), she could overcome the 

teacher’s biases towards her and study psychology at college only because of her mother. Her 

mother approached the principal, with whom she had a professional connection, and requested 

that the teacher accept Zernosh Iqbal in the class. While the less-educated mothers propelled 

their daughters’ pursuit of higher educational goals, they were not as instrumental as the 

working mother was. 
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Additionally, the mothers’ support was closely bound by their aspiration for their 

disabled daughters to get married. This makes evident that giving access to education is 

motivated by enhancing marriage possibilities rather than by empowering the young disabled 

women to overcome social barriers. Another strategy followed by mothers to deal with the 

disabled status of their daughters is to make them able to adequately perform the household 

tasks. In doing so, they implicitly made their daughters internalise the ableist patriarchal 

norms that signify the performance of gender roles for women in society. This could be the 

reason that all the selected interlocutors emphasised their abilities to perform the household 

tasks. In doing so, they subtly resist the disabled aspect of their identity and try to relate to the 

cultural notion of femininity. The biographical cross-case comparison reveals that disabled 

women successfully negotiate the disabling society in the process of constructing an 

independent identity. However, within the patriarchal social setup they must submit to the 

expectations of gender roles in order to claim the identity of a ‘woman’.  

6.2.7 Working Disabled Women and the Institution of Marriage 

Zernosh Iqbal (case C) was the only married and working woman in the group of 

disabled women. This shows that higher education opens up the possibility to be 

economically independent. Nevertheless, she did not regard her educational or economic 

status as the influencing factors in her marriage. Rather, she mentioned that parental 

education had been the reason that she could get married to the person of her own choice, who 

was also a blind man. She mentioned that unlike conventional parents, who prefer selecting 

sighted spouses for their blind children, her parents did not place any reservations on getting 

married to a blind man. Conversely, her husband’s parents did not fully favour his decision to 

get married to a blind woman. They were of the view that blindness would hinder Zernosh 

Iqbal (case C) from fulfilling the gender role expectations that follow from marriage.  

As a married woman, Zernosh Iqbal (case C) elaborated the dynamics of patriarchal 

households that challenge disabled women who attempt to claim their identity as ‘woman’ by 

performing the gender roles. The articulated accounts demonstrate that education may 

enhance the marriage possibilities for a disabled woman; nevertheless, within the institution 

of marriage (esp. in joint family), education does not necessarily increase women’s autonomy. 

As a woman, she was expected to fulfil her socially ascribed roles of being a wife and a 

mother by herself. She was responsible for looking after the needs not only of her husband 

and son but also of the other family members in the household. This shows that the 
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indispensability of work in the domestic sphere changes the way disabled women are 

perceived before and after marriage. If an impaired woman is not given preference for 

marriage due to the disability, then after marriage she must perform the traditional gender 

roles as a non-disabled woman without receiving any special concessions for disability. 

Though her husband had the same impairment, he would not help her perform the household 

chores. He would expect his wife (Zernosh Iqbal) to serve him in all his activities, such as 

making food for him, providing him with ironed clothes and taking care of his belongings. 

Surprisingly, the interlocutor was not bothered about the less-caring behaviour of her husband 

towards her, rather she internalised patriarchy by justifying it as ‘normal’ men’s behaviour. 

Furthermore, she emphasised the compulsoriness of married women’s performance of 

household chores. With such a perspective on fulfilling gender roles, she had to make 

immense efforts to accomplish the socially ascribed roles of wife and mother in a joint family 

system. However, her struggles were intertwined with her efforts to resist the societal 

stereotypes that regard impaired women as ‘inappropriate’ for marriage. Moreover, the 

narratives revealed that despite being an educated and working woman, Zernosh Iqbal (case 

C) had controlled autonomy in the marital family. According to her description, she was not 

allowed to hire a house helper to assist her in household chores, since her mother-in-law was 

the only person in charge of making such decisions. However, she did have power to decide 

about personal matters such as the son’s school and family planning. This shows that 

education may work as a tool for impaired women to construct independent identities, but that 

it is not very effective as a tool to detach from the social expectations imposed on women 

within the patriarchal household. 

6.3 Biographies and the Theoretical Connection between Gender and Disability 

In what follows, the results of the cross-case analysis of life course factors and 

biographical dynamics in the individual perceptions (6.2.1-6.2.7) will be discussed and 

evaluated with reference to theoretical approaches in Disability Studies and Gender Studies. 

The above described (different) biographical strategies of blind women in gaining identity as 

disabled women are summarised and theorised to learn about cultural and disability specific 

identity formations. The purpose is to examine how analysis of the subjective knowledge of 

physically disabled women in Pakistan can contribute to existing theories and concepts and to 

evaluate the degree to which they are appropriate for studying the phenomenon of oppression 

embedded in gender and disability in the South Asian context. By comparing lived 

experiences of blind women comprehensively, I highlight the similarities of disability 
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experiences and thus demonstrate how gender and disability intersect in different phases of 

the lives of disabled women. Moreover, theoretical challenges emerging from the intersection 

of disablism and women’s oppression are made visible and thus contribute to a better 

understanding of the concept of intersectionality.  

6.3.1 Ability Expectations and the Conception of Blindness as ‘Inability’ 

The cross-case comparison reveals that in Pakistan visual impairment is mainly 

viewed as a pathological condition that restricts individuals from participating meaningfully 

in mainstream activities. At the societal level, it is assumed that blindness poses a 

physiological dilemma that disrupts a person’s ability to fulfil the sociocultural expectations 

about being ‘normal’. Such comprehension of impairment has its roots in the medical frame 

of disability. From the medical perspective, disability is understood as an individual’s 

‘inability’ and/or ‘abnormality’ that causes suffering and social disadvantages and therefore 

affects the social integration of individuals (Carlson, 2003; Goodley, 2014; Michalko, 2002; 

Oliver, 1992; Siebers, 2001; Thomas, 1999, 2002). Thus, the medical discourses signify that a 

‘cure’ is needed in order for human participation in the social world to be made possible 

(Beauchamp‐Pryor, 2011; Michalko, 2002). Based on the cross-case analysis, the 

understanding of blindness as a biological condition shows that in Pakistan impairment is 

dominantly perceived through a medicalised lens. Therefore, medical interventions are sought 

out as solutions to impairment and medical professionals are considered the only source that 

could ‘cure’ or provide information about impairment. Oliver (1990) argued that 

consideration of disability as personal calamity of an individual reinforces the pity model in 

the society. This is found to be true in Pakistan as the society widely holds the charitable 

approach towards disabilities and focuses on providing disabled people with financial help to 

mitigate their ‘dependency’.  

While explaining the impetus for one’s inclination towards medical interventions, 

Michalko (1998) asserts “diagnosis presupposes the experience of something wrong”. He 

argues that experiencing blindness in the sense that something has gone wrong with the body 

determines the need of diagnosis. It is this experience that leads to seeking diagnosis so that 

the experience of “something wrong” could be assigned meanings (p. 35). The cross-case 

comparison shows that, in Pakistan, blindness is experienced in a similar vein across 

socioeconomic classes. Nevertheless, the use of medical means is not always motivated by the 

parental or personal desire to make sense of the impairment through diagnosis. Rather, the 
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purpose of seeking medical interventions was undergirded by the intention to ‘fix’ the 

impairment, which was stronger in families belonging to a lower socioeconomic background 

with a lack of formal education. Even though these families had fewer means to access 

medical support, they approached the medical means mainly with a focus on curing the 

impairment. This demonstrates that such families had the deficit-focused approach towards 

impairment, and they comprehended ‘sight’ as the only source that makes social integration 

possible. Conversely, the affluent parents with formal education were found to be more 

interested in gaining knowledge about the impairment so that decisions regarding the 

anticipated future of the impaired daughter could be made. This demonstrates that in the 

context of Pakistan, though the impairment (blindness) is experienced as a biological 

dilemma, medical means are not always used to explain or make sense of the experience of 

impairment. The severity of adhering to the societal expectations of being sighted – which are 

found to be more prevalent in the families from a lower socioeconomic class – intensifies the 

desire for a ‘cure’ and consequently constructs different degrees of disability.  

The cross-case comparison demonstrates that in families where sightedness is the 

norm, blind women often face disability in the form of social exclusion. In the case of 

congenital impairment, the impaired women start facing social exclusion during childhood. 

They face social exclusion in the form of familial restrictions that curb their participation in 

social institutions (such as school) and social gatherings. However, in some situations, the 

oppressive disability experiences propel impaired women to fight through the disability by 

retaliating against the ableist norms that are imposed through disability stereotypes and the 

disabling social environment. Conversely, in families with a higher socioeconomic status, 

blindness – as ‘inability’ to participate in the social world – is approached by providing 

immense instrumental support. The overly protective parental behaviour often leads impaired 

women to conceive of themselves as dependent’ – that is, as always being in need of their 

parents’ support to live. The variations in the disability experiences of women (based on 

parental exclusion or inclusion strategies) confirm that in the context of South Asia familial 

behaviour towards impaired children is significantly influenced by the family’s economic 

situation, their understanding of impairment and the gender of the impaired child (Dalal, 

2010; Dalal & Pande, 1999; Ghai, 2001). 

Medical explanations of disability co-exist with religious theories in Pakistan. These 

theories either emphasise that disabled persons are to be cared for as part of one’s religious 

obligation (Akhtar, 1994; Miles, 1983) or construe disability as punishment from God (Bryant 
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et al., 2011). In relation to the existing cultural discourses on disability, the biographical 

narratives provide different information about the cultural understanding of blindness that is 

peculiar to Pakistan. In a context where disability is conceptualised as divine punishment 

(Miles, 1992), blindness is perceived to be a source of becoming closer to God. In the 

literature of Disability Studies, religious practices are often interpreted as cultural artefacts 

that exhibit stigmatisation and exclusion of impaired bodies (Pfeiffer, 2001). My analysis, 

however, shows that in certain contexts disability stigmatisation is moderated and social 

status is elevated through religious means. In Pakistan, religion is an integral part of social 

life. The person who memorises the Qur’an by heart holds a certain social significance. In this 

way, the strategy of using religious interpretations could be understood as an attempt to 

negotiate disability. However, the adoption of religious practices happened to be more 

prevalent in families with a lower socioeconomic background. Such families force their blind 

daughter to memorise the Qur’an (instead of allowing her to receive formal education) in 

order to enhance her social status. In this sense, the parental approach of using religious 

practices allows us to engage with the ways in which the social participation of blind women 

is made possible in the context of social class. This result of my analysis challenges culturalist 

interpretations made in (white) Disability Studies that conceptualise disability as the outcome 

of cultural processes and practices (including rituals) (Waldschmidt, 2017). Conversely, the 

findings of the research suggest that in certain contexts, the meanings attached to certain 

impairments change the cultural depiction of disability and thus the societal approach of 

addressing it.  

In Disability Studies, it has often been argued that the understanding of disability as 

personal ‘lack’ produces a society where less attention is paid to bodily differences. The 

failure of society to take account of the needs of impaired people imposes restrictions on 

disabled people by erecting a variety of barriers. These barriers range from individual 

prejudice to institutional discrimination, from inaccessible public buildings to unusable 

transport systems, from special education to exclusionary work arrangements (Barnes, 1998; 

Barnes & Mercer, 2003; Oliver, 1996; Schriempf, 2001; Thomas, 2002). The social model 

approach to disablism provides a lens to analyse the structural processes that construct 

disability (Goodley, 2014). In contrast to the medical perspective, a social model approach to 

disability highlights that blind persons are disabled not because of the lack of sight but 

because of a variety of external factors such as lack of literature in Braille, uneven sidewalks 

and stereotypical ideas about blindness (French, 1994). When understood as a social 
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construct, disability may then be alleviated through accessibility, participation, inclusion and 

rights based policies. The experiences of blind women in Pakistan make evident that the 

construction of disability is grounded in societal barriers and exclusionary practices. 

However, the results of the cross-case comparison suggest that religious education can be one 

way to overcome barriers and to offer some social participation to disabled children. This 

holds true for the families belonging to lower socioeconomic class, who develop strategies to 

integrate their daughters by using religious means while believing in the medical model. 

Michalko (2002) identifies disabling barriers as social expectations that signify the need to 

have an ‘abled body’ to participate in the social world. In this way, I use the social model 

approach of disability within the frame of social expectations to theoretically explain the 

intersection of gender with disability. Thus, in the following I describe how sociocultural 

expectations embedded in the construction of gender give a new dimension to the conception 

of blindness as ‘inability’ and construct the gendered nature of disability. 

6.3.2 Cultural Norms of Femininity and Disabled Women 

The biographical reconstructions reveal that the conceptualisation of blindness as 

‘inability’ exacerbates oppression as it interacts with social construction of gender. In the 

context of Pakistan, the cultural norms of femininity provide a specific, additional layer to the 

sociocultural understanding of blindness as ‘inability’. The cultural norms of femininity 

function by controlling women’s mobility and confining them to their homes. The underlying 

reason for limiting women’s access to the non-domestic sphere is closely connected to the 

ideology of controlling women’s sexuality so that the family honour could be protected 

(Bano, 1997; Hakim & Aziz, 1998; Irfan, 2008; Jafar, 2005). The ideology of associating 

women’s sexuality with family honour is discussed in detail in chapter two (see section 2.1.2 

& 2.1.3 for a discussion of the imposition of cultural norms of femininity in caste and social 

class system). Since the imposition of the culturally defined feminine norms varies according 

to social class, the degree of ‘inability’ of impaired women to participate in the social world 

also differs between the social classes.  

In feminist disability studies, it is asserted that the socially constructed natures of both 

gender and disability imply that the experiences of becoming disabled are inevitably 

gendered, and thus differ between men and women (Asch & Fine, 1988; Begum, 1992; Fine 

& Asch, 1981; Ghai, 2002; Morris, 1993; Thomas, 1999; Thomson, 2001, 2002; Wendell, 

1996). Other socially constructed aspects, such as class, race and age, exacerbate the 
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differences between the categories of women and men (Thomas, 1999, p. 106; Wendell, 1996, 

p. 70). Based on the cross-case analysis, in the sociocultural context of Pakistan, the class-

based imposition of gender norms plays a significant role in constructing disability 

differences within the category of young blind women. In families with a lower 

socioeconomic background, deeply internalised norms of femininity intensify the social 

exclusion of blind women – sometimes even from family life. This exclusion is primarily 

justified through an impairment based ‘inability’ frame. Additionally, in Pakistan, norms 

regarding the seclusion of women transform public space into male dominated territory that is 

considered less safe for women due to the hierarchy of gender relations. In Pakistan, women 

encounter and negotiate sexual harassment in public places on daily basis. This happens 

mainly due to the male-dominated characterisation of space and unequal gender relations that 

provide little room for women in public life (Ali, 2012). Thus, in the upper class, where the 

idea of women’s public participation is appreciated, the notion of ‘inability’ associated with 

blindness and gender-based fears of public space are mitigated through the provision of a 

protective cover by the parents.  

Additionally, the cross-case analysis shows that in some situations it is not only the 

structural barriers, but also the cultural organisation of space, that make it hard for visually 

disabled women to navigate public spaces. In socioeconomically privileged, the overly 

protective behaviour of parents, intertwined with the class-based perception of open spaces 

and norms of protecting women (Koning, 2009), leads to self-stigmatisation in impaired 

women. That in turn constructs individual perception of disability in the form of ‘being a 

dependent’ person who has to fight the family in the process of becoming independent. The 

spatial arrangements that are based on the hierarchy of gender relations and the construction 

of disability are a significant topic of Zernosh Iqbal’s (case C) biographical case 

reconstruction (see section 5.3.5). The results of cross-case analysis provide new information 

about the dynamics of the gendered nature of disability, which is the outcome not only of 

disabling barriers but also of cultural norms that restrict women’s participation in public life. 

Furthermore, feminist disability discourses widely discuss how the culturally dominant “male 

gaze” coupled with the “able-bodied gaze” make disabled women “objects of the stare” in the 

public domain and restrict them to their homes (Ghai, 2002, p. 55; Ghosh, 2018, p. 116). 

However, the results of the research demonstrate that in the context of class-based perception 

of public spaces, it is not the ‘gaze’ but the familial overprotective behaviour that constructs 

disabled women’s perception that public space is ‘unsafe’ and tacitly limits their mobility.  
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6.3.3 Gender Expectations and the Construction of Disability  

The ideology of ‘controlling women’s sexuality’ lays the foundation of patriarchal 

society by providing men with power over women. Moreover, it constitutes the norms of 

femininity by restricting women to the domestic domain and associating their social 

recognition with their ability to perform gender roles within the household (Bano, 1997; 

Hakim & Aziz, 1998). The way existing institutional arrangements construct the norms of 

femininity around performance of the role of caregiver after marriage has been discussed in 

detail in chapter 3 (see section 3.2.1: Social Expectations: The Construction of ‘disabled 

women’ in Pakistan). However, here the focus is on the ways in which norms of femininity 

intersect with disability and construct different kinds of oppression. According to the feminist 

vantage, the acquisition of social status as a ‘woman’ is an ongoing process of understanding, 

(re)interpreting and conforming to the sociocultural imperatives constructed around gender 

(Lorber, 1994). The set of gendered expectations varies according to the differences in the 

structural arrangement of societies, such as social classes. However, gender roles and values 

are universally divided between home and economic production, and women are mostly 

assigned the responsibilities of domestic chores (Lorber, 1991).  

Based on the empirical data, in the context of performing household chores, blindness 

is comprehended as the ultimate form of ‘inability’ that prevents a woman from fulfilling the 

culturally specified conjugal and maternal roles. This happened to be true in case C (Zernosh 

Iqbal), when her husband’s family showed reluctance to accept her as a good match for their 

son. The cross-case analysis shows that rearing a child after marriage is assumed to be the 

most difficult role performed by a blind woman. Due to the negative societal attitude towards 

blind women, parents perceive impairment as a ‘lack’ that decreases the marriage possibilities 

of disabled women. In South Asia, where marriage is an important tool to gauge the social 

status of women, the compulsory norm of ‘marriageability’ increases vulnerability to 

stigmatisation for women and their families (Dhungana, 2006). So, in some situations 

(especially in the case of acquired disability), the parents separate the young disabled women 

from society to avoid stigmatisation. This was evident in case B (Beenish Iqbal), where the 

mother does not disclose the daughter’s impairment to the close relatives and neighbours out 

of her fear that it might negatively affect the marriage possibilities of the interlocutor. 

Central to the narrated accounts is the cultural expectation to fulfil the sociocultural 

norms of femininity that mark the contours of ableism in Pakistan. As defined by Campbell 
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(2001), ableism is “a network of beliefs, processes and practices that produces a particular 

kind of self and body (the corporeal standard) that is projected as the perfect, species-typical 

and therefore essential and fully human” (p. 44). The main feature of the ableist perspective is 

the belief that disability (irrespective of ‘type’) is inherently negative and should be 

ameliorated, cured or indeed eliminated as the opportunity comes along. The negative 

evaluation of impairment provides the base for discriminations against impaired people that 

undermine their capacity to be a productive member of the society. Campbell (2012) argues 

that ableism is not a static concept. The nuances of ableism are placed in culturally 

constructed categories such as gender, race, sexuality and colonisation. In the context of 

Pakistan, the sociocultural construction of women adds a new dimension to ‘ableism’ and 

expands the concept from physiological functioning to women’s ability to perform domestic 

roles. Their ability to fulfil the socially ascribed gender roles allows them to access the 

institution of marriage and gain social recognition as a ‘woman’. The narrative 

reconstructions denote that in the cultural context of Pakistan, the concept of ableism is not 

only grounded in ability-expectations, but also exacerbated by gender role ideology. The 

meanings of ableism are associated not only with having a functional body to perform day-to-

day activities but also with fulfilling the socially ascribed gender roles in the process of 

becoming ‘woman’.  

This reveals that disability significantly affects the gender experiences of physically 

impaired women. The parental consideration for a daughter’s marriage at a very young age 

led the impaired woman to internalise that being married is the essential norm of being a 

‘woman’. However, the societal misunderstandings attached to the gender performance of 

disabled women often lead to self-stigmatisation. In the following sections, I will explain how 

social characteristics such as class and gender intersect with subjective experiences of 

disability stigmatisation.   

6.3.4 Disability, Stigmatisation and Social Identity 

 The cross-case comparison demonstrates that in Pakistan intersectional issues such as 

gender and socioeconomic status have significant influence in shaping the experiences of 

disability and resulting stigmatisations. The intersection of blindness with the culturally 

devalued status of women exacerbates disability discrimination within the family and larger 
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society. In the context of a culture that considers women as ‘burden’28, the presence of 

impairment has severely negative implications for disabled women and for the immediate 

family, as it intensifies the stigma (Dhungana, 2006; Ghai, 2002; Mehrotra, 2006). The results 

of the cross-case comparison make evident that in the case of disability stigmatisation, the 

families of devalued persons often take up mitigating strategies to reduce the stigmatisation 

(Carnevale, 2007; Green, 2003). Nevertheless, how the stigmatisation is handled at a familial 

level strongly depends on the socioeconomic status of the family. 

Goffman (1963, p. 14), in his classic formulation, defines stigma as socially 

“undesired differentness” that discredits individuals and consequently separates them from the 

larger society. Thus, the individuals possessing “undesired differentness” hold devalued 

social status and have limited possibilities of social integration in social activities. 

Consequently, the stigmatised individual may construct a devalued identity by internalizing 

the social devaluation and perceiving her/himself as inferior and a failure. Goffman (1963) 

frequently uses various types of disabilities to explain the social devaluation. Nevertheless, he 

does not take account of intersectional issues, such as gender and socioeconomic status 

(Meekosha & Shuttleworth, 2009; Rao & Kalyanpur, 2015), that could exacerbate or alleviate 

the disability stigmatisation and hence diversify the subjective experiences (Varenne & 

McDermott, 1998 as mentioned by (Kayama et al., 2019). The cross-case comparison 

displays that while families with lower socioeconomic status dismantle stigma by intensifying 

the social exclusion and focusing more on the ‘cure’, in upper class families the disability 

stigmatisation is addressed by providing means of instrumental support to the blind daughters. 

Additionally, the research reveals that in the case of women with disabilities, the issues of 

stigma and prejudice are approached through higher education at personal and familial levels 

and across all social classes. The results of the case reconstructions and the cross-case 

analysis make evident that the concept of higher education was advocated mainly for the 

purpose of mitigating the devalued status of blind women. Nevertheless, the cross-case 

analysis demonstrates that, across all social classes, parents try to dismantle stigma while 

maintaining the social order without opposing the stigmatised sociocultural structures.   

The cross-case comparison and its analysis reveal that the negative societal 

evaluations of gender and impairment often lead to negative internalisation, which in turn 

 
28 In South Asia the customary practice of the family of the bride giving dowry – which varies from 

household goods and money to property – to the bridegroom at the time of marriage symbolises a 

daughter as a ‘burden’(Ghai, 2002; Mehrotra, 2006).  
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affects the psychological well-being of the disabled women. Thomas (1999, p. 47) regards the 

psychological effects of impairment as the psycho-emotional dimensions of disability. She 

argues that a disabling social environment not only places “external restriction” on disabled 

people by limiting their access to a job, appropriate housing and means of independent living 

but also erects limitations within them, which in turn affect their “psycho-emotional well-

being”. Accordingly, within the sociocultural scenario of Pakistan, the psycho-emotional 

dimensions of disability are grounded in assumptions about blind women and adequate 

performance of gender. In a context where marriage is important for women, the devaluation 

of blind women is mainly embedded in the perception that they are ‘unable’ to perform 

feminine roles. Consequently, these women feel hurt, worthless or dependent. This result 

concurs with the postulate that West and Zimmerman (1987) made while theorising the 

process of being gendered. They claim that one’s sense of self is highly subjected to others’ 

evaluation of one’s gender performance. Successful gender enactment validates one’s 

recognition as feminine or masculine whereas failure leads to the rejection of gender identity 

by society and generates the feelings of disgrace and shame. 

West and Zimmerman (1987) note that no one, including disabled people, can avoid 

being gendered. However, Gerschick (2000, p. 1265) argued that the gendering experiences of 

disabled people vary according to the type and severity of disability. People with severe 

disabilities are assigned gender categories but might hold fewer gender expectations in 

comparison to those with mild or less-severe disabilities such as visual impairment. 

Consequently, their struggles with achieving social identity as ‘woman’ or ‘man’ might differ 

according to the degree of their cognisance of gender expectations. In my research, the 

interlocutors (as blind women) were aware of the socially ascribed gender expectations. The 

parental concerns about marriage were found to be the primary locus at which impaired 

women internalised marriage as the essential norm of being a ‘woman’ in Pakistani society. 

However, these women’s understandings of disability varied according to socioeconomic 

background and type of impairment (congenital or acquired). In the following section, the 

subjective efforts of the disabled women are described theoretically while taking account of 

intersecting factors – socioeconomic class and type of disability – in the construction of 

independent identities as ‘woman’.  
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6.3.5 Overcoming Barriers and Constructing new Identities 

The evaluation of self and the construction of identity are the most significant aspects 

of the narrative accounts. The women identify themselves differently over the course of life 

depending upon their understanding of impairment and the meanings they assign to disability. 

Life narratives are an important source for examining how people understand and negotiate 

their realities by assigning meaning to significant life experiences. In doing so, they make 

sense of their relation to themselves and to others and consequently construct their 

sociocultural identities (Morgan, 2001; Priestly, 2013). The construction of social identity is a 

reflexive and ongoing process. In this process, one has to participate constantly in the process 

of constructing and reconstructing the boundaries of the self. The sense of self arises as a 

consequence of reflecting on how ‘others’ see you in day-to-day interactions (Giddens, 1991; 

Somers, 1994; Thomas, 1999).  

The cases demonstrate that disabled women resist the disabled identity as they 

construct and reconstruct the boundaries of self over the course of their lives. The process of 

the construction of self starts at home. Generally, the familial conventional behaviour towards 

impairment leads the impaired women to internalise the negative stereotypes of society. 

Nevertheless, the negative familial and societal evaluations sometimes become the source of 

resistance and self-determination for disabled women. This becomes evident in case A, when 

Aliya Sardar resisted her family for not allowing her to attain formal education. She 

condemns the disabled identity imposed on her by family and society and constructs her 

identity as non-disabled. She embraces impairment as a part of herself and an aspect of 

identification. Giddens (1991) describes how individuals can choose their identity. They have 

agency to reject the identities that are imposed on them as a result of ascribed characteristics. 

In this way, case A rejects the disabled identity by gaining agency and constructs herself as an 

independent woman who is able to be her own. She perceives disability as an outcome of 

societal barriers and discrimination rather than as a consequence of impairment. Shakespeare 

([2006] 2014, p. 141) claims that people with congenital and static impairment are often well-

adjusted because they experience impairment in terms of ‘normality’. In this way, it could be 

argued that the experience of impairment as a part of ‘normality’ might be a factor that helps 

in gaining agency and resisting against disablism.  

Conversely, the rejection of disability as part of one’s identity has been found to be 

more common among “newly disabled” people (the term used by Wendell (1996, p. 25). She 
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claims that adherence to stereotypical ideas about disability that are prevalent among non-

disabled people could be the reason for the rejection of disabled identity among “newly 

disabled” people (Wendell, 1996). This was evident in case B (Beenish Ahmad), who 

acquired visual impairment at the age of fourteen. She explicitly viewed impairment as the 

only reason that she was not able to fulfil age and gender specific social expectations. 

Campbell (2008, p. 155) notes that the act of negative internalisation is a consequence of 

“internalized ableism”. She theorises the concept of “internalized ableism” as the emulation 

of ableist norms, which leads disabled people to negatively evaluate themselves. However, 

cross-case comparison confirms that familial background and approach towards disability 

could profoundly influence the degree to which disability is embraced and a positive sense of 

self is constructed. As in case C, who lost her sight completely at the age of fourteen (and in 

this sense is similar to case B), the emotional and instrumental support provided by the 

parents throughout the educational journey played a significant role in becoming adjusted to 

impairment and a disabling society. The parental approach towards her disability could be the 

reason that she understands disability as an outcome of the interaction between biological 

factors and the social factors that pose challenges for impaired persons. She rejects the social 

assumption of impairment as ‘inability’ and constructs her identity as a disabled woman who 

is disabled not solely because of the impairment but also because of the societal barriers that 

do not cater to her needs.  

The cross-case comparison makes evident that struggles to resist the disabled identity 

are significantly grounded in attempts to achieve social recognition as ‘woman’. Interestingly, 

my analysis reveals that in either case – congenital or acquired – and across social classes the 

negative connotations attached to being disabled are resisted through attaining higher 

education. Especially in families with a lower socioeconomic background, where higher 

education of women is not a prevailing norm, the inclination towards education for an 

impaired daughter is found to be stronger. As argued by Thomson (2002, p. 1) the integration 

of disability as an analytical tool broadens and at the same time contests feminist theory. 

Feminist scholarship originates and participates in the efforts of talking about the social 

structures – such as family – that marginalise and oppress women (Chodorow, 1978; Connell, 

1987). However, the results of the cross-case comparison add new dimensions to feminist 

discourses by highlighting the ways in which disability changes the familial perception 

concerning feminine norms and propels them to provide disabled women with access to 

culturally restricted domains such as education.    
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Within the family, mothers played the paramount role in supporting disabled women 

in education. The mothers enable them to deal with disability and its associated stigmatisation 

by supporting their education, their economic independence and their ability to perform 

feminine roles, e.g. household management. However, mothers’ support for education was 

based upon their desire to procure a ‘decent’ marriage proposal for their impaired daughters. 

They assumed that education could work as a tool to mitigate the socially ascribed 

‘dependent’ status and thus could help enhance marriage possibilities. These findings confirm 

and add to the conclusions of studies (Hammad, 2019; Hammad & Singal, 2015b) that 

highlight the paramount role of mothers in the academic careers of their disabled daughters 

but fail to account for the sociocultural factors behind their motivational role. Additionally, 

Hammad (2019) claims that mothers living in a nuclear family system – where patriarchal 

control is weaker – are more autonomous than mothers living in joint families – where 

patriarchal control is strong – when it comes to providing their disabled daughters access to 

education. However, Hammad (2019) does not take account of social class, which has 

significant influence in determining the degree of patriarchal control in the family. 

Additionally, Hammad and Singal (2015a; 2015b) argued that education lays the 

foundation for expanding the range of different capabilities. In a similar vein, the cross-case 

comparison suggests that education plays a significant role in enhancing disabled women’s 

agency (which is evident in case A as education increased her self-confidence within the 

household and society) and leads to the expansion of economic capabilities (which is evident 

in case C). However, this result additionally intersects with the gender roles ascribed to 

daughters by their mothers, who consider the enhanced capabilities of disabled daughters 

solely as a tool to gain access to the institution of marriage. This result shows that, in 

Pakistan, higher education for women is not a widely accepted concept. The acceptability of 

higher education for women is situational. In certain situations, such as disability, it is taken 

as a tool that helps in complying to gender norms rather than empowering disabled women to 

have independent lives. In this sense, in the sociocultural context of Pakistan, marriage is a 

goal that could be achieved by the means of maternal support and higher education. The 

following illustration provides an exemplary description of the process involved in providing 

disabled women with access to the institution of marriage.  
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 Meekosha (2002, p. 67), writing as a disabled feminist, says, “our identities are 

constantly in tension as they are defined by others and redefined by themselves”. In the 

sociocultural context of Pakistan, the institutionalisation of women’s roles is the main reason 

for this tension. Since the social identity of women lies in the performance of feminine roles, 

the struggle to reject the ascribed disabled identity was grounded in achieving the social 

identity of ‘woman’. The cross-case analysis reveals that disabled women express resentment 

against societal stereotypes that consider them ‘unable’ to comply with the norms of 

femininity. So, in order to resist the ascribed disabled identity, the highly educated women 

emphasised their abilities to perform traditional female roles. This demonstrates that 

education may help disabled women to construct independent identity, however, within the 

patriarchal organisation they must submit to gender roles to be recognised as a ‘woman’. This 

is evident in case C, who despite being an educated working woman did not challenge the 

oppressive structure of gender roles when proving that she was the same as a non-disabled 

woman. Moreover, my results revealed that in the context of women with disability, the 

construction of identity is deeply intertwined with the ideology of ‘ableism’ and gender role 

performance within the patriarchal society. At the individual level, the disabled women are 

managing well to survive in a disabling society by attaining higher education and gaining 

economic independence. However, socially constructed gender role expectations, intertwined 
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with the compulsory ableness, hinder society from accepting disabled women as ‘women’ and 

consequently affect the process of identity construction. 

6.4 Summary of the Chapter 

The cross-case comparison demonstrates that the phenomenon of constructing identity 

as a ‘disabled woman’ is grounded in sociocultural construction of disability as well as gender 

roles. The disabled women gain subjective knowledge of ‘disability’ and ‘gender’ through 

their experiences in different spaces (family, educational institution, non-domestic spheres) 

and times. Based on the subjective understanding of gender and disability, they develop 

negotiating patterns to mitigate the devalued social status. However, their negotiation with the 

devalued status is mainly motivated by their aspiration to gain social identity as a ‘woman’.  

Generally, disability is perceived as an individual’s ‘inability’ caused by a biological 

condition that hampers social participation. In the case of disabled women, disability as 

‘inability’ intermingles with feminine norms and exacerbates marginalisation. Since the 

adherence to feminine norms varies according to social class, the familial strategy to deal with 

the woman’s disability takes different forms and thus produces different kinds of disability. In 

families with lower socioeconomic background, disability is often approached by focusing 

more on a ‘cure’ and on restricting disabled women’s participation in familial and social 

activities (such as attaining formal education). In these families, not only the impairment 

(blindness) but also the feminine norms – which seek to confine women to the domestic 

sphere – are used as justifications for controlling disabled women’s access to the social world. 

Nevertheless, in some situations, religious education is used by families with lower 

socioeconomic background as a means of providing blind women with access to the social 

world. Conversely, in upper class families, where the participation of women in non-domestic 

spheres is appreciated, disability is mitigated by providing disabled women with all means of 

instrumental support and making possible their access to the mainstream formal educational 

institutions. Moreover, the upper-class perception of public space as dangerous for women 

makes parents extra-protective of their disabled women, which in turn leads to self-

stigmatisation. In this way, the class-based conceptualisation of gender and disability leads 

blind women to consider themselves as ‘dependent’ and ‘unable’ to be their own. Moreover, 

the results of the cross-case comparison demonstrate the way that families belonging to 

different socioeconomic backgrounds navigate the sociocultural definitions and societal 

arrangements that value ‘able’ bodies. In the context of valuing ‘abled bodies’, parents either 
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invoke a medicalised understanding of disability or overcome disability by adapting to the 

disabling social arrangements without challenging disablism.  

In South Asia, the daughter’s marriage is tightly connected to the family’s social 

status, and as a result disability stigmatisation devalues the social status of families as well 

(Dhungana, 2006). In this situation, higher education is a strategy to deal with disabled status 

and enhance marriage possibilities. The strategy of using education as a mitigating tool is also 

connected to the societal construction of gender. Due to the sociocultural construction of 

gender in Pakistani society, higher education is not advocated even for non-disabled women 

since it is seen as delaying marriage thus hampering women from fulfilling their gender roles 

(Hakim & Aziz, 1998). In this sense, higher education is, in general, a highly restricted place 

that is difficult for women to access. It is thus more than impressive that disabled women 

across social classes try to access higher education and use it as a tool to mitigate their 

devalued status. In other words, they use higher education to contest assumptions about their 

‘inability’ to fulfil gender expectations. Again, this result challenges both Disability Studies 

and Gender Studies by pointing to the way gendered ability expectations are appropriated by 

accessing culturally restricted domains such as higher education (in the case of women’s 

disability). The intersectionality of discourses constructed around gender and disability 

exacerbate the marginalisation of disabled women and consequently restrict access to 

socioeconomic opportunities such as education, employment, marriage and living an 

independent life. In this context, the results of my research add to the disabled studies 

literature that regards disability as an ‘intensifier’ since it increases the vulnerabilities of 

disabled women by marginalising them and restricting access to educational, economic and 

political rights (Ghai, 2001, 2002; Gurung, 2015; 2015a; Hammad & Singal, 2015b; Thomas, 

1999). However, these discourses do not take account of contexts where disability becomes 

the reason for providing women with access to the educational and economic spheres.    

The empirical research reveals that women opt for higher education in order to resist 

the stereotypical societal ideas that regard blind women as incapable. Nevertheless, familial 

support, especially from the mothers, plays a significant role in their achievement of academic 

goals. In the process of pursuing higher education, impaired women gain agency and 

confidence by changing the perception of immediate social groups towards them. 

Interestingly, besides challenging disablism, the struggles of impaired women to gain higher 

education are intertwined with their mothers’ aspiration that they become married. They 

mitigate the ascribed ‘dependent’ identity by expanding their economic capabilities and in 
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turn enhance their marriage possibilities. In the social context of Pakistan, the concept of 

marriage is not closely connected to the private domain and cannot be perceived as an 

individual choice of a person (Hammad & Singal, 2015b). Thus, the possibility of getting 

married is bound by societal prejudices towards women with disabilities. At the societal level, 

the enhanced capabilities of disabled women in terms of economic independence and social 

exposure are not comprehended as beneficial, and so they could not serve as compensation for 

women’s ‘inability’ to perform gender roles. In this sense, it could be inferred that in Pakistan 

educational outcomes for disabled women are strongly interconnected with the complex 

nature of social relations, which vary according to social class. The results of my research 

demonstrate that education significantly develops a positive sense of self in disabled women 

by enhancing their agency and providing them with economic independence. However, the 

prevailing societal prejudices that consider blind women as ‘unable’ to fulfil marital and 

conjugal roles do stigmatise disabled women and make it challenging for them to claim their 

identity as a ‘woman’. Thus, the educated disabled women conform more to feminine role 

performance, especially after marriage, to resist the ascribed disabled identity.   

This reveals that in the patriarchal organisation of Pakistani society, subjective 

experiences of disability in relation to gender and within the context of social class provide 

new dimensions to the disabled identity. The subjective experiences of disabled women are 

different due to intersectional issues such as socioeconomic class, type of disability 

(congenital or acquired) and marital status. Despite these differences, the research shows that 

disabled women, in general, do not recognise their impairment (blindness) as ‘disability’, 

though they acknowledge their impairment and associated challenges. However, the societal 

imposition of ‘doing femininity’ – the imposition to get married and achieve the social 

identity of ‘woman’– does push educated young disabled women to submit to the oppressive 

system of gender relations to protect themselves from stigmatisation. Thus, they did not 

absolutely challenge the repressive norms of femininity despite being educated and 

economically independent women. 
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Chapter 7:  Conclusion 

By studying the living situation of physically disabled women in Pakistan and 

analysing their subjective perspective, this study contributes simultaneously to Gender 

Studies and Disability Studies. By doing so, the research reveals the need for an integrated 

look at the question of gender role appropriation in the presence of disability. This chapter 

draws together the Ph.D thesis by taking account of the research question and summarising 

the core arguments of the study. The chapter is structured around four sections. The first 

section provides a comprehensive summary of the thesis by highlighting the key aspects of 

the previous chapters. The purpose here is to provide an overview of the study by delineating 

the process involved in the formulation of the research question and the ontological and 

epistemological methods for responding to it. By drawing on the theoretical and 

methodological perspective of the research, I also highlight the strengths and weaknesses of 

the study, which indicate the possible directions for future research in the field of Gender 

Studies and Disability Studies. Section three succinctly recapitulates the results of the 

research and discusses them in connection with international and local discourses in the field 

of Gender Studies and Disability Studies. The aim is to draw conclusions regarding the 

question raised by analysis of the data on women in Pakistan and beyond. Moreover, in this 

section, I elaborate the contributions made by the research while pointing out the gaps and 

deficits of the extant literature. Section four unfolds the implications of the research by 

highlighting the policy flaws and presenting suggestions to improve the life situation of 

physically disabled women in Pakistan.  
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7.1 Summary: Results of the Interconnections of Gender and Disability 

The research study is divided into seven main chapters. In this section, I provide a 

precise overview of the research thesis to elaborate the procedures involved in 

conceptualising the research question, in finding the appropriate methods to gather and 

process the data and in describing the results. The first chapter establishes the grounds for the 

study by indicating the lack of representation of the experiences of disabled women in gender 

and disabilities studies. In recent years, disabled feminists have applied feminist theories to 

analyse the experiences of disabled women. However, the concerns of disabled women have 

long been absent in the feminist as well as the disability movement. Fine and Asch (1981), in 

their work on women with disabilities, already suggested in the early 1980s that there is a 

serious need for an examination of disabled women’s experiences. They argue that feminists 

should analyse the experiences of disabled women, which could reveal the different dynamics 

of oppressions. These analyses, when done at all, have primarily focused on Western contexts 

and have not addressed the context of Pakistan. Consequently, my research, which examines 

the way gender intersects with disability and shapes the life experiences of disabled women 

(living in Pakistan), has two aims: first, to reconstruct the individual experiences of physically 

disabled women and thereby represent the struggles involved in the process of identity 

formation as a ‘woman’; second, to confront and test Western derived theories with non-

Western social expectations and practices associated with gender. One point of departure is 

that cultural imperatives surrounding the control of women’s sexuality shape gender norms 

and provide unique dimensions to patriarchy, which causes the dynamics of patriarchy to 

differ from those prevailing in the Global North. As I have argued in the introduction to this 

study, the ideology of controlling women’s sexuality restricts women to the domestic domain 

and provides men with the authority to control women’s mobility. Consequently, women are 

mostly confined to the household and their social recognition as ‘women’ depends upon their 

ability to perform conjugal and maternal roles (Bano, 1997; Hakim & Aziz, 1998; Jafar, 

2005). Additionally, differences constructed around gender norms often lead to women’s 

seclusion and to restrictions on their socioeconomic and political activities (Shaheed, 2010). 

Adding perspectives from Disability Studies shows, however, that gender oppression takes 

various forms and is experienced in significantly different ways by non-disabled and disabled 

women. Due to prevailing negative social perceptions of disability, women with disabilities 

are considered ‘unable’ to perform traditional gender roles and thus are exempted from the 
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social expectations of being married (Thomas & Thomas, 2002). Given this scenario, this 

qualitative-empirical study examines the social processes that construct gender and disability 

as well as the subjective understanding that disabled women develop in relation to these 

processes. By focusing on the subjective perspective, the research explores how disabled 

women, in particular those with blindness, negotiate their disabled status in order to 

appropriate gender role expectations and enhance marriage possibilities. 

The second chapter of the dissertation reviews the literature relevant to gender and 

disability in the context of Pakistan. While keeping in mind Western readers, the focus of the 

chapter is to provide knowledge of the living situation of women (in general) and of the social 

realities of disabled women (in particular). In this chapter, I elaborate the patterns of gender 

inequality produced by the framework of patriarchy, caste and social class. All these factors 

are intersectional in nature and important for gauging the status of women in Pakistani 

society. The nature of gender relations is primarily shaped by patriarchy, in which men hold 

authority and control over women within and outside the domestic domain. However, the 

severity with which the traditional form of patriarchy is practiced varies across castes and 

social classes. In this sense, the social reality of the living situation of women – embedded in 

the cultural norms of femininity and gender role ideologies – cannot be analysed without 

taking account of the variants of patriarchy, caste and social class. In Pakistan, the caste 

system is purely a structural phenomenon; it is deeply rooted in inherited, hierarchical 

positions that are based upon occupational affiliation and it is further segmented into kinship 

groups. In contrast, social class status is determined by the academic and professional pre-

eminence of the individual members of a family. The caste and social class affiliation of a 

woman determines her likelihood to access educational and employment opportunities, and 

thus her degree of autonomy in the household (see chapter 2, section 2.1.2 and 2.1.3, for more 

details on caste and the social class system in Pakistan). Such dynamics of societal structures 

provide a frame to understand how the caste and class-based imposition of patriarchal norms 

influences the perception of women’s disability. Therefore, the chapter includes the literature 

that addresses the role that a patriarchy grounded in a caste and social class system plays in 

structuring the social realities of disabled women. There is a dire lack of empirical scholarship 

on the lives of disabled women in Pakistan, so I referred to literature on gender and disability 

across South Asia in general and later refined my focus to aspects that specifically related to 

the context of Pakistan. I followed such an approach due to the commonalities prevailing 

among South Asian countries on issues revolving around patriarchy, caste and social class.  
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In chapter three, I use the social constructivist perspective of Berger and Luckmann 

(1966) to carve out the theoretical foundation of the research. They argue that the process of 

becoming a self develops through social interactions, and I took their argument as a basis for 

the building of a theoretical framework for studying the way gender is constructed and 

women’s life courses are shaped. Individuals learn about social expectations concerning their 

gender in social interactions. Based on Berger & Luckmann’s (1966) understanding, 

individuals conform to these social expectations by acting according to their gender norms. In 

this way, the tenets of social constructivism provide the theoretical basis for understanding 

how women internalise and practice gender norms in the processes of socialisation that take 

place within and outside the domestic sphere. As theorised by West and Zimmerman (1987), 

gender is a “situated accomplishment” that is achieved through the act of “doing” in social 

interactions. They explained that “doing gender” involves “a complex range of socially 

guided perceptual, interactional and micro-political activities, which generate specific 

expressions of masculine and feminine natures” (p. 126). In “doing” feminine and masculine 

expressions, one not only appropriates her/his gender category but also legitimises the most 

fundamental division of society. I reiterate the concept of “doing gender” (West & 

Zimmerman, 1987, p. 126) to conceptualise the construction of the category of ‘disabled 

woman’, which emerged as an outcome of not “doing gender” in socially prescribed ways. In 

social interactions, the presence of disability provides the ground on which disabled women 

are denied claim to their gendered identity as ‘woman’ for not being ‘able’ to fulfil the 

socially defined institutional expectations. However, as described by Berger and Luckmann 

(1966), individuals do not internalise the social reality completely and thus maintain the 

agency to construct subjective reality by resisting social norms. I use this argument to 

examine how disabled women resist, challenge or change the normative gender expectations 

based on their subjective understanding of disability. Empirical knowledge about the life 

situations of women in Pakistan indicates that family is the most significant social institution 

where patriarchy is practiced and internalised through socialisation. In this process, gender 

expectations about being a woman in Pakistani society are taken on by the girls. The theory of 

social constructivism thus offers an understanding of how disabled women learn about 

institutionally defined norms – concerning family, education and work – and develop 

strategies to negotiate the disabled status over the life course. Moreover, the theoretical 

framework of the subjective perspective emphasises the importance of interacting with the 

subjects to learn about the significance of their subjective social realities. In this way, the 

theoretical framework allows me to develop a qualitative methodology while using the 
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biographical interviews to understand the intersections of gender and disability over the life 

course of physically disabled women.  

Chapter four is structured around the design and methodological approach of the 

research. I have drawn the epistemological grounds of my research from the principles of 

social constructivism. Since the research focuses on the subjective experiences of disabled 

women, I deploy the feminist standpoint to mitigate the power relations that emerged between 

the non-disabled researcher and the disabled subjects in the interview setting. However, the 

research does not claim to reproduce a universal feminist epistemology. With the purpose of 

understanding the process involved in the construction of women’s subjective knowledge of 

disability, I selected the combinational methodological approach in qualitative research 

design. I used grounded theory (Strauss, 1987) for the purpose of data collection and 

biographical research techniques (Rosenthal, 2004; Rosenthal, 2018) for the purpose of data 

analysis. In view of the contention that knowledge is rooted in social interactions and 

language (Berger & Luckmann, 1966), I chose the biographical interview method to gather 

information from the interlocutors personally, in face-to-face interactions. Biographical 

interview was deemed suitable here because it tends to capture the complexity and multiple 

layers of a given phenomenon – which in this research is the social oppression of disabled 

women – by giving the participant freedom to bring forward temporally and spatially 

ingrained experiences (Rosenthal, 2018). In this way, the biographical interview techniques 

allowed me to understand how physically disabled women interpret their lived experiences – 

bound up in family life, education and work – while using the life course approach. Due to the 

lack of empirical knowledge about women with disabilities in Pakistan, I selected the 

theoretical sampling technique (Charmaz, 2006; Strauss, 1987; Strauss & Corbin, 1994) to 

gain an initial picture of the life situation of disabled women and to select interviews for in 

depth analysis. I interviewed twenty (20) women with physical and sensory disabilities, 

belonging to diverse socioeconomic and marital backgrounds. Constant comparison, which is 

a fundamental principle of the theoretical sampling technique, led me to reformulate the 

research question by focusing more on the significance of higher education for the disabled 

women in the process of identity construction as ‘woman’. Higher education was found to be 

the recurring topic in the biographies of disabled women. The meanings assigned to higher 

education were grounded in efforts to improve social status and marriage prospects and 

thereby to accord with how society defines ‘woman’. These results eventually led me to focus 

more on blind women as they hold a unique position among the category of disabled women. 
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They are the largest group of students enrolled in public universities and the group with the 

highest education level among the interlocutors. Furthermore, the variegated personal 

characteristics of the selected cases – in terms of social class and familial background – 

allowed understanding of the ways in which such differences influence subjective struggles to 

confront and/or conform gender and dis/ability norms and gain access to social institutions of 

education, work and marriage. Based on variations concerning the personal characteristics 

and socioeconomic background, I selected the biographies of three blind interlocutors for the 

purpose of biographical reconstruction.  

In chapter five, I used the case reconstruction analysis to examine how the life 

experiences of visually disabled young women (re)produce the subjective meanings given to 

disability. According to Rosenthal (2018), the meanings of certain social phenomena are 

significantly connected with people’s life experiences. So, in order to explore these meanings, 

it is important to interpret the phenomena in a biographical sense. Based on this theoretical 

assumption, I adopted the technique of biographical case-reconstruction for the purpose of 

data analysis. I reconstructed each biography in detail while identifying and analysing the 

patterns of events and actions narrated by the interlocutors. In doing so, I explored the variant 

of socioeconomic class as the most significant factor in shaping the familial attitude towards 

disability and, subsequently, in constructing the initial subjective perceptive of impaired 

women on disability. Moreover, the life course method allowed understanding of how the 

variant of social class affects the definition of gender norms within the family and constructs 

different degrees of disability in different phases of the lives of disabled women. Based on 

socioeconomic and familial differences, the selected blind interlocutors referred to different 

disability experiences and thus articulated unique perspectives on disability. Furthermore, the 

focus on women who experienced blindness offered interesting insights into how dis/ability is 

constructed by social relations in the family and by expectations concerning education and 

marriage. Later, the biographical reconstructions of the cases were compared to identify 

converging and diverging points based on personal characteristics, specifically the 

socioeconomic background.  

Chapter six describes the patterns of similarities and contrasts across the biographies 

of blind women. By comparing the cases, the chapter builds a theoretical bridge between the 

disability experiences of impaired women belonging to different socioeconomic groups. The 

diversity of disability experiences serves to identify the conceptual links among life events 

and, in turn, to theoretically explain how disability intersects with gender and causes the 
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variegated nature of oppression for disabled women. Additionally, the disability experiences 

illuminate patterns of conforming to gender expectations in order to overcome disability and 

achieve the social identity of ‘woman’. The comparison of biographical reconstructions 

demonstrates that socioeconomic background and familial perception of disability are the 

crucial factors that influence individual perception of being dis/abled. In the case of disabled 

women, the class-based imposition of feminine norms and conception of blindness provide 

new dynamics to the construction of disability. Nonetheless, the strategy of attaining higher 

education – at a personal and familial level – is found to be common across all social classes. 

In Pakistan, women generally have a higher illiteracy rate than men and early marriages are 

found to be one of the main reasons for low educational levels (Agha, 2016). Considering the 

general situation, the results of the cross-case comparison contribute to the field of Gender 

Studies and Disability Studies by exploring the sociocultural contexts in which disability 

becomes the reason for impaired women to seek access to the culturally restricted areas of 

higher education. The underlying reason for pursuing higher education is found in strategies 

of negotiating disabled status so that marriage possibilities are improved and the social 

identity of ‘woman’ is achieved. The results reveal that in the processes of ‘becoming 

dis/abled’ in a patriarchal society, impaired women – across all social classes – relate more to 

the cultural notion of femininity in order resist the disability aspect of their identity and thus 

increase marriageability.  

Strengths and weaknesses of the study: Directions for future research 

In the following section, I delineate the limitations – at subject, theoretical and 

methodological levels – that specify where further empirical inquiry is needed to improve 

understanding of the lives of the disabled women in a patriarchal society like Pakistan.  

The focus of the research is to understand the negotiating patterns adopted by the 

disabled women in order to appropriate gender role expectations and enhance marriageability. 

Since the societal pressure to get married is more intense for young women, disabled women 

belonging to the age group of 18-40 years were interviewed in this research. The biographies 

of the young blind women served best to comprehend how the societal pressure to get married 

influences their approach to disability. Moreover, the subjective realities of the selected 

interlocutors elaborate the ways a young disabled woman manages to survive in a patriarchal 

household after marriage. However, my focus on young physically disabled women (18 to 40 

years old) was restricted to the understanding of the experiences of older disabled women 
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who have already experienced several years of married life. In Pakistan, age is an important 

factor for determining the status of a woman within a household. The older women become, 

the more they gain power and control in their capacity of being mother and mother-in-law 

(Kandiyoti, 1988; Quddus, 1995). So, there is a need to generate empirical knowledge about 

how older disabled women gain respect in the household in a context where disability 

persistently contributes to their devaluation in the family and society. Moreover, the research 

comprises the biographies of highly educated disabled women. The results show that higher 

education enhances the social status of disabled women in the family by expanding their 

economic capabilities, however, it does not necessarily contribute to a change in the social 

prejudices and prevailing stereotypes against disabled women. In this situation, there is a need 

to conduct further research on disabled women with no formal education in order to explore 

what strategies these women adopt to mitigate disabled status and enhance marriage 

possibilities in a patriarchal society.  

Beside the limitations grounded in the case selection, the research focuses on the 

subjective knowledge of young physically disabled women in order to understand the 

construction of disability and its effects on the process of becoming a ‘woman’ in Pakistani 

society. In the field of Disability Studies, the investigation of disabled women’s subjective 

experiences is of specific importance for the identification of sociocultural factors that 

construct the gendered nature of disability in different contexts (Asch & Fine, 1988; Begum, 

1992; Fine & Asch, 1981; Morris, 1991, 1992, 1993; Thomson, 2002; Wendell, 1996). Based 

on the research question, I concentrated more on the experiences of blind women that revolve 

around the domestic sphere. The results demonstrate that family plays a significant role in 

influencing the subjective perspective on disability and the approach to the disabled status. 

Moreover, the emphasis on family life helps understanding of how gender roles are learnt and 

appropriated by disabled women in the domestic sphere. However, the focus on domestic 

sphere confined me from gaining knowledge about how physically disabled women “do” 

gender in the public sphere and negotiate with disability. Furthermore, I used the variant of 

social class to understand the ways in which class-based imposition of gender norms interact 

with disability and shape the experiences of physically disabled women. However, I did not 

use the concept of intersectionality to analyse the connections between social markers and 

disability. As there is a lack of empirical knowledge available on the life situation of disabled 

women, I produced more fundamental work and specifically took social class as a factor to 

understand how it influences the construction of gendered disability in the context of 
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Pakistan. I leave it for future research to investigate the intersections between social class 

(which might also include caste), gender and disability by using the concept of 

intersectionality.  

The construction of subjective knowledge is grounded in the everyday interactions 

that make up the experiences of social reality. Individuals make sense of social reality and 

assign subjective meanings to it through interactional social participation. In this process, they 

affirm or reaffirm the knowledge constructed around social reality (Berger & Luckmann, 

1966). The tenets of social constructivism allowed me to have a closer insight into the 

subjective perspective of disabled women. This allowed me to understand how gender 

influences societal comprehension of disability and the way disability intersects with gender 

in the process of achieving social status as ‘woman’. The subjectivity grounded in the social 

experiences of disabled women allowed me to comprehend the sociocultural aspects that 

shape the social reality of disabled women in Pakistan. I contribute to the field of Disability 

Studies by adding the voices of disabled women living in the Global South into the disability 

analysis. Moreover, in a situation that is extremely lacking in empirical knowledge, this 

research provides a window into the life situation of disabled women in Pakistani society. 

However, the methodological approach – constituted around the subjective knowledge of 

blind women – prevents elaboration of the perspective of women with different disabilities. 

Such a limitation can be surpassed by adding more subjects from different backgrounds and 

with different types of disabilities.  

7.2 Implications: Reflections on Disability, Gender Expectations and 

Marriageability 

Gender and disability are reciprocally linked as each influences, alters and (re)shapes 

the other. Disability experiences are profoundly interwoven with the social construction of 

gender. Consequently, the impact that disability makes in one’s life cannot be understood 

without the reference of gender norms (Thomas, 1999, p. 84). In this thesis, I have made an 

original contribution by focusing on the ways in which gender and disability interweave and 

in turn construct the category of ‘disabled women’.  

In Pakistan, the high social significance attached to the ability to perform feminine 

roles propagates the ideal of ‘abled women’. In this context, disability is generally perceived 

as a biologically conditioned ‘inability’ that prevents impaired women from fulfilling socially 
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defined gender expectations and claiming their identity as ‘woman’. Such an understanding of 

disability provides the impetus for ‘cure’ based practices, which are often grounded in the 

field of medicine and are found across all social classes. Nevertheless, the results of this 

research reveal that the urge for a ‘cure’ is stronger in families with a lower socioeconomic 

background. In these families, the strong desire for a ‘cure’ is closely connected to the ableist 

beliefs that accentuate the compulsoriness of sight to fulfil gender role expectations and gain 

access to social institutions such as education, work and marriage. In the field of Disability 

Studies, the concept of ‘cure’ has gained significant attention with the development of social 

models of disability. From the social model perspective, the ‘cure’ is mainly viewed as part of 

the “normate’s agenda” of restoring the body to norms (Thomson, 2017). The critiques of 

‘cure’ often encompass issues of disabled people’s lack of control in the process of medical 

treatment (Beauchamp‐Pryor, 2011; Michalko, 2002; Wendell, 1996). However, sociological 

reflections on ‘cure’ merely take account of the intersecting factors, such as socioeconomic 

background, that could influence the personal or familial choice. In this regard, the results of 

the present research contribute to and expand the discussion by highlighting disabled people’s 

lack of control in the severity of adherence to ableist norms and the shaping of attitudes 

towards the notion of ‘cure’. The families with a lower socioeconomic background consider 

the ability to ‘see’ as the only option for participating in the social world. Consequently, these 

families are found to be more inclined towards curing the impairment. When medical means 

are sought by families with a higher socioeconomic background, the purpose is not always to 

‘cure’ but to seek information on the impairment.  

The results of the research reveal that the examination of social class dynamics is 

crucial to an understanding of the intersection of gender and disability in Pakistan. The social 

class differences result in different constructions of disability and in turn expand the 

theoretical base of Gender Studies and Disability Studies. In the families with a lower 

socioeconomic background, disability is the result of the amalgamation of a strict imposition 

of feminine norms (which propagates the confinement of women within the domestic sphere) 

and a conventional understanding of impairment (which is grounded in ableist ideology). In 

such families, the immediate perception of blind women as ‘unable’ to participate in social 

institutions (such as schools) restricts their access to the social world and thus constructs 

disability in the form of social exclusion. However, in these families, social exclusion is 

addressed through the adoption of religious means such as memorising the Qur’an. These 

results challenge culturalist interpretations, which claim that the underlying reasons for the 
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construction of disability are to be found in cultural processes. The culturalist perspective on 

disability revolves around the matter of representation in dominant discourses, including 

religion. The representation of impaired bodies in dominant discourses lacking the properties 

of the ‘privileged group’ (non-disabled) displaces disabled people from society (Goodley, 

2011; Thomas, 1999, p. 138). Nonetheless, as argued in chapter six (6.3.1: Ability 

Expectations and the Conception of Blindness as ‘Inability’), cultural conceptualisation of 

disability is context specific. For instance, in Pakistan, the peculiarities associated with 

blindness provide different meanings to blindness. Culturally, blindness is perceived as a 

source of gaining access to the spiritual world. In this way, the results of the research draw 

attention to the contexts in which certain cultural practices (such as memorising the Qur’an) 

mitigate the sociocultural devaluation associated with disabled people and hence overcome 

barriers by providing them with access to the social world. Moreover, the results highlight 

how, in certain contexts, the meanings attached to a certain impairment change the cultural 

depiction of disability and thus influence the way society approaches it. This result of my 

analysis not only challenges culturalist interpretations of disability, it also contributes to a 

better understanding of the social model in Disability Studies. The social model provides an 

analytical frame to interrogate the societal barriers and exclusionary practices that construct 

disability. However, it does not take account of the contextual differences according to which 

certain sociocultural practices become the source of social inclusion. In this way, the research 

considers the limitations of the international disability models propounded within Disability 

Studies by highlighting the context specific conceptualisation of disability and the social 

means of responding to it.  

The cultural norms of femininity – imposed in the form of domestic confinement – 

lead upper class families to handle disability in a manner that differs from that of families 

with a lower socioeconomic background. The notion of women’s seclusion transforms public 

spaces into male dominated territory that is considered less safe for women due to the 

hierarchy of gender relations. Such dynamics of public space often increase the possibility of 

sexual harassment for women (Ali, 2012). In this situation, it is assumed that impairment 

might increase the risk of defilement by unwanted touch and the “male gaze” (Ghai, 2002, 

p. 55). Thus, in upper class families, where the idea of women’s public participation is 

appreciated, parents mitigate the gender-based fears of public spaces by providing a 

protective cover – for instance not letting them to be in public sphere alone – to disabled 

women. The overly protective behaviour of parents leads to self-stigmatisation in impaired 
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women for being dependent on and a burden to their families. The results of my research 

contribute not only to existing frameworks for thinking about disability but also to feminist 

disability discourses. As the study confirms, in the context of social class, gendered disability 

is not solely the outcome of disabling barriers and sociocultural prejudices. It is also the result 

of class-based conceptions of public space, which tacitly restrict impaired women’s 

participation in public life. In this sense, the research provides a new dynamic to feminist 

disability discourses that consider the objectifying ‘gaze’ as the reason for the restriction of 

disabled women’s access to public space (see Ghai, 2002; Ghosh, 2016, 2018; Morris, 1991).  

Additionally, gender role ideology – based on cultural norms that confine women to 

the domestic sphere – constructs the notion of ‘real femininity’, which accentuates the need to 

have an ‘able body’ to fulfil gender expectations within the institution of marriage. The 

essentiality of an ‘able body’ in the context of gender role performance expands the concept 

of ableism. The theoretical strands of the concept of ableism connect to previous critical 

disability analyses of the social expectation to conform to physiological (bodily) standards 

(Michalko, 2002; Thomson, 2005; Wendell, 1989). However, based on the results of the 

research, I recapitulate and expand the concept of ableism by associating it with the realm of 

gender role ideology. In view of the performance of daily activities based on gender, the 

concept of ableism cannot be confined to the compulsoriness of a functional body for 

membership in society as a ‘normal’ individual. I argue that in the context of Pakistan, 

ableism is a gendered concept that accentuates the need to perform gender roles in order to be 

identified as a ‘woman’. Furthermore, these results provide a better understanding of how 

disability alters the socially constructed category of gender by excluding disabled women 

from certain social expectations (such as getting married) and thus leading them to develop 

negotiating strategies to confront and/or conform to gender norms.  

Impaired women’s subjective understanding of their gender and disability is initially 

shaped within the family (Ghosh, 2018). While granting this argument, my research 

demonstrates that class-based understandings of gender and blindness provide impaired 

women with a frame to make sense of what it means to be a ‘woman’ and ‘disabled’ in a 

patriarchal society like Pakistan. Depending upon their intersectional social experiences – 

constructed around gender and disability – impaired women adopt subjective negotiating 

strategies to mitigate disability and improve their social status. Kandiyoti (1988, p. 275), 

while conceptualising gender relations as “patriarchal bargains”, calls attention to women’s 

status as an outcome of social and political negotiations. The “patriarchal bargains” constrain 
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women but at the same time provide them with the space to develop strategies to negotiate 

areas of autonomy; these may include public domains, private domains or both. Nevertheless, 

the negotiating strategies depend on the nature of gender relations within the family, which 

may exhibit variations according to class, caste and ethnicity. Based on the results of the 

research, I argue that disability adds new dimensions to the “patriarchal bargains” by 

highlighting the negotiating strategies adopted by disabled women, which sharply differ from 

the strategies developed by non-disabled women. In families with a lower socioeconomic 

status, where women gain status through gender role performance, disabled women negotiate 

societal devaluation through higher education. Disabled women take education as a 

foundation that could enhance other possibilities, such as getting a job and living an 

independent life. In these families, disabled women struggle harder than non-disabled women 

to gain access to higher education. The negotiation for higher education is found to be three-

dimensional: it includes dealing with (i) patriarchal norms, (ii) parental prejudices against 

disability and (iii) an unsupportive socio-structural environment.  

Interestingly, the life course approach reveals that, within lower class families, a 

change takes place in parental behaviour concerning disabled women’s access to education. In 

these families, formal education is initially considered inappropriate for blind women; 

however, such parental behaviour changes as disabled women reach their teenage years 

because the parents start viewing education as a means of enhancing marriage possibilities. 

As I mentioned in chapter six, mothers played an essential role in supporting higher education 

for their disabled daughters. No evidence of variation in the family type, educational 

background, financial status or geographical location seems to affect the motivational and 

supportive roles of mothers. However, the efforts made by mothers were found to be driven 

by their desire to find a ‘decent’ marriage proposal for their daughters, which could 

counterbalance the disability stigmatisation. These findings add to the research of Hammad 

(2019), who highlights the paramount role of mothers in the academic careers of their 

disabled daughters but has not yet taken account of the sociocultural factors behind their 

supportive role. The societal significance attached to a daughter’s marriage – which raises the 

status of the family as well as the woman – provides the ground for parents to support higher 

education for disabled women, especially in a context where higher education for women is 

not appreciated. Moreover, these results highlight the contextual nuances of the social 

construction of gender and disability; such nuances reshape the norms of femininity by 

providing women with access to culturally restricted areas such as education and 
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employment. These results reveal that attaining the socially ascribed identity of ‘married 

woman’ is the primary factor that leads to the reshaping of feminine norms in situations such 

as disability.  

 The intersections of disability and gender reveal dynamics that are crucial to the 

sociocultural process of becoming a ‘woman’ in Pakistani society. Generally, disability – 

perceived as ‘inability’ – exacerbates the devalued status of women, but in some situations, it 

becomes the propelling factor to achieve a new identity while resisting societal prejudices. In 

this context, where non-disabled female counterparts do not have the opportunity to access 

higher education, disabled women gain confidence and a sense of self. In spite of these 

educational outcomes, the enhanced capabilities of disabled women – in terms of economic 

independence and social exposure – are not comprehended, at a societal level, as something 

that could compensate for their ‘inability’ to perform gender roles. However, disabled women 

perceive higher education as a means of gaining economic independence and mitigating the 

socially imposed identity of ‘dependent’. Additionally, within the patriarchal system, 

educational outcomes for disabled women are strongly connected with the complex nature of 

social relations. The societal imposition of ‘doing femininity’ precludes educated disabled 

women from challenging the oppressive patriarchal norms. Therefore, educated disabled 

women increasingly conform to feminine role performance, especially after marriage, as a 

means of rejecting the ascribed disabled identity and recognition as ‘woman’ in the 

household. In this way, the results of the research make a real contribution to local feminist 

discourses by looking into how patriarchal norms are imposed and maintained through the 

process of attaining social recognition as ‘woman’ in the case of disability. The propagation 

of higher education for disabled women is not solely based on the agenda of social inclusion; 

it is also meant to provide them with access to the institution of marriage. Thus, the outcome 

of higher education for women in a patriarchal society, like Pakistan, is profoundly different 

from the outcome of higher education in Western countries. In the West, higher education 

significantly contributes to making it possible for women to live autonomously. However, in 

Pakistan, higher education for women is used to increase their value in the marriage market, 

which ultimately leads to maintaining patriarchy. Despite the fact that education does 

positively contribute to the different aspects of disabled women’s lives, the lower 

marriageability of educated disabled women makes it difficult for them to retaliate against the 

repressive patriarchal structures. Thus, there is a need to address the issues of disabled women 
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concerning gender roles in the institution of marriage and to further integrate them at 

institutional and political levels.  

7.3 Outlook: Suggestions for Improving the Lives of Disabled Women in Pakistan  

In Pakistan, higher education holds significant meaning in the cases of young women 

with physical disabilities. It is used as a tool to enhance the economic capabilities of disabled 

women and as something that might ‘counteract’ or ‘compensate’ for nonconformity with 

ability-based gender expectations and improve marriage possibilities. The research reveals 

that the meaning assigned to women’s disability is closely related to the social expectations 

concerning their gender. Therefore, it is of utmost importance to bring a gender-based 

perspective into the making of policy and legislation while taking steps to improve the life 

situation of physically disabled women.  

At the state level, the comprehensive framework for integrating disabled people into 

society was established by the National Policy for Persons with Disabilities (2002). The 

drafting of a comprehensive National Policy for Persons with Disabilities illuminates the 

governmental stance on disability by outlining guidelines and initiatives that are primarily 

focused on providing disabled people with equal access to education, employment and 

rehabilitation services. The policy guidelines that signify the need for legal initiatives to 

improve the lives of disabled people, coupled with pressures from international commitments 

(for instance the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities), led to 

the promulgation of the Rights of Persons with Disabilities Act (2020). The act recognises the 

human rights of people with disability and lays down provisions for equal participation in 

educational, economic, cultural and other activities in society. Nevertheless, the act mainly 

defines disability in medical terms while ignoring the social barriers and perceptions that 

contribute to disability. By following the guidelines provided in UN CRPD, disabled women 

are given extra protection under the law for being more vulnerable in society. However, no 

single legislative clause addresses discrimination stemming from gender devaluation or from 

stereotypes that render disabled women ‘unable’ to meaningfully participate in society and to 

fulfil gender expectations. The lack of consideration given to gender-based issues in disability 

policy and legislation ends up endorsing gender insensitive programs and initiatives that do 

not prove to be helpful for the social inclusion of physically disabled women.   
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 The research reveals that the inclusion of physically disabled women (specifically 

blind) is not far from reach, since they are already visible in society as a result of the access 

they have gained to education and employment. However, the social inclusion of blind 

women could be better facilitated by bringing about changes at three levels: (i) structural, (ii) 

familial and (iii) societal. Structural inadequacies are the primary factor that restricts the 

participation of physically disabled women in social institutions such as education and 

employment. With the aim of overcoming infrastructural barriers and giving disabled students 

equal access to higher education, the Higher Education Commission (HEC) formulated the 

Policy for Students with Disabilities at Higher Education Institutions in Pakistan (2019). The 

policy aims to provide an enabling environment in higher education institutions in order to 

increase the educational participation of disabled students and to encourage them to take part 

in curricular and extracurricular activities. However, its recommendations about how to 

increase the academic involvement of disabled students lack a gender-based perspective. 

Moreover, in the policy, disability is not viewed as an oppression that takes different shapes 

as gender intersects with structural inadequacies. The research reveals that cultural norms of 

femininity – which restrict women from going out alone and staying outside – combined with 

structural barriers preclude disabled women from achieving their academic goals. The fears of 

parents who consider their physically disabled daughters less capable of surviving in 

unsupportive university infrastructures also contribute to a lack of academic involvement. 

Considering the situation, there is a need to suggest policy measures that ensure the safety of 

disabled women in educational institutions and to develop legal mechanisms that protect them 

from violence (of any kind), abuse and discrimination.  

Moreover, the social integration of disabled women requires ensuring their protection 

within the family. It is necessary to improve familial knowledge about disabilities and make 

sure that disabled women are not exploited – whether on the basis of disability or gender – 

within the family. The Rights of Persons with Disabilities Act (2020) ensures disabled 

people’s rights to home and family (clause 14), however, it does not take account of the 

intersection between disability and the cultural devaluation associated with women that 

exacerbates the oppression of disabled women within the family. Therefore, it is of utmost 

importance to protect disabled girls in the family by providing parents with knowledge about 

disabilities and informing them about the social, economic, legal and rehabilitative support 

available to disabled persons and their families. Providing such knowledge and information 

might help to change the conventional view of families, which perceives disability and 
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disabled girls as a ‘burden’. Additionally, it is equally important to protect the motherhood of 

physically disabled women through legislation that recognises and assists their special needs 

during pregnancy, childbirth and childcare. This legislation could help in relieving physically 

disabled women from the societal pressures to fulfil gender expectations and in empowering 

them within the household and society. Such measures would be significant in providing 

disabled women access to the institution of marriage by changing the societal beliefs that 

consider them to be inappropriate for motherhood. In order to recognise and give appropriate 

consideration to the concerns of disabled women in legislation and policies, it is necessary to 

include the voices of disabled women in political activism and feminist academic scholarship. 

The inclusion of disabled women at political and academic levels would help shift the 

conventional sociocultural view on physically disabled women. Consequently, it would lead 

to the discovery of practical solutions to disabled women’s contextual issues and allow them 

to challenge the social construction of ‘womanhood’ and embedded stereotypes. 
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Glossary 

Acha An Urdu word, literally meaning ‘nice’ or ‘good’. However, in 

everyday conversation, it is used as a non-verbal and paralinguistic 

expression. 

Bechara An Urdu word which means ‘underdog’ in English. This word is 

commonly used for a person who has low social status. 

Hafiz/ Hafiza An Arabic word, literally meaning ‘guardian’ or ‘memoriser’. This 

word is used by Muslims as a term for someone who has memorised the 

Qur’an. Hafiza is the feminine form of the term. 

Jethani  An Urdu word which means ‘sister-in-law’ in English. 

Kammi Status category used for members of the service providing caste in 

order to distinguish them from members of the landowning caste. 

Purdah A practice observed in Muslim and Hindu societies to separate women 

from men through the means of veiling. 

Qari A person who has completely memorised the Qur’an and is well versed 

in reciting it according to the Islamic rules. A Qari is often authorised 

by the registered Madrasas (school for religious education) to work as a 

teacher for those who memorise the Qur’an.  

Roti A flatbread made with wheat flour. 

Sahi An Urdu word meaning ‘right’, ‘accurate’, ‘correct’ in English. In 

colloquial language, it is used as a non-verbal and paralinguistic 

expression. 

Zakat A religious obligation, which is applied to those who meet certain 

wealth criteria, to donate some portion of their wealth for charitable 

cause every year. 

Zamindar A status category used for members of the landowning caste in order to 

distinguish them from members of the service providing caste. 
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Abstract 

This study investigates how ability based social expectations embedded in feminine 

norms affect the conceptualisation of disability and shape subjective strategies for negotiating 

disabled status in the process of becoming a ‘disabled woman’. I drew on the theory of social 

constructivism (Berger and Luckmann 1966) and researched the biographical experiences of 

twenty (20) young physically disabled women, living in Pakistan. The purpose was to 

investigate the sociocultural processes and practices that provide disabled women with 

knowledge about gender and disability throughout their lives. Among twenty physically 

disabled interlocutors, the biographies of three blind women were selected – based on their 

active participation in higher education and their varying socioeconomic backgrounds – for 

detailed case-reconstruction. Analysis of the selected biographies revealed that the family’s 

interpretation of their daughter’ disability – which varies according to the socioeconomic 

background – significantly influences the social integration of disabled women and their 

understanding of disability. In families with a lower socioeconomic background, deeply 

internalised norms of femininity intensify the social exclusion of blind women. This exclusion 

is primarily justified through an impairment based ‘inability’ frame. Conversely, the upper 

class families were found to be active in overcoming the disabling barriers by providing 

means of instrumental support to disabled women. The research demonstrated that higher 

education is comprehended by the interlocutors and their families as the key source of gaining 

social inclusion. The family’s appreciation of higher education is intertwined with their desire 

to enhance the marriage prospects of their young physically disabled daughter. However, 

disabled women perceive higher education as a means of becoming economically independent 

and autonomous.  Since social recognition as ‘woman’ is closely associated with women’s 

ability to fulfil gender role expectations, physically disabled women – across all social classes 

– relate strongly to the cultural notion of femininity in order to resist the disability aspect of

their identity. Consequently, they do not absolutely challenge the repressive norms of 

femininity despite being educated and economically independent women.  

Keywords: Blind women, gender, disability, marriageability, education, identity construction, 

Pakistan 
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Zusammenfassung 

Diese Studie untersucht, wie fähigkeitsbasierte soziale Erwartungen, die in weibliche 

Normen eingebettet sind, die Konzeptualisierung von Behinderung beeinflussen und 

subjektive Strategien zur Aushandlung des Behindertenstatus im Prozess des Werdens einer 

'behinderten Frau' formen. Ich habe mich auf die Theorie des sozialen Konstruktivismus 

(Berger und Luckmann 1966) gestützt, und habe die biographischen Erfahrungen von 

zwanzig jungen körperlich behinderten Frauen, die in Pakistan leben, untersucht. Ziel war es, 

die soziokulturellen Prozesse und Praktiken zu untersuchen, die behinderte Frauen im Laufe 

ihres Lebens mit Wissen über Geschlecht und Behinderung versorgen. Unter zwanzig 

körperbehinderten Gesprächspartnerinnen wurden die Biografien von drei blinden Frauen - 

aufgrund ihrer aktiven Teilhabe an höherer Bildung und ihrer unterschiedlichen 

sozioökonomischen Hintergründe - für eine detaillierte Fallrekonstruktion ausgewählt. Die 

Analyse der ausgewählten Biografien hat ergeben, dass die familiäre Interpretation der 

Behinderung ihrer Tochter - die je nach sozioökonomischem Hintergrund variiert - die soziale 

Integration der behinderten Frauen und ihr Verständnis von Behinderung maßgeblich 

beeinflusst. In Familien mit einem niedrigeren sozioökonomischen Hintergrund verstärken 

tief verinnerlichte Weiblichkeitsnormen die soziale Ausgrenzung blinder Frauen. Dieser 

Ausschluss wird vor allem durch einen auf Beeinträchtigung basierenden "Unfähigkeits"-

Rahmen gerechtfertigt. Umgekehrt wurde festgestellt, dass die Familien der Oberschicht aktiv 

an der Überwindung der behindernden Barrieren arbeiten, indem sie den behinderten Frauen 

instrumentelle Unterstützung bieten. Die Untersuchung zeigte, dass höhere Bildung von den 

Gesprächspartnerinnen und ihren Familien als Hauptquelle für die Erlangung sozialer 

Inklusion angesehen wird. Die Wertschätzung der Familie für höhere Bildung ist jedoch mit 

dem Wunsch verbunden, die Heiratsaussichten ihrer jungen körperlich behinderten Tochter zu 

verbessern. Im Gegenteil, die behinderten Frauen sehen in der höheren Bildung den Weg, 

Handlungsfähigkeit zu erlangen und wirtschaftlich unabhängig zu werden.  Da die soziale 

Anerkennung als "Frau" eng mit der Fähigkeit von Frauen verbunden ist, 

geschlechtsspezifische Rollenerwartungen zu erfüllen, beziehen sich körperlich behinderte 

Frauen - quer durch alle sozialen Schichten - stark auf die kulturelle Vorstellung von 

Weiblichkeit, um dem Behinderungsaspekt ihrer Identität zu widerstehen. Folglich fordern sie 

die repressiven Normen der Weiblichkeit nicht unbedingt heraus, obwohl sie gebildete und 

wirtschaftlich unabhängige Frauen sind.  

Stichwörter: Blinde Frauen, Geschlecht, Behinderung, Heiratsfähigkeit, Bildung, 

Identitätskonstruktion, Pakistan 
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