The Internet Empowers Women With Disabilities

By Inge Komardjaja

n a developing country such as In-

donesia, where the social, eco-

nomic, and political situations are
unstable and where the major problem
is poverty, people with disabilities and
their needs are not a priority.

Traditional societies are usually patriarchal
societies, where the status of women is lower than
that of men. Women’s roles as nurturer of the
family and housekeeper prevail over the improve-
ment of their own quality of life.

From the general image of the traditional
roles of women, we can imagine the plight of
women with disabilities in a patriarchal society.
Opportunities for selfdevelopment through edu-
cation and employment are taken away and given
to the non-disabled. Even among the people with
disabilities, the women are considered inferior
compared with the men. The attitude of the fam-
ily and society at large engenders such women to
be dependent on others and to live at the mercy
of their family and the state.

Discrimination against women with disabili-
ties in developing countries has been a great con-
cern of the United Nations Economic and So-
cial Commission for Asia and the Pacific
(UNESCAP) since 1995. Evidence that women
with disabilities are indeed disadvantaged
prompted UNESCAP to appeal to governments
to heed the lives of these women and try to em-
power them.

One of the ways identified to help women
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BWhen people socialise, physical
appearance, body language,
voice, and aititude form the first
impression which may last as a
like or dislike of the other
person. The Internet has a non-
discriminating impact on people,
because of its potential for
personal communication without
the parties having to meet face
fo face.

with disabilities is through the information and
communication technology of the Internet. In
the midst of the current economic crisis it can be
costly to construct environments that are free of
physical barriers and ensure the independent
personal mobility of women with disabilities in
public spaces. The Internet technology, how-
ever, could allow them to work in a safe and

convenient environment.

Users of modern technology and appliances
are mainly from the middle and upper class. They
are equipped with various resources and thus,
tend to make more significant progress than
those of the underclass. Even if the Internet is
accessible to all people, regardless of gender, age,
socio-economic class, and physical ability
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(Neumann and Uhlenkueken 2001), this paper
focuses on women with disabilities from the mid-
dle class who are likely to be computer-literate.
Having received higher education and profes-
sional training, they are likely to be independent
in thinking and personal mobility, but in many
instances the social and physical barriers obstruct
their further advancement.

Against this backdrop and being a woman
with disability myself, I would like to share how
the Internet has been a useful infrastructure to
break down the barriers of social isolation and
physical impediments and how it has enhanced
my life considerably.

How the Internet can help

When people socialise, physical appearance,
body language, voice, and attitude form the first
impression which may last as a like or dislike of
the other person. The Internet has a non-
discriminating impact on people, because of its
potential for personal communication without
the parties having to meet face to face. Qur
physical disabilities and personal shortcomings
are not exposed to the interlocutors. This gives
us the liberty to express ourselves without fear of
being rejected. This, however, does not mean that
disabilities and shortcomings have to be covered
up.

The Internet enhances interaction among
people and social groups from all sections of
life. Basically, it offers information of any kind
whatsoever, and if used in a targeted way, the
Internet can ameliorate information and com-
munication (ibid.). Intensive communication can
be done via E-mail, in spite of the geographical
distance between people (ibid.). Each individual
is able to give her/his contribution to the mail-
ing lists. As the saying goes, “Information is
power.” The Internet empowers individuals by

giving them access to more information and op-

portunities to develop meaningful contacts.
Women with disabilities may experience a posi-
tive change in their outlook on life.

My personal experience

Life without a purpose is meaningless. The
hope of achieving something motivates us to work
hard and overcome barriers to our goals. Thanks
to the Internet my aspiration to become a writer
is getting clearer. My personal experience has
taught me that success does not happen over-
night and that making contact is a process. We
should realise that developing effective network:
ing among people with similar interest in a par-
ticular field is a long haul.

Never have I regretted being on the Internet.
When I am in town, not one day goes by with-
out me checking the E-mails and sometimes
browsing through information in my field. I will
show what prompted me to subscribe to the
Internet service provider and in what ways the
Internet is a resourceful tool.

In the beginning of 1996, when only a few
people were familiar with and interested in the
Internet, I questioned in what ways the Internet
could be beneficial. I knew it had its merits, but

how to enter it and use the information avail
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able remained a puzzle. My modest monthly sal-
ary as a government official was an important
consideration. Finally I decided to take the
plunge, and from my meagre savings I asked
someone to upgrade the computer’s software
and hardware, and bought a modem. After the
?om.puter had been connected to an Internet
service provider, I began browsing aimlessly. This
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touch wi
: with local and overseas friends and ac-
quaintances,

‘ [n 1997 a Japanese colleague, who worked
in o.ur F)ffice, broached the idea of studying
barrier-free environments for disabled and older
people. | was surprised that disability was even
an area ot study, because I had always thought
that being disabled was a matter of fate (though
I never considered my disability to be the main
characteristic of my personality).

This novel idea became the point of depar-
tu 4 jour i i
re of my journey to become a writer with a
focus on disability issues.

Due to the country’s poverty, Indonesia
today does not concern itself much with the
needs of disabled people. Thus, little informa-

IWOMEN WITH DISABILITIES

tion on this subject is available. I was able to use
the Internet effectively to link up with people
overseas who share my interest and whose knowl-
edge about disability is more advanced than mine.

The electronic community

In spite of holding a PhD degree and hav-
ing worked for over 20 years with the same gov-
ernment organisation, my working career has
not changed atall; my position remains the same
as when I began working. Instead of letting dis-
enchantment and frustration creep in, I turn
my mind to the Internet, which unexpectedly
absorbs much of my time. I discover a wealth of
information that can be instantly accessed at any

time.

In the real world, seeking information is
time-consuming and what we need may not be
available. To be a writer means to collect much
information and that means having to read a
lot. Having decided firmly on the field that I
wanted to study, I subscribed to several electronic
associations and joined mailing lists relating to

disability issues.

I thought: “If my colleagues don’t appreci-
ate my potentials, the international community
does.” Gradually I was able to establish friend-
ships with people from around the world
through E-mail. As an electronic community,
we exchange information and experience with-
out having to meet up. However, we must be
very careful in our communications, because
what has been written will be read and remem-
bered. Written words have the power to influ-
ence the reader’s mind positively as well as nega-
tively. It is not easy to withdraw negative written

words that have been sent or uploaded.

Working at home
Hardly do we see disabled women on the

road, but if there are any they have to cope with
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all sorts of barriers. It's hard for me to go out by
myself and use public transport, because I am
notable to get on the rear part of the van. I need
to wait until a seat in the front part is vacant.
Added to this are the high, uneven, and cracked
sidewalks where eating stalls occupy almost the
whole width. I have to stand and wait at the edge
of the road instead of on the sidewalk.

Having access to the Internet at home is a
great solution that saves me from these troubles.
My workplace has access to the Internet, but there
is a limited number of terminals. It is therefore
more effective and efficient to work at home rather
than waste time on the road waiting for a ride
and being stuck in a traffic jam. [ can write re-
ports at home, send the file as attachment to the
E-mail to my office, and print it out the next day.

Networking with people in the same field

Printed words that have quality content are
hard to find or are not available in bookstores
and libraries where I am. Foreign textbooks and
journals are expensive. Writing about particu-
lar topics is difficult for me because I lack access
to the latest information about my field.

Thanks to supportive E'mail friends my writ-
ing ability is progressing. They have encouraged
me to write for international journals or one
chapter of a book. Some of them even sent me
generously their pieces of writing, so I can have
ideas in what ways disability issues have devel-
oped. This was not my intention when I started
networking through the Internet, but I'm just
happy it turned out to be this useful to me.

It can empower us

Not all women with disabilities of the mid-
dle class have jobs. Many are unemployed and
have small incomes and hence they cannot af-
ford to subscribe to the Internet. Those who

can invest their savings in a personal computer

and the Internet ought to do so. To set aside
capital for this infrastructure seems risky, butin
the long run the Internet is the most accessible
and affordable means to get information and
to constitute international networking. Alterna-
tively, low-priced public terminals should be pro-
vided, so that unemployed women with disabili-
ties can empower themselves too (ibid.).

The Internet is also a means to improve in-
tellectual skills of reading, writing, and develop-
ing original ideas. For us who come from a non-
English speaking background, the Internet helps
to improve our command of English, because it
is the language used in electronic international
networking.

The Internet, however, can never replace
face-to-face contact among people (ibid.). As so-
cial and emotional beings, we still need to meet
people with whom we can express and receive
positive and negative emotions of joy, friendli-
ness, happiness, sympathy, tolerance, sadness,
anger, unhappiness, hatred, and intolerance.

The Internet is not the only means of en-
riching our lives, but it certainly provides an
empowering result. 9
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