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Culture(s) and Belief Systems 

Cult l~reexerts a profouncl influence on tllc \\.a!, in \vhich 
psoplc think 2nd \\-hat tiley think. An incii\,idual's beliefs-\vhether re-
ligious, acs~hetic, niol-al/cthical, political, o r  philosophical-proci~~ce his 
or her \\rorld\rie\\: A \\~orld\ie\v not only imparts meaning, it positions 
bclicfs in relation to  r i t~~als .  habits, Ia\\y grammar, facial expressions, 
bod!. image, sex and sesuality, artifacts, games, and so on. C L I ~ ~ L I ~ Cis 
"thc rralm of the s\rmbolic-that a~norphous\veb of v~ lues ,  beliefs, as- 
sumptions and ideals that a r c  internalize by being mcrnhcrs of certain 
groups in ;I certain place at a certain tilnc. It is \\.ithin the realm \ve call 
culture that \vc get our  hearings in life; it is thcrc that we ingest thc no- 
tions of \vhar is good, b ~ d ,  jc~st, natural, desirable, 2nd p o ~ ~ i 0 l e "  
(NACLA 1994:lS).The i~npression of c ~ l l t ~ ~ r e  o n  heliefs and mythol- 
og!., traditions and rituals, institutions and doctrirles, h,ls inciiviclual and 
social implications. First, c ~ ~ l t ~ ~ r e  is a milieu and medium o f  do~nination 
and s~~bord ina t io~ l .  The beliefs, ideas, and values of society at largc not 
o n ) \  rctlcct the dominant ccrlture, they help t o  reproduce it. Scconci, he- 
liefs m d  the a t t i t ~ ~ d e s  they sp'ln.n are not solely determined by religious 
con\,ictions 01-cducntion or class or ~vords ,  s!mbols, and expressions, o r  
c\.en the rn'lss mcdia. the!^ are informed by the interplay of all thcse. 

Belieti and attitudes ~ L > o L I ~disdl>ilit!. are indi\.idually espericnccd hut 
~ociall!~constituted. They are, with ti.\\, exceptions, pejor-ative. They arc 
pdtcl-nalistic and often s'ldistic and l~!~pocritical. When blatantl!. pcjor,l-
tive attitc~dcs ate not held, pcoplc with disabilities oftcn espel.ie11ce a 
pa~-adoxic,ll sct of "s!~mpatlietic" notions like the courageous 01-noble 
indi\,iduill. Attitudes suct~ as "I cou1d11't adjust to  such a life, he must 
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Maria Paula Teperino: "When I was married many people asked our maid 
if she could hear whether we had sex. Everyone on the street would ask me, 
for example, if we could have a baby. That was the first question many peo- 
ple thought about." 

Cornelio Nufiez Ordaz: "I got married in 1978 when I was twenty-five. I 
met my wife on the way to the Rehab Center. First we were friends and then 
we got married. It  was very difficult for her to be with me because her friends 
thought she shouldn't date a disabled man, they assumed we wouldn't or 
couldn't have sex, I'm not sure. During my wife's first pregnancy a lot of 
family and friends told us they were afraid that the child would be born with 
a disability." 

The issue of sexuality for people with disabilities brings into relief the 
relationship between gender and disability mythology. Here the influ- 
ences of sexuality, sexism, paternalism, and sexual repression meet, cre- 
ating all sorts of ironies. 

Maria Paula Teperino: "There is a cult of the body in Brazil. We call it culto 
ao corpo. You really need beautiful legs and bottoms in our culture. 
Machismo is very strong, and it affects the way many men think ofwomen. 
Because of its prevalence, machismo leads many men to believe that a dis- 
abled woman can't satisfjr him. Many even believe that disabled women can- 
not have children. Sons are considered necessary by Brazilians. . . . Even 
though my mother always encouraged me to dress well and look pretty [as 
I grew up], I believe she never thought I would get married. It's strange 
because I know she believed I would lead an intellectual and independent 
life, but the issue of dating and sexuality never was discussed. This was a 
double message and confusing, but looking back on it, I shouldn't be sur- 
prised. The myths and stereotypes about disability and sexuality based in our 
macho culture taught her these ideas." 

Many activists believe that the men most influenced by the macho world- 
view have been the most condemned by it after their disability. 

Federico Fleischmann: "If a man in Mexico has an accident like you, let's 
say at the age of forty, that's the end. I don't know one that beats this kind 
of problem. They stay home, and they think they are half a man. It's very 
difficult because of our culture in which the macho image is very strong. If 
you cannot play soccer any more, life has no value. Mexican culture, 
machismo, has a very negative effect on a man becoming disabled." 

These notions extend far beyond Latin America. 

Lizzie Mamvura: "In Zimbabwe, the attitudes toward disabled women are 
very backward. For example, in my village, but also in Bulawayo, I was told 
























