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I am concerned with understanding blindness to see its meaning –
to retain the fullness of my humanity.

Notes on Blindness – John Hull

I cannot thank you enough for having me here today. It has made me crystallise my own thinking about my research, and I’m delighted to help you support you in your own project. 

Bill has asked me to talk about my book, how to think about blind history and the research methods I have used. And that is exactly what I hope to do,.

But before I start, I’d like to share with you a rather unusual story. About two years ago I attended a university dinner and was chatting afterwards to nerdy eccentric professors about how it’s not always easy to find evidence of blind people in the past, particularly because blind people did not have access to writing or reading really until the late 19th century. I moaned that before the invention of Braille in 1828, and which not ratified by the RNIB and others as a universal form of language in 1872,  blind history seemed to revolve around sighted people’s versions of blind people’s lives.  There was nothing to prove where and how blind people lived before the Enlightenment, except a few nuns and an immense amount of biblical references.

 One elderly lady archaeologist stopped me, and pointed out that there was far more information out there than one would ever believe. For instance, in 1961 in a cave in the Zagros Mountains on the borders of Turkey and Iraq, a group of archaeologists from Columbia University, New York, discovered the burial site of ten male Neanderthal skeletons, which they could date to 50,000 years ago. One skeleton in particular, who the archaeologists nicknamed “Nandy” showed severe signs of deformity, particularly around his eyes. Indeed, modern methods of testing showed his eye-sockets contained disease which suggested that in his life Nandy would have been blind -- a state that would have rendered him essentially immobile in a world of hunting and basic survival.  Yet, unlike his peers, who died in their twenties, the research data proved that “Nandy” lived to the grand old age of forty-five.  “Someone, somehow,” she pointed out, “must have fed and cared for blind Nandy, even if it was giving him just a few berries, nuts and water.”  


As I returned home on the train, white cane in hand, the idea that a blind prehistoric person had survived longer than his sighted contemporaries  really moved me. 
And then I began to think what was really difficult about considering Nandy was that the word “Blind” and “Blindness”, with whatever labels we attached to it, was far more of a shared human experience than I had imagined, and had been since man first roamed the valleys, mountains and hung out in caves. And yet there were so many different ways to think about how and why Nandy survived. 
What I also thought about too was that There are just so many understandings of ‘blindness’ and ‘blind’, the word sends us into all sorts of imaginings.  For a start blindness comes in so many different forms – almost 90pc of blind people can see something. 

And our understanding of blindness is also quite complicated. On the one hand, we often refer to blindness as an inspiring state that is compensated – blind people are surely talented visionaries, musicians and poets. We even point to the inspirational blind souls like the writer Helen Keller, or the poets John Milton or Borges.  Or as often happens to me, we are told we are akin to incredible Paralympians, who all show us “Blindness” can be overcome, and does not stop anyone from being the best they can be.  There are even blind people who climb mountains, such as Everest.  Personally, I am not going to do this!  There even erotic fantasies about blind people – such as making love in the dark, or as aficionados would call it ‘amavrophilia’ (from the Greek for love of darkness). There are whole websites dedicated to these things, though I urge caution in looking at them.
On the flip side, blindness is a terrifying burden, full of miserable wretches or people burdened with one of the worst losses imaginable. Blindness, we say to ourselves, reduces its owner to stumbling around with outstretched arms, depending on others for assistance, unable to function with ease and elegance. Indeed, in a recent 2016 study from John Hopkins University, which asked which was the disease or disability people feared most, Blindness came top, above HIV, cancer and arthritis.  The British charity RNIB found similar results in 2016 in the UK. Whichever way you think about it, therefore, blindness is understood as a condition that separates its owner from the rest of the sighted community. 
But the strange thing is that since I have lost most of my sight, and my five percent of vision has certainly given me the right  to label myself “legally blind”
 somehow my relationship to blindness has profoundly changed. 
Even today, as I stand here using my cane and various other voice-over technologies to help me navigate around, I forget I can’t “see” and function in the world in the same way as my sighted sisters and brethren. I don’t even think of myself as blind. Instead I have thought of blindness as more of a different state – one that needed more of adapting to rather than hiding, fixing or flaunting. Most of the time, and I don’t mean I am always cheery, I don’t think about it at all. 
I even still find the word “blind” difficult to own, particularly as – on a good day – I can still see something, even if just wedges of colour. Yet the reality is that I often need help crossing roads, finding bus stops, stopping buses, negotiating uneven landscapes. And I cannot read people’s faces – their smiles, frowns or grimaces when I say something embarrassing or stupid. I am losing the ability to read my visual world.

Of course, this type of thinking is my thinking, and I would not presume to speak on behalf of everyone.  Losing your sight is a challenge, and my gung-ho hi-resilience philosophy has consequences, the most serious of which was I have often felt deeply lonely.  In a bid to be accepted, I carved out a role as the great “faker”, as I learnt from an early age to fake my ability to do and cope with things – from seeing the blackboard, films and or even stairs and street signs.  
And the faking continued well into work life: while working at the Daily Telegraph, on the finance pages I did miss some zeros from a stock market report, and feared a market crash (Luckily a sub-editor caught it). While working on Radio 4, there was a prolonged silence on air while I couldn’t see or even find the button to turn on a recording, and hearing the editor suck in his breath with fear was not an easy moment. And I have even politely munched a few petals of pot pourri at a friend’s house, thinking they were odd (foul) flavoured crisps. The taste took weeks to leave my mouth.
A clever analyst once suggested my upbringing had over-compensated for my lack of sight with notions of “normality” because my family themselves were in denial over how much I could not see.  He suggested they did not want to face the reality they had a child who they knew that society would treat differently. By faking, I was continuing in this tradition of self-negation, he said. And to a great degree, I think the venerable doctor was absolutely right, although at the time I rejected his analysis. And yet I also feel deeply, even to this day, that I am grateful my parents did not label me or insist on making sure I knew I couldn’t see. For them, and close friends, I was and still am just myself and one could equally argue that their approach gave me a great deal of confidence.
One other thing I notice about being officially blind is the various sighs of pity or fear whenever the white stick approaches. Over time I have found the majority of society views me as somehow a “special” person who needs pity or a person who provides inspiration. “You are so wonderful,” silky-voiced friends of my mother coo, tilting their heads with well-meaning compassion, “I just don’t know how you do it, Selina.”  This occurs more often when I talk about my work as a journalist. People constantly try to “help” me. Strangers often grab my arm and drag me across the road after work, when I least expect or need it.
Work colleagues have even asked me to give lectures and write essays about blindness and “something else” usually history, love, or dreaming – as if it implies that blindness gives its owners a special unusual experience of the world.  While I always agree to give this type of lecture, I do so because then I can point out how the premise of the question is false in the first place. Blind people are not a separate species that can be objectified and categorised. 
And the worst thing?  the people who I can only call “the disbelievers”. These are the people who do not believe I really am losing my sight. Possibly this is because I function so well in life and thus  do not fit into what or how a blind person behaves. Once in an emergency room, dealing with a broken foot, a nurse peered into my false eye, and asked vehemently, “Are you sure you can’t see? No light perception at all?”  I had to take my false eye out to prove there was no light perception.  A ticket collector even once refused to let me pass through the Kings Cross train ticket barrier, because I had obviously lied to get my disabled travel pass. I felt obliged to pull out my false eye again in protest. 
And yet the truth is, away from all these stories, it seems to me the thing that has actually profoundly changed in losing my sight is the way that others treat me and imagine my life. 
And so what has struck me, as I lived through these experiences, is that blindness constantly evokes a deep reaction in people, often compassion, but mostly pity or fear.

And so I found myself asking: how had these stereotypes of blind people been perpetuated for so long? And while I will not bore you with all the pathways of research details that I have gone through, what I can tell you is that I wanted to look at the history of blindness as a means to help all of us and untangle a few myths about Blindness both as physical state and as a metaphor. 
So I here are some of the lessons I have learnt on my journey.

1. Scope of history

I have to admit, the process of thinking, researching writing and putting this book together has certainly been complicated on many levels - not least in deciding what to include and exclude.  While there is so much material out there, my book has focused on how blind people and blindness were understood and represented socially, intellectually, artistically medically and legally, and been quite strict as to what I just don’t have space to put in here. Occasionally I have dropped in a few nuggets of reference from other cultures but in the main I have focused on the West.  For those who want more, I've provided a wide ranging bibliography at the end of the book for further reading.  The rest I will have to return to another time. As I researched, I encountered compelling details from so many parts of the world, I only wish I could have explored further the fascinating stories and ideas from China, India, Africa, Persia, Islamic states and beyond. In the end I chose crucial turning points and blind people in Western history.
2. I also ruminated much over vocabulary.  As I researched, I found that definitions of “blind” and “blindness” shifted depending on the era.  The old Norse word “blindr” and the Middle English “Blynde” are defined as “deprived of sight” or “to obscure” sight – meanings we still understand today. 
And it is ironic that the word “blynde” also meant a flash of light that could “blynden” someone”, such as the light that struck Saul on the road to Damascus. The old cockney phrase, “Cor Blimey” , for example, is a derivative from a late 12th century saying, “God blind me.” This literally meant: Hide my eyes with God’s great light, so I don’t see evil. Thus for the purposes of this book, I will refer to blind people as people who have little or no sight, whether since birth or since some event in their lives. More importantly, I will show how the vocabulary of each age expressed how the words blind and blindness were used and understood at a specific time. 

3. Tone – I wanted to make sure this is not a “triumph over adversity” guide written to make us all feel better about blindness. If you want a cheery inspirational Mary Poppins book, I warn my readers, please put this book down now, and exit stage left. I find such books unrealistic; they only perpetuate the crusty myths we have clung onto for so long. While I will certainly include important blind poets, musicians and lawyers as well as blind campaigners, advocates and politicians, they are incorporated because they express how each era understood blindness, as well as the fact they often achieved a great deal in carving out voices for the blind people. They are included because they show how society helped or hindered blind people, not just because they were blind or famous.

4. Thinking outside the box: 

So where does one look for data and evidence? Well, firstly, in blind societies like your own: your minutes, your reports and letters from trustees of blind societies to directors, staff to parents. I have also found interesting material in medical facilities, military archives, university documents and religious codexes. While these in themselves offer third-party evidence it is the mosaic of information that they provide that helps build a picture. We may not know the exact feelings and views of blind people in the past but we can certainly piece together what their lives were like on a daily basis and speculate about what was hard and what was easy in their lives – something that Dr Hannah Thompson will probably talk a little bit about later on.  Mention Zina Weygand and Cathy’s find Adle Therese Husson.
5. Another thing I would suggest in writing any blind history is not avoiding or editing the more depressing  words and phrases you may have come across used to describe blind people and blindness, particularly in the nineteenth century. These have ranged from “monster” and “incomplete”, to “impaired””, “blemished”, “miserable” “defective”, “dim” and currently, the more neutral “disabled” – although that has its problems too. Some of these words reveal clearly the psychological wound blindness is seen to impart, and its ability to alienate, exclude and punish. Very early on, humans realized how loss of sight could be a forceful deterrent; a punishment akin to castration and death – just think of  Oedipus stabbing out his eyes to punish himself.  

6. But more importantly, and something I am still grappling with even now, is not to be afraid of offending anyone, even those of us who are blind. Scratch the surface of our polished society, and throughout history you will find some scared people who cannot imagine life without sight. 
7. These days, more than likely because of writing this book, I am not as impatient and angry when such events happen - such well-meaning individuals are revealing learned fears which have been passed on for centuries. 
Researching and writing my book has allowed me to separate my identity from the myths and traditions we have all grown up with, and given me the option of choosing how I see myself and other blind people.  And I think your research will help in this too. 
I hope you find these few tips helpful, if not thought provoking.

But I though I would end back with Nandy, the blind neandathal. 

Hearing about Nandy was like receiving a faint wave from the past telling me blindness was part of man’s identity as much as hunting, gathering and politics, and not some boutique subject for academic specialists. 
All of our research is, if you like, our wave back to him and we shouldn’t forget that history comes to us through so many pathways. 
Thank you
​ENDS
� The clinical diagnosis of blindness refers to a central visual acuity of 20/200 or less in the better eye with the best possible correction, and/or a visual field of 20 degrees or less.





1

