Annual Convention -- Blinded Veterans Association

Hollywood Roosevelt -- 1961

Members of the Blinded Veterans Association, 

Their Wives, 

Their Children and Their Grandchildren, 

Their Friends and 

Their Honored Guests: 

INTRODUCTION: 

I was still acting as chaplain at Avon when I was invited to speak to your first convention. Since then, year after year, almost without interruption, you have been good enough to invite me to try again. In that time I have zeroed in on one after another problem having to do with blindness or with the BVA, and still you have invited me again. If nothing else, this certainly shows a rare degree of patience on your part. 

I would point out that from my part it has not always been easy, either. Year after year, it has been a question of timing -- to try to find the right thing -- to say it at the right time -- and to try to say it in a way, which would not be offensive. I am not going to go back over the list of subjects covered in these talks, but I think the one thing most of you know -- agree or disagree -- is that however careful the statement may have been, I have not pulled punches when punches were needed.

Nor do I intend to now! 

It is true, however, that, as some of you may have heard, I intend to change the direction of the speech somewhat this year -- that if I stick to my intention, the barbs will not be directed this year toward the VA, toward the American War Blinded Veterans (if some of you remember that organization), or toward the BVA itself. Instead they will be more broadly scattered toward that area of activity known as work for the blind. But since it is my talk, it cannot help but represent the philosophy, which I strongly hold in work with blind persons, the philosophy, which -- right or wrong -- I believe, is the only one, which can answer the problems of blind persons in this country today and in the future. I strongly believe in it, and believing it, I fight for it, not alone for you of the BVA, but for more than 360,000 blind civilians in this country. --And nobody' will ever know the help that you have been to me in forging that philosophy! 

In speaking to you who are for the most part not workers for the blind, I want to make it clear that I am not saying things to you that I would not say before the workers for the blind. In fact many of the things that I will say I said to the American Association of Workers for the Blind back in the early 50's in Houston, and again last year at their convention in Miami Beach. And --commercial! -- they are a reflection of the philosophy scattered all through that books of mine, which is finally about to be published. 

I say to you that work for the blind in this country (and else- where as well) is in a state of confusion without either knowing where it is going or where it wants to go. 

It makes many statements about blindness, and holds many activities for the blind. But often enough the statements contradict each other; and if they do not, then the activities contradict the spoken word. I could give you numerous examples of this, but I have no intention of indicting specific organizations or agencies. The one outstanding point is that the various groups keep shouting about the normalcy of blind people -- and then they run programs which by their nature if not their intent imply that blind persons are second class citizens, who must be given preferential treatment of a sort that is given to those who cannot take care of themselves; second class citizens who must be segregated in their activities for they will only find happiness with each other; second class citizens who must be pampered, petted and sheltered for life. 

Now, if I am correct that work for the blind is in a state of confusion (and I would omit from this only a relatively few agencies or organizations out of the hundreds in the country), then we can only hope that it is because it is in a state of flux prior to progress. 

If that is so, then anyone interested in the agencies and organizations – anyone interested in blind persons in this country -- must be ready to see to it that they take the right direction when the real progress gets underway. 

What I have suggested -- and what I suggest here again --is that there is a crossroads point which work for the blind has reached. Up to the point of that crossroads, we should be able to find agreement -- and after that, we should with knowledge and foresight, choose our separate ways.

Now what I am going to say to you necessarily involves some over-simplification. But that is necessary if we are to move forward with any speed. All I ask is that you recognize the over-simplification, and please give me credit for recognizing it, too. 

The point of agreement, which I say we should all be able to reach in our work, is on an evaluation of blindness. I don't mean in the detailed analysis of what blindness is -- for no two people blind or sighted could be expected to agree in all the details. I mean rather in a general evaluation.

We should be able at least to decide whether blindness is a minor handicap or a most severe one. This may sound like a strange remark -- but the truth is that there are both agencies and individual blind persons who go about trying to convince themselves and others that blindness is only a minor handicap. I have heard it again and again in one form or another -- most often in some such statement as: "My blindness is not a handicap, but only an inconvenience".

Strangely enough, those who talk this way often are the most pampering of the privilege-giving segregating organizations.

I say to you that if there is one point on which we should be able to reach agreement -- all of us -- organizations and individuals -- it is on this point -- that blindness is rough. To me any statements to the contrary are but escape words -- running in fear from the truth. To me, blindness is a multiple and repetitive trauma -- which has effects ranging wide and deep -- effects on external techniques and activities -- effects on internal makeup and self-concept -- effects on society and environment -- effects deeply influencing a whole pattern of life. 

And I have no longer any time for those who would say that it is minor, that it is an inconvenience only. To me there is only one starting point in our discussion of blindness -- and it is here --that the handicap of blindness though not the most severe handicap possible is severe indeed. 

Frankly, I believe that this is the answer, which everyone must come to if he approaches this thing with his mind, his intellect. 

I think that any other answer comes out of the emotions, and chiefly out of emotions of fear.

If we take this stand -- if we find agreement that blindness is as severe as I have indicated (without spelling out all of its implications) -- then we are at the crossroads point ready to choose. 

On the one hand, we can say that blindness is so severe, so devastating that there is essentially nothing, which can be done about it except to give to the blind person something, which passes for happiness. We throw him one or another sop. We pat him on the back and tell him that things could be worse. We arrange for segregated parties and outings where people are nice to the blind. We are satisfied to get some kind of job for the blind person –probably a stereotyped job, but almost certainly a job without the possibility of advancement. We avoid anything, which would help him to look at his blindness for fear it might overwhelm him. 

We continue to run our agencies with amateur help –- for trained personnel couldn't do anything anyway, if the only problem is to keep them happy. We subscribe to the statement that only the blind can understand the blind, and with it all keep these "blind understanders" in minor positions. We play with one or another aspect of rehabilitation or reorganization, but avoid tackling the whole job. We place people before they are rehabilitated, and then wonder what has happened when they fail on the job -- but satisfy ourselves with the idea that you can't expect too much anyway from these abnormal normal people. 

The indictment is harsh -- and admittedly the generalizations are unfair -- but this is a reflection of something, which we cannot fail to see if we examine work with the blind closely. 

In my harsh analysis, I find one underlying superstition in the field. It took me years to discover it, but now it stares me in the face. It is a superstition that is denied by practically every administrator or worker for the blind in the country; the denial is one of the first things I learned in coming into the field way back in 1938. I early learned what everyone of you so well knows -- THERE  IS NO SUCH THING AS AN AUTOMATIC, MYSTERIOUS, MAGIC, OR DIVINE COMPENSATION WHEREBY THE OTHER SENSES BECOME DEVELOPED WHEN SIGHT IS GONE, WHEREBY SOME SIXTH OR SEVENTH SENSE TAKES OVER, OR WHEREBY THE INDIVIDUAL ACCOMPLISHES ALONE HIS OWN REORGANIZATION. 

Everyone who knows anything about blindness knows that that statement is true --THERE IS NO SUCH THING AS THIS SUPPOSED COMPENSATION. And yet I say to you that underlying the activities of work for the blind in many places -- below the level of consciousness -- is the superstition, which that statement belies. For whatever their words these agencies have acted as if the statement were true. 

How else explain the long-term failure in the past to gather any body of knowledge about mobility? How explain the fact that even today many agencies are employing amateurs to teach mobility, or are still scoffing at the idea that there is any need of training? 

Unless the superstition is there, how explain the placement before rehabilitation? How explain the failure to concentrate on the total rehabilitation of the individual? How explain many other things in this field? 

I say that inability to face the catastrophic severity of new blindness, emotions about blindness too deep and strong to get at, and this root superstition which is strangely connected with their two, are responsible for the confusion and the lack of progress. 

Perhaps you can find other ways to explain to me the lack of research in the past, the lack of professional training, the lumping of the partially sighted and the blind, the failure to distinguish between the problems of those always blind and those who lose their sight as adults. And the segregation of blind people, leading so easily to group paranoia! 

I take you back to the crossroads. And I suggest that if we agree that blindness is a multiple and repetitive trauma, always far-reaching, and often devastating in its effects -- then there is another way -- and to me it is the only way. 

Now there are some in the BVA -- perhaps some of you -- who would think from my occasional offhand comments, my wisecracks, or perhaps from my way of acting, that I believe that blindness is something less than severe. I assure you that the contrary is true. Despite the denials of some -- for the sake of convincing themselves or others -- I say to you that it is the understatement of the year to say that "blindness is rough". It is frighteningly difficult. Yet! Yet, I say that blindness can be overcome; that the blind person can be primarily a person without blindness being his whole focus – that, he can reorganize with proper concentrated assistance-- and, to use your own words "that he can take his rightful place in the community of his fellows". 

But this he can do only if first he and we are willing to face up to the situation as it is -- only if we are able to meet and look at the totality and the finality of the handicap in all its implications and overcome it.

The rehabilitation, which is demanded is a process of pain and of repeated crises; but it can have its effect. And that effect can mean a stronger individual. 

The rehabilitation of which I speak is a multi-phased thing, which demands the most competent people from many different disciplines all bringing their talent and experience to bear on the problem of the one person who is blind. 

Certainly blind persons are not abnormal persons -- but if I may take over the words of Dr. William Menninger (speaking of another group) -- THEY ARE NORMAL PERSONS LIVING UNDER ABNORMAL CIRCUMSTANCES. And to meet those abnormal circumstances properly in the beginning they need the very best of professional assistance I that we can bring to bear. Then, if we have done our job properly, hopefully they will not need us again; nor will they need extraordinary benefits (in fact these may keep them out of the very community into which we are trying to integrate them) -- nor need to exist in any way in segregated groups. 

In my planning for today’s talk, I had hoped to describe to you the details of total rehabilitation as I see them -- or as we practice them at St. Paul's Rehabilitation Center. But the talk I have given you is already too long -- and the description would be much longer. Instead -- I hope in humility -- without any false modesty -- I will suggest to you that you get hold of my book when it is published in September. I couldn't hope to tell you in a speech -- or in 15 speeches -- what I have tried to put there in some 375 closely packed pages. If you want to see spelled out the things your chaplain stands for, then read it there. I have misgivings as the date of publication draws near -- yet my whole hope is that this will reach not only the families of blind persons but at least some portion of the general public, to teach them something of the true meaning of blindness. 

For I firmly believe that work for the blind is at the cross- roads -- that we must first meet in the moment of truth in which we face up to the awesome severity of the handicap of blindness --and that then we must choose our path: either the road of softness and escape where no real happiness in this world can exist; or the hard road of truth, to integrated independence in the world which is. 

I am proud and grateful that I have had the privilege of the friendship of so many of you in this organization who have not only chosen that road -- but in my opinion proved that it is the only right road toward your goal. 

May God be with you on the way! 
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