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Sometimes in the past I have given you a long introduction, talked about many things, and kept you wondering what the topic would be. Today, with an unusual amount of frankness, I want to tell you immediately what I am going to talk about. I want to say -- believe it or not -- my topic is cecutiency. 

I hope I haven't taken all the surprise out of this by telling you so soon what I am going to talk about. 

There have been many of these talks now. I have talked to you about many things in many places. In general, the topics I have chosen have concerned blindness, and they have concerned veterans. I made a distinction a few years ago in trying to characterize those talks; I said this -- in some years the talks show that I have been mad; in other years they show that I just wasn't mad. And this year I am not mad. 

However, don't let this lead you to believe that this is going to be a sort of light-hearted luncheon talk -- because even though I am not mad, it is still possible for me to touch on a nerve. It is possible to touch a nerve that is sometimes hidden; and yet in touching it I think that perhaps I may touch many of you -- as a matter of fact, probably touch just about all of you. 

It is a jumpy nerve, and when I touch it, it will upset some in the field of work with the blind. In some ways this is not an entirely new topic. It is something that I have been thinking about and aiming at for a long time.

I told you that I was going to talk about cecutiency. Now, it occurs to me that there might just be someone here who doesn't know its meaning. I would like to make it clear that I do know because I was up to the Milwaukee Public Library yesterday, and there I found out. According to the new Oxford Dictionary, “cecutiency” is distinguished from “cecity”, and "cecity", as you all know, is just another term for “amaurosis” or, as some would prefer to say, “typhlosis”. 

Cecutiency, the word that I learned at Milwaukee, is partial blindness; it is partial sight. It is a tendency to blindness; or it is partial blindness. 

What am I going to do today? I am going to attack something that is traditional in this field -- something that the traditionalists will cling to very dearly. 

I attack the present definition of blindness. You know that definition. Some of you could give it off by heart: “20/200 or less in the better eye with correction, and so forth…” and then you get to “loss of field”… ”which, subtends an angle” -- and when you get all through you don't know what it means. 

I attack it, not as the definition of a handicap; because a handicap it surely is. I attack it as a definition of blindness  --because I do not believe that it is blindness. 

Am I touching a nerve? What is your definition of blindness? What is the definition of your organization? What is the definition so widespread in this country? In almost all of the states and all the federal departments? This, I attack. 

I attack it because I believe that it is too broad. I attack it because I believe it is deceptive -- unintentionally deceptive, but nevertheless deceptive. I attack it because I believe that it does not communicate. It does not get across the idea of what it truly mean so 

If you look at literature in work for the blind, including the fundraising literature, the literature of many of our agencies, you will learn, among other things, the number of blind people that there are. If you go into that literature, time and time again the references down through that literature would make you think that all of these are totally blind. (I said “time and time again”; I perhaps made that a rash generalization. I don't want to say it of every piece of literature. I should be careful on this.) But again and again, agencies put out literature that sees to say they are talking about totally blind people, even though they may append something that speaks about this definition of theirs, which includes the partially blind. 

Have you ever heard an executive or a head of an agency for the blind talking about this one, and seen him cornered a bit? (Remember this -- I am not just talking about other people; I myself am an executive, an administrator of an agency for the blind.) We get embarrassed. Somebody says something like, “So-and-so seems to have more sight than I thought”, or “has he recovered sight?” or something of the sort. We, the administrators, the agency heads, will hedge a bit, we’ll say something about “Well, you realize that the definition has to be a little bit broad, and you realize that some people, of course, still Can see a little bit, but, of course, we would call them blind”. And how do we do this? We leave them with the feeling that these are the people who can only see shadows or vague forms. 

Have you tried to give an explanation to people? Have you asked partially sighted individuals to give you an explanation? Have you heard them here in this hotel? Have you heard them when some individual or another wonders how they can see this much or that much? Have you heard their answers? And the different ways in which individuals try to get around it? I am not saying there is anything wrong with trying to get this explanation across. I am just asking you, do you realize how difficult it is? Do you understand what is in the mind of someone when he says, “Don't mind me. I'm just faking. I’m not really blind. I’m just kidding these guys"? Or some other way of doing this thing, of getting it across in an easy way. 

What about it? What is this definition of blindness? What is wrong with it? Well, the truth of the matter is this –- that it contradicts the commonly accepted definition of blindness. If you look in the dictionary, you'll find the common definition. I will give it to you very briefly. The Century Dictionary defines "blind" as "destitute of the sense of sight". And if you have any doubts you will go on and look up “destitute” and see what it means – “deprived; bereft; under complete lack or privation -- whether of what has been lost or of what has never been possessed". 

If you want to choose another dictionary, you Can go to the Merriam-Webster which defines “blind” as “destitute of the sense of sight, either by natural defect or by deprivation”. And then if you go on through the long list you will find some twenty derivative meanings and time after time you will see a sense of completeness -- of utterness. Is this our definition? 

Now, for those who don't go in for dictionary definitions, ask people. Ask the people in this hotel. Ask the man on the street. Ask him what he means by “blind” ask him what “blindness” means. There's no telling how he would phrase it, but in general, it would come out, Oh, it just means you can't see. You can't see, that's all". Follow through by asking other questions and you'll find that he means, “really without, sight”.

We move on. Ask people in the families of those whose losing sight. I've done this. Tell them that you're in work for the blind; bring this subject up; and they'll tell you of someone in the family who is “not blind, but losing sight” – “She is not blind yet. She can still see strong light when it is coming through the window”. This is the definition that people know. This means blind. This means blindness. 

And what about our definition -- our definition –- the field's definition? The one about “20/200” in the better eye with correction, and so on”? What does it mean? 

Well, I will tell you this. I will tell you that there are many people under that definition who are not "destitute of sight". It means, if you want, that there are blind people who can see. I would say that there are people here in this hall now within that definition of blindness who can see me. There are blind men who see traffic. You remember the trouble in the State of Ohio where they had legally blind people registered, licensed to drive cars. Not that I recommend it. I am not talking about the people behind the wheel who use pilots, totally blind people who drive with the help of somebody else's eyes. I am not talking about the gentleman up at Avon who drove an ambulance down to the town with a bunch of detachment men locked in the back. Most of them were wishing that he had an awful lot more sight than he had. 

The interesting thing is that when we get this definition across, the public says, “Oh, yes, we understand. Oh, yes, I see what it is now. The agencies and schools are taking care of people who are losing their sight; they're not blind yet, but they're going to be." Or they think we're talking about the people who can see forms and shadows only. 

Then we explain it more clearly. We say, “This person with 

20/200 can see at 20 feet what you can see at 200”. They look at you. They know that you couldn't mean what you did mean -- because such a person is not blind -- not destitute of vision. 

Where is the harm in it? I say that the harm in it is this. It is lack of communication. It is lack of understanding. It is lack of getting across what we mean, of getting across a point. 

If you want -- it is lack of truth. It doesn't mean that we don't want to communicate truth, but when we use this definition, we do not communicate truth -- and progress must be based on truth. 

Now I will say something more. I will say this, that in any group of legally blind persons, that in any totality made up of legally blind persons, there are, and of necessity, must be two groups -- and they are two different groups -- the one of those with partial sight, and the one of those who have no sight. 

And I would further say this, that in any legally blind totality --(now listen -- understand my reasoning here) -- in any legally blind totality, there is an underlying hostility between the two groups. Do I touch a nerve? I am using the word "hostility" purely in its psychiatric sense. I am not saying that these people are not friends, one of another; I am not saying anything of the sort. I am saying that on both sides there is something underneath, that there are emotions which separate the blind from the not blind. 

Among those who discovered this was the late, and great Lou Cholden -- Dr. Louis Cholden, the psychiatrist who did group psychotherapy with totally blind and partially sighted trainees at the Kansas Rehabilitation Center. Among the many things he found, he discovered this underling hostility between partially sighted and totally blind. 

At our own rehabilitation center -- St. Paul's -- we have seen it again and again. It is there. It must be. It cannot be otherwise. 

I suggest to you that you think of the partially sighted men who belong to the B.V.A., yet do not come to the meetings. I ask you what about percentages. What about the percentage of partially sighted men who belong to the B.V.A. compared to the totally blind? I don't have the statistics, and yet it is very strongly my impression that today blind men have joined in greater numbers than the partially sighted. And I say to you that one of the reasons is that some of these partially sighted men (although they are within the definition of blindness) do not consider themselves blind, do not think that they belong, here. 

What is more I could tell you of men, members of this organization who have refused to run for important office because they felt that this is the Blinded Veterans Association. No matter how truly they came within the definition of blindness, they felt that they were not truly blind. 

Now get this. I don't mean that you hate one another. I don't mean that you are not the best of friends here. I point out only that there is a problem, that it is under the surface, and that unless you bring it up and look at it, face it, admit it, it will remain a problem. I don't mean that you don't like each other, but I do mean that you don't, either of you, like the definition -- and there again do you see what I mean about touching a nerve today? 

There is one more important thing -- thing that is very important. I am saying that the partially sighted person is not handicapped. I am not saying that he is not severely handicapped --because I believe he is. I am only saying that I do not believe he is blind. 

You can make your distinction between blindness and partial sight at any place you want -- at 2/200, 5/200, or 20/200 -- making the distinction anywhere along the line. Make it where you will. I am speaking of the man who has a blurred vision. He has a dimmed vision. He has a narrowed vision. He has a vision that changes from one light to another. He has a distorted vision. Do you realize, do you others realize, you who are totally without sight, the horror of it? I'll tell you about it. Do you realize what a distorted world -- not an Alice in Wonderland world by any means -- but a nightmare world, some of these people live in -- with the distorted figures and images that are there. 

I dare to say. I dare to say here now -- though I hope you'll understand me and listen to the words – in some ways -- I repeat that --in some, ways the handicap of partial vision is worse than the handicap of total blindness. I've stuck my neck out a number of times today. I've sure got it out there again. I repeat: in some ways this handicap is worse than that of total blindness -- the day-to-day change -- the hour-to-hour change -- the feeling of hope today when you think you can see a little more than you saw yesterday -- the feeling of despondency tomorrow when you probably can see a little less -- the up and down -- the hope that things are better, the fear that they are worse -- and always (no matter what certainty the doctor has that the condition is static) there is always the underlying fear of total blindness. The two worlds -- living in two worlds, belonging to neither. Trying to live in the world of the blind -- trying to live the world of the sighted. You are first in one and then in the other and in neither do you belong or feel at home. Do you see what this can do? Do you see where a man may be twisted by it? Do you see where one moment he can bluff his way through, saying, “I have all kinds of sight, don't worry about me”; how at the next moment, stumbling, he can look for help -- be angry at the world for not giving it to him? Do you see how first he can bluff and then he can fake? -- how he Can despair of interpreting it to others, and go on faking that he has less sight than in fact he has? 

Even here, I dare to say, you have fakers among you! But let me make it clear. What I am saying is that there are some who, despairing of any possibility of ever interpreting to the public what this thing means, move into an attitude of seeking help that they don't want, of accepting help that they do not need. “Why bother to explain? Just let it go” 

This is bad enough with the general public, but do you see what it can mean in a family? When the family says, “You know, I think he can see a little more -- he sees more than he lets on -- he is not as blind as he actually appears -- yesterday he saw that picture over there. Oh, he sees. When he wants to see, he sees”. 

I see some of you smiling --but there is pain in this! There is real pain when a family doesn't understand. I say that partial sightedness cannot be interpreted to a sighted world. To some extent it is easier to get across the idea of total blindness -- but for this dim, distorted vision, it is just about impossible. 

Do you see what I mean? Do you see some of the meanings of this handicap of partial sight? Do you see what happens to the partially sighted person when he passes a friend without speaking on the sidewalk? – “Hmm! He's getting real high-hat lately. I saw him on the street and he didn't even bother to nod to me, let alone speak". This happens. It happens time and time again. This is no easy lot. 

Do you see the tension? Above all, do you see the guilt? (And again, in using “guilt”, I am not talking other than in psychiatric terms). Do you see the underlying feeling that I have if my sight is very, very bad -- but blindness is incomparably worse? Do you see the underlying feeling that I have towards you if I, called blind, have sight -- while you are totally blind? Do you see how guilty I may feel? Do you see what this can do to community relationships, to friendly relationships? It's bad enough to be labeled blind when you believe you are blind. But when you don't believe it, what an awful thing the label can be. 

I give you this. One of the things that you have done that you should be proud of is the interest you have developed and the work you have done for the civilian blind. Take this over to the blind civilian. Do you see what this label pinned on a child can do? The young boy, the youngster in a school for the blind with partial sight, with some amount of vision -- do you see what it can do to him when first an old lady offers to help him across the street? He can make all kinds of protestations about his ability to get across -- about his ability to see. But she knows what that school is. “That's a school for the blind! And so she still wants to help him, although he insists he doesn't need it. As a matter of fact, he probably sees more than she does. But how long is he going to keep on insisting? And what will it do to him after a time when the label “blind” is pinned on him time and time again? Too easily, he may give in to admitting blindness when within himself he knows that he is not blind. 

I have many other things that I would say about the definition except that there is not time. Partial sightedness -- it is indeed a tremendous handicap. But it is not blindness. No matter what I have said about these various ways in which it can be worse, any amount of vision is so much better, so much easier than total blindness o these are two different things! 

What does this definition do to you who are blind, this grouping of two different things? What does it do to everything in the field? What about statistics? What about the records in school sports? Anyone who knows athletics in schools for the blind knows of one record after another that was taken by some “blind person” which was really taken by a person with partial sight. Time and time again these partially sighted students give ideas that are not true, make records that cannot be attained by those without sight. All credit for those who do it -- and yet how it distorts the ideas of what blind people can do. 

Stories of the capacities of blind people, oh, so many times, are confused by the stories of those with partial sight. What about job specifications? You hear or read a list of things that blind people are doing, and then you chase it down and get the details, and you find that it was a person with partial sight. And too often placement men necessarily give emphasis to those who have a degree of sight. What about the rumors of blind persons who can tell colors? What about the stories of blind people who can tell money, one denomination from another? I suggest to you that one of the reasons for these false rumors is the false definition. 

What about the statistics in the field – 25% of the blind who read Braille – l0% of the blind who use guidedogs -- such-and- such a percentage who recovered sight after a cataract operation -- so much of a percentage helped by new glasses. What about the very question that came up here the other day about 7,000 blinded vets in West Germany? Probably that is true. But what definition are they using? What is the answer?

You may say, “So what? What are statistics? People are more important than statistics”. Yes, that is true, but if there is to be growth in this field, it is to be founded on fact. There must be growth founded on knowledge. There must be progress founded on truth. We must seek truth out and find where it lies. Until then, how can we make progress? 

What is the answer? I say to you, if you men are working for all blind persons within the legal definition, then work for a new definition. Talk about it. Discuss it. Complain about it, if you want. Make a noise about it. Disagree about it. Agree about it. Do what you will. 

But this at least see, that within the group of the legally blind there are two groups, those who have no sight and those who can see --and these are indeed two different things!

It seems to me that a new definition is needed, a definition that will be based on efficiency of vision -- not 2/200, not 5/200, not 20/200 only -- not “sub tending an angle. Not those things only but many factors. 

How should this definition come? When should it come? I would say that it is time for a meeting to discuss it -- a meeting of ophthalmologists, typhlologists, psychiatrists, psychologists, experts in optics, partially sighted people, totally blind people, ready to discuss all of the elements ready to research the many aspects, to work for a definition of blindness that will be honest and objective. 

But I say to you when you work for a new definition, if you do -- when you attend these meetings, if it comes -- don't forget the partially sighted! Don't leave them out! Perhaps what is needed is a new name, a new label for the partially sighted (and I certainly am not suggesting that “cecutiency” should come into the title). I believe that the term “Partia11y sighted” is necessarily unwieldy. Furthermore, the very use of the term is not understood. You talk to people of “partial sight” and they think it means the loss of an eye, the loss of sight of an eye, etc. And some use “partially sighted” for one group and “partia11y blind” for another. 

What could you do about it? How do you start? I don't know, but I suggest you might even set up a contest for a new name. You might offer an award for a name that might really interpret the condition.

What is needed is a word that will suggest partial sightedness, that will communicate -- a word that will get across the truth from one person to another. The answer is not easy, and belongs more in the field of semantics than in my field. 

Now for an example of what I mean. I suggest to you a possibility -- not a word, but a possibility -- not a conclusion but a suggestion from which to start. I suggest a consideration oft he word “dim”. By the dictionary, “dim” means: “not bright or distinct; wanting luminosity or clearness, darkish, overcast; Hence (a) Not clear, visible; indistinct; figuratively: overcast; (b) Dusky; dull; or without luster. (c) Faint --of sound. (d) Tarnished”.  “Dim” means of “obscure vision; not seeing clearly as dim eyes -- to render dim to make less bright or distinct -- to become dim, blurred or less distinct” and so on.

Of course, you have the difficulty there that you will have to make sure that it is “dim sighted” and not “dim witted” that you are talking about. As a matter of fact, at one time, in the 16th or l7th century, the word dim did mean by extension, dull of apprehension, of weak perception. 

Speakers and theorists never yet changed popular words, but for that matter, work for the blind has not put across its definition of “blindness” in decades -- and it doesn't seem to be much further along than when it started. I say it is time for a new start. 

The word “dim” is probably not the answer, but how much easier for the partially sighted person if he could say: “I am not blind, but my sight is dimmed”. 

Whatever the word chosen, even if it is only “x”, how much easier to interpret from scratch than to try to call oneself “blind” and then say one is not. How much better it would be to be able to say that one had "x condition" to get across the notion of limited sight, before all the fear and psychiatric hostility had built up. How much better it would be in getting across the notion of real blindness as well. 

Let me say to you again that the B.V.A. has great influence at this point in history and that you can well use it not only for yourselves, but for the civilian blind. I need only remind you what you did last year with your resolution and what happened to the movement for fragrance gardens in this country of ours. Use that influence for civilian blind people, both for those who are partially blind and for those who are truly blind. 

It is unlikely that what we say here will have much effect on the societies or the agencies -- will change much thinking immediately. The likelihood is, that with many people all it will do is to make them mad. If that is all that happens, then your time and mine has been lost here today. But just possibly out of this may come some ferment, may come some new thinking. If out of all this comes something of new thinking, if it means one step towards the day when there is a better interpretation of the meaning of blindness to the public -- when the handicap of partial sightedness gets more understanding -- and work for the blind is based more fully on truth-- if that be so, our time is well spent here. 

To all of you -- God be with you. 
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