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BVA Speech

Washington, D.C.

B.V.A. CONVENTION 1949
Members of the Blinded Veterans Association;
their wives; 
their sweethearts; and 
their friends:


After my talk at the first BVA convention, my feeling was that it was time for me to quit because I had said everything that I knew. I was sure of it after Chicago, even more convinced after L.A.; and when it came time to prepare this one, the only difference was that I felt I should have quit before New York.


One of the reasons for that feeling is that I have been talking these three years, among other things, about adjustment and I am being reminded more and more that ninety-nine and forty four one-hundredths of you received that famous diploma that I never got - the well known social adjustment certificate from Avon Old Farms. They tell me it would take a special act of congress to get one for me now, and, worse than that, at this stage of the game I would have to show proof.


Last year, immediately after the convention in California, I made good resolutions to the effect that I would prepare the talk for this year early. I even thought of writing it on the train coining back from California, but I came back on the same train with Barry and Masse. And somebody on the train (I am not saying who) wanted to know where I got the idea that I was going to be invited again anyway after the speeches I have given the last few years. That was all the excuse I needed for putting it all off (until yesterday while you fellows were having your meeting); and so instead I turned my attention to writing an OFCH. It looks now as if that will be ready by 1950.


During the winter and spring, I got a lot of bright ideas about possible subjects for the BVA speech, but they departed with the winter and the spring; and so en route to Washington, with summer flying fast, I still wasn’t sure whether I would discuss the devaluation of the dollar (you know there is some talk of taking off the five per cent before they print the things); the latest theories in nuclear physics (I was so good in that course in college that they let me take the exams over again); Then I thought that perhaps I should talk about something unusual, like a heat wave in the arctic or progress in the V.A., but I was afraid someone might take me seriously.


The only thing that seemed left when got through; unless I wanted to talk on the Phyllis Bell School of Charm (Who is she, anyway, that was bringing coals to Newcastle at the Auxiliary meeting yesterday?) the only thing that was left when I got all through was to talk about blindness again.


Here it is again, then, from an outsider looking in I have told you each year, and I repeat it now, - I am weary of sighted experts on blindness. I’m tired of the Joes that put on a blindfold for an hour or a day or a week and think they have all the answers. And I just hope that when the day comes that I think I nave all the answers I will have sense enough to quit. I don’t believe that anyone needs all the answers short of blindness, and I pray God that I will never be the blind priest in any other sense than I am now because as I have said a hundred times, I just don’t think I would have the guts to live with it day after day and do the things that you fellows have done.

Blindness, then. And what about it? We have been all through the business of readjustment to blindness before, and we have talked about some of the things that are lost when sight is lost. (Sometimes I think myself that the most important things are the things so small that no none ever mentions them except in general terms the little things that kick you in the face day after day to remind you that blindness is not just a theory that people write about in books or talk about in convention speeches, but something that you have to live with for another day.)


This is really different, though, this year because I am getting

So far off the base that there is no chance of ~ getting back to it;

I am sticking the neck out so Tar that anyone of you can hook it with a Valley Forge cane. I have talked to you in other years about something we have all agreed on, namely the disadvantages of blindness. This time (give me, a chance to explain it, before you swing) I’m going to talk about one of the advantages of blindness.


I have no intention of pulling the old stuff about the ability to drive a taxi in a blackout, because we don’t have any blackouts. I’m not going to say that you can be the life of the party when the electric fuse blows out. I’m not intending to set up any weird situation where the man who is blind might have a temporary advantage, or point out that you are experts at pinning the tail on the donkey. And most of you know me well enough by now to know that there is not going to be any sentimental bilge about what dear lovely boys you are now that you have lost your sight, or about how happy you are (poor morons!).


These aren’t the ideas that I want to get across today, though. Rather what I am saying is in the nature of the stocktaking you do after the fire, after the hurricane, some of you might prefer it if I said I “After the atomic bomb”. There is always some irrepressible optimist to come along right after disaster with some wonderful notion about the ill wind (You know already that Kansas story about the time when Mrs. Murphy’s husband died “of the gangrene”, and her neighbor consoled her at the wake “At least, thank God it was green”.

Well, the wake is long over, or at least it should have been. We are not going to talk about the wonderful merits of the ill-wind. Rather it is like I said at your first convention: it is not blindness that makes a man, but his receiving of it. And what we are to look at is not the advantages of blindness but what you can make out of it.


Blindness in our day is a different thing from blindness a hundred years ago; and different from blindness a thousand years ago. But different or not, this is a sighted world today as it was then. It is a sighted world, and there, of course, is the great handicap of blindness -the difference - the being gawked at the lack of understanding.


And in our own day it is a sighted world with a new emphasis on sight. We live in a visual age. More perhaps than ever before, the emphasis is on things seen. This has to be taken into account if our stocktaking, our inventory, is to have any value. Ours is a day of visual emphasis and overemphasis learned from the beginnings of our learning processes and continued through our highest education.

The modern child is presented with pictures visual likenesses of things from his cradle days. Reproductions in toy form leave little room for the imagination or the intellect to work and the adult world takes away from the baby the toy that his own imagination might enjoy, to force upon him, instead, something that looks like the real thing.

In school, whether it is the new stress on visual education or the bootlegged comic book, there is constant emphasis on sight and on things seen. And the emphasis on the visual in education continues throughout the school career. It is a seeing world with a vengeance, because this ingrained insistence does not stop with school days, or for that matter, with school hours.

The country, and to a greet degree, the culture of our day depends on the visual, and every advertising man worth his salt knows

something about the relationship between the thousand words and the single picture.
The country is sports conscious, with millions of people attending sports events annually, and the emphasis is again visual on sports watched, sports seen. For a time we have had the relief of appeal to another sense, through the radios but now the papers and the magazines are busy predicting the date of the death of radio, when it gives way or at least gives over its leadership in the entertainment field to “video” or television.

We have movies that talk nowadays, it is true, but nobody ever says, “Did you hear that new movie?, because here as elsewhere the emphasis is on sight. It is a seeing world, so much so that when you men first were blinded you actually coined a new verb, not yet found in the dictionary. It seemed foolish to you, empty to talk about “seeing” something that you had just examined for the first time, and so many of you talked instead of “brailing” it.

It is a seeing world that we live in, a world of seeing people, wherein traffic conditions make sight almost the price of life, wherein gimmicks and gadgets are constantly invented whose use depends on sight. And week after week hundreds of thousands of our fellow countrymen look forward to the issuance of a national picture magazine reproducing dead images of reality, look forward to it as to the image of Life itself.

Where in this world is the place of the man who is blind? What of the progress from the days in the small community when the blind man was supported by his fellows? There is progress, but it is progress of a sort, and should only be seen in the light of a changing civilization, and therefore of changing battlefronts in the constant battle that the blind individual may take his rightful place in the community of his fellows.

The battle itself must go on; we can thank God for the progress, but let us make sure it continues. In order to make sure that it does continue, we must make sure that we have the whole picture in focus (to use once again a visual expression).

Where are we now with all this emphasis on sight? What is the state of the nation, the state of the world? If we look at a few of the things that are wrong, it doesn’t mean that we think that nothing is right. Others can be prophets of doom, but the truth is that much that is good and great and the seeds of what is better and greater have come with our civilization.

On the debit side, however, is a certain madness, a crazy seeking after distractions, a constant need of new experiences, of seeing a show, of seeing something different, of change of scenery, change of outlook of being entertained (and again with the emphasis on sight). The mental hospi1tals of the country are filled to overcrowding; mental hygiene clinics are being set up by state and federal governments and by private foundations as well; neuroses and psychoses, psychiatry and psychology are part of the everyday vocabulary of the nation. 

Everywhere is distraction rather than detachment, turmoil rather than peace.
I am not saying that all of this is due to visual overemphasis; such is not the case; but I would point out to you that a million phantasms being constantly driven upon people through the sense of sight make clear thinking, restful thinking almost an impossibility for them.

Teaching by visual means may be good, is good; but the overemphasis: on visual learning can train our faculty for receiving pictures more fully than it can train our thought. Thinking does not consist in experiential knowledge; it does not depend on concrete pictures. To some degree, it is dependent on the very ability to get away from these concrete pictures, and in their place to substitute thoughts.

You could take a monkey with his high degree of instinctive life and let him see a million things without giving him the power of thought; you might take an elephant with his span of life and show him things, and people, and places, almost without limit and it would not give him a single intellectual idea because he has not the capacity for it.

Man, on the other hand, has the power to go from seen things to further things, and even to the things that cannot be seen. But man’s power for intellection may be cluttered and clotted completely by too much seeing.

Obviously, we are coming close to one of the points about blindness that you may turn to your advantage, if you have the ability and the will. Blindness does not make of men a clearer thinker; but the man who thinks may take advantage of his blindness to make himself think more clearly.

You men have the advantage that your blindness is not from the cradle. You still carry with you pictures from which your minds can make others.

It still rests with you. You do not have to do this. You do not have to think. Only the fool will think that you are freed from distractions, and only the ignoramus will say that you have no visual temptations remaining. You can take flight from it all into a world of phantasy, into a world of introversion where all of society revolves more and more about your own problems. You can follow the herd, run with the flock, of popular thinking, letting others do your thinking for you or you can think for yourselves. 
That does not suggest by any means that every one among you is going to think things through at all times. To the contrary. Nor does it imply that the great philosophers of the new generation are going to be found necessarily among your organization. It does suggest; it does imply, and I want to state clearly my belief, that you have the opportunity proportionate to the intelligence with which God has endowed you, more easily than you otherwise could have in this distracting age, to do some true abstract thinking. You are closer to clear thought, to abstract thought, to pure thought, than you otherwise might be. 

You have there a contribution to make to self, to society, and to God. Thought is only of value, if it takes us from the things that are seen to the things that are not. You can make that progress in a less burdened way.
The world is madly, distractedly seeking peace, often without knowing the meaning of the word. Your goal, for yourselves as individuals must be as it is for your organization, the goal of peace. Sometimes, I get the impression that some of you feel that the goal is set too high, that all of that is in the field of unapproachable ideals. The goal is high, but it is not too high, and please God, under God the goal is not beyond our obtaining.

The peace that you must begin to seek and that you can pass on to others by the influence that you have upon them must start within yourselves. Peace is the harmony of right order. Its enemy within you is distraction. You have been forcibly freed from some of that distraction but no force can bring peace within you. That must come from yourselves, from your setting of things in their places so that all are oriented towards their proper goal.

Peace is not an emotion; peace is not a pious word. Peace is a reality that each of us must constantly be striving to make a present one. And the achievement of peace demands clear, uncluttered thought. Peace is the harmony of right order with all things in their places under God, and oriented according to His eternal plan. You men are nearer to it than you know. God grant you the strength to find it, and you will find it only by going forwards not by running away. God grant you to find that peace, to give it to those around you, and to live in the enjoyment of it, rejoicing in the sight of God, forever, and forever, and forever.
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