
Current Psychological Reviews (1981), 1, 69-89 

Social Psychological Aspects of Blindness: 
A Review 

N. J. KEMP 

University of Sheffield 

A de ta i l ed  review of the  l i t e r a t u r e  concerned wi th  the  socia l  and psycho log ica l  
a spec t s  of  bl indness is p r e s e n t e d .  In pa r t i cu la r )  emphasis  is p laced  on the a r e a s  of  
blindness in children)  persona l  and socia l  ad jus tment  to bl indness)  a t t i t u d e s  to 
blindness) and communication in the adult  bl ind.  Many of the  problems c r e a t e d  by 
b l indness ,  for example  in communicat ion be tw een  blind and s ighted peop le )  a re  
ou t l i ned .  These problems are  shown to have impl ica t ions  for the i n t eg ra t i on  of  the  
blind person into a s ighted  soc ie ty )  for the coping and ad jus tment  of the b l ind ,  and 
for the  a t t i t u d e s  of  the s igh ted .  Unfor tuna te ly )  much of  the  ava i l ab le  e v i d e n c e  is 
based on a n e c d o t a l  or b iographica l  ma te r i a l  or on c l in i ca l  case  r epo r t s  and 
o b s e r v a t i o n s .  A case  is made for ca re fu l ly  c o n t r o l l e d  i n v e s t i g a t i o n s  into the soc ia l  
and psycho log ica l  a spec t s  of b l indness .  The paper  conc ludes  wi th  a cons ide r a t i on  of  

current d e v e l o p m e n t s .  

Blindness is among the  most s e v e r e  of all forms of phys ica l  d i s ab i l i t y .  Without  
vision blind people  are  cu t  off  from a major s egmen t  of  the soc ia l  and phys ica l  
envi ronment  to which they  must adap t .  This c r e a t e s  problems for mobi l i ty  and 
eve ryday  skilled a c t i v i t i e s  for which vision is i m p o r t a n t .  At the same t ime)  in 
re la t ing  to o the r  p e o p l e ,  the blind can only guess a t  the  meanings  and in tent ions  of 
non -ve rba l  communica t ion )  and the socia l  con tex t  in which these  o c c u r .  Blindness may 
t h e r e f o r e  c r e a t e  formidable  socia l  and psycho log ica l  problems for the ind iv idua l .  
These problems a re  compounded by the fear  which this  handicap produces  in o t h e r s  - 
few handicaps  a re  more dreaded than bl indness (Gowman,  1957) - and by the  
unreasonable  a t t i t u d e s  and r eac t ions  of  s ighted peop le  to it ( S c o t t ,  1969a). 

Over the past  30 years  a g r ea t  deal of i n t e r e s t  has been d i r e c t e d  towards  the  

problems produced by b l indness ,  both by research  workers  and by p r a c t i t i o n e r s  in the  
f ie ld .  These workers  have included psychoana lys t s ,  soc io log i s t s )  educa t i on i s t s  and 
psycho log i s t s ,  among o t h e r s ,  and so the findings produced  have  come from a v a r i e t y  
of t h e o r e t i c a l  p e r s p e c t i v e s  and me thodo log ica l  o r i e n t a t i o n s .  Unfor tunate ly  ) 
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c a r e f u l l y  c o n d u c t e d  i n v e s t i g a t i o n s ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  in t h e  a r e a s  c o n c e r n e d  w i t h  t h e  
s o c i a l  a n d  p s y c h o l o g i c a l  a s p e c t s  o f  b l i n d n e s s ,  h a v e  b e e n  r a r e .  It is t h e  p u r p o s e  o f  

t h i s  p a p e r  to  r e v i e w  t h e  e v i d e n c e  c o n c e r n e d  w i t h  t h e  s o c i a l  and  p s y c h o l o g i c a l  
a s p e c t s  o f  b l i n d n e s s )  p a r t i c u l a r l y  as  t h e y  r e l a t e  to  b l i n d n e s s  in  c h i l d r e n )  p e r s o n a l  
and  s o c i a l  a d j u s t m e n t  t o  b l i n d n e s s )  a t t i t u d e s  to  b l i n d n e s s  and  c o m m u n i c a t i o n  in t h e  
a d u l t  b l i n d .  The  p a p e r  a t t e m p t s  to  s u m m a r i z e  t h e  c u r r e n t  s t a t e  of  k n o w l e d g e  a n d  to  
s u g g e s t  w a y s  in w h i c h  r e s e a r c h  m i g h t  d e v e l o p .  The p a p e r  b e g i n s  w i t h  a n  o u t l i n e  of  
t h e  d e f i n i t i o n s ) i n c i d e n c e  and  p r e v a l e n c e  r a t e s  o f  b l i n d n e s s .  

D e f i n i t i o n s  o f  B l i n d n e s s  

The d e f i n i t i o n s  o f  b l i n d n e s s ,  t h e  n u m b e r  o f  b l i n d  p e o p l e )  t h e  c a u s e s  of  i m p a i r m e n t )  
a n d  t h e  e x t e n t  o f  d i s a b i l i t y )  h a v e  p r o v e d  to b e  e x t r e m e l y  t r o u b l e s o m e  ( C u l l i n a n )  
1977) .  A l t h o u g h  t h e r e  is good a g r e e m e n t  a b o u t  t h e  d e f i n i t i o n  o f  t o t a l  b l i n d n e s s  a s  
an  ' i n a b i l i t y  to  p e r c e i v e  l i g h t  in e i t h e r  e y e  ) ) t h e r e  is c o n f u s i o n  a b o u t  t h e  

d e f i n i t i o n ( s )  of  v i s u a l  i m p a i r m e n t  w h i c h  is l e s s  t h a n  t o t a l .  It is e s t i m a t e d  t h a t  
a p p r o x i m a t e l y  90 p e r  c e n t  of  t h e  r e g i s t e r e d  b l i n d  in t h e  USA h a v e  some  r e s i d u a l  

v i s i o n  ( G o l d s t e i n )  1 9 7 2 ) .  I n d e e d )  t h e r e  a r e  a r e  l e a s t  67 d i f f e r e n t  d e f i n i t i o n s  of  
b l i n d n e s s  w o r l d = w i d e )  a f f e c t i n g  a t o t a l  p o p u l a t i o n  o f  a b o u t  30 m i l l i o n  p e o p l e  

( N i z e t i c )  1 9 7 5 ) .  
A g o o d  d e a l  o f  t h e  d i s c u s s i o n  o f  d e f i n i t i o n s  is d e p e n d e n t  u p o n  a q u a n t i t a t i v e  

( c l i n i c a l ) )  a s  a g a i n s t  a f u n c t i o n a l )  d e s c r i p t i o n  o f  b l i n d n e s s  = v i s u a l  a c u i t y  v e r s u s  
v i s u a l  a b i l i t y  = w i t h  i m p l i c a t i o n s  fo r  ' l e g a l  ) ) ) s o c i a l '  or  ) e c o n o m i c  ) d i v i s i o n s  of  
d i s a b i l i t y  ( B r a l e y )  1963; G r a h a m ) 1 5 6 3 ;  H o o v e r )  1963; J o n e s )  1963; S c h l o s s )  1963) 
P a g e ,  197~) .  

A t y p i c a l  c l i n i c a l  d e f i n i t i o n  of  b l i n d n e s s  is as  f o l l o w s :  'Visua l  a c u i t y  of  

20/200 ( S n e l l e n )  or  l e s s  in t h e  b e t t e r  e y e  w i t h  p r o p e r  c o r r e c t i o n )  or a l i m i t a t i o n  
in t h e  f i e l d s  o f  v i s i o n  s u c h  t h a t  t h e  w i d e s t  d i a m e t e r  o f  t h e  v i s u a l  f i e l d  s u b t e n d s  

an  a n g u l a r  d i s t a n c e  no  g r e a t e r  t h a n  20 d e g r e e s  ) (AFB)  1961) .  A p e r s o n  is s a id  to  

h a v e  v i s u a l  a c u i t y  o f  20/200 if he  m u s t  b e  a t  a d i s t a n c e  o f  20 f e e t  in o r d e r  to  r e a d  
t h e  s t a n d a r d  t y p e  w h i c h  a p e r s o n  w i t h  n o r m a l  v i s i o n  (20 /20 )  c a n  r e a d  a t  a d i s t a n c e  

o f  200 f e e t .  The  r e s t r i c t i o n  of  t h e  v i s u a l  f i e l d  to  20 d e g r e e s  is t a n t a m o u n t  to  a 
d e s c r i p t i o n  of  ) t u n n e l  v i s i o n '  ( T e l f o r d  8( 5 a w r e y )  1967) .  Those  p e o p l e  w h o  a r e  

c o n s i d e r e d  ) p a r t i a l l y  s i g h t e d  ) or  ' v i s u a l l y  i m p a i r e d '  f a l l  i n t o  a v i s u a l - a c u i t y  
r a n g e  of  b e t w e e n  20 /70  and  20/200 in t h e  b e t t e r  e y e  a f t e r  m a x i m u m  c o r r e c t i o r )  
( A s h c r o f t )  1 9 6 3 ) .  In 1973 t h e  World H e a l t h  O r g a n i z a t i o n  a t t e m p t e d  to  p r o v i d e  a 

g e n e r a l l y  a c c e p t e d  d e f i n i t i o n  o f  b l i n d n e s s  and  v i s u a l  i m p a i r m e n t  w h i c h  v i e w s  v i s u a l  

d i s a b i l i t y  a s  a c o n t i n u u m  down  to  t o t a l  b l i n d n e s s  ( s e e  T a b l e  1) WHO) 1973) .  
F u n c t i o n a l  d e f i n i t i o n s  v a r y  a c c o r d i n g  to  t h e  p u r p o s e s  t h e y  a r e  i n t e n d e d  to  s e r v e  

( T e l f o r d  & S a w r e y )  1 9 6 7 ) .  T h e r e  a r e  d e s c r i p t i o n s )  t h e r e f o r e ,  o f  ' t r a v e l  v i s i o n  ) 

( m o b i l i t y ) ,  ) s h a d o w  v i s i o n  ), ) n e a r  v i s i o n  ) a n d  ) d i s t a n c e  v i s i o n  ) ) a s  w e l l  a s  
) e d u c a t i o n a l  b l i n d n e s s  ) a n d  ) o c c u p a t i o n a l  b l i n d n e s s  ) . For  e x a m p l e )  a p e r s o n  may  b e  

) t r a v e l  b l i n d  ) ) in t h e  s e n s e  t h a t  i n d e p e n d e n t  t r a v e l  is e x t r e m e l y  p r o b l e m a t i c )  w h i l e  
r e t a i n i n g  s u f f i c i e n t  v i s i o n  to r e a d  n o r m a l  p r i n t  fo r  e d u c a t i o n a l  p u r p o s e s  ( e . g .  by 

u s i n g  s p e c i a l  l e n s e s ) .  
T h e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  b e t w e e n  q u a n t i t a t i v e  a n d  f u n c t i o n a l  c l a s s i f i c a t i o n s  o f  

b l i n d n e s s  is p o o r  ( J o n e s )  i 9 6 3 ) .  T h i s ,  c o u p l e d  w i t h  t h e  p r o b l e m s  o f  p o p u l a t i o n  
c e n s u s  r e t u r n s  ( f o r  e x a m p l e )  q u e s t i o n s  on b l i n d n e s s  a r e  no l o n g e r  i n c l u d e d  in t h e  
N a t i o n a l  C e n s u s  of  t h e  U n i t e d  K i n g d o m )  a l t h o u g h  t h e y  a r e  r e p o r t e d  in t h e  USA a n d  
C a n a d a ) ,  p r o b l e m s  o f  s i g h t  s u r v e y s  and  l e g a l )  b u t  v o l u n t a r y ,  r e g i s t r a t i o n  o f  t h e  
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Table I .  Def in i t ion  of visual impairment and blindness (WHO, 1973): visual acu i ty  
(both eyes using best correct ion)  

71 

WHO Maximum less than 
Category 

Minimum equal to or bet ter  than 

6/18 6/60 

6]60 3160 

3/60 !/60 
\ 

(or visual f ie ld  (finge~r counting at I metre) 
~10" andb5 ~  

1/60 

(Finger counting l ight perception 
at I metre 

or visual f ie ld <5* ) 

no l ight perception 

undetermined or unspecified 

blind, makes  the  desc r ip t ion  of the  inc idence  and p r e v a l e n c e  of v isual  impa i rmen t  a 
r e l a t i v e l y  d i f f i c u l t  and imprec ise  one (Cul l inan,  1977). 

Blindness in England The r e g i s t r a t i o n  of blind and pa r t i a l l y  s igh ted  peop le  in 
England is dependen t  on both a c l in ica l  and a func t iona l  d e s c r i p t i o n .  P a r t i c u l a r  
emphasis is p laced  on an ' inabi l i ty  to per form any work for which e y e s i g h t  is 
e s s e n t i a l ' ,  as wel l  as c l in ica l  t e s t i ng  of visual  a c u i t y .  Table  2 p r e s e n t s  the  
number of  blind and pa r t i a l ly  s ighted  people  r e g i s t e r e d  in England in 1974 (DHSS, 
1974). 

Of the  9g 141 people  r e g i s t e r e d ,  38 005 are  pa r t i a l ly  s i gh t ed ,  and of t he  t o t a l  
number 73 per  cen t  are  aged 65 or o v e r .  The major problems of provid ing  s e r v i c e s  for 
the blind a re  t h e r e f o r e  concerned  wi th  an aged popu la t ion ,  over  r e t i r e m e n t  a g e ,  many 
of whom are thought to have addi t iona l  d i sab i l i t i e s  (Cul l inan,  1977). Of the 16-64 
age group (2r 933 p e o p l e ) ,  about one th i rd  are in employment  (g239 p e o p l e ) ,  whi l s t  
only a small  p ropor t ion  of the blind populat ion (2 per Cent) a re  below 16 (RNIB, 
1976). It is o f f i c i a l l y  recognized t h a t  about 0.2 per cent of the  popu la t ion  of 
England a re  v isua l ly  disabled,  a l though e s t i m a t e s  have r eached  0.5 per  cen t  
(Cul t iqan ,  1977). 

The causes of blindness in England The eye conditions leading to visual impairment 
are  c l a s s i f i e d  acco rd ing  to s i te  and a e t i o l o g y .  Table  3 p resen t s  the  major  causes  of 
bl indness in England and Wales (Sorsby, /972).  
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Table 2. Estimated numbers of b l ind and pa r t i a l l y  sighted persons registered at 31 
March 19749 and new registrat ions during the 12 months ended 31 March 1974 

(England) 

Age Blind persons registered Bl ind persons registered as 
at 31 March 1974 new cases during 12 months 

Male Female Total Male Female T o t a l  

Under 2 years 32 19 51 28 18 46 

2-4 172 135 307 53 41 94 

5-15 980 753 I 733 80 58 138 

16-20 512 431 943 27 30 57 

21-39 2 986 2 122 5 108 157 108 265 

40-49 2 562 I 804 4 366 131 133 264 

50-59 4 366 3 828 8 194 276 343 619 

60-64 3 085 3 237 6 322 261 312 573 

65-74 8 021 II 068 19 089 954 1380 2 334 

75 or over 14 878 37 066 SI 9/44 2105 zR348 6 953 

Age unknown 32 52 8a, 6 42 48 

Al l  ages: to ta l  37 626 60 515 98 141 4078 7313 I I  391 

Source :  DHSS Local  Au thor i ty  Social  Serv ices  S t a t i s t i c s  SSDA 902, England Summary. 

The t h r e e  major causes  are a t t r i b u t a b l e  to d i a b e t e s  (where  a presumed g e n e t i c  
i n f luence  is man i fes ted  in la te r  l i f e ) ;  p rena ta l  f a c t o r s  ( c o n g e n i t a l  b l indness) ;  and 
d e g e n e r a t i v e  eye  condi t ions  a f t e r  bir th  ( adven t i t i ous  b l i n d n e s s ) ,  for example 
macular  degene ra t i on  ( the  la rges t  s ingle cause of  s eve re  v i sua l  d i sabi l i ty  in old 
a g e ,  i . e .  in those  ove r  65),  myopic cho r io r e t i na l  a t r o p h y ,  g l a u c o m a ,  c a t a r a c t  and 
r e t i n i t i s  p igmen tosa .  By far  the l a rges t  con t r ibu t ion  to the  b l indness  populat ion is 
th rough eye  condi t ions  a f t e r  b i r th  ( adven t i t i ous  b l i n d n e s s ) ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  in old 
a g e .  Congen i t a l  f ac to r s  a c c o u n t e d  for only about  1 per c e n t  o f  new addi t ions  to the 
blind r e g i s t e r  in 197r (RNIB, 1976). 

So far  we have been concerned with out l in ing  the d e f i n i t i o n s ,  i nc idence ,  
p r e v a l e n c e  and causes of  bl indness .  It is now necessa ry  to cons ide r  the socia l  and 
p sycho log i ca l  a spec t s  of  b l indness .  Problems such as m o b i l i t y ,  e d u c a t i o n ,  t ra in ing  
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Table 3. Causes of blindness (oil ages up to 65) in England and Wales 1963-1968 

Men Women Al l  men 
and women 

Infect ious diseases 
syphi l is 27 6 33 
tuberculosis 18 17 35 
trachoma 9 I I 20 
al l  other 29 53 82 

Trauma "~"~ 
occupat ional  45 4 " 49 
m i l i t a r y  IS 2 17 
al l  other 83 27 110 

' \  

Polsoning~ al l  types 23 17 40 

Tumours 
ocular 23 25 48 
in t racran ia l  211 216 427 
other 23 25 48 

Systematic diseases 
diabetes 886 1282 2 168 
vascular disease 200 162 362 
neurological  disorder 234 180 414 
all other 266 181 447 

Pre-natal  
genet ic  836 673 I 509 
maternal  i n fec t ion  103 134 237 
congeni ta l  762 6/48 I 410 

Aet io logy undetermined 
myopic degenerat ion 778 1230 2 008 
other 1956 1822 3 778 

L 
Total 6527 6715 13 2~2 

Source: Sorsby, A. The Incidence and Causes o~\ Blindness in England and Wales, 

1963-68. DHSS, 1972, p .44 .  

and employment  - of  undoubted impor tance  - will  not  be c o n s i d e r e d ,  even  though the re  

are  d e f i n i t e  socia l  and psycholog ica l  a spec t s  of  t h e s e  a r e a s  ( see  Lowenf ie ld ,  1971; 

Graham, 1972; Buijk,  1977; Gill ,  1977a and b) .  
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Blindness and Early Childhood Development 

The ear ly  physica l  and psychological  deve lopment  of bl ind chi ldren  is the  most 
ex tens ive ly  s tudied a rea  of b l indness .  The g r e a t e s t  source of in format ion  is der ived 
from c l in ica l  obse rva t ions  and repor ts  and i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s  of case h i s to r i e s ,  
usual ly  by psychoana ly t i ca l ly  o r i en ted  au thors ,  al though r ecen t l y  expe r imen ta l  
ev idence  has been added .  Warren (1977) has produced an exce l l en t  review of the  area  
in his book 'Blindness and Early Childhood Development ' ,  an updated  add i t ion  to 
Lowenfield 's  (1971) comprehensive r ev iew.  

Major a reas  of study have inves t iga t ed  the pe rcep tua l  and motor deve lopment  of 
b l i nd  i n l a n t s  and young  c h i l d r e n ,  c o g n i t i v e  d e v e l o p m e n t ,  i n t e l l i g e n c e ,  
communicat ion~ social  development  and pe r sona l i ty  deve lopment .  Emphasis in this 
s e c t i o n  w i l l  be p l a c e d  on the  s o c i a l  and  p s y c h o l o g i c a l  a r e a s ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  
communica t i on ,  social  development  and personal i ty~ al though we begin with a br ief  
desc r ip t ion  of the a rea  of pe rcep tua l -moto r  and cogn i t ive  deve lopmen t .  

P e r c e p t u a l - m o t g r  and cogni t ive  development  In the field of p e r c e p t u a l - m o t o r  
deve lopmen t ,  d i sc r imina t ion  ab i l i t i es  such as pe r cep t i on  of t e x t u r e ,  weight  or sound 
do not  t yp ica l ly  show d i f f e rences  be tween  d i f f e r e n t  sub-groups of bl ind ch i ld r en .  In 
more complex or i n t e g r a t i v e  ca tegor ies  of p e r c e p t i o n ,  such as form i d e n t i f i c a t i o n ,  
spa t i a l  r e l a t i o n s ,  in te rmodal i ty  r e l a t i o n s ,  and pe rcep tua l  and motor i n t e g r a t i o n ,  
the re  are  some s u b s t a n t i a l  def ic i t s  shown by blind ch i ld ren .  There are  also s eve ra l  
types  of cogn i t ive  ab i l i t i e s  tha t  show d i f f e r ences  be tween  blind and s ighted 
ch i ld ren ,  or be tween  various ca t egor i e s  of bl ind ch i ld ren .  These ab i l i t i e s  range  
from r e l a t i v e l y  speci f ic  (unders tand ing  spa t ia l  concep t s )  to r e l a t i ve ly  genera l  ones 
(unde r s t and ing  the p roper t i es  of the  wor ld ,  as assessed by P iage t ian  t a s k s ) .  Among 
the p r inc ipa l  i nves t i ga to r s  in these a reas  are Burl ingham (1961) and Fra iberg  (1968, 
1976, 1977), who in s t i ga t ed  a compensa tory  e duc a t i ona l  programme for bl ind chi ldren  
(F ra ibe rg ,  Smith & Adelson,  1969). 

Language development and non-verbal communication In most areas of language 
development the research findings show l i t t l e  evidence of a developmental  
d i f fe rence between bl ind and sighted chi ldren.  The production and ref inement of 
sounds (Maxfield & F j e l d ,  19r Wilson & Haverson ,  19tt7; Burl ingham, 1961; Elonen & 
Z w a r e n s t e y n ,  196it; Haspiel ,  1965) and the acqu i s i t ion  of ear ly  vocabula ry  (Br ie land ,  
1950; Miner ,  1963) are not apparen t ly  d i f f e r e n t  in impor tant  ways ,  a l though Miner 
(1963) found a greater incidence in speech deviat ions among blind chi ldren than 
among sighted. The acquisi t ion of grammatical  forms is s imi lar ly  not a f fec ted  
(Wilson & Halverson ,  19#7; Burl ingham, 1961; Til lman & Williams, 1968), a l though 
Maxfield (1936) noted fewer  s t a t emen t s  and n e g a t i v e s  and more ques t ions  in bl ind 
ch i ld ren ,  and McGuire and Meyers (1971) and Fra iberg  and Adelson (1976) have 
descr ibed the  misuse of personal  pronouns  by bl ind c h i l d r e n .  

The area that  has produced the most disagreement in theor ies of language 
development of the bl ind is that of meaning, and par t i cu la r ly  that  of 'verbalisms' 
(Cuts for th ,  1932). Verbalisms are words used by bl ind chi ldren for which they could 
not have a f i rs t -hand sensory base, and lead to 'loose thinking'  (Cuts for th ,  1932). 
The use of  colour words, or words describing various hues or degrees of br ightness, 
is an example of v isual ly related verbalisms, where the congeni ta l ly  bl ind chi ld 
could not have a d i rec t  sensory exper ience.  This not ion of 'loose thinking'~ or the 
use of meaningless words by the bl ind,  has been severely c r i t i c ized by Dokecki 
(1966), and invest igated by Schlaegel (1953), Nolan (1960), Harley (1963) and De 
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Mort (1972), who point  out the dangers of l imit ing a child's language by e d u c a t i o n a l  
programmes designed to exclude verba l i sms.  These researchers  argue  t h a t  b l ind 
chi ldren should not be shielded from words or c o n c e p t s  t ha t  are normally based on 
visual  e x p e r i e n c e ,  Ra the r ,  they should be fully exposed to these  words and c o n c e p t s ,  
and a t t emp t s  should be made to enhance  the i r  mean ing .  Cer ta in ly  s ighted ch i ldren  use 
terms for which they have no sensory r e f e r e n t s ,  and it would appear  t h a t  the 
~neaning'  of words is not always d i rec t ly  a s soc i a t ed  with ob jec t s  or sensory 
expe r i ences  (Slobin,  1974). However,  the re  is some evidence for d i f f e r e n c e s  b e t w e e n  
blind and s ighted chi ldren in ' r ichness  of mean ing ' ,  bu t  research  has not  been 

adequate  to jus t i fy  any s t rong conclus ions  (Warren ,  1977). 
There have been a few studies of non -ve rba l  communica t ion  in bl ind ch i ldren  and 

they are  genera l ly  concerned with ' express iveness ' .  There are two main areas= f ac i a l  
and body express ions  t h a t  accompany s p e e c h ,  and the  fac ia l  expression of emo t iona l  
s t a t e s .  Brie land (1950) found tha t  congen i ta l ty  bl ind chi ldren were  s ign i f i can t ly  
less express ive  (as ra ted  by observers  from films of the  chi ldren t e l l ing  s to r i e s )  
than  s ighted ch i ldren  in the degree of express ive  body ac t ion ,  a l though E i sens t ad t  
(1955) p r e s e n t s  con t r ad i c to ry  evidence  in a study of the visual ly impa i red .  

Blass,  Freedman and Ste ingar t  (197t~) conducted  a study on the r e l a t ionsh ip  
be tween  body movement  and verbal  f luency .  They found t h a t  blind adolescents produced 
more Body- focused '  ges tu res  ( f i n g e r - t o - h a n d ,  body t o u c h i n g ) ,  as opposed to ' o b j e c t -  
focused'  g e s t u r e s ,  than  sighted a d o l e s c e n t s ,  and tha t  t h e s e  movements  (espec ia l ly  
f i n g e r - t o - h a n d )  were  posi t ively  re la ted  to verba l  f l u e n c y .  This was not  the case for 
the  s ighted a d o l e s c e n t s .  These f indings  may have impl ica t ions  for p o t e n t i a l  
d i f f i cu l t i e s  in the recep t ion  of the speech and ges ture  of the blind by the 

s igh ted .  
The resea rch  mate r i a l  on the express ion of emot ional  s t a tes  has shown l i t t l e  

d i f f e r ence  b e t w e e n  blind and sighted chi ldren (Goodenough,  1932~ Thompson, 1941i 
F reedman ,  1964), for example in the smiling response  of babies  (F reedman ,  1964; 
F ra ibe rg ,  1977), a l though facia l  a c t i v i t y  dec reases  with age (Thompson,  1941; 

Fu lcher ,  1942). 
Many bl ind chi ldren  develop "olindisms' - i nappropr i a t e  n o n - v e r b a l  behav iou r ,  

for example body rocking ,  eye rubbing and rol l ing the  eyebal ls  - and t h e s e ,  and 
the i r  e r a d i c a t i o n ,  a re  discussed by Apple (1972) and Knight (1972). I n t e r e s t i n g l y ,  
most of the  research  on non-ve rba l  communication has been  concerned with  
a d o l e s c e n t s ,  and not with young chi ldren or i n f a n t s  a t  a p r e - v e r b a l  l eve l .  The 
research f indings  appear  to show a d ivergence  in the  development  o5 n o n - v e r b a l  
behaviour  be tween  blind and sighted ch i ld ren ,  and this is probably r e l a t e d  to the  
unava i l ab i l i t y  of vision as a mediator  of imi ta t ion  in blind ch i ld r en .  

In summary~ the research on communication shows'- f i r s t ,  t h a t  the language  of 
blind ch i ld ren  is not  impaired,  a l though the re  may be d i f f e rences  in haeaning '  
be tween  bl ind and s ighted children~ second ,  t h a t  t he r e  are  d i f f e r ences  in the  use of 
n o n - v e r b a l  communication between  blind and sighted children, with a d ive rgence  in 
development  in ,  for example ,  the use of emot iona l  fac ia l  express ions .  

Social deve lopment  There is a good deal of ev idence  tha t  the  course  of social  
development is d i f f e r e n t  in blind and sighted chi ldren  (see ,  for example ,  Sco t t ,  
1969b). Sommers (1944), Imamura (1965), Tait  (1972) and Lairy and Harr i son-Covel lo  
(1973) have inves t iga t ed  paren ta l  a t t i t u d e s  towards  blind chi ldren  (in p a r t i c u l a r ,  
depress ion ,  r e j ec t i on  and o v e r - p r o t e c t i o n )  and have drawn impl ica t ions  for 
d i f f e r e n t i a l  soc ia l i za t ion  processes .  Lairy and Harr i son-Covel lo  ( 1973), for 
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example)  link the emergence of ex t remely  passive and dependent blind chi ldren wi th  
p a r e n t a l  o v e r - p r o t e c t i o n .  

In the areas  of soc ia l  a t t a c h m e n t  and social  r e spons iveness ,  especia l ly  smiling 
in i n f an t s  and in o lder  chi ldren (Freedman)  196~; F ra ibe rg ,  1970)) s epa ra t ion  
anx ie ty  and fear  of s t r ange r s  (Schaffer  & Emerson) 196~) and separa t ion  (F ra ibe rg ,  
1970, 1972)j deve lopment  is s lower)  and problems a re  more marked in the blind child 
than in the s ighted ch i ld .  Problems also exist  in soc ia l  ma tu r i ty  (Bauman, 1973) and 
sexual  knowledge and behaviour  (Cuts fo r th )  1951l Gendel)  I973; Foulke & Uhde, 197#). 
It is not known, however )  whether  the research  f indings  denote  a less adequa te  
soc ia l i za t ion  process)  as deve lopmenta l  ind ica tors  may not  be equ iva len t  for bl ind 
and s ighted chi ldren (Warren)  1977). 

Pe rsona l i ty  deve lopment  The a rea  of pe r sona l i ty  deve lopment  in  blind chi ldren is 
bese t  by methodologica l  problems of precise ly  how to t e s t  bl ind chi ldren  ( this  is) 
of  c o u r s e ,  e q u a l l y  t r u e  of the  t e s t i n g  of s i g h t e d  c h i l d r e n ) )  and  many 
i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s  rely heavi ly  on psychoanalytic interpretations (Burlingham) 1961; 
Carrol l )  1961; Cuts fo r th )  1966). Many of the pe r sona l i ty  t e s t s  used have been 
s tandard ized  on s ighted chi ldren  ( e . g .  t h e  California Persona l i ty  Inven to ry ) )  and 
use s i g h t - r e l a t e d  i t ems .  The tes ts  t he re fo re  have dubious va l id i ty )  a l though a s t a r t  
has been made in developing tes t s  spec i f ica l ly  for blind children (see)  for example ,  
B a u m a n )  P l a t t &  S t rauss ,  1963; Chase & Rapapor% 196g). Indeed,  the problem of what  
is mean t  by ~ e r s o n a l i t y '  - pa r t i cu l a r ly  in youmg chi ldren  - has led resea rchers  to 
focus on specific a reas  within the two broad ca t ego r i e s  of in te rpe r sona l  and 
in t r ape r sona l  characteristics (Warren, 1977). Social ad jus tmen t  (Brieland) 1950), 
a s se r t i venes s  (Imamura) 1965) and aggression (McGuire & Meyers) 1971) have been 
examined in r e l a t ion  to i n t e r pe r sona l  characteristics,  while moral  development 
(Stephens  & Simpkins,  197#), the 'self-concept'  (3arvis ,  1959; Tai t )  1972) and 
neuro t i c i sm (Zahran ,  1965) are examples of i n t r a pe r sona l  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  r e sea rch .  If 
the f indings of the resea rch  are taken  toge ther  then  t he r e  is some evidence to 
suggest  t ha t  blind ch i ld ren  are more pass ive ,  less aggress ive)  more dependen t )  and 
somewhat  more emot iona l ly  d is turbed (Warren,  1977). In gene ra l )  though,  ' there  is 
r e l a t i ve ly  l i t t l e  known about  e i t he r  the d e t e r m i n a n t s  of)  or the func t iona l  
significance of,  pe r sona l i t y  characteristics in blind ch i ld ren '  (Warren) 1977, 
p .2~6). 

Summary There is a considerable body of l i t e ra tu re  on the development of bl ind 
ch i ld ren)  but there is l i t t l e  re l iable evidence (Warren) I977).  Many of the reports 
are e i ther  based on descr ip t ive case-study mater ia l  of  single subjects (e .g .  
Bur l ingham, 1961; Fraiberg) I972) or are methodological ly  inadequate,  for example in 
the select ion of subjects ( t o ta l l y  bl ind versus pa r t i a l l y  s ighted,  the age of b l ind 
subjects and length of  bl indness) and in the select ion<of adequate cont ro ls  (Warren) 
1977, especial ly Chapter 9 ) .  Problems have been shown to ex is t )  however , w i th  
respect to developmental lags and divergence from the development of sighted 
ch i ld ren .  These problems have led to the establ ishment of compensatory educat ional  
programmes, pa r t i cu la r l y  in the USA. 

The Adult  Blind 

The major i ty  of b l ind people are bl inded af ter  b i r th )  and about 70 per cent of a l l  
b l ind people are aged 65 years or over (DHSS, 197~). The problems o5 the adult  bl ind 
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are presumed, by the major i ty  of research workers,  to be ex tens ive ly  in f luenced by 
the social environment in which the bl ind are located.  In the next  three sect ions we 
w i l l  pursue this theme by discussing the personal and social adjustment of the adul t  
b l ind,  a t t i t udes  towards bl indness, and communication and social i n te rac t i on  between 
bl ind and sighted people.  

Personal and social adiqstment to blindness When blindness occurs in la ter  l i fe  - 
pa r t i cu la r l y  once cogni t ive  development, independence and the soc ia l i za t ion  of  the 
ind iv idua l  are established - the d i f f i cu l t i e s  i t  creates may be less fundamenta l .  
Carro l l  (1%1) places great emphasis on di f ferences in adaptat ion to blindness 
between the congeni ta l ly  and the advent i t ious ly  b l inded, especia l ly  in persona l i t y .  
This d i f fe rence ,  though9 is not as great  as was o r ig ina l l y  though t ,  as both types of 
bl ind people have reached a simi lar condi t ion,  for example in the i r  re la t ionsh ip  to 
society and the problems of d i sab i l i t y ,  v ia d i f f e ren t  paths (3astrzembska, 1973). 
Sighted people do not dist inguish between d i f f e ren t  sub-groups of the bl inded 
(Feinman, 197g), and in the f ie ld of  personal i ty  there appears to be no special 
bl ind personal i ty  type (Greenberg & 3ordan, 1957; Tel ford & Sawrey, 1967; Schontz, 

1970). 
The sequence of  react ion to the onset of  bl indness, invo lv ing  ' i n i t i a l  shock' 

and a Ynourning per iod' ,  has been described by a number of authors ,  and usual ly 
in terpreted from a psychoanalyt ic  v iewpoin t  (Cu ts fo r th ,  1951, 1966; Blankr 1957; 
Cholden, 1958). A psychological  ' loss-model' (F i tzgera ld ,  1970) has been postulated 
which suggests tha t  the greater the physical  damage, the  greater  the psychologica l  
damage. Al though the model has been useful  in pract ice in a t tempt ing  to understand 
adjustment processes (Hicks,  1979), i t  has been c r i t i c i zed ,  pa r t i cu l a r l y  in the 
l ight  o f  sociological  studies, and i t  is considered inadequate as an exp lanat ion of 
handicap (see, for example, Wright ,  1960; Lukoff  & Whiteman, 1972). The react ions 
of others to the handicap is considered to be a more impor tant  cons idera t ion ,  
especial ly in adjustment (Lowenf ie ld r  1953). Many processes have been suggested for 
recovery,  and Table 4 shows the areas that  have been considered impor tant  in a 
number of studies (Sommers, 194#; Bauman, 195q; F i t t i ng ,  195#; Zar lock,  1961; Lukof f  
& Whiteman, 1962). (See also the reviews by Cowen et a i r  1961; Pr ing le ,  196q; Bauman 

and Yodor,  1966.) 
The process of depression and recovery from the trauma of bl indness has been 

termed a dying as a sighted person and rebir th as a bl ind one (Cholden,  1958; 
C a r r o l l ,  1961).  Blank (1957) suggests a t h r e e - s t a g e  r e a c t i o n  to b l i ndness :  
depersonal izat ion,  depression and recovery.  The onset of bl indness may br ing 
personal problems to a head (Lokshin,  1957), whi le p re -ex is t ing  ind iv idua l  
d i f ferences in f luence the course of adjustment and rehab i l i t a t i on  (Hal lenbeck,  
1954). Blindness may also s e rve  to mask psychologica l  ma lad jus tmen t  ( C u t s f o r t h ,  
1951). In te res t  has c en t r ed  on the e f f e c t  of bl indness on a person ' s  s e l f - e s t e e m  

( D e l a f i e l d ,  1976) and on the s e l f - c o n c e p t  ( S c o t t ,  1969a). 
Much of the  l i t e r a t u r e  on ad jus tment  to b l indness ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  from a 

soc io log i ca l  p e r s p e c t i v e ,  has been  conce rned  with  descr ib ing  the e v e n t u a l  s t a tu s  of 
the blind person as being d e t e r m i n e d ,  to a large e x t e n t ,  by the  e x p e c t a t i o n s  and 
a t t i t u d e s  of  his mil ieu (Lukoff & Whiteman, 1970). Lukoff  and Whiteman pay 
p a r t i c u l a r  a t t e n t i o n  to the  soc ia l i za t ion  and the s e g r e g a t i o n  of the  blind person as 
be ing  l e g a l l y  e n f o r c e d .  This f o r c e s  t h e  b l ind  p e r s o n  i n t o  d e p e n d e n t  r o l e  
r e l a t i onsh ips ,  resu l t ing  in s t e r e o t y p e d  responses by both blind and s igh ted  p e o p l e .  
IKim (1970) examines  the i n t eg ra t ion  of  the  blind into the s igh ted  com m un i ty ,  while  
Graham et  al (1968) and Josephson (1968) i n v e s t i g a t e  the soc ia l  and economic  
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Table 4. Areas of adjustment to blindness measured by several studies 

Fi t t ing (1954) Bauman (1954) 
Lukoff and 

Zarlock (1961) Whiteman (1962) Sommers (1944) 

I. Morale I.  Sensitivity I. Employment I. Employment I. Compen- 
satory 
behaviour 

2. At t i tude 2. Somatic 2. Travel 2. Travel 2. Denial 
towards symptoms independence reactions 
sighted 
people . . . .  

3. Outlook on 3. Social 3. Indoor 3. Independence 3. Defensive 
blindness competency orientation in eating behaviour 

4. Family 4. Att i tudes-of 4. Socialization /~. Independence 
re lat ion-  distrust or in shopping 
ships paranoid 

tendencies 

5. At t i tude 5. Feelings of S. Communi- 
toward inadequacy cation 
training 

6. Occupational 6. Depression 
outlook 

6. Recreation 

7. Eating problems 

8. Dressing problems 

9. Business problems 

10. Physical hygiene 

7. Att i tude to 
blindness 

4. Withdrawal 

S. Non- 
adjustive 
behaviour 

Source= Delaf ield (1976). 

conditions of the blind for rehabil i tat ion services, training and personal needs, 
and leisure activit ies~ respectively. 

In his interesting monograph~ Kim (1970) suggests that for the majority of blind 
people there is very l i t t le  integration into the sighted community. Furthermore~ i t  
is c laimed that  the exclusion of bl ind people into 'semi-closed minor i ty  
communities' is a product of social definitions acting in conjunction with the 
problems presented by the physical handicap. Thus, evidence is presented that the 
acceptance of blind people into a sighted society is influenced by the attitudes and 
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stereotypes of blind and sighted people towards one another.  In add i t ion,  the degree 
of  this po lar izat ion of communities is moderated by a var ie ty  of factors ,  such as 
percept ion of prejudice on the part  of the sighted against the b l ind,  posi t ion in 
the class, status and power hierarchies of  the b l ind,  and degree of  bl indness. It is 
concluded that  in tegrat ion w i l l  be possible only when sighted people are educated to 
accept  and unders tand b l ind  peop le ,  in a d d i t i o n  to the usual  a t t emp ts  to 
rehab i l i ta te  and t ra in bl ind people. Kim suggests, the re fo re ,  that  however w i l l i ng  a 
minor i ty  group is to be in tegrated,  they cannot be in tegrated un t i l  the major i ty  
group opens the door.  

As was mentioned ea r l i e r ,  many of the problems of  blindness are specif ic to old 
age. Sadly, this has been a much neglected area of study, al though the problems of 
the old b l ind,  many of whom have addi t ional  handicaps, are discussed by Clark 
(1968), 3osephson (1965) and Scott (1968). 

In summary, the research findings point  towards the importance of the social  
environment in supporting and in providing resources, both personal and f inanc ia l ,  
to enable the blind person to adjust to his or her handicap. Of par t i cu la r  
importance for t h i s  adjustment, besides the in t r ins ic  coping capabi l i t ies  of the 
par t icu lar  bl ind ind iv idua l ,  are the at t i tudes and react ions of the sighted, to 
which we now tu rn .  

At t i tudes towards blindness The at t i tudes and bel iefs (see, for  example, Fishbein 
& Ajzen, 1975) of bl ind and sighted people towards the bl ind are presumed to 
inf luence the behaviour of  the bl ind, over and above the problems posed by the 
handicap of blindness. Scott (1969a) holds the view that  'the d isab i l i ty  of 
blindness is a learned social  role '  ( p . l ~ ) ,  while Lukof f  and Whiteman (1972) assert 
that  the 'social d isab i l i t ies  associated wi th blindness result  from the prejudiced 
a t t i t u d e s  of s igh ted  persons who come in c o n t a c t  w i t h  the b l ind '  ( p . l S ) .  
Unfor tunate ly ,  al though there are a Yew systematic studies of a t t i tudes to 
blindness, most of the avai lable information is anecdotal  or b iographica l .  Helen 
Kel ler ,  for example, said 'Not blindness, but the a t t i t ude  of the seeing to the 
bl ind is the hardest burden to bear' (P la t t ,  1950). 

The blind have been presented as devious, except iona l ly  c lever ,  having special 
ta lents ,  or stupid, possessed of  a magical qua l i t y ,  or having a special personal i ty  
in compensation for thei r  handicap (Langworthy, 1930; Twersky,  1955). Far re l l  (1965) 
describes three a t t i tudes of  the sighted towards the bl ind: non-acceptance,  leading 
to social isolat ion and segregation; the view that  the bl ind are helpless and 
therefore dependent I and the convict ion that the sighted must help the b l ind.  A 
great amount of e f fo r t  and money has been ut i l ized in order to provide services to 
help the bl ind and cushion them I romsoc ie ty  (Chevlgny & Braverman, 19501 Cuts for th ,  
1951; Scott,  1972). 

Many of the negat ive at t i tudes of the sighted to the bl ind (V i l ley ,  1930; 
Simmons~ 19t~9; Gowman, 1957; but see Rusalem, 1950) are seen to arise as part  of 
a general s tereotype to handicap (Meyerson, 1958; Barker et a l ,  1953; Wright, 1960; 
Goffman, 1965). 

Lukof f  and Whiteman (1963) have invest igated the consistency of a t t i tudes o f . the  
sighted towards the b l ind.  They found a wide range of a t t i t ude  dimensions wi th  
l i t t l e  relat ionship between them. There was, however ,  reasonable agreement by 
s ighted peop le  t ha t  b l indness enables people to unders tand  o the r  pe rsons ,  
par t icu lar ly  i f  they are suffer ing) that  the cues bl ind people receive are more 
readi ly t ranslated into accurate perceptions) that  the bl ind are not especial ly 
prone tb unhappiness, resentment or mental il lness) and that  bl ind persons are more 
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sens i t i ve  to m u s i c  and l i t e r a t u r e .  However ,  e v i d e n c e  of some cons i s t ency  in 
a t t i t u d e s  does  not  necessar i ly  r e l a t e  to the  behav i0ur  of  the  s igh ted  towards  the  
b l ind ,  or to r e p o r t s  of how the  s ighted would i n t e r a c t  with the blind (Lukoff  & 
Whiteman,  1963), or even  to the  r e a c t i o n s  and a t t i t u d e s  of  the  blind (McDonald & 
Hale ,  1969). 

C u t s f o r t h  (1951) has descr ibed th ree  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  r e a c t i o n s  of the  blind to 
the  e x p e c t a t i o n s  and s t e r eo types  p r e s e n t e d  by the  s igh ted :  i n t e r n a l i z a t i o n ,  
w i t h d r a w a l ,  and rejection~independence. A simi lar  typo logy  has been p r e s e n t e d  by 
Lukoff  (1960),  who concludes  tha t  his d i f f e r e n t i a t i o n  is ,  not  su rp r i s ing ly ,  
a t t r i b u t e d  to a complex  in terp lay  of individual  and s i t ua t i ona l  f a c t o r s .  

In summary ,  t h e r e  is a good deal  of l i t e r a t u r e  (D ide ro t ,  1916; French, 1950; 
Hines ,  1950; Ross ,  1950; Zahl, 1950; Gowman,  1957; Graham,  I%0;  Rose ,  1970; 
K i r t l e y ,  1975), by both blind authors  and s igh ted  worke r s ,  to sugges t  t h a t  the  
a t t i t u d e s  of  o t h e r s  t owards  blindness do a f f e c t  the  behaviour  and i n t e g r a t i o n  o f  the  
blind in to  s o c i e t y ,  but d i rec t  evidence is v e r y  d i f f i c u l t  to f ind.  As De ia f i e ld  
(1976) has po in t ed  o u t ,  'Early s tudies  on sighted" a t t i t u d e s  to the  blind seem to 
sugges t  t h a t  t h e r e  was a uni tary dimension which might  be d i s cove rab l e  . . .  R e c e n t  
s tud ies  ( e . g .  Si l ler  e t  a l ,  1967) have shown t h a t  s igh ted  a t t i t u d e s  a re  n e i t h e r  
consistent nor p e r v a s i v e .  The s t e r eo typed  responses  noted by the  blind t h e m s e l v e s  
a re  not  as  p e r s i s t e n t  and homogeneous as was a t  f i r s t  p r e sumed . '  

Communica t ion  and soc ia l  i n t e r ac t ion  The language  and n o n - v e r b a l  communica t ion  of 
c o n g e n i t a l l y  blind ch i ld ren  were  discussed e a r l i e r .  In this s ec t i on  t h e  ve rba l  and 
n o n - v e r b a l  b e h a v i o u r ,  and r e l a t ed  top ic s ,  of  adu l t  blind people  will  be c o n s i d e r e d .  
Much of the  e v i d e n c e  is based on b iographica l  r epor t s  and o b s e r v a t i o n s ,  wi th  f e w ,  if  
any ,  e x p e r i m e n t a l  f indings .  The repor t s  do not  cons ider  d i f f e r e n t  d e g r e e s  of 
b l i n d n e s s  p a r t i a l  or  t o t a l ,  or c o n g e n i t a l  v e r s u s  a d v e n t i t i o u s  a n d ,  in 
p a r t i c u l a r ,  pay l i t t l e  a t t en t ion  to the poss ibi l i ty  t ha t  adven t i t ious ly  bl inded 
peop le  may r e t a i n  t he  socia l  skills they deve loped  while  s i gh t ed .  

The inab i l i t y  to wr i t e  or to read ord inary  books,  the loss of a e s t h e t i c  
a p p r e c i a t i o n  th rough  v is ion ,  and the  loss of  a g r e a t  deal  of in format ion  of soc ia l  
and phys ica l  s e t t i n g s  are  among the more obvious  d i f f i c u l t i e s  of  communication and 
b l indness .  Some form of compensation for t h e s e  d i f f i c u l t i e s  can be found in 
t e c h n i c a l  advancements ( e . g .  b ra i l l e ,  t a p e - r e c o r d i n g  mach ines ,  dev ices  to help 
mobi l i ty )  and i n s t r u c t i o n  in social  ski l ls ,  e . g .  shopping,  cook ing .  Gray and Todd 
( i965) ,  for  e x a m p l e ,  in a survey commissioned by the Ministry of Hea l th ,  
i n v e s t i g a t e d  the  mobi l i ty  and reading habits  of the  bl ind.  They showed t h a t  t he r e  
were  many d i f f e r e n t  l eve l s  of pe r fo rmance  ab i l i ty  which were  c losely  r e l a t e d  to 
var ious  characterist ics of the blind populat ion ( e . g .  age ,  the  degree  of res idual  
v i s i o n  and t h e  i n f l u e n c e  of a d d i t i o n a l  d i s a b i l i t i e s ) .  They concluded t h a t  
improvement s  in t r a v e l  independence  and reading ab i l i ty  requi red  the t a i l o r ing  of 
t r a i n i n g ,  r e h a b i l i t a t i o n  and equipment  to sa t i s fy  the  vary ing  needs .  The learn ing  of 
Bra i l l e ,  for  e x a m p l e ,  is very d i f f i c u l t  and becomes  more so with inc reas ing  age ,  
while  l i s t en ing  to ' t a lk ing  books' is acceptable to most blind p e o p l e .  

Less obvious  d i f f i c u l t i e s  c r e a t e d  by bl indness  a re  those  concerned with 
c o m m u n i c a t i o n ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  in speech and in n o n - v e r b a l  communica t ion .  Brieland 
(1950) has l i s ted  some of the commonly obse rved  (but ra re ly  empi r ica l ly  t e s t e d )  

speech characterist ics  of  the blind: 

I .  The b l i n d  speak a t  a s lower  r a t e  than the  s i g h t e d .  
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2. The blind talk louder, modulate their voices less, and project their voices less 
appropriately (more of a ~)roadcast' voice). 

3, The blind have less vocal variety. 

r The blind use fewer bodily movements, fac ia l  expressions and gestures in 
talking. 

5. The blind use less lip movement in articulation. 

In his study of speech in blind and sighted people, however, Brieland (1950) 
concluded that his findings 'failed to show the inferiority in the use of the voice 
which the literature on speech of the blind would lead one to expect'. Indeed, other 
writers have suggested that investigators may be over-critical in assessing speech 
defects in the bl ind (Lowenf ie ld,  1971; K i r t l ey ,  1975). 

Perhaps the most sensitive in terpre ta t ion  of problems of communication in bl ind 
people is provided by Carrol l  (1961). Although many of his observations are not 
proven, they are accepted and echoed by other workers (e .g .  Scot t ,  1969a). The 
fo l lowing account detai ls many of Carroll 's suggestions. 

Without sight a person is deprived of  feedback and the avai lable semantic non- 
verbal  and contextua l  cues of the s i tuat ion.  Lip reading is impossible, as is 
the recogni t ion and in terpreta t ion of non -verbal  cues, for example, fac ia l  
expressions and gestures. There is a loss of cer ta in ty  in the locat ion and 
recogni t ion of  who is speaking, especial ly in a group. The blind person may lack 
his/her former ab i l i t y  to judge the meaning of silences in the conversat ion - is 
i t  his/her turn to speak? Are the others leaving or sharing a p r iva te  joke? Many 
bl ind people develop a "oroadcast' voice (Cutsfor th ,  1951) in order to be sure 
to address a l is tener .  Carrol l  explains that  i t  is d i f f i cu l t  for a bl ind speaker 
to moni tor  his/her conversation as he/she finds i t  d i f f i c u l t  to 'prof i t '  from 
the non-spoken reactions of  the l is tener.  As wel l  as the d i f f i cu l t i es  in 
comprehending non-verbal  behaviour, the blind person's performance of non-verbal  
s ignal l ing is a f fec ted .  Gestures may be a l together  removed and replaced by a 
rbland' look or f ixed smile. This places great emphasis on the verbal  parts of 
speech. Blind people may also develop 'blindisms' - inappropr iate non-verbal  
behaviour - for example, rocking, ro l l ing the eyebal ls,  turning away from the 
speaker ( to hear bet ter )  etc.  In conversation the blind person may f ind i t  very 
d i f f i c u l t  to in te r rup t ,  or to synchronise his speech, something that  Carro l l  
states 'is most d i f f i cu l t  for blind persons' (p.161). Most serious of a l l ,  
though, and underlying al l  the other problems, for Carro l l ,  is the very great 
loss in the communication (and in te rpre ta t ion)  of 'a f fect '  (p.51, parentheses 
added ) . . . .  

Scot t  (1969a) ,  in discussing 'bli.ndness and the conduc t  of pe rsona l  
relat ionships' ,  pays par t icu lar  attents to the inab i l i t y  of the bl ind in forming 
immediate impressions of others (see also Cantr i l  & A l lpo r t ,  1935), and in 
presenting themselves in appropriate ways (e.g.  expected behaviours, roles, e t c . ) .  
In i t ia l  encounters between blind and sighted people may become asymmetr ical ,  since 
'one actor is b l ind,  each is deprived of s igni f icant information about the other '  
(Scott ,  1969a, p.29) .  In summary, Scott presents four features of personal 
r e l a t i o n s h i p s  t h a t  a f f e c t  i n t e r a c t i o n :  (a) the s te reo typed  b e l i e f s  of the 
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par t ic ipants ;  (b) the fac t  that  blindness is a stigma; (c) the disturbed mechanics 
of the in terac t ion  when one of the people cannot see; (d) the fact  that  these 
relat ionships are based on social dependency. 

Many of the d i f f i cu l t i e s  of communication and social  i n te rac t ion  that  have been 
presented are based on descr ipt ive mater ia l ,  w i th  main ly  inconclusive f indings,  but 
even so, at tempts have been made to a l lev ia te  the problems encountered by bl ind 
people (e .g .  Heaton, 196g). Carro l l  (1961) discusses rehab i l i t a t i on  programmes to 
eradicate blindisms and to improve conversat ional  a b i l i t y ,  se l f -presenta t ion and the 
ab i l i t y  to 'p icture '  and judge others.  Siegel (1965) has developed techniques to 
improve posture in the b l ind,  whi le  Apple (1972) out l ines  a programme for kinesic 
t ra in ing .  Toonen and Wilson (1969) have taught b l ind people to local ize sound 
sources, and Webb (197#) the use of myoetectr ic  feedback in teaching fac ia!  
expressiOns to the b l ind .  F ina l l y ,  Bonfant i  (1979) describes a procedure for 
eva luat ing non-verbal  and verbal t ra i ts  and behaviours of b l ind adults and the 
e f f ec t  of t ra in ing  on these behaviours. A problem for  a l l  these t ra in ing procedures, 
h o w e v e r ,  is to be ab le  to d i s t i ngu i sh  be tween  ' cosme t i c '  t r a i n i n g  and the 
restorat ion of communicat ive sk i l ls .  

In summary ~ problems in communication between bl ind and sighted people have been 
out l ined.  It should be noted, however~ tha t  the systematic invest igat ion of the 
d i f f i c u l t i e s  in social in te rac t ion  that  have been described has been largely 

neglected �9 

DISC-OSSION AND CONCLUSIONS 

Previous  work on the social  and psychological  a spec t s  of b l indness  has been 
descr ibed  in some de t a i l .  Pa r t i cu la r  emphasis has been p laced  on the developmenta l  
problems of congen i t a l l y  blind ch i ld ren ,  and the problems and ad jus tment  of the 
adven t i t i ous ly  bl inded adu l t .  It has been shown tha t  problems do exist  with r e s p e c t  
to c e r t a i n  a r ea s ,  for example in communicat ion in both adul t s  and ch i ldren ,  in 
c o g n i t i v e  d e v e l o p m e n t  in c h i l d r e n ,  e t c . ,  wh ich  h a v e  i m p l i c a t i o n s  for t he  
i n t e g r a t i o n  of the blind person into a s ighted s o c i e t y ,  for the coping and 
ad jus tmen t  of the b l ind ,  and for the a t t i t u d e s  of the s igh ted .  It has been pointed 
o u t ,  however ,  and is emphasized again here~ tha t  a good deal  of the ava i lab le  
ev idence  is specu la t ive  in tha t  it  is based on anecdo ta l  or b iographica l  mate r ia l  or 
on c l i n i c a l  c a s e  r e p o r t s  and o b s e r v a t i o n s ,  w i t h  t he  r e p o r t s  be i ng  m a i n l y  
a t h e o r e t i c a l .  There is a de f in i t e  case to be made for ca re fu l ly  cont ro l led  
expe r imen ta l  i n v e s t i g a t i o n s  into the social and psychologica l  a spec t s  of b l indness ,  
taking '  both t h e o r e t i c a l  and p rac t i ca l  impl icat ions  in to  c o n s i d e r a t i o n .  A s ta r t  has 
been  made with respec t  to development  problems in bl ind ch i ld ren  (see Warren,  1977), 
but  expe r imen ta l  i nves t iga t ions  of the  adult  blind have been  very  sca rce .  Given the 
weal th  of obse rva t ions  by both the blind and sighted of ,  for example ,  the  problems 
of communica t i on ,  person pe r c e p t i on ,  and social  i n t e r a c t i o n ,  i t  is considered 
app rop r i a t e  t ha t  i nves t iga t ions  using the methodology of expe r imen ta l  social  

psychology should be i n s t i g a t e d .  
A s t a r t  has been made in the exper imenta l  i n v e s t i g a t i o n  of the social  

i n t e r a c t i o n  of the  adul t  b l ind ,  by the author  (Kemp, 1979, 1980). Theore t ica l ly  the 
r e sea rch  is loca ted  in a social  psychological  analys is  of the role of visual  
communica t ion  in social  i n t e r a c t i o n .  Previous research  f indings  have suggested tha t  
v isua l  communica t ion  has an impor tant  par t  to play in social  i n t e r a c t i o n .  In 
p a r t i c u l a r ,  vision helps people to adapt  the way they  i n t e r a c t  with o thers ,  to 
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monitor their partners' responses, to synchronize switches from speaker to speaker, 
and to express interpersonal attitudes and emotions. The bulk of this early work has 

been summarized by Argyle and Cook (1976), Short, Williams and Christie (1976), 

Williams (1977) and Harper, Weins and Matarazzo (1978). However, more recently, 
Rutter and Stephenson (1979) and Rutter, Stephenson and Dewey (1981), in reviewing 

a number of studies, have concluded that visual communication is less important in 
social interaction than has generally been supposed, and that what is important is 

the aggregate number of social cues available to the participants in interaction. 

Given the fact that blind people are deprived of the ability to communicate 

visually, various predictions of differences between blind and sighted people can be 

deduced from previous research on the role of visual communication in social 
interaction. In particular, four main questions were asked in the author's research. 
First, how do blind people open, maintain and regulate conversations, given the 
limited number of social cues - particularly visual cues - they are able to receive? 
Second, do they form accurate and confident impressions of strangers? Third, are 

there detectable differences from sighted people in their competence and performance 
of non-verbal signalling? And finally, does their behavlour with other blind people 

differ from their behaviour with sighted people? 
The research has recently been completed, and the results indicate that indeed 

there are differences between blind and sighted people in social interaction. The 

frequency of interruption in conversation by blind pairs is twice that of sighted 

pairs. However, this was not due to a mis-mateh in the mechanics of speech, but to 

differences in the content of conversations, where conversations which are 

interpersonal, as against task-oriented, lead to a more spontaneous speech style. In 

impression formation, blind people evaluate others in more positive terms than do 
sighted people, although the accuracy of perception of biographical details and 

socio-political beliefs is similar in both blind and sighted. Blind people are, 
however, less confident in evaluating emotional behaviour. There are also 

considerable differences between the congenitally blind and the adventitiously 

blinded in recognizing that problems exist, and in admitting that there are problems 
in social interaction. Blind people also use fewer gestures and turn less frequently 

towards their conversation partner than do the sighted. Finally, while the members 

of blind-blind pairs and the members of sighted-sighted pairs complement each 

other 's  b e h a v i o u r ,  t he re  are  d i f f e r e n c e s  be tween b l i n d - s i g h t e d  pa i rs  on a v a r i e t y  o f  
measures of  the  s ty le  and con ten t  of  conve rsa t i on ,  and in impress ion  f o r m a t i o n .  
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