THE DOUBLE EDGED SWORD OF  EXPECTATIONS

It is said that 60 to 70% of blind persons are either unemployed, or under employed. Have you ever wondered why this is so? Is it because blind persons are not employable? Is it because blind people can not do productive work? I think we would all agree that neither of these statements are true. Yet the unemployment rate is incredibly high among the blind population. Perhaps it is because the people who hire are prejudiced about blind people. On the surface this might not seem to be true. In modern times blind people are not forced to go to separate schools. Blind people are not denied the rite to vote. Blind people are not forced to live in a special part of town, or sit in the back of the bus. Yet a kind of prejudice  is at the hart of the unemployment problem of blind people.

This prejudice is not based on the color of skin, or ethnic origin, or religion, it is based on a strong personal bias. A bias is a strong opinion that moves one to action. The majority of sighted people have a built in sight bias. This is to say the best way to accomplish anything is to look at it and make your judgment or decision on the basis of what you see.

Let us look at a few examples of this bias and see how they effect our world.

If a sighted person, from the surfing beach party set of the 60s,  goes into a party and looks for some one to visit with he or she will look for a person who is attractive to him or her. These judgements of attractiveness are quite subjective.   You may see a tall tan blond person and you may say this person is very attractive I wil go talk to her. If you were to see a person with a large joule in the lip and a large splotch of paint on the forehead you would think this person is not attractive I will not go and talk to him. Both persons might be beautiful people but we make judgments about people based upon the experience of what we see and are familiar with. Now imagine you are from the deepest jungle of Africa far from any cities. Do you think you would still choose the tall blond tan girl? If we are not willing to consider both people we could miss meeting a very interesting person, or the love of our life, simply because they do not meet the expectations of what we want to see. Most sighted people believe, subconsciously,  that the best way, or even possibly the only way, judgements can be made is through the evidence of the eyes.

Some studies in the field of communication have found that 90% of what sighted people learn is through the input of the eye. This strong sight bias is hard wired into humanity. This leads to a very strong assumption: If a person can not see he or she can not make good judgments and can not perform actions that require sight. The sited bias says only people with sight can do certain things. Only a sighted person can navigate a room with out bumping in to the furniture. Alternative methods of perception would not, naturally, enter in to the mind of a sighted person.

This outlook is harsh and unyielding. Most sighted people would be horrified to think that this is a common reality: And yet the unemployment of blind persons is strong evidence of this bias.  I, as a sighted person, could not work without my eyes, so you, as a blind person,  can not either. This is a very harsh reality. At the current level   of development of our civilization it is not going to change.

This viewpoint is too harsh for most people to stomach openly and so the common reaction of sighted people is to lower the expectations for a blind person. The attitude is likely to become: It is OK for a blind person to bump into furniture because it can not be helped. 
This we must not allow. The viewpoint is pernicious it is all a round us. It is found in the certified teacher of the blind as well as the common man.

One of the primary motivations of the consumer movements among the   blind the American Counsel of the Blind, and the National Federation of the blind is to change this viewpoint in our society. It is most effectively done by the blind who recognize the environment of lowered expectations for the blind. In short, it is up to you to learn the norms of the society in which you live and become exemplary in living them. Example is the best teacher and through your good example you can change one person at  a time. You and I can change our world and change what it means to be blind by changing ourselves. Each one of us can develope high expectations of ourselves that meet the most strenuous social norms of our society and We will be remembered not because of what we can not do, but what we do and what we do well.

In order to be successful we must be equal to the established norms of our society, or even better, to make the type of impact that can change the world.

Pick successful blind persons as your role models Many of the staff at WSSB and other experienced blind persons in the community can be good mentors. Associate with people in the blind consumer movements. Pick your hero and then live to become a hero to the younger generation coming up. With grate expectations we can make a grate world for all of our blind brothers and sisters.  We will be able to impress potential employers and be hired. Every time we are able to do this we change what it means to be blind We can do it. Join with me in developing great expectations of the blind so we can rise to be among the best and the world will be a better place because of our efforts. 
