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The Visually
Challenged
and Identity:

The Role of Generalisation
in the Societal perceptions

Habeeb.C

Assistant Professor of I-.n_q.f.J.n.fr
Ferook College, Calicut

In this global era of the
multifaceted technological
manifestations, the term ‘identity’
acquires new and revolutionary
dimensions along with man’s
quest for power and survival. In
accordance with the
universalisation of the so called
intellectual properties, one of the
immediate and visible effects of
the dynamic information
explosion is of course the
prominence gained by the
marginalized sections in
expressing and asserting their
identity. The newly cultivated
genres such as Postcolonial
Literature, Feminist literature,
Post structuralist Criticism, Dalid
Literature etc, are to be analysed

with reference to this aspect. However,
the communities such as visually
challenged have not vet consciously
thought of the panorama of this
identity struggle.

[rrespective of all distinctions, the
present uproarious technological
advancements could play a vital role
in promoting the interests of the
differently-abled people such as
visually challenged. After the
development of screen readers and
other assistive technological
innovations, their dark limited
sphere has crossed over its defined
space. Today there are computer
engineers, civil servants and other
such enviable professionals in these
communities. What enabled them for
a quick creative survival is certainly
the scope of the modern
technological outbursts.

In spite of these formerly
unthinkable innovations, there is no
considerable difference in the social
identity of the visually challenged
community. The society is ready
enough to sympathise with them to
help them or even to give them undue
focus, but they are not ready to admit

(P
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their individual identity. In all
avenues of social and political
life where the general
community sees the presence of
these marginalized group as a
challenge, they use the dictum
of impairment to outcast them
or to discourage such ventures
by them.

There are multiple reasons
for this social disparity. The
main reason lies with the
visually challenged themselves.
They have not yet seriously
thought of these social
problems and their solution.
Even after the development of
multiple devices for their
communication, we have
limited literature; sociological,
psychological or pure literature,
which concentrates on the
problems and feelings of the
visually challenged. The second
reason is the deep-rooted

notions of the society. The

visually challenged being lived
In a stereotypic frame work
when they try to come out of it,
the society very often fails to
recognize them and at times
consciously blocks them from
their new identity. The attitude
of the people to a sightless
candidate involving in political
or general associational
activities is an example for this
psychodynamics. It is on
account of the same reason that
whatever may be the intellectual
and social status of a visually
challenged individual, the
people living in the high class
and middle class families are
not willing to have matrimonial
alliances with the members of
this community. Mostly, people
of this group get alliances from
financially backward families.
It is not out of the recognition
but out of the other’s pathetic
plight.

The foremost reality that we
come across if we attempt a
theoretical analysis of the
societal perception of the
visually challenged is that, from

the very beginning of
civilizations itself, there is a
basic pattern in such societal
perception and representation
of the visually challenged. Such
a perspective either towards
them or towards different
terminologies related to them is
either negative or one that can
satisfy the society’s expected
objective of compartmentalising
them into a very narrow zone.
For example, let us look at how
the different terms such as

KERALA PRIVATE

COLLEGE TEACHER
adjective blind with negative
connotations such as blind
faith, blind patriotism, blind
worship and so on. The origin
of this negative element in these
stereotyped usages can be
traced to the illusory
association of blindness with
darkness.

Similarly people fail to
understand the real
implications of different terms
when they use them to describe
the visually challenged. Each of

blindness, impairment,
disability handicap and the
recent coinage “differentability-
different ability” have been
understood by people across the
time. Such perceptions bear no
relation to reality. Blindness
was the conventional term used
to signify visual inconvenience.
A thorough search into the
linguistic prevalence of this
term would convince us of the
fact that in most cases where the
term ‘blind’ is used, it is used
with a negative connotation.
The term blinds signify windo
blinds or curtains. We use the

these terms has its own specific
meaning. The term impairment
for instance signifies a loss or
abnormality of psychological,
physiological, or anatomical
structure or function. Thus it
refers to the physical damage to
an organ. The term disability
can be defined as any restriction
or lack (resulting from an
impairment) of the ability to
perform an activity in the
manner or within the range
considered normal for a human
being. We often use the term
handicap to signify either
impairment or disability. But its

OCTOBER 2013 —— 18
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real implication is a
disadvantage for a given
individual, resulting from an
impairment or a disability, that
limits or prevents the fulfilment
of a role that is normal
(depending on age, sex, and
social and culture factors) for
that individual. In other words
it refers to the psycho social
consequences of disability.
Impairments and disabilities
may be temporary or
permanent, reversible or
irreversible, and progressive or
regressive. The situation people
find themselves in may
determine to what degree a
disability is handicapping for
them.

However the biggest
mistake is in understanding the
term differently abled or
differentlyabled. People usually
define this euphemistic
expression as an additional
ability or skill attained by a
challenged candidate, that is
when one sense is weak, that is
compensated by an additional
enrichment of other senses. Thus
they say that a totally visually
challenged person can identify
the people through voice, smell
or touch and that is a different
ability. Actually such skills are
there even in a sighted
candidate, he doesn’t use it since
his sight helps him to minimize
the use of such faculties. The real
definition of different ability is
doing something in a different
way. A visually challenged can
do many of the things that a
sighted person does, provided
there is a little difference in the
strategy followed. It could be
duplication, modification and
adaptation, substitution or some
other technics coupled with
special sensory development
that will enable him to do the
things differently. Omission is
usually applied only in those
regions where sight is a
compulsory requirement for the

accomplishment of the task.
Thus when a sighted person use
computer with the aid of a
screen, a visually challenged
person uses a computer with the
aid of screenreader where
everything shown on the screen
will be read out for him. When a
sighted person reads a book
looking at it, a challenged person
reads the same in a Braille print
by touching the dots. These are
different abilities for a visually
challenged candidate. Very often
the society’s failure to
understand such terminologies
in their real sense results in
fissures in the policy
formulations for the visually
challenged.

However the  most
dangerous and incurable
malady which challenges the
identity of the visually
challenged is the notion of
generalization. It refers to a
social phenomenon where an
individual trait is attributed by
the society to all the members of
the community. If .it is
something related to a negative
predicament, this
generalization acquires a
peculiar degree of importance.
George kutty Karepparampil in
his book Persons with
disabilities in the society
observes that “

Man cannot resist the
temptation to generalize or to
spread. He always tries to judge
a situation or a person by one
most obvious characteristic. He
sees that a person is physically
handicapped and he believes
what he sees, or rather more
than what he sees. The
disability that he sees in the
physical sphere is immediately
spread to other areas -
psychological, social and
moral. In order to prove that
man’s negative reaction to the
physically handicapped is
instinctive, some people even try
to relate comparable instances

in the animal world showing
ostracism of those with a
typical physique. But their
hypothesis cannot be proved by
one or two stray instances.
Ignorance of the primary causes
of disability is also responsible
for negative social
attitudes”.[115] Once a society
is familiar with a peculiar kind
of generalization, irrespective of
any attempts by the members of
the disgraced community to
cure it, the society is so reluctant
to part with it’s notion. There
are certain conventional social
believes such as all the sightless
people are singers, and so on.
Sometimes the society might
have acquired such a notion
through the constant presence
of disabled beggars in the streets
or other social platforms.
Besides It is very often seen that
suppose an examiner observes
some malpractice in a visually
challenged student during his
examination, he attributes the
same to all others of the same
group. Thus even the talented
among them lose the glory of
their achievements. This
prevalence of the custom of
generalization blocks the
challenged community from
asserting it’s identity. It not only
deteriorates the will power of
the members but also make even
the committed and talented
among them disillusioned with
the society. It in turn affects their
enthusiasm and interest in the
public interference. One fact
which the society has to realise
is that, as the abilities of the
sighted people vary according
to their social and
psychological traits, so is that
of the visually challenged.

[tis scientifically proved that
the visually challenged can
undertake any task done by the
sighted, other than those which
are closely related to the
experience of sight, provided
there is a certain degree of
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modification. Even the degree of
this modification depends upon
the degree of the concerned
individual’s impairment. Both
the challenged community and
the society has to be aware of
the difficulties of the
marginalized sections such as
sightless. However what the
general society should give to
the challenged is proper
recognition,  help  and
encouragement. At the same
time they also have to be
conscious of the individuality
of the concerned candidate. So
far the welfare measures,
legislations and infrastructural
developments done for the
challenged communities
including  the  visually
challenged are done as a charity
of the society. There must be a
significant change in this
attitude of our mainstream
activists and policy

formulators, for any normal -

candidate can become a
challenged one at any course of
his life. So our attempts to
improve the legal, political,
social and infrastructural
advancement for the challenged
people shall be not only to
satisfy the existing community,
but it shall also be competent to
accommodate any such
individual who becomes a target
of the crucial fate of becoming
the victim of such an
unexpected and brutal disaster.

Another major problem is
the  fallacies in  the
representation of the visually
challenged. The studies in this
regard show that the major
trend in representing the
visually challenged either in
films or in Literature is to under
estimate them or to overestimate
them.

Dr Kenneth Jernigan in a
speech which he made in
London in 1974 makes the
following observation about the
position of the visually

challenged in literature. The
literary record reveals no single
theme or unitary view of the life
of the blind. Instead, it displays
a bewildering variety of images
often conrllctlng and
contradictory, not only as
between different ages or
cultures, or among the works of
various writers, but even within
the pages of a single book.

It is high time that we have
came out of this kind of social
inadequacies. In the developed
nations like United States, the
government itself is taking
initiative to promote the growth
of such sections. In our largest
democracy, the authorities are
still doubtful in appointing a
visually challenged qualified
civil servant though they have
return so in the bylaw of
U.P.S.C.. Atlast the court had to
give a final verdict in this regard
to protect the rights of a qualified
visually challenged candidate
to be recognised as a civil
servant.  The important
solution to all this problems is
to have wide variety of literature
written, stressing the problems
and feelings of the challenged
communities. They have to be
both research oriented and pure
literature. It can be either the
normal people writing about the
challenged or the challenged
communities writing their
problems and feelings. The
latter category has got more
relevance with the issue of the
identity crisis. So far we have
very limited literature either
pure literature or theoritical
literature on the visually
challenged.

There are many reasons for
such an inertia in the
community. A lions portion of
the community is happy with
the kind of charities which they
are receiving from the general
community. But there of course
were the sensitized few. Earlier
they did not have proper

KERALA PRIVATE

COLLEGE TEACHER
medium to produce their
literature. They had to seek the
help of the sighted to write out
their materials. After the
development of Screen readers
this situation is changed. Now
at least in Major languages like
English and French where the
software’s are available,
visually challenged can
produce literature of their own.
Lack of avenues to publish these
articles is another hindrance.
The modern media and films
are yet viewing them as a group
who require sympathy and
charity. Anyhow in recent times
there is a slight shift in the
attitude of some major media
towards the community. The
society’s basic assumption in
interacting with the visually
challenged is that it is providing
a great space and opportunity
for the challenged to get over his
closed space, thus the
interaction is one sided.
Whereas it fails to understand
the fact that any interaction is
bilateral and both the sides will
be equally rewarded through
such interactions. So instead of
offering them promotion, the
society shall give the challenged
a space for establishment and
growth.

The visually challenged
community all over the world
is socially well organized. Now
the World blind Union has
branches in all the major
nations of the world. But this
has not helped the community
to change the stereotyped social
constructs about them.

As of all other cured past
social inhibitions let us hope
that the society will make some
remarkable change regarding
it’s perception and attitude
towards the marginalized
sections such as visually
challenged giving accentuation
to their needs rather than the
conventions.
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Leatherback (Dermochelys coriacea)

Critically Endangered 2000
&8I0

Hawksbill (Eretmochelys imbricata)

Critically Endangered 1996
2136MRM &SeIon

Kemp's ridley (Lepidochelys kempii) ‘

Critically Endangered 1996
@RORIOE1E: &Se1on

Olive ridley (Lepidochelys olivacea) ‘

Vulnerable 2007 |
aeflni’ &selon ‘

Loggerheud (Caretfa carefta)

Endangered 1996
2ROLIWM &SeIon

Green turtle (Chelonia mydas)

Endangered 2004
alg] ©SAIDN

Flatback (Natator depressus)

Data Deficient 1996
alRAIM &Sena
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Dealers in : Fancy,
Gold Covering, Gift, Crockery,

Stationary, Tailoring Materials etc.
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