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ABSTRACT

Blindness is commonly and ordinarily understood
to be an exclusively physiological phenomenon. That
is, the genesis of blindness is typically framed with-
in a physiological paradiém. Thus, blindness is com-
monly understood to be caused by a malfunction of the
physiological processes of seeing. It is precisely
within this physiological paradigm that research on
blindness, for the most part, is framed.

Further it is commonly and ordinarily under-
stood that blind persons perceive the world inaccur-
ately. Within this perspective, it is held that blind
persons must be "taught".various aspects of the
"sighted world" in order that they may live as "norm-
ally" as possible within this world.! Thus, research in
the area of blindness typically aims at the formulation
of rehabilitative methods and procedures whereby blind
persons are '"taught" what it is they have to know in
order to coexist with sighted others in a "sighted
world". In short, then, investigators of blindness
are typically involved in speculating about how it is

that blind persons should live.
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This sort of speculation, however, precludes any
understanding of how it is that blind persons do live
and, thus, avolds any understanding of how blind per-
sons interact with sighted others in a "sighted world".
VThis study represents an investigation of at least some
of the ways in which blind persons understand the
"sighted world" and some of the ways in which blind
persons socially interact within this "sighted world".

Thus, blindness is treated here not merely as a
physiological phenomenon, bﬁt rather as a social phen-
omenon. The method of pérticipant observation is util-
ized to develop an ethnography of blindness in order to
demonstrate some of the ways that blind persons inter-
act with sighted others within a "sighted world".
Further, ethnographic data is presented and analyzed in
an attempt to show how blind persons accomplish the
"sighted world".

Blind persons are involved in an activity which,
within sociological terms, can be called "passing".
Conventionally, "passing" is understood as an activity
engaged in by socially stigmatized persons in an
attempt to conceal their social stigma. Blind persons,
however, are not involved in "passing" only in an
attempt to conceal their blindness from others, instead,

blind persons are involved in "passing" in order to
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display their knowledge of, understanding of, accept-
ance of, and deference to the paramount reality, namely,

the "gighted world".



TABLE OF CONTENTS

ABSTRACT . sttt ve s vennsernnennnsos e R 1
ACKNOWLEDGEMENT . + v v v venvernnennnnennns Cetreaeeeena. Vi
CHAPTER

T. INTRODUCTION. tuevuooneenneonsanonnnonnennnsss 1

1. The PrOblem......-...-----.---.-.-- aaaaa 1
2- The Datal!lt.ll.l.loclll'lll‘.l.l..l....! 10

II! THE CONCEPT OF PASSINGI.ll.l.l.lll.l..lllIl.l 20

1. Goffman's Perspective.iesesssesssssessss 20
2. Garfinkel's Perspective.cseeisessassanses 27

III. THE GENESIS OF MANAGEMENT DEVICES.:sesssessss 36
IV. ACCOMPLISHING THE SIGHTED WORILD.:.sessessesaes 71
V. SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION..... teeesanecesessessal103

BIBLIOGRAPHY..ll.l‘..!l..l!....llllllll..l.;.l..ltl105



- vi -

ACKNOWLEDGEMENT

This work would not have been possible without
the patient guidance of my Thesis Committee. To
Professors Roy Turner, Dorothy E. Smith, and Kenneth
Stoddart, I express my sincerest gratitude and appreci-
ation. Professor Roy Turner, Head of my Committee, pro-
vided me with many invaluable and insightful comments on
the first two drafts of this thesis.

I am also grateful to The Canada Council for
their generous financial support in the form of a
Special M.A. Scholarship.

I owe a special thanks to the administration and
staff.of The Canadian National Institute for the Blind.
The staff at the Manitoba Division of the C.N.I.B. and
of the British Columbia Division of the C.N.I.B. not
only made their time and work spaces available to me,
but also provided me with much invaluable information.

I have met many blind persons during the course of my
research and to these friends I express my most sincere
gratitude, appreciation, and thanks.

Finally, and most importantly, I am indebted to
my wife Barbara for her patience and encouragement during

the preparation of this thesis. Not only did she type



- vii -
the first two drafts of this thesis, but, she also pro-
vided invaluable editorial assistance and insightful
comments and criticisms on the text itself. It is to

her I am most grateful.



CHAPTER T

INTRODUCTION

In the following pages I intend to present an
analysis of the phenomenon of blindness which treats
blindness not merely as a physiological phenomenon,
but rather, as a social phenomenon. Chapter I is dev-
oted to a formulation of the problem that is to be
addressed in this analysis as well as to a description
of the source and type of data that is to be presented.
In Chapter II I introduce into this analysis the con-
cept of "passing”. This chapter includes a brief exp-
lication of both Goffman's characterization of "pas-
sing"” and Garfinkel's characterization of "passing".

By presenting ethnographic data, I intend, in Chapters
IIT and IV, to further analyze the concept of "pagsing"
with specific reference to blind persons living in a

"sighted world".

1., The Problem

Much of the research in the area of blindness
hag been and is concerned with what it is that blind
persons should know in order to function as normally

as possible in our society. Not only has this research
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been concerned with establishing the kinds of things
that blind pérsons should know, but also, it has been
concerned with the fofmation of methods whereby blind
persons can obtain this knowledge. Thus, this research
has, in part, resulted in the development of massive
rehabilitative programs for blind persons.

This research,1 which is carried on by both lay
and prbfessionals, has as its basis, the understanding
that;

(1) Blindness is an exclusively physiological
phenomenon, the generation\of which is not
to be located within the socially organized
practices and activities of certain profes-
sions such as the ophthalmological profes-
sion and the rehabilitation services to

blind persons profession.2

1See, for example, Carroll (1961), Chevigny and
Braverman (1950), Cholden (1958), Finestone (1960), and
Towenfeld (1971). A further warrant for the following
characterization is my experience as a blind person and
my experiences with other blind persons. See part 2
of this chapter.

2A possible exception to this is the work of
Robert A. Scott (1969). Scott suggests that "Blind men
are not born, they are made". (Scott, 1969:121) 1In
his analysis of American agencies "for the blind",
.Scott utilizes a socialization model to propose that
these agencies act to socialize blind persons and hence,
to a large degree, are responsible for the various
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(2) Blindness ié an unfortunate and terrible
occurrence.

(3) The onset of blindness causes certain
social psychological difficulties and, in
certain instances, certain psychiatric
difficulties. PFurther, these difficulties
are more recognizablg and better understood
by professionals than by blind persons
themselves and these profeésionalé are more
capable of dealing with these difficulties
than are blind persons themselves.

(4) Blind persons must recoghize and accept
their blindness as a physical handicap and
make the best of it.

(5) Blind persons must "adjust" to the wider
sighted society and, for most blind persons, -
this requires professional "help".

(6) The wider sighted society should be edu-
cated and made aware of the features of
blindness, blind persons, their limitations

and capabilities.

social and psychological characteristics of blind
persons. A socialization model, however, precludes
any understanding of "how" blind persons live and
interact in a "sighted world".
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(7) Blind persons, to a greater or lesser
degree, depending on whether their blind-
ness is total, partial, congenital, or
adventitious, do not share perceptions and
understandings of the world‘in common with
sighted persons.

(8) The visual experiences that blina persons
have are invalid and éssentially incorrect.
It is typically understood that an
"objective world" exists and that to per-
ceive and understand this world accurately,
"normal sight" is required.

Given these understandings, the task of these resear-
ches then becomes to decide what it is that blind
persons should know and how it is they are to obtain
this knowledge in order to coexist with sighted others
within a "sighted world".

This sort of policy leads investigators to
speculate about what it is that is best for blind
persons, what they should know, how they can come to
know what they should know, how %hey should live, in
other words, howlthey should conduct themselves 1n
order to give the appearance of a "normally-well-
adjusted-blind-person". This overriding concern with

establishing how blind persons '"should live" has
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ignored, almost totally, any concern for discovering
how blind persons "do live"”, i.e., how blind persons
socially interact within a "gighted world".
In order to determine how blind persons should
live, investigatons; be they lay or professional, typi-
cally invoke theories of socializétion and resocial-

3

ization. Within the normative-” sociological paradigm
the bona fide member of society is viewed as one who
has been adequately socialized and thus conducts his
or her everyday affairs in a culturally appropriate and
acceptable manner. A fundamental orientation of the
normative paradigm, as Wilson suggests (Wilson, 1970:
59), is that social interaction is "rule go%erned”.
Thus, in order for a social order to exist, members of
society must come to know, understand and abide by the
social rules of everyday life. Members acquire and .
internalize this knowledge and understanding via the
socialization process. That is, it is through this
process of conscious and unconscious learning that

members acquire‘and internalize the knowledge of, under-

standing of, and adherence to the rules, norms, values,

31 take the concept "normative" from my reading
and understanding of Wilson' (1970:59-66) and Cicourel
(1970:4-45),
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mores, and the rest of the normative furniture of
everyday life.

The socialization model presupposes that there
exists ' in society certain persons who can be charac-
terized as "entitled members" of society or "entitled
members'.of a specific group within society. It is'
from these "entifled members" that newcomers into a
society such as immigrants and children and newcomers
into specific groups within society such as new members
of an occupation or new members of any other collec-
tivity, learn the rules which govern everyday affairs.

Hence, investigators of blindness have been
concerned with the discovery and formulation of pro—’
cedures whereby congenitally blind persons may be
appropriately-socialiwzedsso thait they can assume the role
of "well-adjusted-blind-person", or at least, assume
the role of "blind person". In thHe case of adventi-
tiously blind persons, these investigations seek to
discover and formulate procedures whereby a person can
move from one status to another, namely, from
"sightedness" to "blindness", in a word, from being a
sighted person to being a blind person. Following
Goffman (1952:462-463) these investigations view those
- persons who loge their sight as, in a sense, dying as

a sighted person and being reborn necessarily and only



as a blind person.

There are, however, certain difficulties that
emerge when blindness is viewed from the socialization
model. More fundamentally, there are certain diffi-
culties that emerge within the model of socialization,
per se. )

For instance, within normative sociology, the
key to "humanness" is to be found in the .socialization
model. Thus, as MacKay points out, "For the sociol-
ogist, to be human is to be socialized."”, and, "To be
socialized is to acquire roles." (MacKay, 1974:181)
This view, however, suggests that if soclal interaction
is possible at all it is somehow or other inappropriate
or ihadequate until persons come to share norms, roles,
values, etc., in common with one another.

In the case of blindness, the socialization
model is incongruous with the actual activities of
blind persons in everyday life. There are many inst-
ances of blind children being born in our soclety as
well as many instances of persons experiencing sight
- loss. Blind children are typically born into already
existing families and persons lose their sight within
an already existing social circle of family, friends,
acquaintances and so on. Furthermore, blind children

are continually interacting within the world into which
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they are born. Similarly, the person who experiences
sight loss at some point during his or her life does
not simultaneously experience an immediate halt to his
or her interaction with others. In other words, social
interactioh does not have to wait for the newly blinded
person to be resocialized.

There is no doubt that children who are born
blind learn about themselves, about others, and about
their society from sighted others and there is no doubt
that when persons lose their sight at some point during
their life they undergo certain transitions and changes
from their previously sighted existence. But to couch
these differences and changes within socialization
terminology is to "gloss"L'L the phenomenon of transition
from sightedness to blindness and the phenomenon of dif-
ference between blind persons and sighted persons. In
short, I am following MacKay's formulation that "social-
ization is a gloss . . . which precludes the explication
of the phenomenon it glosses" (MacKay, 1974:181), that
ig, the interaction between blind persons and sighted
persons and the interaction between blind persons and

the sighted world.

41 follow Garfinkél's usage of the concept "gloss"
as he uses it in opposition to the concept "explicate".
(Garfinkel, 1967:33)
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In the investigation of blindness that is pres-
ented here, I will follow a somewhat different set of
assumptions from those followed by more conventional
investigators of blindness. In the first place, I
understand blindness to be a social phenomenon. This is
not to imply that blindness is not a physiological
phenomenon because, of course, a malfunction in the phy-
siological processes of seeing is obviously a crucial
factor in the origin of blindness. I am suggesting, how-
ever, that in order for physiologically locatable events
to be discovered, recognized, named, treated, and other-
wise made sense of, presupposes a socially organized
world in which this discovering, recognizing, naming,
treating, etc., are products of and accomplishments of
gsocially organized practices and activities.5

Secondly, I take it that blind persons do inter-
act in a sighted world and do interact with sighted

persong. The topic of this investigation, thus, becomes

5For an excellent discussion on the socially org-
anized practices that accomplish the biologically
locatable phenomenon of "death" and "dying" see Sudnow
(1967). 1In terms of death by suicide being treated as
a social accomplishment see Garfinkel (1967:11-18). For
a similar treatment of the same subject see Atkinson
(1971:165-190). Garfinkel also treats sexedness, nor-
mally a biological phenomenon, as a "cultural event".
(Garfinkel, 1967:116-185)
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the interaction between blind persons and the sighted
world and how this interaction is accomplished.

It would be an impossible task to examine all
aspects of social interaction between blind persons and
the sighted world since I do not understand nor am I
aware of all of the ways in which blind persons do int-
eract with the sighted world. Hence, I will restrict
my investigation to an examination and explication of
"the phenomenon of "passing" as- it applies to blind
persons.

With respect to the phenomenon of "passing" I
wili make extensive use of Goffman's notion of passing
(Goffman, 1963:73-91) as well as Garfinkel's notion of
passing (Garfinkel, 1967:116-185). It is necessary,
therefore, to presént a review of passing as it is for-
mulated by Goffman and Garfinkel respectively. Before
doing so, however, it will be instructive to present a
brief characterization of the type and sort of data to

be utilized in this study.

2. The Data

In this study I considef my own experiences as a
blind person and my experiences with other bliﬁd persons
as data and will present this data ethnographically. In

this section I intend to briefly explicate the sources
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of my data and, in so doing, to characterize why it is
that I consider my own experiences as constituting data.

In an analytical sense, and only in an analytical
sense, the sources of the ethnographic data to be pres-
ented here can be specified by arranging them into four
distinct categories.

First, I was employed as a case worker at the
Canadian National Institute for the Blind (C.N.I.B.)
from the‘fall of 1971 to the late summer of 1976. From
1971 to 1974 I was employed as a full-time caseworker
and from 1975 to 1976 as a part-time caseworker, i.e.,
only during the summers of those two years.

Retrospectively, I characterize the first two
years of my activities at the C.N.I.B. as typical "case-
work activities". In other words, my concerns centered
around gaining competence as a C.N.I.B. caseworker within
the taken-for-granted paradigm of casework "for-the-
blind". I operated under the unexplicated assumptions
(specified in Chapter I, Part 1) that rehabilitation
staff personnel at the C.N.I.B. fypically took for
granted. Discovering and formulating effective ways of
"helping" blind persons to adjust to their plight was not
only a central concern of mine but a central concern of
all other rehabilitation personnel. These discoveriles

and formulations were, of course, embedded in an
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unexamined, taken-for-granted, and thué unexplicated
schema of common-sense interpretations about blindness,
plind persons, and the way they "ought to live".

0f course, my interest in studying the phenomenon
of blindness springs from and is informed by my own exp-
eriences as a blind person, but alsd, springs from and
is informed by my increasing awareness that blindness
is a social phenomenon, generated and produced by‘the
socially organized activities and practices of indi-
viduals within a socially organized world. Further, I
came to understand blind persons as engaged in managing
and accounting for their everyday activities within an
everyday reality as it is constituted and presented to
them by sighted others. This understanding led me not
only to consider my "role" as a caseworker at the C.N.I.B.
differently, but also to consider my own blindness dif-
ferently.

Therefore, the perspective from which I viewed
my activities as a caseworker at the C.N.I.B. altered
radically during the summers of 1975 and 1976. I carried
out my activities as a caseworker "as usual" but, at the
same time, I began making detaiied notes about my own
activities as well as making notes about the activities
of others. Soclologically speaking then, I was involved

in gathering data via the participant observation method.
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A second source for the ethnographic data to be
presented here comes from what may be called my
"research contact" with the C.N.I.B. Prior to the last
8 months, with very minor exceptions, my contact with
the C.N.I.B. has been restricted to my employment exp-
erience with the Manitoba Division of the C.N.I.B. in
Winnipeg. However, during the last 8 months I have
spent several days gathering data at the Vancouver
office of the C.N.I.B. My contact with the C.N.I.B. in
Vancouver was not in an employment capacity.

Because of my past employment history at the
C.N.I.B. I found it relatively easy to secure the per-
mission of the Director of the Vancouver office %o
conduct research in that institution. I was given per-
mission by the Director to go anywhere I wished within
the C.N.I.B. and to speak to whomever I pleased. The
Director also instructed his staff that I would be
"coming around" and that they were to make work spaces
available to me as well as their time.

I received this situation as troublesome in two
ways: (1) some of the staff felt compelled to make their
time énd work spaces available to me and received my
presence as troublesome and interfering, and (2) in the

course of interacting with some of the staff members, I
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found it extremely difficult to restrict}my partici-
pation and not express my own thoughts and opinions
about whatever was being talked about or about whatever
was being done. Whether or not I overcame these diffi-
culties is a question to which I feel a categorical ans-
wer is impossible. I relied upon my own methods and
procedures for interacting with staff members and
treated these methods and procedures as problematic.

My interaction with blind persons on a personal
basis provides a source for my ethnographic data. Many
of my personal friends are blind. From these friend-
ships and, from doing what friends typically do together,
I have learned a great deal.

The University of British Columbia, where I am
presently a graduate student, has a resource whereby
printed materials are made available to blind persons
via tape recordings, large print, and braille. Because
T utilize this service I have become acquainted with
several blind students and have participated in various
activities with them such as "hanging around the 1lib-
rary" and attending parties.

Finally, and most importantly, another source of
the ethnographic data that is presented in this study is

my own "lived experience" as a blind person. I began
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experiencing sight loss at approximately 9 years of age.
By the time I was 12 years old I had lost most of my
vision. At present, ophthalmologically speaking, I
have approximately 5% of normal vision. This visual
acuity constitutes me, in a sociolegal sense, as a blind
person.

I consider my own life experiences as my primary
source of data while my experiences with other blind
persons I consider as a secondary source of data. In
short, in the study of the phenomenon: of blindness I
utilize myself as my own "best informant". In a sense,
using myself as my own best informant does not represent
a radical departure from conventional sociological
method. 1In all of soclological method, be it partici-
pant observation, experimental small groups, or, survey

research, the investigator must constitute something as

6

In Canada a person is considered blind if he or
she has a visual acuity of less than 20/200 (approximately
10% of normal vision) in the better eye after correction
or if his or her visual field does not exceed a diameter
of 207.in the better eye after correction. To quote, in
part, The Blind Persons Act of Canada:

A person is considered "blind" if the visual
aculty in both eyes with proper refractive
lenses is 20/200 (6/60) or less with Snellen
Chart or equivalent, or if the greatest dia-
meter of the field of vision in both eyes is
less than 20 degrees.
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data, must constitute something as findings, and does so
by invoking his or her common-sense knowledge and under-
standing of the social world. Typically, however, these
investigators do not specify and explicate their common-
sense knowledge and understandings of the social world
which they invoke to constitute their investigations as
"social science". (Cicourel, 1964) Considering myself
as my own best informant, therefore, acts to explicate
my common-sense knowledge and understanding of the world
and makes explicit their influence on my investigation.
Further, since my own biographical situation acts to, 1in
part, constitute the phenomenon which I seek to study,:
then, using myself as my own best informant, makes
explicit how I constitute the phenomenon under investi-
gation.

"The sociological observer, therefore," writes

Cicourel, "who fails to conceptualize the ele-

ments of common-sense acts in everyday life, is

using an implicit model of the actor which 1is

confounded by the fact that his observations

and inferences interact, in unknown ways, with

his own biographical situation within the soc-

ial world. The very conditions of obtaining .

data require that he make use of typical motives,

cues, roles, etc., and the typical meanings he

imputes to them, yet the structures of these

common-gense courses of action are notions

which the sociological observer takes for

granted, treats as self-evident. But they are

just the notions which the sociologist must

analyze and study emperically if he desires
rigorous measurement.” (Cicourel, 1964:223)
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Since the subject matter I am investigating in
this study is blindness and since I am blind, I am nhot
only a scientific observer of the phenomenon but also a
participant in the phenomenon. This investigative sit-
uation goes beyond the assumption of the participant
observer role in participant observation, that is, I am
not somehow or other an artificially constituted parti-
cipant (an artificial blind person) as well as, unknown
to the subjects of my investigation, a scientific
observer. I am a "real", "actual" blind person with
some subjective sense of what it is to be a blind person
as well as, at the same time, an observer of my own exp-
eriences and the experiences of other blind persons.

To come to an understanding of how blind persons recelve
themselves and receive the social environment in which
they live and act, it becomes crucial that I examine how
I receive myself and how I receive the social environ-
ment in which I live and act. Thus, because of the way
I participate in and observe the phenomenon I seek to
study the subjective interpretations used by blind
persons to manage their everyday affairs in a sighted
world are more available to me. For, as Schutz writes,

Correctly understood, the postulate of subjec-

tive interpretation as applied to economics as

well as to all the other social sciences means

merely that we always can - and for certain pur-
poses must - refer to the activities of the
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subjects within the social world and their inter-
pretation by the actors in terms of systems of
projects, available means, motives, relevances,
and so on. (Schutz, 1973:35) '

At thispoint, it will be instructive to show
Schutz characterizes the "disinterested observer".

His motives are not interlocked with those of
the observed person or persons; he is "tuned
in" upon them but not they upon him. . .
Precisely this fact constitutes the so- called ‘
"disinterestedness” or detachment of the obser-
ver. He is not involved in the actor's hopes
and fears whether or not they will understand
one another and achieve their end by the inter-
locking of motives. Thus his system of relev-
ances differs from that of the interested
parties and permits him to see at the same time
more and less than what is seen by them. . . .
In order to understand them the observer has to*
avail himself of his knowledge of typically
similar patterns of interaction in typically
similar situational settings and has to con-
struct the motives of the actors from that
sector of the course of action which is patent
to his observation. The constructs of the obs-
erver are, therefore, different ones than those
uged by the participants in the interaction, if
for no other reason than the fact that the pur-
pose of the observer is different from that of
the interactors and therewith the systems of
relevances attached to such purposes are also
different. . . . The gcientific observer of
human interrelation patterns, the social sci-
entist, has to develop specific methods for the
building of his constructs in order to assure
their applicability for the interpretation of
the subjective meaning the observed acts have

for the actors. (Schutz, 1973:26-27)

Utilizing myself as my own best informant means

that I am totally involved in living the life of a

blind person. My blindness is not an objective category

"out there", rather, it is a "lived experience", lived
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within the real, concrete, actual material conditions of
my own life. How I receive myself and my social environ-
ment, how I manage and account for my everyday activ-
ities, and how other blind persons do so, is routinely
and topically availlable.

As T mentioned earlier, this study will investi-
gate the phenomenon of "passing" in terms of its appli-
cability to blind persons. One of the ways in which I,
and other blind persons, manage our affairs of every-
day life is to "pass". As we éhall gsee 1in more detail
later, .blind persons' passing is an activity whereby
their acceptance of and deference to the "sighted world"
as the "real-sensible-rational-objective-world" is dis-
played. Put differently, blind persons accept and treat
the "sighted world" with deference as it is constituted
and presented to them by sighted others. Before det-
alling blind persons' passing by presenting and analy-
zing ethnographic data, it is necessary to present a
characterization of the concept of "passing” as it is
constituted by Goffman and Garfinkel respectively. Thus,
the following chapter will briefly characterize what

Goffman and Garfinkel intend by the concept "passing".
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CHAPTER II

THE CONCEPT OF PASSING

1. Goffman's Perspective

To begin with, Goffman dichotomously character-
izes those persons who possess a sociél stigma, whatever
it might be, as being either "discredited" or "discred-
itable" persons. (Goffman, 1963:41-42) According to
Goffman, those persons whose social stigma is immediately
perceivable by others, or is otherwise known to others,
are discredited persons. On the other hand, those per-
sons whose social stigma is not immediately perceivable
by others, or otherwise known to others, are discreditable
persons. It is this latter type of socially stigmatized
persons that may be involved in passing. These persons
may be involved in "the management of undisclosed dis-
crediting information about self". (Goffman, 1963:42)

Goffman recognizes situationsiinwhich discred=
ited persons pass, albeit an involuntary and possibly
unattended activity. The initiation of the passing
activity (initiated by the occasion) provides an oppor-
tunity for the discredited person to conceal his or her
gsocial stigma. Thus:

There are many cases where it appears that an
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individual's stigma will always be apparent, but
where this proves to be not quite the case; for
on examination one finds that the individual
will occasionally be in a position to elect to
conceal crucial information about himself. . . .
Just as a blind person led into a dark cab by a
friend may find for a moment that sight has been
imputed to her, or a blind man wearing dark
glasses sitting in a dark bar may be taken as a
seeing person by a newcomer. (Goffman, 1963:74)
Thus, for Goffman, most socially stigmatizéd
persons do, at one time or another, pass. O0f course,
passing occurs only on those occasions and in those
situations where the person's social stigma is not
immediately perceivable, or otherwise known, to others.
A further characterization of Goffman's concept
of passing is that some socially stigmatized persons
live a "double life". (Goffman, 1963:76-78)  This
occurs when a person with a social stigma such as, for
example, drug use, attempts to conceal the stigma from '
one collectivity of persons, e.g., the police, while at
the same time, not concealing his stigma from another
collectivity of persons, e.g., fellow drug users. Thus,
Goffman characterizes this situation in terms of the
stigmatized person leading a "double life".
A key feature of Goffman's characterization of
passing is that it is cyclical. That is, a person's

passing moves in a cyclical manner from "unwitting

passing” to."complete passing"”. Thus, for Goffman, this
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cycle:

may start with unwitting passing that the passer

never learns he 1is engaging in; move from there

to unintended passing that the surprised passer

learns about in mid-passage; from there to pas-

sing "for fun", passing during non-routine parts

of the social round, such as vacations and

travel; passing during routine daily occasgions,

such as at work or in service establishments;

finally, "disappearance" - complete passing over

in all areas of life, the secret being known

only to the passer himself. (Goffman, 1963:79)
When passing is received by a socially stigmatized per-
son as being a necessary activity that person must learn
to pass. (Goffman, 1963:80) Goffman, however, does not
explicate this important issue.

According to Goffman, persons who are attempting
to keep secret or to conceal a soclal gtigma will find
themselves, during the course of everyday life, in three
possible places. (Goffman, 1963:81) First, there are
"forbidden or out-of-bounds" places where the socially
stigmatized person, given the exposure of their stigma,
are forbidden to be and where such exposure simultane-
ously means expulsion. Secondly, there are "civil
places". Goffman characterizes "civil places” as those
places where, if the socially stigmatized person's
stigma . is known, he will be treated, albeit carefully -~
and painfully, as a person whose presence in that place

is acceptable. This occurs even though the entitled

members of a "civil place”" are reluctant to accept the
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socially stigmatized person. Finally, there are "back
places"” where the socially stigmatized person can freely
interact with other persons possessing the same social
stigma without attempting to conceal the stigm; or
without intentionally disattending it.

Goffman goes on to suggest some of the problems
experienced by persons who pass. For example, in an
attempt to conceal a physical impairment by displaying
other attributes-atitributes which can be atifributed to
him or her by others in lieu of the physical impairment.
Thus, "slovenliness, as when a near—blind person,
affecting to see, trips over a stool, or spills drink
down his shirt”. (Goffman, 1963:84) It is this
phenomenon which I consider to be one of the "keys" to
passing. It is crucial that, while passing, a person
be able to turn his or her passing activity into
"normal” activity. Thus, if I trip on a stair, while
engaged in passing, it is crucial that those who are 1in
a position to observe take my passing activity as
"sloppiness" and not, to use Goffman's term, "near-

blindedness”. Two further problems that passers may be

confronted with, according to Goffman, are having their
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social stigma revealed by the nature' of the stigma
itself and being confronted by others when their pas-
sing, is "found out”. (Goffman, 1963:84-85) Furthermore,
Goffman points out, (Goffman, 1963:88) socially stigma-
tized persons must be alive to and sensitive to ceritain
features of settings which, for "normals", are taken for

granted and to which they apparently do not attend.
Since settings and occasions of everyday life are not
stable features, the discreditable person must constan-
tly and continuously scan settings in order to effect v
undetected passing. "The person with a secret failing,
then, " writes Goffman, "must be alive to the social
situation as a scanner of possibilities, and is there-
fore likely to be alienated from the simpler world in
whiich those around him apparently dwell. What is their
ground is his figure." (Goffman, 1963:88)

With reference to blind persons, Goffman cites

7Here, Goffman is referring to a recognition of
the social stigma by others with respect to the rec-
ognition of certain features inherent in the social
stigma. For example, when a blind person (especially
one who has partial sight) is attempting to conceal his
or her blindness by passing as a sighted person, it may
be necessary for him or her to unobtrusively "feel" the
surface of a table for an object such as an ashtray.
To some, this "feeling" may go unnoticed or may not be
taken to be "looking for an ashtray"”. But, to others
who may know other blind persons who are involved in
passing, or, to others who are themselves blind persons
involved in passing, thiis:"feeling" may be recognizable
and taken as evidence of blindness.
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the following example:

I managed to keep Mary from knowing my eyes
were bad through two dozen sodas and three
movies. I used every trick I had ever learned.
I paid special attention to the colour of her
dress each morning, and then I would keep my
eyes and ears and my sixth sense alert for any-
one that might be Mary. I didn't take any
chances. If I wasn't sure I would greet whoever
it was with familiarity. They probably thought
I was nuts, but I didn't care. I always held
her hand on the way to and from the movies at
night, and she led me, without knowing it, so I
didn't have to feel for curbs and steps.
(Goffman, 1963:88)

Summarily, then, Goffman's concept of passing
can be characterized in the folléwing way.

(1) Only discreditable persons are involved in
passing. That is, if the social stigma of
a socially stigmatized person is known to
the ‘other, passing is not an issue, simply"
it{does~nq% occur.

(2) 1Inherent in passing is a danger with respect

to social interaction. When a person who

8Since Goffman suggests that all stigmatized per-
sons, whether they are "discreditable" or "discredited",
are involved, at one time or another, in passing, this
point may appear somewhat contradictory. It should be
noted, however, that Goffman characterizes "discredited"
persons ag passing only in "private places". For exam-
ple, a black person who is obviously black and who, for
whatever reason, wants to pass as a white person, will
not do so in "public places"”. He or she may, however,
pass as a white person during such occasions as letter
writing, telephione calls, and the like, provided these
activities are done in the "privacy” of their own home.
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(4)
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is passing is "found out” the result is soc-
ial ruin, i.e., a collapse in the existing
social interaction. .Although Goffman does
not make this explicit, presumably, the
"found out" person will have to provide a
reason for concealing his social stigma from
the other. Further, this reason must be
appropriate and acceptable in the sense that
the other will view the reason as a valid
and viable one hence making the passing act-
ivity understandable and sensible to the
other.
The activity of passing is episodic. That
is, among other things, passing is bounded
by clock time. Socially stigmatized persons
can be seen to have "passed”" in various sit-
uations and occasions.
Passing is a problematic activity for those
who pass. It involves development and imp-
lementation of various strategies for con-
cealing a social stigma.
The success or failure of passing depends *
upon and is determined by consequences.
Failure at paésing will be negatively conse-

quential, while, success at passing will be
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non-consequential or uneventful.

2. Garfinkel's Perspective

In his work on passing (Garfinkel, 1967:116-185),
Garfinkel extends and elaborates the concept of passing
as 1t 1s characterized by Goffman. Garfinkel's work on
passing involves the study of an intersexed person
(Agnes), who while possessing male genitalia, posséssed
the thoughts, feelings, and behaviour of a female.

Most persons in our society take their sex status,
and the sex status of others, as being an "obvious" and
"plainful” fact. Moreover, a person's sex is "obvious"
to the extent that there is no choice in the matter,
i.e., you ére what you are, it is none of your doing,
you are, because of "chance of birth", either a male or
a female.

For Agnes, however, this taken-for-grantedness,
"obviousness", "factualness", about one's gsex gstatus did
not apply. Agnes neither took her sex status for granted
nor was it none of her doing. Desplte her biological
incongruity (incongrous with her thoughts, feelings, and
behaviour) Agnes chose and decided to be a female. Agnes
was, therefore, constantly, continuously, and consist-

ently involved in recognizing and producing femaleness,

whereas, most other persons in society see this recog-
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nition and production of the appropriate sex status as
having nothing to do with them and, moreover, as being a
"normal", "natural"”, event which does not require their
attention or calculated achievement. Agnes, on the other
hand, saw her sex status as having everything to do with
her. She did not take.her sexedness for granted. Unlike
most other persons in society, Agnes both saw and noticed
that she was recognizing and producingvfemaleness, and
saw and noticed that others were recognizing and pro-
ducing femaleness.

Agnes did not reject society's claims about per-
songs sexedness. For instance, she did not see her own
particular situation as an instance of a "third sex",
but rather, accepted the common-sense view that there
were only two sexes - male and female. She saw herself
as a female, bﬁt through some accident of birth, she was
cursed with male genitalia. Thus, "Agnes vehemently
insisted that she was, and was to be treated as, a nat-
ural, normal female". (Garfinkel, 1967:122) Moreover,
"one could never consider Agnes a revolutionary of a
utopian. . . . Challenges to the system were for Agnhes
not even so much as hopeless risks. She wanted 'in'.
The:'credent;als committee' was at fault." (Garfinkel,
1967:1772178) Her task, then, was to be fhe natural

normal female that she knew herself to be. Thus, "doing
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. femaleness" for Agnes involved passing.

In light of Agnes' situation, Garfinkel charac-
terizes passing as, "the work of achieving and making
secure their rights to live in the elected sex status
while providing for the possibility of detection and ruin
carried out within the socially structured conditions in
which this work occurred I shall call ' passing'."
(Garfinkel, 1967:118) The terms "detection" and "ruin"
are crucial terms in Garfinkel's characterization. That
is, if the fact that Agnes possessed male genitalia was
at any time detected by others her claim to natural,
normal femaleness would undoubtedly be discredited and
her claim would be considered illegitimate.

Agnes could not operate under the taken-for-
granted assumption that others would take the same pos-
ition that she did were they to exchange positions.9
More correctly, it is not the case that others would
view Agnes' posgition differently were they to exchange
positions, but rather, it is the case that others would

not see changing positions with Agnes as a possibility.

That is, from a member's point of view, Agnes was a male

9Schutz calls this common-sense-taken-for-granted
phenomenon the "reciprocity of perspectives". (Schutz,
1973:11-13) Garfinkel characterizes this as "the exis-
tance of a problematic 'community of understandings' by
and about sexed persons treating each other's sex as known
in common and taken for granted by them." (Garfinkel,
1967:126)
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who "elected” to become a female. In other words,
femaleness did not just "happen'" to Agnes but was a sex
status which was chosen and elected by Agnes. Given the
taken-for-granted assumptions about sexedness, members
would typically view Agnes' election of a female sex
status as "perverse" and not as something that may
"happen" to them. Thus, passing was a crucial and neces-
sary activity in Agnes' daily affairs. It was crucial
and necessary because if her secret was found out, "the
disclosure . . . she was convinced and feared, would
ruin her." (Garfinkel, 1967:136)

Thus, Garfinkel restates, what for Agnes, consti-
tuted passing.

The work of achieving and making secure her
rights to live as a normal, natural female
while having continually to provide for the
possibility of detection and ruin carried on
within socially structured conditions I call
Agnes' "passing". (Garfinkel, 1967:137)

Garfinkel characterizes some of Agnes' passing
within a "game model"™. (Garfinkel, 1967:140-145) He
suggests that some of her passing activity can be
bounded by the occasion, i.e., can be described as epi-
gsodic. For example, the management devices that Agnes
employed for managing changing or not changing into a

bathing suit when she accompanied her friends to the

beach. Or, the devices she employed to avert her room
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mate's (a female) potential suspicions when she detected
a scar on Agnes' abdomen caused by an exploratory lapar-
otomy.

For the most part, however, Agnes' passing could
not be adequately described and analyzed within a game
model, i.e., her passing was, for the most part, not
episodic. Most of Agnes' passing involved learning what
to do while she was doing it.

Agnes and her interaction partners would be
directed to a valuable mutually understood goal
while at the same time another goal of equiva-
lent value, to which the other person contributed,
remained known to Agnes alone and was carefully
concealed. In contrast to the episodic character
of the occasions that were described previously,
such an occasion was characterized by its con-
tinuing and developmental character. Further,
its "rules" are learned only over the course of
the actual interaction, as a function of actual
participation, and by accepting the risks invol-
ved. Several persons were prominent in her
accounts with whom she not only acted like a

lady but learned, from them, how to act like a
lady. (Garfinkel, 1967:146)

Thus, Garfinkel characterizes Agnes' passing not
merely and only as a strategy for producing "correct"”
female behaviour, that is, 1t wasn't merely the case that
Agnes somehow or other knew what sorts of appearances
would be recognized by others as female and, thus, pro-
ceeded to produce these female appearances. Female
appearances and standards were produced by Agnhes while,
at the same time, she was learning what constituted these

appearances and standards. "They had to be learned,"
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writes Garfinkel, "by participating in situations where
she was expected to know the very things that she was
simultaneously being taught.” (Garfinkel, 1967:147)

Garfinkel points out (Garfinkel, 1967:166) that
although Goffman's strategic analysis paradigm is tem-
porarily helpful in that it is useful for the enumeration
of Agnes' management devices, strategic analysis clouds
the very phenomenon with which it is necessary to deal.
According to Garfinkel, "these phenomena consist of
Agnes in on-going courses of action directed to the mas-
tery of her practical circumstances by the manipulation
of these circumstances as a texture of relevances."
(Garfinkel, 1967:166)

Garfinkel suggests (Garfinkel, 1967:166-167) that
in order for Goffman's strategic analysis paradigm to
adequately describe and analyze the phenomenon of passing
"inner time" must not be considered. In other words,
Goffman's analysis only treats those occasions which are
episodic, "or turn the situations that his scheme ana-
lyzes into episodic ones." (Garfinkel, 1967:167) 1In
short, then, Garfinkel's characterization of passing
suggests that socially stigmatized persons cannot be
sald to have "passed" in certain bounded occasions, but
rather, that socially stigmatized persons are involved,

in a more continuous fashion, in passing, 1.e., they can
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be said to be "passing".

Thus, Garfinkel's concept of passing may be

characterized in the following way.

(1)

(2)

Passing is an activity engaged in only by
persons who are'attempting to conceal cer-
tain information. That is, some persons,
such as Agnes, possess‘information about
themselves which they receive as discred-
iting if that information becomes known to
others. Therefore, if a person possesses
some discrediting feature, for example a
social stigma, whatever it might be, and, if
that soclal stigma is immediately perceivable,
or otherwise known to others, then that per-
son is not engaged in passing.

Detection of a person's passing, and hence,
of a person's discrediting feature or infor-
mation, causes, at least for the passer,
social ruin. If a person's passing is det-
ected 1t will be difficult, if not impos-
sible, for that person to provide "good rea-
sons" for doing so. That is, the taken-for-
granted assumption that the other will view
one's situation in an identical way, if they

were to exchange positions, is not operative
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for a person who finds it neceésary to pass.

(3) Whether a person discovers his or her passing
to be successful or not, depends upon and is
determined by consequences as displayed by
others. Thus, 1f an occasion is uneventful,
i.e., 1f others receive the passer to be what
he or she claims to be, then, the passing is
viewed by the passer as.sﬁccessful.

(4) Passing consists of courses of action which
are directed to the mastery of practical cir-
cumstances by the manipulation of these cir-
cumstances as a texture of relevances. Pas-
sing, then, is hot a "once-in-a-clock-time"
phenomenon, instead, it is an on-going course
of action which is not bounded by "clock-
time." Further, within this perspective,
"stigma" is an "occasioned" phenomenon.

That is, a particular phenomenon is not con¥
sidered to be a stigma in and of itself, but
rather, is a stigma only within the practical
circumstances of its "occasioned" occurence.
An examination of the above characterization will
show, with the exception of item 4, that Garfinkel's con-
cept of passing is identical with that of Goffman. That

is, for both Garfinkel and Goffman, passing is an activity
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(1) which is only engaged in by discreditable persons
which, (2) if detected results in social ruin at least
for the passer, and (3) the success or failure of which
is determined consequentiélly. The most saleint differ-
ence between Goffman and Garfinkel's characterizations
is that, for Goffman, passing is an episodic phenomenon,
whereas, for Garfinkel, passing i1s an on-going continuous
phenomenon. Thus, Garfinkel's characterization of passing
may be understood as an extension and elaboration of 7
Goffman's characterizétion.

Having briefly explicated the concept of passing
fromithe perspective of Goffman and Garfinkel, I would
now like to re-examine this concept in the light of some
ethnographic data. Thus, keeping in mind Goffman's and
Garfinkel's notions of passing, I turn now to a presen-

tation and analysis of the ethnographic data.



CHAPTER IIT
THE GENESIS OF MANAGEMENT DEVICES

Before discussing some of my passing occasions
and management devices, it will be instructive to pre-
sent a brief characterization of my visual impairment.
Even though I began experiencing sight loss at approxi-
mately 9 years of ége, my eye condition was not opthal-
mologically diagnosed until I was 16 years old. At that
point, my eye condition was diagnosed as "macular degen-
eration”. Very simply, the part of the eye (macular or
fovea centralis) which functions to clarify images, so
to speak, had, in my case, degenerated.

This degeneration not only prevents me from
seeing clearly, but also, minimizes my distance vision.
Opthalmologically speaking, my visual acuity, at this
point, is approximately 5% of normal. Since approxim=
ately 12 years old, my visual acuity has not exceeded
10% of normal. Because my visual acuity is opthalmol-
ogically established as being less than 10% of normal, I

. . . 10
am, in a soclo-legal sense, a "blind person”. -

10s6e footnote 5.
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What and how much I can see becomes a relatively
simple matter to describe if viewed opthalmqlogically.
That is, I can see approximately 5% of what the '"nor-
mally seeing" person can see. Experientially, however,
what and how much I can see, is a matter which is not so
simply described. It is tremendously difficult, if not
impossible, for me to describe what I can see and how
much I can see. What follows, therefore, (the ethno-
graphic data) is perhaps the only way for me to describe
what it is I can see and how much I can see.

As both Goffman and Garfinkel so lucidly point
out, social phenomena, including blindness, are con-
texted phenomena. That is, their meaning, thelir sense,
their intelligibility, can be discovered only within
the context of everyday life. Thus, how I receive my
blindness turns on my understanding of (1) my practical
circumstances, and my understanding of, (2) how others
recelve my blindness, given that they know I am blind,
or, how others will potentially receive my blindness if
they were to "find out” that I am blind. It is upon
these understandings, therefore, that the character of
my passing is determined. For example, at one point
during my life (my teens), it seemed to me very impor-
tant to conceal or keep secret my blindness from others.

It was my understanding that if others, especially my



g
sighted peers, were to discover my blindness, I would

no longer be accepted as one of the group and would be
forced out of my then current circle of friends. It was
my understanding, then, thaf if my blindness was detected
my claim to being "one of the gang", how redefined as
being "one of the gang who was normally sighted" would

be seen ag false and illegitimafe, and furthermore,

would result in extreme embarrassment and social psycho-
logical ruin.

Thus, since my "prevalling system of interests"
(Schutz, 1973:76) was to make secure my claims to being
a "normally sighted person" and since this claim dep-
ended upon my portraying myself as a "normally sightéd
person”, I understood that it was necessary for me to
pass as a "normally sighted person". I understood my-
self to be, to use Go6ffman's terminology, a "discred-
itable" person and, to use Garfinkel's terminology,
employed passing as a course of action in order to pre-
vent my blindness from being detected.

My claim to normal sightedness required constant
and consistent vigilance. It was necessary for me to
recognize sightedness, to produce sightedness, and more-
over, to recognize,aand to ensure, that others recog-
nized my productions for what they were, namely, sight-

edness. Furthermore, it was essential that my produc-
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tions of sightedness be recognized as such "at a
glanoe".11 That is, I had to ensure that, at a glance,
my behaviour could and would be recoghized as normal
and natural, i.e., that I would be recognized and taken
for a normal, natural, sighted person. In short, I had
to make it clear and plainful that, at a glance, it
could be "seen", and taken for granted, that I was obvi-
ously and in fact a "normally sighted person".

How I passed and the kinds of management devices
I employed to make my appearances intelligible as sight-
edness, can be exemplified considering my high school
classroom behaviour. Frequently, during English classgs,
our teacher would read aloud the various novels, plays
and poems we were studying. She required students not
only to listen to what she was reading, but also, to
follow along, visually, the material that she was
reading. Thus, students would sit at their desks and
read silently the materials that the teacher was reading
aloud.

My task, then, became to discover how this was

done. Some unobtrusive observations soon made the "how”

of this task available to me. My observations revealed

11Sudnow discusses "glances" and other types of

"looking” as they relate, in a temporal sense, to socilal
interaction. (Sudnow, 1972:259-279)
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to me that there was more than one way to accomplish
this task. For instance, I could claim that I had for-
gotten, lost, or otherwise did not have, the relevant
materials with me. In such cases the teacher would
merely suggest that I move my desk next to_another stu-
dent's and follow-along in his or her book. This was a
very compatible soiution since the other student did most
of the "work". it was not necessary for me to find the
starting page or to turn pages. 1In other words, it min-
imized my activity, and hence, minimized the chance of
someone detecting my blindness. That is, there was no
chance of me starting on the wrong page, or, "reading"
the wrong page, or, turning the page at the wrong time.

This sort of "getting-the-other-person-to-do-the-
work" is a device I use frequently and in many situations.
For example, a handshake ia a very "smooth" well co-
ordinated social activity. Persons seem to be able to
carry off a handshake with very little difficulty and,
if difficulty does occur, it is immediatély and -effect-
ively remedied. Presumably, the handshake is a social
event which is effected by a very well hand-eye co-
ordinated activity which enables both persons to effect
a "smooth" handshake. In order to carry off this kind
of social activity, I, once again, get the other person

to "do the work". I understand that there are situations
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where a handshéke is,_typically, acceptable and expect-
able. For example, handshakes occur when persons are
introduced to one another, greet one another, etc. When
I discover myself to be in such situations I understand
that a handshake is not only acceptable but expectable.
In order to accomplish this soclial activity "smoothly"
I typically put out my hand before the other puts out
his or hers. . Doing so, "gets" the other to accomplish
the hand-eye co-ordination necessary to accomplish a
"smooth" handshake. O0f course, this turns on my being
able to recognize the appropriate moment to put out my
hand.

To return to the classroom. This "getting-the-
other-person-to-do-the-work" was a solution that was,
however, not "foolproof". It lacked consistency over
time. The claim "not having my book with me" was not a
claim that could be used consistently and continuously,
since, it was expected that students would either have
their books with them, or, i1f this was not the case,
would get a book for next time. Therefore, this tactic
could be used only sporadically. I then had to make use
of an alternative method for doing "reading-along-in-
your-book". This method required that I sit at my desk
in a "slouching" position that I came to recognize as

"normally sighted male class member's reading position".



- Lo -
Through inconspicuous looking and hearing I could then
tell when pages were being turned and could react accord-
ingly. This method, however, required some prior prep-
aration.

Since I could not "see" the page numbers in the
book, it was necessary for me to find a way to begin
reading on the same page everyone else did. The method
I devised to deal with this problem was to use some dif-
ferent type of pagination. I made markings large enough
for me to recognize, and for me to recognize as page
numbers, at every tenth page. So, for example, if we
were to begin reading on page 52, I would merely find
the marking which indicated page 50, count two pages,
and arrive at the proper place. It is important to men-
tion that this "special pagination" was recognizable as
pagination only to me. It was, in a sense, a "code"
which I could recognize as page numbers, but which was
recognizable to others, who chanced to see it, as merely
"doodling".

Another example of my passing in the classroom had
to do with my activities in geometry class and my act-
ivities relevant to geometry class. Our geometry
teacher would administer weekly home quizzes. These
quizzes consisted of a number of geometry problems which

were to be done at home that evening and brought back to
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class the next day. During geometry class, the teacher
typically asked two or three students to stand, read ouf
aloud a specific geometry theorem, put down the book
from which the theorem was read, and proceed to the
chalkboard where the student was to explain the theorem
by use of his or her own examples.

This "teaching technique" posed, for me, two
immediate and overriding problems: (1) being chosen to
stand and read the theorem aloud, and (2) since, if this
happened, it would pose a serious threat to my passing,
how to discover the "type" of student the teacher chose
for this exercise.

After speaking casually to students who had been
chosen, I discovered that they typically did poorly in
their quizzes. This information provided me with a
resource for a solution to my problem. I began spending
a great deal of time and energy studying geometry. This
study was, of.course, done at home where various study
alds were available to me in the form of "visual aids".
And, as I mentioned, the quizzes were done at home, since
the geometry problems were constructed in order to test
our understanding of geometric principles rather than
memory, so that using the geometry text was not neces-
sarily beneficial. I scored extremely well in all of the

geometry quizzes and, therefore, reduced the chances of
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being asked to read geometry. theorems aloud.

In this instance, I used another technique to
ensure that I Would}not be asked to read aloud. That
is, I produced "good student behaviour". I sat erect
in my seat in class, "looked" toward the teacher at all
times, smiled, nodded my head in an attentive manner,
and asked plenty of questions. Obtaining excellent
grades in the geometry quizzes and doing "good student
behaviour”" minimized my chances of being asked to read
aloud. After all, it is not necessary to ask an excel-
lent and interested student to sﬁbstantiate his excel-
lence and interest.

My passing, then, was an attempt to keep secret
some information (my blindness) the disclosure of which
I was convinced would result in social ruin. Further,
it should already be evident that the perceived tragic
result of detection made my passing, in a sense, analo-
gous to the sort of passing which might be done in
"espionage"” work. It is precisely this "espionage"
character of passing that appears in Goffman's analysis.
Further, Garfinkel finds Agnes' passing, "entirely com-
parable to passing found in political undergrounds,
secret societies, refugees from political persecution,

or Negroes who become whites.” (Garfinkel, 1967:136)

Even though, within my high school setting, I
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had developed some effective management dé&ices and,
thus, was able to effectively pass as a "normally
sighted person", I found the high school setting a very
difficult setting in which to pass. For example, keeping
my blindness "secret” required having to inform certain
types of persons about it. An illustration of this
apparently paradoxical circumstance will serve as a
clarification. Further, some data will illustrate the
complex character of my passing.

One such circumstance was the writing of examin-
ations, particularly final examinations. The final
examination policy, in the high school I attended, was
to arrange hundreds of desks in the gymnasium where all
of the students in the high school would write their
examinations. In my case, the gymnasium was a far from
perfect environment in which to write examinations, i.e.,
there were no windows, the lighting was poor, etc.

Christmas examinations were also managed in the
same manner. Thus, if I had decided to write the exam-
inations in the usual way, my blindness would have
undoubtly been detected, since, the teachers who graded
the examinations would have certainly noticéd a number
of incongruities in my examination answers with respect
to the examination questions. Therefore, it became

necessary for me to tell my teachers about my blindness.
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I typically did this "telling" shortly before examin-
ation time. Thus, I would inform my teachers about my
blindness approximately three months into the school
year. Special arrangements were then made for me SO that
T could write these examinations.

Wﬁen I was asked by teachers (an inevitable
question) why I had not told them about my blindness
earlier, I replied that I was "self-conscious" about the
fact that I was "different”. I also told the teachers
that I would be extremely embarrassed if my fellow stu-
dents were to "find out" about my blindness and asked my
teachers if they would keep this fact secret. 1In every
instance, the teachers said that they "understood" my
dilemma and would protect my secret.

In this sense, 1t becomes clear how another
feature of my passing was to reveal my blindness to
those persons who I "knew" would ultimately and event-
ually detect it. Further, my strategy in informing
these persons about my blindness was not primarily em-
ployed so that I could more effectively perform a task,
for example, writing examinations (although this cer-
tainly was a consideration), but rather, it was employed
to minimize the risk of a large number of persons detec-
ting my blindness. For example, if a teacher detected

my blindness without me having informed him or her, the
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fact that it was detected may have been brought up by the
teacher in a situation where several of my fellow stu-
dents were present, namely, in the classroom.

Moreover, the terms within which I accomplished
my "telling"” turned on my understanding of a teacher's
schema of interpretation. For example, the understand-
ing of teacher's schema of interpretations which was
operative for me was that teachers are concerned about
not only the academic development of students, but are
also concerned with students' social psychological dev-
elopment as well as their social psychological problems.
Thus, I accomplished my "telling" within a paradigm of
"adolescent self-consciousness"” and "adolescent embar-
rassment”" and not, for example, within a paradigm of
"it's none of anyone else's business".

Even though, for the most part, the teachers
responded to my "telling" in an "understanding" and
"sympathetic" way, there was one other typical and con-
sistent response. I was typically and consistently told
that I would eventually have to "accept” and "face the
fact" of my handicap. Presumably, from the point of
view of the teachers, my passing was a sort of "non-
acceptance”, or more correctly, a "lack of adjustment"”
to my handicap.

I found this sort of "reasoning" to be prevalent
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during my experiences as a caseworker at the C.N.I.B.
As a caseworker a large part of my responsibility was as
a counsellor to blind students in the school system.
Consequently, I spent a great deal of time in conver-
sation with teachers, guidance counsellors, principals,
and Department of Education officials. I often found,
in greater or lesser degree, that all of the students I
"worked with" were involved in passing. Further, I
found that those students who were most effective in
passing were also those students who school officials
considered "most adjusted”". Again, this "adjustment"
was a matter of degree. That is, the students who were
most effective at passing were never "seen" by school
officials as "totally adjustéd", but rather as the "most
well adjusted"” blind students. The school official's
position seemed to amount to the following: "This stu-
dent is pretty well adjusted, and now, if we can only
get him or her to 'accept' his or her handicap."

For example, one of the students I "worked with"
was a 12 year old boy who was considered by his teachers
as "well adjusted”. According to my observations, he
was also one of the best passers on my case load. The
only complaint that the teachers had about him was that
he was, in some situations, unwilling to ask for "help".

His teacher exemplified this "unwillingness to ask for
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"help”, and thus this "lack of aéceptance” of his handi-
cap, by relating an incidence of his behaviour.

This instance had to do with this 12 year old's
(Billy's) attempt to find the bathroom in the school.
The teacher observed him standing outside both the boy's
and girl's bathroom doors (which were in very close
proximity). After Billy stood there for about 5 or 10
minutes, explained the teacher, he finally enteréd the
proper, i.e., the boy's bathroom. Since I am involved
in a similar type of behaviour, I was fairly certain of
Billy's intention. After speaking with him about the
situation, my assumption was substantiated.

Billy was able to "see" and thus to identify the
two doors as being bathroom doors. He also "knew" that
one of the doors was the doof to the girl's bathroom
while the other door was the door to the boy's bathroom.
However, he was not able (at the beginning of the school
year) to distinguish between the two doors and, there-
fore, did not "know" which door was the appropriate one
for him to enter. Billy also "knew" what "boys” and
"girls" "looked” like, i.e., he knew what boys did in
order to portray "boyness” and he knew what girls did
in order to portray "girlness". Standing outside the
bathroom doors for a few minutes enabled Billy to det-

ermine who was going in and who was coming out of which
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doors. In other words, after a few minutes of obser-
vation, Billy was able to tell that boys were enterihg
and exiting from one of the doors, while girls were
entering and exiting from the other door. Billy then
"knew" which of the doors was the appropriate door for
him to enter.

Billy's teacher, in a sense, knew what Billy waé
doing, but formulated, understood, and otherwise made
sense of Billy's behaviour, by "seeing it" as an unwil-
lingness, on Billy's part, to ask for help, and conseq-
uently, a lack of total acceptance of his handicap. How-
ever, the crucial point is not that Billy was unwilling
to ask for help or that Billy was not accepting his
handicap, but rather, that Billy was "finding" the bath-
room. Billy's teacher, on the other hand, thought that
if Billy would ask for someone "in the know" to point
out the right door to him, this "asking" would be an
indication, a sign, a document of, Billy's acceptance -
of his handicap. Billy's behaviour, however, was not
an instance of acceptance or lack of acceptance, but,
was an instance of Billy, using certaln resources,
finding the appropriate bathroom. Billy was passing.
Billy was accomplishing "finding the correct bathroom
door".

The data I have presented so far suggests. that
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(1) blind persons (particularly those with some sight)
pass in order to conceal a social stigma which they re-
celve as discrediting, and (2) this passing, as Garfinkel
suggests (1967:166), involves courses of action directed
toward the mastery of practical circumstances by the
manipulation of these circumstances as textures of rel-
evances. Mofeover, this passing is not an isolated,
"once-in-a-clock-time" activity, but, is an activity
relevant to, and motivated by, a "prevailing system of
interests".

Further, by example, I pointed out how one of my
prevailing systems of interests was to legitimize my
claim as a '"normally sighted member of sdciety", par-
ticularly within my teenage peer group. The sort of
complex planning and behaviour that is involved in such
passing can be further understood in the light of the
following data.

In the particular neighbourhood in which I grew
up, (Winnipeg's north end), it was customary, and almost
compulsory, that when a male turned 16 years old, he
would obtain a driver's licence. One of the ways in
which an individual could formulate himself or herself
as being "sixteen years old” was.to make a legitimate
claim to being able to drive a car. This claim was

legitimized, of course, by obtaining a driver's licence.
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(Obtaining a driver's licence was not néarly as crucial
for females as it was for males.)

A’ sixteen year old did not only see himself as
old enough to drive, but, he was seen by others as old
enough to drive. Every sixteen year old boy expected
that other sixteen year old boyé would possess a driver's
licence and expected that they expected it of him. This
expectation did not only exist among sixteen year olds,
but, many adults in the community expected this and "saw"
sixteen year old boys as possessing driver's licences.

Because of my blindness, however, this expect-
ation was impossible for me to fulfill. On the other
hand, to explain why it was that I did not have a driver's
licence, by informing my peer group that I was blind,
would have revealed this hitherto unknown fact and thus
presented me with a whole host of new difficulties with
which I did not want to deal. It was, thus, necessary
for me to bring other resources and contexts to bear in
order to remedy this difficulty.

I utilized the context of the community, in which
I lived, in order to remedy the indexical properties of
"my not having a driver's licence”. The community in
which I lived, as I have already mentioned, wasgs Winni-
peg's north end. Sociolgically speaking, the north

end was, and still is, a lower class community comprised
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of, for the most part, a population characterized by
multi-ethnic group membership and affiliation. Many of
the teenaged males of the community were involved in‘
quasi-delinquent activities and, to a lesser degree, so
were the teenaged females. I characterize quasi-
delinquent activities as including consumption of alcohol,
fighting, driving cars in excess of the speed limits, and
the like.

I received the north end as a community where the
"guys were tough"” and where involvement in éuch quasi-
delinquent activities was not only appropriate, but
acceptable, and, to some degree, expectable. I also
assumed and expected that my circle of friends and
acquaintances received the north end in a similar, if
not identical, way. It was this context, then, which I
brought to bear in order to remedy the perceived dif-
ficulty of not having a driver's licence.

It wag necessary for me to develop a "reason",
within this context, for not having a driver's licence.
The "reason” which I felt it necessary for me to have,
was not a "reason” in the "that-it-makes-sense" orien-
tation, because, after all, the fact that I didn't have
a driver's licence because the amount of vision that I
had did not permit me to drive was, itself, a sensible

reason. The "reason" had to be received by others sen-
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sibly, reasonable, and rationally, in as much as I was
presenting myself in daily life as a "normally seeing
person”. Therefore, my "reason" had to orient to the
"fact” that a "normally seeing person” did not have a
driver's licence and not to the "fact" that a blind
person did not have a driver's licence.

Given that I had imposed this context on my sit-
uation, how I accounted for this fact, that I did not
have a driver's licence, was to bring to bear one of the
quasi-delinquent activities, namely, "drunk driving".
Thus, my "reason" for not having a driver's licence was
that while driving under age I was apprehended by the
police, discovered to have been drinking, and, therefore,
my right to take a driver's test was officially and leg-
ally postponed until my seventeenth birthday. This
"reason"” was not only sensible and reasonable to my
peers, but also, provided me with one year's "grace",
i.e., I did not have to create another "reason" for not
having a driver's licence for at least one more- year.

Although, for at least one year, I did not have
to establish or formulate other "reasons" for not having
a driver's licence, the establishment and formulation of
my "reason” was not a "once-for-all” activity. My
friends and acquaintances had to "see” me in a consis-

tent and continual manner as not having a driver's
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licence "because"” I was apprehended by the police for
"drunk driving". Not only did they have to "see" me in
this manner, but also, they had to "report"” me in this
manner. In other words, "talk" was a crucial activity
and was oriented to by me in order to substantiate and
legitimate the fact that I was a "normally sighted per-
son" who, because of being apprehended.by the'police for
drunk driving, was not "legally" capable.or able to
obtain a driver's licence. Therefore, it was necessary
for me to provide documents and evideﬂces of this fact
to others, so that, during conversations at parties and
other informal gatherings, any "talk" about me and my
driving would orient to my "reason" for not having a
driver's licence. Talk, then, became as much a con-
stituent feature of my "not having a driver's licence"
as waé my conduct and activities. Moreover, it was
necessary for me to initiate talk about driver's lic-
ences in order to constitute my "reason" for not having
one as legitimate and sensible.

The following example of such #alk will serve to
illustrate and explicate this point. Within my par-
ticular circle of friends and acquaintances, parties
were a frequent event. These parties generally required
several days of preparation. Parties were usually held

to celebrate a "special" event such as Christmas, New



_56_
Year's and events such as birthdays. The planning
consisted of establishing the place for the party, i.e.,
the issue was that the party would be held at the resi-
dence of the person whose parents would be out of town
or otherwise not available for the weekend, Several
days of preparation were also necessary in order to
obtain alcohol. Because most of the participants were
not 6Ld enough to obtain alcohol, the illegal purchase
of alcohol took some preparation.

People usually arrived at the parties in cars.
This presented no difficulty for me since everyone knew
I could not drive because I did hot have a driver's
licence. Thus, it was relatively easy for me to arrange
for one of my friends to pick both me and my date up in
his car. Frequently, however, my date was not aware of
my driving status. Aneexplanatipn, however, was not
necessary in that double-dating was a frequent and com-
mon practice and thus required no explanation in terms
of why I was not driving.

If, however, I was to continue to date this girl,
she would have to be informed about my driving situation.
Moreover, in order to keep my claim to being a "normally
sighted person” iegitimate, she would have to be infor-
med within the proper context, i.e;; she would have to

be informed about my drunk driving.
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It would have been easy for me to tell her. This
"telling", however, would have had to have been done in
a very deliberate manner so as not to raise suspicion.
In other words, I would have had to have constructed the
occaglon of "telling" where the "telling" was appropri-
ate and connected to the occasion. That is, in order to
minimize suspicion the v¢eélling” would have to be done
during a conversation Where driving, or more specifi-
cally drunk driving, was being discussed.

A technique I often utilized was to "get" someone
else to tell my date. Thus, at a party, and in the pres-
ence of my date, I would ask someone for the loan of his
car. I would give a perfectly valid reason for wanting
to use the car, such as, to pick up more alcohol, or, to
pick up a friend who should be at the party, ete. 1
wduld always be sure to ask this favour of one of the
"in guys", i.e., a popular person who was admired and
respected by others. Further, I would always make sure
that this "in-guy" was the type of person who would want
to minimize his possible confrontation with the police
and, thereby, ensure that he would object,, because of
my alleged driving record, to me using his car. In this
bway, I would initiate a dialogue between the person with
the car and myself.

The person with the car would object and refuse



- 58 -
me the loan of his car. In turn, I would persist with
my request, keeping the dialogue in a joking manner,
until he would give me the "reason" for not loaning me
his car. The "reason", of course, as I would "get" him
to say, was that he did not want to risk suspension of
his own driver's licence because of my confrontation
with the police. In this way, he would, in a sense,
"tell"” my date about why it was that I did not have a
driver's licence. I had to manipulate and monitor the
whole conversation. I would have to be persistent only
up to a point. If I persisted too far in my request,
there was a chance that he would have given in to my re-
quest and submitted to letting me use his car. There- |
fore, it was necessary for me to be in total control not
only of my own talk but of his talk as well.

Again, this could only have been carried off if
my passing was constant, consistent, and continuous.
Another and very important constituent feature of my
passing was my biography.

It was necessary for me to develop a biography
whereby such claims to not driving would be sensible and
reasonable. Thus, I took deliberate care and caution to
be !noticed” as one of the "tough guys"”. I participated
in all the sports that were considered as "tough" and

which I could handle given my blindness. Furthermore, I
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participated in the cbnsumption of alcohol and in all
the alcohol consumption related activities. This par-
ticipation, .to some degree, required intensive and ex-
tensive observation. During our "drinking episodes” I
deliberately observed various drinking patterns and
behaviour. The intention of my observation was to be
able to recognize and to produce legitimate drinking
behaviour. I learned to recognize and produce such
drinking activity as the appropriate way to sit or stand,
the appropriate way to hold the drink, the appropriate
way to drink, the appropriate way to "talk drinking",
and so on.12 Thus, in these ways, and in many other
ways, I was able to develop and sustain a biography
which would be conducive to my "reason" for not driving.

My passing, then, involved the manipulation of my
practical circumstances as textures of relevances by
employing courses of action directed toward the control
and mastery of these practical circumstances.

Furthermore, I was engaged in passing in order to

conceal my blindness. This concealment, I was convinced,

12This sort of obsgerving and learning how to "do
drinking" while "doing’drinking” was not an activity
which only I participated in. Everyone else involved in
these "drinking episodes” would have to be-able to pro-
duce appropriate drinking activity. Thus, all of us
learned from each other "how" to drink.
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was undoubltely necessary for me to sustain and maintain
social relations with my peer group. And, I was equally
convinced, that detection would result in the ruin and
collapse of these same social relations.

This sort of reasoning seems amenable given the
common-sense understandings of "the adolescent years"”.
That is, one of the common-sense notions in our society
is that perceived differences, be they social, physical,
or psychological represent, for adolescents, a source of
anxiety. Framed within this common-sense understanding,
then, my passing can be viewed as a reasonable and sen-
sible activity.

Even though, at the present time, I am not invol-
ved in such complicated and covert practices, I still
pass. I take it that 1f I am oriented to by others as
a blind person, this orientation will structurally elim-
inate me from many, what may be called, "sighted activi-
ties".13 Thus, 1f my conduct and activities are oriented
to by others as the conduct and activities of a "blind
person”, this orientation would 1imit my possibilities

T 9]

131n his discussion of the "visibly handicapped”
Davis (1964:120-137) addresses the issue of interaction
between the "visibly handicapped” and "normals”. Al-
though he does not specify it within these terms, Davis
nonetheless points out that perceivable physical handi-
caps structurally limit persons from participating in
various "non-handicapped" activities. (Davis, 1964:125)
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for social interaction with others. For example,
orienting to me as a blind person may, for others, re-
sult in a reluctance to orient to me as a co-participant.
Given these orientations, the following kinds of ques-
tions may occur to others: Should I ask him to come
jogging with me? Can he see well enough to do this? If
he really doesn't see well enough to do it, will asking
him to come jogging with me only embarrass him further?

Another consideration which is operative for me
is the sense others will make of my condﬁct given that
they orient to me ag a blind person. For example, after
telling one of my university professors about my blind-
.ness and while leaving his office, I "stumbled” on a
chair. He immediately got up from his chair, moved the
chair I had stumbled on, while, at the same time, apolo-
gizing to me for having left the chair there. I take it
that this university professor remedied the indexical
properties of my "stumbling incident” not as a "stumb-
ling incident, but rather, as a document of and as evi-

ence of the fact that I was blind. ™

inA similar kind of analysis can be found in
Weider's discussion of how staff personnel, in a half-
way house for drug users, remedied the indexical pro-
perties of certain conduct and objects as providing
documents and evidences of drug. use among the half-way
house residents. (Weider, 1974:101-111)
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This prevention of others»orienting15 to me as a
blind person is, at least, one of the motivations for my
present passing. Much of my passing islconcerned with
establishing my appearances as appearances of a "nor-
mally sighted person”. Thus, it is my concern to recog-
nize and to produce sightedness and to have my produc-
tions recognized by others as sightedness.

For instance, much of my passing is done in such
public settings as large public buildings, public trans-
portation facilities, walking down the street, and the
like. What is crucial within these settings is that I
make my activities available to others as sensible and
reasonable. That is, like everyone else, I do a sort of
"work"” to make my activities, at a glance, available to
others as sensible and reasonable. Unlike everyone else,
however, I am, for the most part, conscious of my "work"
and conscious of the "methods"” and "procedures" that I
utilize to display sensibility and reasonableness. One
such general method is to portray myself to others as a
"competent-normally-sighted-person”, or, at least, to

display the fact that I am a bona fide member of society.

151 am not suggesting that there are not occas-
sions in which others do orient to me as a blind person.
Certainly, this is soi I use the term only to suggest
that in much of my interaction I do not receive others
as orienting to me as a blind person.
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Sightedness can be achieved and produced in vari-
ous ways in public settings. This can be exemplified
in the way I manage the crossing of traffic light con-
trolled intersectioné.

In most instances, I am not able to "see" the
traffic light, and hence, determine whether or not it is
in my favour, and therefore, whether or not it is appro-
priate and safe to cross the street. Thus, I use a com-
bination of various other procedures in order to "see”
whether or not it is appropriate and safe for me to
cross the street.

For instance, I listen to and watch traffic flows.
After several minutes or several occasions of obser-
vations I am able to "sée" the order in which the traf-
fic lights operate. That is, this observation enables
me to determine the order in which the direction of
traffic is allowed to flow, whether or not left hand
lanes are allowed to turn, whether or not right hand
lanes are allowed to turn, and so on.

Further, I observe the pedestrian traffic. This
observation tells me when the pedestrians "see" that it
is appropriate and safe to cross the street. In most
~instances, I take it that whether the light is in the
pedestrian's favour or not, the pedestrian will not

cross unless it is safe. At any rate, my simultaneous
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observation of traffic and pedestrian flows enables me
to determine when it is appropriate and safe for me to
cross the street.

‘There are, however, instances where there is very
little traffic at a traffic light controlled intersec-
tion and where pedestrians are not crossing at the place
that I wish to cross. In these inétances another kind
of "work" is necessary.

For example, I may find it necessary to stand on
the corner for a longer period of time in order to det-
ermine whether or not I should cross the street. It is
concelvable and entirely possible that I will be stand-
ing on the corner while the traffic light is indeed in
my favour. Therefore, I do "work" which I take it will
ensure that others will remedy the indexicality of my
standing on the corner, even:though the light is in my
favour, in an appropriate way.

One method is to do "daydreaming”. That is, even
though I am intensely observing the situation, I do "work"
which I recognize and assume that others recognize as
"daydreaming”. Then, when I am sure that it is safe and
appropriate to cross the street, I do what I take to be
"snapping out bf daydreaming” and assume that others rec-
ognize my behaviour as "snapping out of daydreaming". In

other words, I was standing there daydreaming, and final-

1
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ly realized that the light was in my favour.

Another method which I employ, and incidentally
prefer, is to do "waiting” - I lean against the traffic
light pole, which is typically situated on the corner,
and do "waiting" while at the same time intensely observ-
ing the situation. As soon as I determine that it is
safe and appropriate to cross the street, I can glance
at my wristwatch and cross, i1.e., I can do "well-I've-
waited-long-enough-its-time-to-go”.

I do a similar kind of "work" when I walk down.
stairs in public places. I am always able to tell if
there are stairs, i.e., that stairs are approaching.
What I am often unable to determine, however, is where,
precisely, the stairs begin. I do not have this dif--
ficulty with stairs that go up, but, I am often pre-
sented with this difficulty in the case of stairs going
down. I also do not have this difficulty if the down
stairs have a colour contrast br if artificial or natur-
al lighting (in the case of outside down stairs) creates
a shadow on each of the stairs which allows me to det-
ermine where, precisely, the stairs begin. "Going down
stairs” is an activity which is similar to crossing
gstreets at traffic light controlled intersections or
going through doors. That is, it is an activity, which

while being done, is "supposed” to be unproblematic.
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People do not typically have problems accomplishing such
activities. Moreover, these activities are not what
Turner calls "core activities". (Turner, 1972:370&453)
That is, persons do not eﬁter public buildings in order
to walk up and down stairs.16 Instead, persons walk up
and down stairs in order to "get somewhere". Thus,
"doing stairg” is typically an unproblematic and taken-
for-granted activity. What then becomes problematic for
me, is to give my "doing stairs” an unproblematic and
taken-for-granted appearance. In other words, in some
instances, going down stairs is for me a problematic
activity which is not taken for granted. Therefore, I
utilize various methods whereby my going down the stairs
can be received by others as an unproblematic taken-for-
granted activity.

What I typically do is something.that I can call
"reminding work". I approach the down staircase to a
point that I can recognize as being a few inches from
where the downward direction of the stairs actually
begins. I then stop and then by, for example, "snapping
my fingers”, "looking at my wristwatch”, and so on, I

can give the appearance of having forgotten something or

161n this case, I have imputed what Schutz (1973:
69-72) calls "in-order to motives" to members as a way
to receive members' activities as sensible and reason-
able.
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of just having reminded myself of something. While I

am stopped and am doing my "reminding work™ I then unob-
trusively slide my foot along the floor until it reaches
the first down stair. At that point, I do another kind
of "work”. I do "Oh well that's all right" work. That
is, I do a sort of work that I assume others recognize
as "even though I have reminded myself of something, it
doesn't matter and therefore I will proceed down the
stairs”.

Another method that I use to "do Stalrs", and
incidentally prefer, is to do another kind of "work"
which I recognize and assume others recognize as "I
better check it out”. For example, while walking on the
university campus, I typically carry books or a brief-
case or some other appropriate university materials.
When I arrive at some down stairs, I stop and "check
out my materials"”. In other words, I stop and examine
my books in order to make sure (to give the appearance
of) that I have the correct materials before proceeding.
From this point the method is identical with the "re-
minding work" method.

All of the work that I do in managing public
settings would, of course, be unnecessary if I would
simply carry a white cane. A white cane would immedi-

ately make my blindness known to others. I could then
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overtly observe traffic lights ahd overtly find the
beginning of a down staircase and these activities
would be rendered sensible and reasonable by others
because of the presence of the white cane.

Carrying a white cane, however, would require me
to pass and to do just as much "work" as I do by not
carrying a white cane. That is, I would then have to
pass as a "blind person”.

~For example, I have no difficulty walking down
the street safely and appropriately. If, however, I
carried a white caﬁe, "normal walking down the street”
would appear incongruous. I would then have to do "work"
in order to pass as a "blind person”", whatever that
might "look like".

In sum, the data I have presented in this chapter
can be effectively framed within the model of passing
specified by Goffman and further extended and elaborated
by Garfinkel. Thus, my daily activities, as presented
in this chapter, can, within Goffman's and Garfinkel's
model, be qharacterized as passing. My passing can,
therefore, be summarily characterized in the following
way .

(1) Because I receive my blindness as a social

stigma and because I receive it as poten-

tially discrediting, I engage in passing in



(2)

(3)

(4)
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order to conceal it from others. Further,
because I receive my blindness as not being
immediately perceivable by others, I consider
myself to be, in Goffman's terms, a "discred-
itable” person.
The detection of my blindness by others, I
am convinced, will result in certain kinds
of social interactional ruin. This "ruin",
as I underétood it in my teen years, meant
that T would be eliminated from most, if
not all, peer group activity. Presently, I
understand "ruin" to mean that my inter-
action with others will be structurally
limiting.
Whether or not I take my passing to be suc-
cessful, in any occasion of its production,
depends upon the perceived consequences of
my passing. That is, if I understand that
others do not attribute the motive of blind-
ness to my activities or to the construction
of an occasion where I am present, then I
receive my passing to be successful.
My passing consists of courses of action
which are directed to the mastery of prac-

tical circumstances by the manipulation of



- 70 -
these circumstances as a texture of rele-
vances. I cannot pass if I only receive my
daily life as being a series of ™clock-time”
bounded occasions which I must "get through"
and manage. 1 structure my biography, my
prospects, and my motivés of any present
situation over a course of action, and, this
structuring, at the same time,is a function
of the action itself. Thus, I attend very
closely to what Garfinkel calls "inner time",
i.e., the "inner time" of remembrance, anti-
cipation, and expectancy.

There are, however, other sorts of activities
which I, and other blind persons, engage in in our daily
lives which, to say the least, render problematic the
concept of passing. It is to these activities and to

the issues that they raise that I now turn.
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CHAPTER 1V
ACCOMPLISHING THE SIGHTED WORLD

The theme of the preoeding chapter was'passing
considered as an active device for information control.
That is, passing is an activity I engage in in order to
construct, sustéin, maintain; aﬁd manage appropriate,
acceptable, andfexpectable social interaction.

In this chapter I will present some data, the
analysis of which will render the foregoing analysis
lsomewhat-confusing and ambiguous. This confusion and
ambiguity, as will be shown, emerges from the discovery
that discredited persons are, in a sense, involved in
passing.17 In other words, I am involved in inter-
action and encounters with‘others where these others
are aware of my blindness. Further, other blind persons,
including totally blind persons, are involved in inter-

action and encounters with others in situations and

17Ever_l though,; in his model of passing, Goffman
suggests that discredited persons are, at some time or
another, involved in passing, this passing is not done
in "public places"”. (Goffman, 1963:74) Thus, dis-
credited persons pass in such situations as "letter
writing”, "telephone conversations”, and the like.
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occasions where their blindness is immediately perceiv-
able.

Confusion and ambiguity arises, with respect to
the concept of passing, in those interactional occasions
where a person's blindness is immediately perceivable,
or otherwise known, to those with whom he or she inter-
acts. That is, in those interactional occasions, des-
pite the immediate perceivabiliity: or knowledge of their
blindness by others, blind persons still engage in pas-
sing. It should be stressed, however, that this passing
is not an attempt, on the part of blind persons, to con-
ceal their blindness.

For example, before I arrived atjthe University
of British Columbia, I informed my potential professors
that I was a blind person. Upon my arrival at U.B.C., I
spoke at great length with my professors about my blind-
ness, particularly since I intended to do research in
the area of blindness. Further, upon my arrival, I
informed many of the graduate students about my blind-
ness.

Given that several of the persons with whom I
interact "know" that I am, in a'socio—legal sense, a
blind person, I would now like to re-examine, on the

basis of new data, my passing occasions and management
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devices.

Since I am not able to see well enough to be able
to recognize persons in terms of knowing what their
faces look like, it is necessary for me to use other
evidences for establishing recognition. The evidences
I typically use are as follows:

(1) a person's perceived height and weight - I
use these indices to formulate a person's
general appearance,

(2) a person's typical body postures - I come to
attribute a unique appearance to individuals
based on the way they typically stand, sit,
walk, as well as the gestures they typically
use during face-to-face interaction,

(3) a person's typical style of dress -1
arrive at an understanding of what é person
typically wears, i.e., in certain instances
specific clothing, and in other instances,

a general style of clothing,

(4) a person's "distinguishing features" - for
example, beards, glasses, colour of hair
(light or dark), length of hair (short or
long), typical hairstyle, and so on.

(5) a person's voilce~simply, what the person



_714;_.
"sounds like" (the most consistent and
accurate of all of my "person identifying"”
criteria).

Since it takes some time before I can succes-
fully determine these "identifying points” abogt persons
I have recently met, I am not able to make positive fec—
ognition of persons for approximately the first month or
two of consistent interaction. In other words, it takes
me that long to come to "see" and "know" a person's
voice, style of dress, sfyle 6f walking, etc.

Therefore, I usually try to ensure that I will
recelve as many pieces of evidence about the identity
of a person as is possible. For example, when I walk
past a person in the hallway of the Socio-Linguistics
Lab at U.B.C., and that person greets me with a "Good
morning"” or "hello", and if on those bases of appearance
and voice, I am not able to make positive identification,
I will not typically return their greeting with é "Good
morning"” or a "hello". Instead, I will return their
greeting in a manner so as to maximize the possibility
of that person speaking again and thereby providing me
with more evidence for making identification. I will
typically use the return-greeting "Hello, how are you?",

or simply, "How are you?" In most instances, this return-
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greeting (which is also a question) seems to elicit
another piece of talk (an answer to the question). Thus,
the person will reply with something like, "fine, how
are you?". This "checking procedure”, which typically
elicits more talk from the person, enables me to make a
more positive identification.

After a month or two of "being around a setting" I
am able to more positively identify those persons within
the setting. In other words, I will have come to make
immediate and positive identification on the basis of the
criteria I specified earlier. I also develop expectations
about what persons are entitled to be in a specific set-
ting. That is, I come to "know" who is most likely to be
in that particular setting.

Moreover, I also know that the persons who are
most likely to be in that setting are persons who are
connected, just as I am, with that setting. Therefore,

I am entitled to know that person, and more than likely,
have been introduced to that person. One of the ways I
receive the people in that setting is that "I know them
and they know me". Thus, when I meet a person in that
setting I take it that they are entitled to greet me and
I am entitled and expected to greet them. Of course, I
take the converse to be true as well.

One of the physical characteristics of the Soci-
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ology Department is a long hallway with offices and other
rooms on either side of it. There have been many occas-
ions where I have begun walking down the hallway from
one end and have seen another person walking toward me
from the other end of the hallway. The distance between
us prevents me from making an immediate positive identi-
fication of that person. Yet, as I have mentioned, I
receive any person in that hallway, for the most part,
as‘a person who I am entitled to know. Thus, not only
am I entitled to greet that person and to expect a
return-greeting, but that I will greet that person is an
expectable occurrence. In other words, if I walked by
that person without acknowledging (by greeting) the fact
that I am entitled to know that person .and that that
person is entitled to know me, the outcome would be some
sort of an undesireable event.

For example, the other person will have to come
to understand why I did not greet him or her. Further-
more, a non-greeting when a greeting is an expectable
occurrence, is typically treated by persons as a "snub".
That is, it is possible that my non-greeting would be
treated as an unwarranted snub. I, therefore, find it
necessary to minimize the possibility of my action being
received by others as a "snub”.

There is an obvious solution to this problem,



_77_

namely, for me to do the greeting first and thus to pro-
vide én interactional occasion where the other is en-
titled and expected to do a return-greeting. Even
though, on the surface, this seems like a plausible sol-
ution, i1t does have certain risks.

For example, although the person at the other
end of the hallway is received by me as an entitled mem-
ber of that setting, iwe., a professor, or a graduate
student, or a clerical staff member, an acquaintance of
mine, the possibility still exists that that person may
be a "stranger" to the setting. The person at the other
end of the hallway may be an undergraduate student
coming to meet with a professor, or, a maintenance per=-
son, or the like, in which case, a greeting would not
be interactionally appropriate. This is not to suggest
that 1f I did greet this person the interactional occas-
ion would collapse, but, the person, given that we were
not acquaihted, would have to in some way or another
remedy the indexical properties of my greeting. Thus,
I may be considered, by that person, as a cheerful per-
son, some kind of nut, etc.

Thus, to minimize such interpretations, especi-
ally the latter type, I typically utilize, in such sit-
uations, what I consider to be an appropriate non-

verbal greeting. I make use of the "smile”. I take it
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that a smile can function in several ways. I understand
that it can be used as a greeting between two acquainted
persons as they pass in a hallway. Further, I know that
a smile is an indication of friendliness, given the
features of the setting. That is, it is interaction-
ally appropriate for strangers to exchange smiles while
walking by one another in an otherwise unpopulated hall-
way. The smile is, at least fbr my purposes, more inter-
actionally appropriate and less interactionally risky
than a verbal greeting.

The "smile” is particularly useful in facilit-
ating passing and in the demonstration of my inter-
actional competence. For example, whenever 1 leave or
return to my residenée I pass by my neighbour's kitchen
window. (I.consider my neighbours as friends of mine and
they are aware of my blindness.) Very frequently, my
neighbour is in the kitchen and can see who i1s passing
by the window. I know this for several reasons, for
example, my neighbour has often called out a greeting to
me from the.window ag I pass by. In colder weather,
however, the window is not open and my neighbour will do
a greeting to passersby, with whom she is acquainted, by
waving. I know this because when my Wife and I walk by
our neighbour's window, my wife will wave to our neighé

bour on those occasions when our neighbour 1s looking
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out the window. However, when I am walking by the win-
dow alone, I am not able to tell whether or not our
neighbour is looking out. Therefore, I do not know
whether or not a greeting or a return-greeting (a wave)
is appropriate.

It is in such situations that I utilize the
"smile". Evefytime'I waik by the:window, I "look" to-
ward the window and "smile". Again, the smile is inter-
actionally appropriate and sufficient to do a greeting
or return-greeting. A wave, on the othef hand, although
appropriate if our neighbour is looking out the window,
is not appropriate if there is no one at the window. In
other words. it is possible for other persons on the
street to "see" me waving at no one. A smile, however,
even if there is no one there to smile at, may not be
noticed by other persons and, if noticed, can be inter-
preted in several ways, for example, "He thought of
something funny"”, and so on.

In a sense, then,I am engaged in passing even in
those situations where my blindness is known to others.
In these situations, my passing is not so much an
attempt to conceal something, namely, my blindness, but
rather, is more an attempt to "display" something,
namely, my knowledge, understanding, and acceptance of

the paramount reality - the "sighted world". In order
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for me, or any other blind person, to achieve this
"display" it is necessary to orient to "sightedness".

The data presented here shows that and how I
"see" and "report"”, in other words, account18 for my
activities within the context of the commonly-understood-
taken-for-granted world. This world has, as one of its
seen but unnoticed background understandings and as one
of its faken—for—granted constituent features, the
phenomenon of "sightedness”.

"Sightedness", however, is not a feature of the
everyday world which is oriented to by most persons.
Sudnow suggests that:

Not only is it the case that persons seem able
to "formulate" features of another's appearance,
of a scene, gesture, etc., "at a glance"” - as
the successful occurrence of a wide variety of
interactional sequences attests - but for many
interactional sequences there seems to exist a
requirement for interpretation with "no more
than a glance”, and, in many situations, with
no more than a single glance. (Sudnow, 1972:
259-260)

At the conclusion of his paper, and in the form

of a recommended study policy, Sudnow goes on to say

that:

It would seem that a fundamental set of tasks
confronts students of nonverbal behaviour -

181 follow Garfinkel's usage of the concept
"account” (Garfinkel, 1967:1-34) and Hill and Critten-
den, eds., 1968:9).



- 81 -
namely, the investigations of the ways inter-
actional environments establish activity rele-
vancies and how, in turn, the relevant collec-
tions of alternative activity formulations in
some setting constrain both the kinds of appear-
ance production work that go on and the kinds of
monitoring procedures that are employed in that
setting. (Sudnow, 1972:279)

The fact that persons are able to "at a glance”
categorize, on every occasion of their observed and
displayed occurrence, the status of contexted scenes and
events, turns on the taken-for-granted and seen but un-
noticed background understanding of sight. In other
words, to glance or to be glanced at, or otherwise to
look or be looked at, one must assume that he or she
"sees” what and how others "see"” and assume that others
assume this of him or her. The fact that people do "see",
i.e., have "sight", is a taken-for-granted constituent
feature of the everyday world which is not explicitly
oriented to by most persons.

On the other hand, I, and other blind persons, do
not take "sightedness" for granted. Even though I "see"
and "report"” the same world that others "see"” and "rep-
ort"”, namely, the "sighted world”, in order to "see" and
"reéport” a "sighted world" I must and do orient to
"sightedness”.

This orientation consists of my attending to

"sightedness"” as recognizable on-going courses of action,



_82_
the productions of which are ensured and recognizable
consequentially. I do not receive the phenomenon of
sight as an obvious, factual, taken-for-granted physiol-
ogical phenomenon, but rather, as a "cultural event”
recognizable and produced only through actual witnessed
displays of common talk and conduct.

On many occasions, therefore, my passing is not
so much an attempt to conceal my blindness, but rather,
is a "method"” whereby I "see" and "report" a commonly-
understood-taken~-for-granted world and a "method” where-
by I make this "seeing"” and "reporting" "visible" to
others.

For example, I have often attended sports events,
such as ice hockey games, with friends who are perfectly
aware that I am a blind person. They are aware, for
instance, that I am unable to "see" and distinguish one
player from another. They are also aware that I am not
able to "see" the puck during the course of the game.
Further, I am not able to "see" whether the puck is
being passed from one player to another or shot toward
the net in an attempt to score.

There are, however, certain occurrences that I
understand and take as documents and evidences of a goal
being scored. For example, when a goal is scored there

is a loud sound which is created when the puck hits the
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metal bars of the goal net. 1In and of itself, however,
this sound is not evidence enough that a goal has been
scored, because the puck may have hit the outside of the
metal posts of the net and not actually have gone into
the net. If, on the other hand, this sound is immedi-
ately followed by a tremendous cheer from the spectators
I know that a goal has been scored and I can react in
the acceptable and expectable manner immediately after I
have "recognized" the documents of a goal.

It may, in fact, be that many of the other spec-
tators do not actually "see" the puck go into the net but
use the same sorts of occurrences that I do in order to
"see" a goal being scored. Whether or not this is the
case, the crucial point is that the "normally sighted
spectators” are able to "report” that either they did,
or at least, could have "seen” the puck enter the net,
whereas, I am able to report that the puck did go into
the net due to my observations of the occurrences of cer-
tain documents and evidences.

The rest of the spectators' claims to "have seen”
or to "have been able to see” the goal being scored is a
claim which i1s not different from my claim. That is, my
passing informs my friends that "if I had 'normal vision'
I too would have been able to 'see' the puck enter the

net"”. Thus, I display my understanding, knowledge, and
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acceptance of the paramount reality, the "sighted world”.

In this sense, my passing is qualitatively dif-
ferent from the sort of passing eﬁgaged in by Agnes.
That is, when my passing is "found out"” or when I inform
others that I am engaged in passing and inform them of
some of my passing techniques and management devices,
they typically take my passing activity as being reason-
able and sensible. In ‘other words, in some instanCes; I
can and do assume that others would "view” my position
in, for ali practical purpdses, an identical way, were
we To exchange posi‘tions.19 For Agnes, however, the
taken-for-granted assumption of the “reciprocity of per-
spectives”" was not operative.

Members typically view blindness as a misfortun-
ate "happening"”. Further, they view blindness as a
"Happening"” which could "happen" to them. Thus, members
can and do speculate on what they would do "if they went
blind"”, or, if they were in my position. iFor Agnes, how-
ever, this was not the case. Members typically view sex-
edness dichotomously, that is, a person is either a male
or a female. Further members "happen” to be either male

or female, i.e., they are "born” either male or

19The taken-for-granted assumption of the "reci-
prosity of perspectives” was not received by me as
operative at all times. For example, I did not receive
this assumption as operative during my teen years.
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female. Therefore, members can speculate on how their
lives would be different if they were "born" the opposite
sex. However, to have been "born" male and, at some
latter point, to assume the position of female, is not
typically considered by members as a natural, normal
"happening”, but rather, as an "election”. Thus, members
do not typically speculate on what it would be like to
choose to be the opposite sex, that is, members do not
speculatively change positions with Agnes.

My passing, on the other hand, is often received
by others as an attempt on my part to "accept” my handi-
cap. This understanding of my passing by others is evi-
dent in the "method"” I employ to achieve face-to-face
interaction.

During conversation with others, I attempt to
"look" directly into the eyes of the person with whom I
am speaking. This presents some difficulty for me, since,
I have a spot within my visual field which is completely
"blacked out”, in other words, I have no vision in this
particular area. Therefore, I must "look around” this
area or "focus“this< area out of the way" in qrder to be
able to "gee". Thus, in order to actually "see" an in-
dividual's face, it will appear as though I am "looking
past” the individual because I am actually "looking

‘around” this blacked out area. If, however, I focus this
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blacked out area directly on to the person's face, it -
will appear as though I am looking into the eyes, or at
least into the face, of the person with whom I am con-
versing. In other words, when a person's face does
not appear within my visual field, I can be fairly con-
fident that it appears as though I am "looking" at the
person with whom I am interacting. Put more succinctly,
I "know" that I am "looking” at a person's face when I
do not "see" that person's face.

This activity is typically received by others
(others who are aware of it) as a reasonable and sensible
thing to do. It is a display of my knowledge, under-
standing, and acceptance of a commonly understood method
for conducting conversation in a "sighted world”.

"Looking toward the voice of the person to whom
one 1s speaking” is an activity which blind persons typi-
cally engage in and attempt to master. In fact, it is a
method which is taught to blind persons by rehabilitation
staff at the C.N.I.B.

Blind persons typically derive a great deal of
satisfaction from being able to carry this conversation
procedure off. For example, a totally blind woman told
me that, while she was engaged in a multirparty conver-
sation, she "looked"” toward the voice of one of the per-

sons and asked that person a question. The person then
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answered her question. To her satisfaction, however,
the person did not preface the answer with a "Were YOu
speaking to me"”. In other words, much to her satisfac-
tion, and delight, she had carried off and successfully
achieved "doing normal talking".

This display of knowledge, understanding, and
acceptance of the paramount reality, the "sighted world",
is achieved by blind persons in many ways. For instance,
blind persons, even congenitally totally blind persons,
do not typically act, especially in public places, as
though they "receive” their perception of the world as
"reality". In other words, they orient to the world as
a "sighted world" and do not orient to the world as a
“blind world”. |

For example, blind persons use facilities such as
window shades in their homes to prevent others from
"looking" in. They do not typically perform socially
inappropriate bodily functions, nor do they manipulate
certain areas of their body when they are in public
places. Blind persons typically wear clothing, even on
those days where warmth and protection from the elements
is not a concern, in order to prevent others from
"seeing" certain culturally restricted areas of their
body.

In a physiological sense at least, then, blind
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persons "perceive” and "see"” a world which is different
from that of sighted persons. Yet, to blind persons the
world is not dichotomously organized, i.e., there is not
an objective, rational, and sensible world for sighted
persons and a different objective, rational, and éen—
sible world for blind persons. Sighted persons, through
their accounfing practices, come to "see" and to "report”
the world as sensible, as rational, and as objective.
There is no doubt that, in a sense, blind persons "see"
and "receive" the world differently from sighted persons.
However, blind persons typically "receive" their percep-
tions of the world as an invalid and wrong perception of
the "sighted world”. Thus, blind persons passing is not
so much an activity whereby their blindness is concealed
or kept secret, although this certainly does occur, but
rather, their passing is an activity whereby their know-
ledge, understanding, acceptance, and deference to the
"sighted world” as the "real-sensible-rational-objective-
world” is displayed. Put differently, blind persons
accept and treat the "sighted world” with deference: as
it is constituted and presented to them by "sighted
persons”.

That blind persons do display their knowledge of,
understanding of, acceptance of, and deference to the

"sighted world"” is further locatable in everyday occur-
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rences. of talk. For example, I have already mentioned
that many blind persons, including totally blind per-
sons, will "look” toward the voice of the person with
whom they are speaking.

On many occaslons of interaction between blind
and sighted persons, blind pefsonsqmake use of words
which I shall call "sighted words". For instance,Ablind
persons use such words as "look" and "see”. Further, -
they will also use such phrases as "I haven't seen you
for a long time", ."See you later"”, "I was watching
television last night”, "I've been looking for you for a
week", and.so on., Blind persons typically make use of
"sighted words" to talk about and report on scenes,
activities, and events of everyday life. For example,
during a conversation, in which I was a participant, a .
congenitally totally blind adult described a car accid-
ent that he was "witness" to. Several sighted persons
were also participants in this same conversation. The
blind person not only claimed to have "been witness" to
the car accldent, but also, described the car accident
in vivid visual detail. He described the intersection
at which the accident took place, described the angle
from which the cars were approaching, described the
angle at which the cars collided, described where both

cars ended up after the collision, described the extent
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damage done to each car, and where on the car, the damage
was done, and so on.

Not only was the blind person displaying his
" knowledge of, understanding of, acceptance of, and def-
erence to the ."sighted world" by using "sighted words"”,
but also, the car accident could only be described with-
in the understanding of a "sighted world"”. That is, for
that blind person to have described the car accident as
he "actually" experienced it would have meant the utili-
zation of a "reporting"vmode which was not available
either to him or to his co-conversationalists. In order
to report the car aécident as he "experienced it" would
involve the utilization of some sort of "presighted"
mode of not only "reporting”" but "seeing". In other
words, by employing his other senses, talking to those
present during the car accident, listening to the com-
ments of those who were present during the car accident,
and so on, this blind person "saw"” and "reported" a car
accldent as it occurred within a commonly-understood-.
taken-for-granted-sighted-world.

Thus, for blind persons, passing is a way not
only‘to display anwledge of, understanding of, accept-
ance of, and deference to the "sighted world”, but, pas-
sing is also at'least one of the ways whereby blind per-

sons "see" and "report"” a sensible, reasonable, world.



- 91 -

Even though the use of "sighted words” is consid-
ered by many people, both blind and sighted, as a more
"normal"” way for blind persons to interact, there are
some occasions where the use of such words produces an
interesting phenomenon. This is most clearly exemplified
in intefaction occasions where a sighted person, for the
first time, encounters a totally blind person. I have
observed numerous occasions like this and have had occas-
ions like this described to me by both blind and sighted
persons.

During such encounters sighted persons typically
experience discomfort. At least one source of this dis-
comfort revolves around the use of "sighted words".
Sighted persons typically find it odd that blind persons
would use such words as "see", "look", and would say
such things as "I saw your brother yesterday", or See
you later"”. Further, sighted persons typically feel
awkward and uncomfortable when they themselves, during
the counse of conversations with blind persons, use such
words. Frequently, sighted persons make a conscious
effort to avoid using such words or when such avoidance
does not come off they typically apologize to the blind
person., It seems that during such interaction words
and phrases such as "look", ¥see”, "from my point of

view"”, "from my perspective”, and so on, lose their
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contextual meaning. For example, to say "do you see my
point"” during a conversation where one person is attempt-
ing to express an idea or thought to another person,
"see" has virtually nothing to do with the physiological
processes of sight. Yet, during interaction between a
blind person and a sighted person, especially where the
sighted person encounters a blind person for the first
time, the word "see", regardless of its contextual back-
ground, seems to take on an exclusively physiological
meaning. In other words, the context is stripped away
and the word '"see", then, becomes a reference to the fact
that the blind person cannot, in a physiological sense,
"see". Such a process is even more dramatically expli-
cated when such an utterance as "see you later”" is spoken.
| These feelings of discomfort and awkwardness dur-
ing interaction, where "sighted words" are used, are by
no means restricted to sighted persons. Blind persons,
especially newly blinded persons, also experience such
feelings. Many persons, who have experienced total sight
loss during adulthood, have told me that they have exper-
ienced extreme difficulty in using "sighted words".
Thus, newly blinded persons also typically experience
such words as "see" in their physiological sense. Fur-
ther, newly blinded pérsons "perceive” themselves as no

longer a member of the collectivity "sighted persons”,
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and therefore, no longer entitled to use "sighted words".

This phenomenon does not typically occur in the
case of "seasoned" blind persons. In fact, blind per-
sons, who have been blind for some time, "see" discom-
fort on the part of sighted persons, with respect to
"sighted word usage", as humourous, a lack of under-
standing on the part of the sighted person, or an in-
stance of discrimination on the part of the sighted per-
son. That is, it frequently happens that blind persons
"see" themsélves as entitled members of éighted soclety
and receive such discomfort, on the part of sighted
persons, as an instance of, or more‘correctly, a docu-
ment of the sighted society's unwillingness to accept
them as legitimate, bona fide members of the sighted
collectivity.

The perceived discomfort surrounding the use of
"sighted words" during initial encounters between blind
persons and sighted persons is, of course, not restric-
ted to totally blind persons. For instance, I have not-
iced this discomfort in some of my experiences.

There are, for example, instances where I find
it necessary to prospectively instruct certaln persons
that I am a "legally blind person”. These instances are
characterized by the eventual discovery of my blindness

by those persons, or, where I find it nécessary for those
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persons to know about my blindness for other reasons.
For example, I informed my professors about the fact I
am blind. Informing professors about my blindness has,
for me, distinct advantages. That is, I can then make
special arrangements for the writing of tests and exam-
inations. Furthermore, since all of my reading materials
have to be put onto taped recordings, it is necessary for
me to know, in plenty of time, what the specific course
reading lists are. By informing the professors of my
blindness I can more expediently resolve such issues.

In some iﬁsténces, I inform my professors about
my blindness before an actual face-to-face meeting takes
place. That is, I inform them by letter or by telephone
and typically, at the same time, I arrange to meet them
pfivately. I typically receive these initial meetings
as being, at léast to some degree, awkward and uncomfor-
table. The professors are never sure how much I can
"see"., When directing me into their homes or offices,
they ask "Can you manage'", or, "Are you alright", etc.
This sort of caution on the part of the professor usually
dissipates shortly after our initial meeting. As I have
alreading mentioned, another feature of this initial
meeting is the awkwardness surrounding the use of
"sighted words". Professors, especially social scient-

ists, typically "handle" this awkwardness in a very
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-interesting manner. Part of what is discussed in our
initial meeting is that I have made "blindness" a topic
of my study. This, presumably, provides the professor
and I with a resource for remedying the indexical par-
ticulars of "sighted talk". Both the professor and I
typically couch the discomfort of fsighted talk" within
some sort of social science perspective. That is, when
such a phrase as "From this perspective”, or, "From this
point of view", "appears'" during our conversation, we
both comment on how "fascinating" and "interesting” it
is that such phrases can be used by blind persons and
how such phrases can be the source of discomfort in
sighted-blind person interaction.

Despite the discomfort and awkwardness of "sighted
talk" it seems to be necessary and expectable that blind
persons will do "sighted talk”. And, even though as I
have shown, "sighted talk" is at least one source of dis-
comfort in sighted-blind person intefaction, it's delib-
erate avoidance does not alleviate this discomfort.
Moreover, this avoidance operates as a further source of
discomfort.

For example, for a blind person to say "I heard
television last hight" rather than "I watched television
last night"” does not provide for a common understanding

of television, i.e., a common understanding with respect
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to a blind person and a sighted person commonly under-
standing what "watching television" entails. Thus, for
a blind person to say "I heard television last night” is
to imply, at least to some degree, or at least to provide
for the possibility that the blind person is not aware
that a television possesses a picture which is visually
available to most persons.

The legitimacy of "sighted talk" is evident in
other interactional occasions. For instance, when a
blind person wants to examine an object that is immedi-
ately available to a sighted person, the blind person
will not typically say "Let me feel that", but rather,
will say "Let me see that". It is clear, in this in-
stance, to both interactants that the blind person will
not physiologically "see" the object, but that the
blind person will "see" the object via the physiological
sense of "touch”. Further, by using the word "see”,
the blind person provides for his or her understanding
that the object is available for examination by sight.
In short, "sighted talk", on the part of a blind person,
provides for and displays his or her knowledge of,
understanding of, acceptance of, and deference to the
paramount reality, namely, the "sighted world".

"Sightedness” then, is a taken-for-granted-

constituent feature of everyday life that is oriented to
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and produced by blind persons. This production, of
course, turns on the blind person's recognition that
everyday talk and conduct is everyday "sighted" talk and
conduct.

Blind peréons also make use of various other
features of talk while engaged in face-to-face inter-
action with sighted others. These features consist of
gestures:and othér non-verbal behaViour; I have:already‘
mentioned how blind persons "look" toward the voice of
the person to whom they are speaking. I have observed
on several occasions blind persons making use of various
other gestures while engaged in conversation with sighted
others. For example, while using falk to formulate an
idea or concept, blind persons will frequently use
appropriate gestures. Thus, when a blind person sug-
gests that it is "really cold outside” he or she will
often cross his or her arms; hold them in tightly to-
ward their body, and tremble slightly. This serves to
give sighted others a visual display of coldness and it
also displays that the blind person is aware that his or
her appearances are visually available to sighted others.

Another occasion on which I observed blind per-
sons using gestures, as a feature of talk, to do "sight-
edness”, was when a totally blind person addressed an

audience of sighted persons. During her speech, this
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totally blind woman, did'hot "appear” to "look" in one
direction. Instead, she moved her head slowly from side
to side. She alsorheld her ﬁead "focused"” in one direc-
tion for a few seconds and‘theh moved 1t to "refocus” it
in another direction. These head motions continued
throughout the course of her speech. It was obvious to
me, and presumably obvious to others in the audience,
that she was doing what it would be expected that anyone
would do during the occasion of delivering a speech.
She was aware that she was in front of an audience and
that that audience was "looking” at her. She was also
aware fhat public speakers de not typically "look"” at
one person in the audience when they deliver their
speech, but rather, they shift their gaze and, hence,
thelr head and eyes in various directions so as to give
the "appearance" of addressing the entire audience. 1In
other words, this blind woman was "looking” at evefyone
in the audience while delivering her speech. In short,
she was bringing to bear her recognition and subsequent
production of "sightedness" in order to do "delivering
a speech”.

In sum, it is not the point that I, or any other
blind person, "perceives" himgelf or herself as living
in a world which is different from the world in which

sighted persons live. It is the point that I, and all
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other blind persons, live within a world which we "per-
ceive” and "receive"” as "sighted"”. To display this
acceptance of the paramount reality, i.e., the "sighted
world"”, I, and all other blind persons, in varying deg=
rees, must recognize and produce "sightedness" and must
attempt to make this production recognizable to others
as "sightedness”. The degree to which this latter rec-
ognition is achieved, I would argue, will determine to
what degree a blind person's claims to bona fide mem-
beréhip in society will be legitimately received by
others.

In this chapter I have presented some data which
is markedly different from the data presented in the
preceding chapter. The data I presented in the preceding
chapter suggested that, for some of the time, blind per-
sons are involved in passing in order to conceal their
blindness from others. Further, the concept of passing,
as formulated by Goffman and Garfinkel, provided an ef-
fective conceptual basis within which to frame this
phenomenon.

However, the data presented in this chapter does
not appear to be effectively framed within the passing
concept. The apparent discrepancies between the phenom-
enon of passing and the data presented in this chapter

can be characterized as follows.
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(1) Despite a person's blindness being:immedi-
ately perceivable by others, or otherwise
known by others, blind persons still engage
in an activity which, in some sense, can be
characterized as passing.

(2) According to both Goffman and Garfinkel, if
a person's social stigma is immediately per-
ceivable, or otherwise known to others, they
are not engaged in passing. That is, pas-
sing 1s an activity engaged in by those per-
sons who are attempting to conceal infor-
mation, which they receive as discrediting,
from others.

(3) According to Goffman and Garfinkel, if a
person's passing activity is "found out”
simultaneously exposing that person's dis-
crediting information, the result is "social
ruin".

(k) When blind persons engage in a sense, ih
passing, even though their blindness is im-
mediétely perceivable, or otherwise known
to others, "soclal ruin” is not a consequence.

These discrepancies or incongruities between the

concept of passing and the data presented in this chapter

raise some serious questions with respect to the concept
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of passing. First, given the data presented in this
chapter, is passing still an appropriate concept within
which this data can be framed? In other words, can the
activity of blind persons, as presented in this chapter,
be considered as passing? Secondly, is passing a method
whereby blind persong achieve a. commonly understood,
taken-for-granted, reasonable, sensible world as it is
constituted and presented to them by sighted persons?
And finally, is passing an activity engaged in both &
blind and sighted persons as a method to formulate their
"expériences" within a framework of a commonly-understood-
taken-for-granted=world? Is the concept passing, as is
the concept socialization, a "gloss" for the ways all
persons, be they blind or sighted, sociaily intefact andl
the methods whereby such social interaction is accom-
plished? What is required, then, is a re-examination of
the concept "passing” with respect to its constituent
features as they are displayed by members, be they blind
or sighted.

What is clear, however, is that blind persons
orient to "sightedness”", i.e., to "sighted persons” as
"cultural events”. Sighted persons typically take sight-
edness for granted as a commonly understood, seen but
unhoticed background expectancy of everyday life. Blind

persons, on the other hand, "see and notice" sightedness,
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seek to recognize its production and seek to produce
sightedness as a commonly understood taken-for-granted
"fact" of everyday life. Further, blind persons employ
methods and procedures whereby they display their know-
ledge of, understanding of, acceptance of, and deference
to the paramount reality, namely, the "sighted world"”,
as it is constituted and presented to them by sighted

persons.
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CHAPTER V
SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION

The foregoing is an attempt to treat a physiolo-
gically lecatable event, namely, blindness, as a social
phenomenon. In doing so, I have also attempted to show
that "sightedness"”, also a physiologically locatable
event, is oriented to by blind pérséns as a "cultural
event”.

In Chapter I I attempted to demonstrate that the
socialization model, a model conventionally used to
frame studies of blindness, 1s neither a theoretically
appropriate model nor is it a model within which the
actual everyday activities of blind persons is accurately
described. Instead, the socialization model "glosses”
the very phenomenon that it seeks to explicate, namely,
"how" blind persons interact in a "sighted world”.

In Chapter III I presented some data which I
attempted to frame within the concept of "passing” as it
is formulated by Goffman and extended and elaborated by
Garfinkel. Even though some of blind persons' everyday
activities can be effectively framed within this "pas-

sing"” concept, data presented in Chapter IV raised some
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serious questions with réspect to the concept of "pas-
sing". These questions spring from the apparent dis-
crepancies and incongruities between the data presented
in Chapter IV and the concept of "passing”.

Clearly, however, blind persons do employ methods
and procedures whereby they display their knowledge of,
understanding of, acceptance of, and deference to a
"sighted world" which is constituted and presented to
them by sighted others. I have attempted, in the fore-
going, to explicate some of these methods and procedures.
In sum, then, this investigation of blindness suggests
that members, be they blind or sighted, produce via
thelr practices and activities alone the accountable
normality of "sighted person" and do so only in actual
occasions through actual witnessed displays of common

talk and conduct.
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