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Introduction

The usual perception of visually impaired people is frequently prejudiced and strongly mistaken. Imagining oneself losing sight does not necessarily help understand the actual experience of blindness, either. The main reason behind it is that the loss of vision is not a commonplace situation. Hence, not many people realize what it is like to be blind or what kind of problems blind people have to deal with on a day-to-day basis. Statistics show that only one out of five hundred people that we daily encounter suffer from a sight disorder (Kuczyńska-Kwapisz, 1996). Moreover, a significant percentage of these people (those with low vision in particular) would not be immediately recognised as suffering from an affliction by anyone but their close acquaintances. That is why it is essential to raise the awareness of the problem and the mass-media prove to be a useful source of information for the public.

The extensive influence of the media on people’s way of thinking and behaviour has long been noted. It is the media that provide ordinary people with role-models and ready-made opinions, the functions formerly attributed to social authorities, such as parents or teachers. What is more, the media have an actual power of making facts real. An event that has not become a news item is not a part of general knowledge and, as such, is practically non-existant, as the so-called “press facts” are considered more material than real-life events (Krauze, 1996).

Research

Influential as the press is in creating the popular image of the blind, it became a subject of a diagnostic study to determine what kind of characteristics such people have been given by both newspapers and magazines. The study was focused on how the papers deal with the problems experienced by people with low vision and complete sight loss, as well as on how much information on the different aspects of such people’s lives is accessible to an average reader of the national press.

Content analysis of about 170 articles from both broadsheet papers and glossy magazines was conducted, covering the issues from a five-year period between 1st January 1996 and 31st December 2000. In 2006 the study was repeated, including over 800 articles from the same papers, covering the period from 1st January 2001 to 31st December 2005.

Analysis Results, 1996 – 2000 

The results of the original survey enabled the researchers to formulate several interesting regularities. Articles in women’s magazines, it appears, tend to revolve around the lives of individual people. Blind people’s difficulties, worries and the necessity to cope with disadvantageous circumstances or unsympathetic people, as much as their personal achievements and happy moments are represented not as an illustration of the generalised perception of the people with vision impairment, but simply as stories of various individuals. For the sake of this study, the problems covered in these articles have been categorised according to the age group discussed: visually impaired children, young people and adults, respectively.

In the descriptions of blind children, three main tendencies can be observed. One of them is to concentrate on the parents’ feelings and, specifically, on their reaction to the traumatic experience of having a child with such a serious physical disability, crushing their hopes and high expectations for their children’s lives, with the initial shock gradually replaced by the feelings of confusion and alienation. The journalists recount the parents’ distressing situation and their worries about their chldren’s future.

Another category of children-related articles stresses the parents’ anxiety to find the specialists who would be able to improve their child’s poor vision. More often than not, this is combined with an appeal to the readers to help raise the funding necessary for costly surgeries and treatments abroad. Strikingly, the actual or even supposed possibilities of medical correction of the child’s impaired sight seem more important for the parents than the understanding of the child’s present potential and limitations.

Thirdly, outstanding abilities of blind children are frequently noted. In fact, none of the articles give the slightest hint that blind children could be misbehaving or disobedient. The accounts of blind parents’ sighted children strengthen the image of premature wisdom and an unusual degree of self-reliance of the children who have to deal with the problem of vision loss. There are stories of babies who acted as guides for their sightless parents while still in their prams and who eagerly helped with housework as soon as they were old enough to do it.

Young people with visual impairment are always represented as bright and ambitious, looking optimistically towards the future, both along professional and personal lines. To ensure success in life they pursue university education, search for new job opportunuties or undergo corneal transplantation. However, what the authors of the articles underline is the young people’s strong need for emotional involvement: friendship and love.

As far as adults with sight disfunction are concerned, the articles have a tendency to zoom in on two particular aspects: that of their happy family lives and that of the operations successfully restoring their sight. Again, their self-sufficiency, so “incredible” for outsiders, is continuously stressed.

Daily and weekly broadsheets give quite a different view of sight disability. The authors of the articles analysed in the survey frequently pointed to the diversity of the activities undertaken by the sightless and the visually impaired, such as concerts, art exhibitions and outdoor sculpture sessions, as well as to their involvement in various forms of sports: competitions in athletics and bowling, supporting football teams. In broadsheet papers, proper education of children and youths with sight disorders was given a more thorough attention. On many occasions, the articles mentioned various educational institutions for the blind that considered it essential to ensure that their students receive the appropriate level of education, to help develop their natural abilities and to adjust their professional training to the requirements of the job market. 

There was a substantial number of articles devoted to the technological novelties, computer-related equipment in particular, designed to aid poor vision. These are highly useful for people involved in science and education: pupils and students, teachers and lecturers. The articles pinpoint the advantages of the modern computer equipment and the opportunities it creates for the visually impaired. On the other hand, the availability of the necessary hard- and software is hindered by its high cost.

Another element of the picture of blind people’s lives that the glossy magazines seemed to have misssed altogether is the problem of employment. The topic was raised in the broadsheets in the context of the disabled workers co-operatives, whose poor condition was discussed along with the necessity to create new career paths for the visually disabled and the use of IT in their work.

Broadsheet press does publish sensational items occasionally, like the coverage of the story of one inhabitant of Madrid who, despite being nearly completely blind, drove around the streets of the Spanish capital for three years and never caused an accident. He obviously did not have a driving licence, as he could not see with one of his eyes and had only 10% of vision in the other. Another shocking example of sensation may be a note about a guide dog that had to undergo therapy after being bitten by its drunk owner, who went into a rage as the animal failed to comply with the commands he gave it in a drunken stutter.

Conclusions

The analysis of the content of these articles leads to two general conclusions. Firstly, people with visual impairment were always presented from the perspective of their disability. The people described in the articles were primarily shown as handicapped. Their capacity for something or lack of it, along with other potentially attention-gripping characteristics, came as secondary features.

Secondly, coping with the affliction was glorified and and treated as an extraordinary achievement, whereas it is actually a day-to-day experience for those who have to live with a visual disorder. It is especially the articles in the women’s magazines that make what is natural look so exceptional.

Analysis Results, 2001 – 2005

In comparison to the previous five years, there were a few significant changes as to the content of the articles. In the glossy press, the accounts of the visually disabled children’s parents’ hard lot still predominated. What habitually followed such descriptions was an explicit or implied request for financial support, as the parents were not able to afford expensive eye surgeries abroad or high-priced computer equipment needed for schoolchildren.

With regard to the articles concerned with sight-handicapped children, it is worth noting that although the children were still described as remarkably gifted and well-behaved, a few accounts suggested that a blind child could be as naughty and as much of a troublemaker as an able-bodied one. The authors of the articles emphasized the fact that sightless children are also in need of being disciplined. It is essential to impose the same requirements and limitations on blind children as on their sighted peers in order to aid the development of self-reliance.

The accounts of daily lives of visually disabled parents who have healthy children seem to have become more realistic, too. Sightless women were shown doing housework and taking care of their children, doing exactly the things any other mother would do, only using slightly different means or modified methods to achieve the same purposes.

There were also promising changes in this respect as for the articles about young people with visual impairment. One of the women’s magazines presented a detailed report of a young sightless girl’s life, including issues like the specific methods she was using to deal with money and clothes or to go shopping, the reasons why she went to the cinema, what she was able to do on her own, what she found dificult and why. The reporters even included an insert with an explanation how the Braille writing worked and a sample text written in Braille. To be sure, some of the information was inaccurate, as the Braille writing was described as a system of holes or dents, not as a type of raised-print writing that it really is, and it has been stated in the same article that a university for the visually impaired should be established, but on the whole the outlook is bright.

In the broadsheet newspapers, unlike in the glossy magazines, the numbers of the articles devoted to people with vision defects were significantly higher in the second stage of the research. This is an undoubtedly positive phenomenon, which seems to have been caused by several factors. Firstly, it might be the result of the increasing interest in current technological developments that raise hopes for inventing a white stick substitute or for finding ways of recovering lost vision. Another thing is the growing activity of the blind and visually impaired community, their increasing mobility requiring the necessary adjustments to be made in public transport arrangements. Last but not least, the European Committee’s decision to designate the year 2003 as the European Year of People with Disabilities, and the various events organised to celebrate this year, greatly enhanced the journalists’ interest in handicapped people in general, including the visually disabled.

The subject matter covered by the broadsheet dailies and weeklies in the years 2001-2005 hardly differed from the previous five years’ period. To begin with, social issues were discussed at length: the education and employment of people with sight defects is a serious problem in Poland, as the figures below may prove. Only 6,000 out of 80,000 registered members of the Polish Association for the Blind (www.pzn.org.pl) are currently employed. The articles outlined the high qualifications of blind people, their perfect capability of handling professional affairs and their willingness to work, as well as the benefits for the employers who would decide to take on disabled workers. At the same time, the authors pointed out how difficult it was for a sightless person to find a job. 

Like in the previous five years, some of the articles dwelled on the particularities of the education of sightless and visually handicapped children, focusing on the educational institutions for blind people and only occasionally mentioning children with eye defects who attended public educational establishments. However, actually up to 80% of visually impaired children and over a half of blind children attend regular state-governed schools.

On the positive side, the broadsheets featured numerous reports about introducing facilities for the visually disabled in the public transport or making government offices better accessible for people with sight disorders. There were over 100 articles devoted to the voice information system on buses and trams, appliances helping recognize a street name or a bus number, raised-print city maps and other blind-friendly inventions. Useful as they may be, however, most of them never went beyond the stage of scientific design. The readers of broadsheet newspapers could also learn that web sites of state and local governmental offices are implementing voice-over systems country-wide in order to help blind people find the necessary information or deal with their matters without external aid.

As usually, some of the articles bring up revolutionary inventions that could supposedly change the lives of visually impaired people, such as the devices that could replace the white stick, or the artificial eye that would allow a blind person to regain their sight, complete with colour differentiation. Scandal-seekers will be thrilled to find out that a certain blind Pole was arrested and fined for causing a collision with a lorry by driving his car at night. Another man was accused of establishing a fake company and commiting a serious fraud. The least lucky, however, was a blind murderer who died of heart attack on committing the crime. At least, that was what his two surviving accomplices confessed.

Conclusions

The general image of the blind community as presented by the media is far from optimistic, as the strains and troubles that the visually handicapped people daily encounter are still in focus. Blind women are said to wear grey clothes and no make-up, and their kithchen cupboards have to be nearly empty or they will not be able to tell a jar of jam from a jar of mustard. Even so, there are some reports showing actual changes and the efforts for change made by both blind people and their environment. People with sight defects were often described as actively seeking ways of breaking social barriers surrounding their blindess. The overall picture of this group of people became more realistic. The authors of the articles analysed in the second study were no longer surprised to find that a sightless person is perfectly capable of living on their own, getting around the city or using entertainment facilities. And although closing your eyes and walking around the room (as the author of one of the articles suggested) will not exactly help you understand what it is like to be blind, reading the whole series of articles may help to look beyond the usual prejudices towards the visually disabled.

Recapitulation

The differences between the two types of papers in question are rooted in the general philosophy underpinning each of the types. Women’s glossy magazines intend to evoke emotions, which is in turn reflected in the subject matter of the articles and the language applied, the style often being lofty. Broadsheet press aims to inform the public about facts and to comment on reality, therefore choosing formal language instead of pompous or colloquial.

To sum up, it is must be noted that because of the opinion-shaping power of the press, any mention of people with eye disabilities is valuable, as it draws attention to their presence in the society. However, one should not forget that quality matters more than quantity; what we should look for in the articles about blind people is fairness and reliability the account of their needs and limitations, as well as their abilities. A large number of the problems that the visually challenged have to endure are the result of ignorance on the part of the public, which can be counteracted by propagating fair and accurate information. The hopeful tendency has noticeably developed during the last ten years.
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