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“In order to understand visual impairment one must

study the minute particular. It is in the observation of

tiny detail that I have come to understand the nature

of visual impairment” (Hull, 1997, p. Xiii)

“Visually impaired people also lose communication

through general body language, since although they

can speak using gestures they cannot receive the body

language of other people. Most of the little moments

of play are lost, winking, sticking out your tongue,

exchanging mocking glances, raising the eyebrows

and so on. Everything must be channelled through

words or through touch”. (Hull, 1997, p. 12)



9 perspectives on visual impairment 
1. The biological perspective: Research dealing with how visually impairment develops and affect the person’s 

body, focusing on the bodily sensation and the motor functions (e.g. Bailey et al., 1990). 

2. The cognitive perspective: Research dealing with cognitive aspects of visually impairment and how the brain 
works together with the senses (e.g. Cattaneo & Vecchi, 2011). 

3. The technological perspective: Research dealing with different types of assistive aids, typically with a focus on 
the technologies and ergonomics (e.g. Hersh & Johnson, 2010). 

4. The sociological perspective: Research dealing with aspects of stigmatization, culture and social 
inclusion/exclusion (e.g. Milian & Erin, 2001). 

5. The disability perspective, typically focusing on the discussions about what counts as ability and what counts 
as “normal” (e.g. Davis, 2016; Shakespeare, 2017).

6. The communicative perspective: Research dealing with troubles with communication, social skills, 
competences and typically also cognition and learning (e.g. Roe & Webster, 2002).

7. The ethnographic perspective that explore how ordinary activities gets accomplished in situ, typically focusing 
on geographic or spatial issues (e.g. Macpherson, 2017). 

8. The autoethnographic perspective where VIP members themselves describes from within the world of 
blindness aspects of everyday practices (e.g. Saerberg, 2015).   

9. The EM/CA perspective. This perspective does not dismiss findings from the other perspectives but wishes to 
respecify some of the taken-for-granted knowledge
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Blindness as a “breaching lens” for unpacking the 
taken-for-granted  

Garfinkels inverting lenses

“Garfinkel had us try to write our names on a blackboard while looking at it. We found we 
could not. Our handwriting broke down at every turn. The inverting lenses did not permit a 
routine access to knowing where your hand was, nor did they allow the visual monitoring 
and direction of where your hand was moving. If we closed our eyes, we were able to write 
our names legibly. But if we used our sight, the handwriting became confused, often 
provoking a momentary paralysis of the hand and arm. 

The objective of the exercise was to demonstrate that such mundane tasks as writing were 
founded on the habit of “normal” eyesight. (Robillard, 1999, p. 155)  

Garfinkel called marginal cases involving VIP “natural experiments” (Rawls et al., 2020, p. 
8ff). Understanding their social practices may highlight not only what constitutes ordinary 
activities when being visually impaired but also what we all occasionally do in order to 
achieve the taken-for-granted. 
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Respecifications of some taken-for-granted understandings  

• Perception. The distribution of perception; multisensoriality and co-
operative action: Studying VIP naturally leads to questions about 
sensation, sensory experiences, multisensoriality and perception  

• Society. The ocularcentric design of the spatial world: critical 
respecification of the visual organization of the world and the organization 
of object-space relations 

• Identity. The identity fallacy, presuming membership categorial relevance: 
Focusing on the practices and resources that underpin the possibility of 
description employed by members, discoverable in the lived detail of 
ordinary actions

• Methodology. The visibility bias of looking at blind people: visual 
categories like ”witness”, “observe”, “exhibit” and “display” may be used in 
more abstract ways
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