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Abstract: Verbalism represents a controversial issue in the field of visual disability. It is frequently stated
that blind people use statements with words and expressions which are not based on direct sensory
experience. Sometimes it is considered a pathology or something specific to blind people. In taking the
work of three blind researchers — Pierre Villey, Joana Belarmino and Bertrand Verine — as a guideline,
this paper emphasizes two main points: 1) The usage of words with visual references constitutes
a strategy of inclusion in a social environment dominated by vision; 2) The importance to develop
new affirmative actions to stimulate embodied and multisensory discourse, favoring experiences of
belonging and sharing between the blind and the sighted beyond the hegemony of vision.
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Como Fazer Falar o Corpo? Deficiéncia Visual, Verbalismo e Fala Encarnada

Resumo: O verbalismo constitui um problema controverso no campo da Psicologia da
deficiéncia visual. E frequente a afirmacao de que pessoas cegas utilizam enunciados que portam
palavras concretas, mas que ndo estdo baseadas na experiéncia sensorial direta. Por vezes é
considerado algo patolégico e especifico de pessoas que ndo dispdem da visdo. Tomando como
fio condutor o trabalho de trés pesquisadores cegos — Pierre Villey, Joana Belarmino e Bertrand
Verine —, o estudo destaca dois pontos principais: 1) O uso de palavras com referéncias visuais
é uma estratégia desenvolvida pelas pessoas cegas visando sua inclusdo num ambiente social
dominado pela visdo; 2) E importante desenvolver acdes afirmativas de estimulo & producio
discursiva encarnada e multissensorial, favorecendo experiéncias de pertencimento e partilha
entre cegos e videntes, para além da hegemonia da visao.

Palavras-chave: Deficiéncia Visual, Verbalismo, Experiéncia Multissensorial, Fala Encarnada.

3Como Hacer que el Cuerpo Hable? Discapacidad

Visual, Verbalismo y Discurso Incorporado

Resumen: El verbalismo representa un tema controvertido en el campo de la discapacidad visual.
Con frecuencia se afirma que las personas ciegas usan afirmaciones con palabras y expresiones
que no se basan en la experiencia sensorial directa. A veces se considera una patologia o algo
especifico de las personas ciegas. Al tomar el trabajo de tres investigadores ciegos — Pierre Villey,
Joana Belarmino y Bertrand Verine — como una guia, este documento enfatiza dos puntos
principales: 1) El uso de palabras con referencias visuales constituye una estrategia de inclusién
en un entorno social dominado por la visién; 2) La importancia de desarrollar nuevas acciones
afirmativas para estimular el discurso incorporado y multisensorial, favoreciendo las experiencias
de pertenencia e intercambio entre los ciegos y los videntes mas all4 de la hegemonia de la vision.

Palabras clave: Discapacidad Visual, Verbalismo, Experiencia Multisensorial, Discurso Incorporado.
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Introduction

In the field of visual disability psychology, it is
often stated that the language of the blind is marked
by verbalism. The term refers to the utterance of sta-
tements containing words and expressions which are
not based in direct sensory experience (Galiano, & Bal-
tenneck, 2007; Hatwell, Streri, & Gentaz, 2003; Heller,
& Gentaz, 2014; Lewi-Dumont, 2011). A person with
congenital blindness, who speaks about blue eyes
or the white snow, is exercising verbalism. This term
frequently takes on wide and imprecise outlines. For
example, if a blind person states: “Brasilia is a beauti-
ful city”, sighted people may look with suspicion. Aren't
they simply repeating something they heard from other
people? Reacting with suspicion and doubt implies the
idea that the experience of the beauty of the city, is the
exclusive prerogative of visual perception. However,
this assumption is being questioned. Verine (2013), a
blind researcher in the field of linguistics, argues that
it is strange that blind people often need to justify their
enjoyment of trips, art and outdoor sports, as if those
were activities which can only be enjoyed by vision,
when the knowledge and enjoyment of the beauty of a
city, a work of art and nature are also gained by tactile,
auditory, olfactory and gustatory perception.

The originality of an aesthetic range that is focu-
sed on other senses is anchored in the cognitive body
(Varela, Thompson, & Rosch, 1993) of the blind per-
son, mainly with its tactile platform, to know the
world (Heller, & Gentaz, 2014; Lederman, & Klatzky,
1987). In the aforementioned case of the trip to Brasi-
lia, the multisensory cognitive body seems to be able
to compose the experience of a beautiful city.

In the book La vie des aveugles, Henri (1948) quo-
tes Maurice de La Sizeranne, founder of the Associa-
tion Valentin-Haiiy au service des aveugles et des mal-
voyants (France), to point out the aesthetic pleasures
that even the sighted can enjoy through smell, hearing
and touch, if they do not let themselves be absorbed
by the visual aspects of the external world. He speaks
about experiences that produce an emotional echo in
the sighted, such as the crackle of the fire in a fireplace,
the wind in the branches of the trees and the roar of
the waves. He wonders why it wouldn't be the same
to someone who does not need to close their eyes, a
fortiori, to better hear “the poetry of a leaf that sings”
or to sense “the smell of the pines”. For a blind person,
the house, the forest and the beach have, according
to La Sizeranne, an “olfactory countenance” and an
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“auditory countenance” that conserve their emotional
potency and confer to each landscape its own charac-
ter (as cited in Henri, 1948, p. 45).

However, even if aesthetic pleasure is present
through other sensory modalities, the life of a blind per-
son certainly includes interactions with sighted people,
conversations, the exchange of ideas, impressions and
information. Studies indicate that language participa-
tes in the creation of hybrid mental images, integrating
verbal information and perceptive traces (Cornoldi,
& Vecchi, 2000). In a previous study about the dreams
of blind people (Kastrup, 2013; 2014), one of the inter-
viewees, an early blind woman, recounted that she had
dreamt about a white wedding dress. She gave a long
description of the dress, with an emphasis on many
tactile features: it was tight in the chest and then loose-
ned up with pleats all around. The blouse was made of
fine lace and had frills, and the sleeves were puffy and
fastened at the arms. The dress was white, that is to say,
the color was part of the image she described. At the
end of the “debriefing interview” (Vermersch, 2000),
after a slow and detailed investigation of the image in
the dream, she concluded that she had said that it was
white because everyone says that wedding dresses are
most frequently white. Further ahead we will detail the
method used in the debriefing interview, which per-
mitted the modulation of a speech which at first pos-
sessed verbalist characteristics.

After an overview of the studies about verbalism
and its place on the development of language in the
blind, this article discusses the issues of verbalism
from a social, political and cognitive perspective.
Regarding the work of three blind researchers as a
guideline, we suggest two main points of analysis: 1)
verbalism as a strategy of belonging for blind people
in a sighted linguistic community; and 2) The impor-
tance to develop new affirmative actions to stimulate
embodied and multisensory discourse, favoring expe-
riences of belonging and sharing between the blind
and the sighted beyond the hegemony of vision.

Verbalism and linguist development

The studies about the linguistic behavior of the
blind focus mainly on the field of language acquisition
and development, and most of them are carried out
with blind school-aged children. Few studies explore
the issue of verbalism in adulthood.

In an interesting analysis of studies regarding the
language of blind people, Galiano and Portalier (2009)
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point out the at times controversial positions of the
scientific community regarding verbalism, which are
explained by the greater or lesser importance attribu-
ted to language and direct experience in the develop-
ment of knowledge. Cutsforth (1932; 1951), the author
of the first study about verbalism in blind children,
positioned himself clearly in favor of the supremacy
of direct (visual) perceptive experience in language.
In this case, the absence of vision leads to a flawed
comprehension of the meaning of words. Cutsforth
analyzed the attributes of objects enumerated by
congenitally blind and late blind subjects. References
to visually descriptive attributes were found in both
groups, with a total of 48% in congenitally blind and
65% in late blind subjects. Based on this data, Cuts-
forth stated that verbalism was present in the lives of
blind children, and he suggested that it was harmful
to the cognitive development of these children, inas-
much as it weakened the connection between know-
ledge and perceived reality. Later on, in a study with
blind, visually impaired and sighted children, Dunlea
(1989) supported Cutsforth’s thesis. For Dunhea, blind
children possessed a limited capacity in their word
usage and they had particular difficulties in generali-
zing words in different situations.

This negative view of verbalism was greatly miti-
gated by Peréz-Pereira and collaborators (Peréz-Pe-
reira, & Castro, 1997; Peréz-Pereira, & Conti-Mansden,
1999), who considered that the construction of linguis-
tic concepts did not only depend on perceived reality,
since language itself was an instrument for the cons-
truction of knowledge. These researchers conducted a
longitudinal study of a blind child and her sighted twin
sister (observed from when they were 2 to 5 years old),
and they analyzed many linguistic factors, such as the
correct usage of pronouns or the use of imitations and
repetitions. No important difference in language deve-
lopment was found between the two sisters.

In addition, Millar (1983) observed that even
among sighted children, a large part of knowledge
was acquired in the social environment through ver-
bal language, without the participation of direct per-
ception. In a similar way, Tetzchner and Martinsen
(1980) found high rates of verbalism in both blind and
sighted children. Other studies, based on the results
of word association tests (Millar, 1983; Nolan, 1960)
or the free creation of stories (Rosel et al., 2005) also
showed that there were no differences between the
linguistic capacities of the blind and the sighted.
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Nowadays verbalism is still a problem that is poin-
ted out by educators and parents of blind children. In
an interview with a group of educators and physiothe-
rapists in a specialized educational institute, Linders
(2010, p. 21) lists the negative aspects related to verba-
lism that are frequently pointed out by these profes-
sionals, of which the main ones are the inappropriate
usage of language, false or incomplete ideas and the
fear of things which do not constitute real danger. On
the other hand, as we have seen, many studies prove
that language is a cognitive function which is develo-
ped without difficulties in blind children, allowing their
participation in a full social life and access to instruc-
tion on every level, even the highest ones, and constitu-
tes an important medium for the learning process.

Verbal description of the sensorial
experience

Two recent studies by Chauvey and collaborators
(Chauvey, Hatwell, & Gentaz, 2013; Chauvey, Hatwell,
Verine, Kaminski, & Gentaz, 2012) indicated that the
presence of verbalism was greatly reduced when the
objects could be manually explored by both blind and
sighted people. The researchers compared the verbal
description given by congenitally blind, late blind and
sighted subjects in two different tests: 1) the descrip-
tion of a person in their proximity and 2) the descrip-
tion of objects which were previously manipulated
during the test. All three groups made use of a high rate
of visual referents when they described people. Howe-
ver, when they described objects which were previously
manipulated, tactile descriptive attributes prevailed in
all three cases. The authors concluded that the partici-
pation and the weight of each sensory modality varied
according to the cognitive resources involved in the
situation. The experience of describing people called
upon long-term memory, which includes representa-
tions constructed in a linguistic community domina-
ted by vision, whereas the situation that involved tac-
tile manipulation favored a short-term perceptive and
cognitive treatment, which was predominantly tactile
not only for the blind, but also for the sighted.

Moreover, other studies examining the language
of the blind identified the use of multisensory refe-
rences (mainly tactile and auditory) in the description
of concepts and in the narration of mental images
by these subjects (Anderson, & Olson, 1981; Lambert
2003; Vinter, Fernandes, Orlandi, & Morgan, 2013).
These discoveries are linked with theories of embo-



died cognition in the field of linguistics (Barsalou,
1999; Glenberg, & Kaschak, 2002). According to this
approach, the meaning of words does not originate
in abstract and amodal symbolic relationships, but in
bodily, perceptive and sensorimotor experiences.

Recent studies in this field suggest that there are
multisensory specificities in the description of objects
and concepts by the blind. Taking these results into con-
sideration, we will follow with an analysis of the social
and communicational network involved in blind peo-
ple’s usage of verbalism. We will also analyze the reasons
why the multisensory and embodied production of dis-
course, which was identified in the studies mentioned
above, still finds little space in the daily life of the blind,
and in an intertextual context dominated by vision.

Verbalism in the discourse of the
blind: The mystery of vision, inclusion
strategies and unilateral negotiations

Pierre Villey (1914; 1927), a blind researcher of the
beginning of the 20" century and author of books about
visual impairment (Le Monde des Aveugles, Laveugle
dans le Monde des Voyants) states that the language of
the sighted provides constant excitement to the intelli-
gence and imagination. It introduces successive greater
or lesser enigmas, which incite thought and invite blind
people to overcome the limits of their understanding.
In this sense, the language that carries visual images,
brings constant cognitive challenges. The interaction
with the sighted spurs learning and the imagination,
kindling the desire to go beyond what they know. Vil-
ley warns us, however, that there is a risk that the blind
person, due to hurry or impatience, does not make an
imaginative effort and is led to mechanically repeating
words which they understand, but which do not cor-
respond to any concrete sensorial image. This doesn’t
mean that Villey denies the existence of verbalism.
What it does is problematizing its mandatory character,
which only stresses a unilateral movement of integra-
ting the blind into a sighted society.

In the same way, Belarmino (2009) states that
vision is an immense mystery to the congenitally
blind. She asks:

Isn’t it curious that what impresses us most, fasci-
nates us most, what incites us most are the things,
the phenomena that we cannot see? Phenomena,
things, theories which seem to be surrounded by
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aregion of mystery, an interval of non-communi-
cation, a shadow zone (p. 181).

Furthermore:

The world challenges us with the mystery, the
interval between the known and the unknown,
shadow zone where there always remains a resi-
due to be communicated, interpreted, explained.
It remains a place of “non-seeing” which encou-
rages and drives our experience of knowing,
understanding, interpreting, touching (p. 181).

For Belarmino (2009), the mystery of vision follows
the life of the congenitally blind. However, the cognitive
flux follows its path based on the other senses. Tangible
objects induce a movement of touching and even the
effort of understanding the world. In turn, the intan-
gible, untouchable, non-perceptible to touch, such as
clouds and stars, and scenes like “the magical meeting
of the ocean with the line of the horizon” and “the sun-
set painted the sky bright red” (p. 183) are completely
inaccessible. They generate “an experience of a hunger
of seeing, an exercise for the brain to interpret, to create
something, something which can be put in place of this
absence of real images” (p. 184). She states that since
she was very young she sought nourishment in this
hunger of seeing in literature, and that now she touches
the intangible through Braille.

Belarmino (2004) proposes the concept of a tac-
tile worldview to deal with a mode of being in the
world where the cognitive platform is predominantly
tactile. She notes that all children, regardless of their
visual condition, have a tactile speech, in the sense
that their speech touches the objects. It is a close
speech, structured from detail, touch and kinesthesia,
but it is progressively inhibited, repressed, and in its
place arises distanced visual speech. Tactile speech is
conserved in poetic language, which does not seek to
explain, argue or interpret, but only to touch.

We can say that there is an inevitable distance,
which could be impossible to bridge, between the
mode of perceiving and being in the world of peo-
ple who live with or without vision. The visual mode
attains the status of mystery for the congenitally
blind, while sighted people see in the blind an enigma,
someone strange. Therefore, strategies are developed
on both sides in the face of this enigma and otherness,
among which we can find verbalism.

Verine strongly problematizes the concept of ver-
balism and proposes raising the issue on new bases.
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In accordance with Dubois (2009), Verine (2007; 2009;
2014) states that in order to analyze the relationship
between perceiving and saying, we cannot take lan-
guage only in its referential function, that is, as a mode
of describing the properties of objects. The issue should
be expressed as an issue of the unfolding of perceptive
experience in language. In Western culture, discursive
practices and specific knowledge construct different
relationships with the world. Philosophical, medical,
educational, psychological, moral, philanthropic, legal,
media and aesthetic discourses participate in this com-
plex web of relationships between the speakers!.

Actors negotiate lexicons and discourses. These
negotiations, which are not without tensions, compete
for the development of knowledge and their position
as speakers in the world. In this perspective, verbalism
among the blind should be understood as a strategy and
an attempt of negotiation with the sighted in the inter-
discursive relations. As an inclusion strategy, verbalism
still possesses a low negotiation coefficient, since the
blind execute a unilateral movement to integrate them-
selves into the conversation with sighted people.

It is remarkable that the blind and the sigh-
ted create strategies to adjust their relationship. For
example, it isn't uncommon to observe embarrass-
ment and even discomfort in some sighted people
when they are confronted with a blind person. One
of the reasons for this is that the conversation is con-
ducted with a very peculiar semiotics of faciality. We
are used to basing our relationships on the gaze on
“looking eye to eye”, and some sighted people feel
noticeably uncomfortable in talking without being
seen by the person with whom they are speaking. On
one hand, recent studies show that the blind and the
sighted produce similar facial expressions in sponta-
neous situations that involve emotions such as fear,
happiness or sadness (see, e.g., Valente, Theurel, &
Gentaz, 2017), yet on the other hand, we can observe
a specific nature of the gaze and the movements of
the eye and the head that are usually considered odd
by the sighted. It is relatively common that, because
of the absence of the gaze, congenitally blind people
hold their head and eyes up or down. It is also com-
mon that blind people move their necks and ears, and

not their eyes, in the direction of the speaker, to direct
their attention to their hearing and to better follow the
conversation. However, this can upset the sighted spe-
aker, who usually interprets this gesture as a lack of
attention. If the sighted speaker does not frequently
interact with blind people, they don’t notice that this
is precisely an intentional gesture of attention.

In order to control and minimize discomfort in the
sighted, it is not uncommon that the blinds are trained
to direct their face and move their necks in order to
simulate the gaze, thus giving the sighted the comfor-
table, though false experience of “looking eye to eye”.
These strategies are sometimes part of the set of tech-
niques taught in rehabilitation courses for people with
visual disability. In a similar way, discursive strategies
are created to adjust their relationship with the sigh-
ted. Verbalism is one of them. However, it is important
to emphasize the negative consequences brought on by
this strategy, due to the fact that blind people need to
bow down and meekly adapt themselves to a visuocen-
tric world, which contributes to the invisibility of their
way of knowing and being in the world. It is, as we said,
a strategy with a low coefficient of negotiation, by being
closer to a movement of unilateral adaptation to a world
that remains visuocentric instead of an effective act of
sharing that works towards the symmetric widening of
all people’s cognitive domains, and thus towards the cre-
ation of a common and heterogeneous world.

Verine (2013) directly denies the hypothesis of
generalized and pathological verbalism and observes
that in blind people’s discourse, the tactile source of
information is usually reduced to silence, even when
it participates in multisensory perception. Sometimes
tactile perception is subsumed in the description of
the action that accompanies it and to which it con-
tributes. For Verine, the verbalism hypothesis should
make way for the hypothesis of self-censorship due to
an actual cultural hierarchy of perceptive systems that
is still present nowadays and which conditions the
exclusion of the senses and the inhibition of non-vi-
sual speech. The lack of variety in the non-visual lexi-
con, compared to the visual lexicon, in terms of quan-
tity and nuance, should be understood in this context.

!In Vivre sans voir: Les aveugles dans la société francaise, du Moyen Age au siécle de Louis Braille Zina Weigand (2003) shows that in-
terdiscursive relationships between the blind and the sighted cannot be understood without taking their historical development into
consideration. The book shows how the history of blindness was written mostly by the sighted. In the field of disability studies, Martins
(2006; 2013) points out that the narratives of people with visual impairment are narratives of resistance. Research in this domain should
open up and listen, to allow the knowledge that is produced to generate a social transformation.
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Tactile speech is rare and abbreviated, in daily life as
in literature. This is a consequence, however, of a histori-
cal devaluation of tactile perception as a way of knowing
the world in Western culture. Such devaluation is incor-
porated in the discourse of people with visual disability,
which is manifested in the presence of visual references
and the absence of tactile, auditory, olfactory and gus-
tatory references. This shows that the small space still
allocated to non-visual discourse constitutes a paradox,
since non-visual experiences positively define the cogni-
tive functioning of the blind. Such a paradoxical character
is duplicated when we realize that non-visual experien-
ces are the common and most easily shared prerogative
between people with visual disability and the sighted.

Verine analyses the written production of the blind
with a critical perspective, pointing out that they them-
selves incorporate the supposed inferiority of non-vi-
sual senses in their discourses. In the spirit of the ideas
proposed by Varela et al. (1993), we can say that the
blind person’s cognitive body was removed from the
process of knowledge, thus making space for knowle-
dge based on information, which creates a dissociation
between mind and body. Consequently, it is fitting to
reflect on concrete actions that can stimulate the utte-
rance of embodied speech based on the multisensory
experiences of the blind. Embodied speech opens up
horizons in a two-fold movement: it not only allows us
to value the concrete experiences of the blind, but it
can also open up pathways to create new spaces of dis-
cursive negotiation between the blind and the sighted.

How can we make the body speak?
Proposals to reveal embodied speech in
blind people’s discourse
Dire le non-visuel. The need to change such a situation
and to stimulate the presence of non-visual elements
in the discourse of people with different abilities and
disabilities was proposed in the short story contest Dire
le non visuel that took place in France in the context
of the bicentenary celebrations of Louis Braille. This
contest resulted in the book Lautre beauté du monde
(Verine, 2009), and its material was analyzed in inter-
disciplinary studies published in Dire le non visuel
(Verine, 2014). The contest asked participants to write
fiction or nonfiction texts about non-visual experien-
ces, or texts with descriptions of characters, objects and
places effected through tactile, auditory, olfactory and
gustatory perceptions. Both people with visual disabi-
lity and those without participated in the contest, whose
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objective was to foster a dialogue between writers and
readers with both cognitive conditions. As a member of
the panel of judges, Havelange highlights that the Dire
le non-visuel project possessed a subversive character,
inasmuch as it revealed the pitfall of a culture which
insists in thinking about the world only in visual terms.
The result of the contest showed not only the multisen-
sory possibilities and potency of language, but also its
difficulties, deficiencies and historically constructed
impasses (Havelange, 2014). Beyond being a literary
and scientific project, it was also a political project in
stimulating the expression of the non-visual, engaging
the blind and the sighted in overcoming the limits of
language and culture. The short stories were published
to also engage the readers in this process, favoring the
dissemination of a multisensory discourse.

Debriefing interview. Another way of expressing the
non-visual is the practice of conducting debriefing
interviews (Vermersch, 2000) in studies involving blind
people (Kastrup, 2014). The interview takes a lived
experience as a reference, and it seeks the description
of the experience, rather than its interpretation. Usu-
ally the interviewee tends to adopt the position of abs-
tract speech, with a predominance of opinions, infor-
mation, judgements and commentaries, instead of the
effective description of the experience, of the cognitive
gestures and concrete actions. One of the objectives is
to create a change in the interviewee’s speech, guiding
them to leave the position of abstract speech and enter
the position of an embodied speech.

Abstract or formal speech is characterized by
generalizations, and frequently uses words such as
“always”, “never”, and “frequently”, which recall rather a
type of task or action, than a specific situation. It is the
role of the interviewer to guide the person towards the
lived experience, so that it can speak for itself. In the
position of embodied speech, the interviewee remains
present when the experience is recalled. In other
words, the past situation is even more present than the
current situation of the interview. According to Depraz,
Varela and Vermersch (2003), with an act of suspension,
attention is redirected from the external world, where
it is usually directed, to the internal world. Redirecting
the exterior to the interior is followed by a change in
the attentional attitude of seeking to an attentional
attitude of letting-go (lacher prise). With this way of
guiding which finds resonances in both the method of
phenomenological reduction and Buddhist meditation
practices, the experience speaks for itself, without the
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intentional control of the self. In this way, it can access
the pre-reflective dimension of experience and action.

Embodied speech is not speech about the expe-
rience, since the observer does not perceive his sub-
jective life in an external and distanced manner. It is
neither based on transmitted information nor on the-
oretical knowledge or mental representations. It is a
speech inside of experience. Embodied speech makes
the present and situated body speak and involves
an attention to itself, to the present and to the act of
speech itself. Accessing the pre-reflective dimension
through the cognitive process of the debriefing inter-
view produces an experience of awareness of certain
knowledge. The interviewee can thus say what he was
not even aware of knowing. Knowledge built on these
bases is embodied, incarnated and distinct from theo-
retical knowledge, which is based on mental represen-
tations related to transmitted information.

It is worth going back to the case of the early blind
woman who recounted her dream about a white wed-
ding dress. The debriefing interview tried to confirm
if the white color was really a part of the image of the
wedding dress. The action of description and the cogni-
tive acts of suspension, redirection of attention, letting-
-go (lacher prise) and awareness changed the narrative
of this image. In the beginning, there was a seemingly
total hybridity, yet a more detailed exploration revealed
that there were two different layers: a tactile layer and
a verbal one. The first, which spoke of the tight, plea-
ted and lacy dress with puffy sleeves, seemed to her the
most concrete. She thus concluded that she had said
that the dream dress had been white because she knew,
through the accounts of sighted people, that wedding
dresses are usually white. The description of this dream
attests that perceptive and linguistic components are
mixed in experience and in discourse, without a desire
to mislead or hide a singular mode of perception. On
the other hand, it is possible to escape the verbalist trap
and say the non-visual through a cognitive process.

To produce a mode of speech centered inside
experience by using debriefing interviews was also
proposed in the book Histoires de cecités/ Hist6rias de
cegueiras (Stories of blindness) (Kastrup, & Pozzana,
2015; 2017). It contains 16 stories of blind people and
tries to deconstruct the supposed identity of the blind,
focusing on their singularity and multiplicity. The sto-
ries carry the richness of perception of the blind and

those with visual impairment, emphasizing the capa-
city, ability and potency of living without seeing. The
narratives are also about the difficulties encountered
in the city and in the relationships with other people
and with their own self. The stories are based in embo-
died speech and multisensory experience.

Story creation workshops. A third strategy to reveal
capacity and abilities of the blind were story creation
workshops, conducted with children by Dannyelle
Valente, together with the tactile book publisher, in a
partnership with children’s book author Hervé Tullet.
Unlike traditional children’s books with a beginning, a
middle and an end, Hervé Tullet’s works encourage the
child’s invention and intervention through multisen-
sory language and drawings, improvisations and artistic
interferences. Some books turn into sculptures or encou-
rage the little reader to create fantastical narratives. In
workshops with blind and visually impaired children,
Hervé Tullet’s great classics, such as Un Livre, Le Jeu des
Yeux Fermés, Blop! and Le Livre Avec un Trou, were revi-
sited through multisensory games and supports which
stimulate speech situated inside experience. Each child
was encouraged to choose between different textures,
materials, cords and papers to freely create their own
characters and narratives. When it was time to improvise
a story, a mediator interfered in the moments when it
was necessary to foster continuity and fluidity in the dis-
course with comments such as “Oh, is that right?”, “And
then what happened?”, “Tell me more.”

In one of the workshops, whose aim was to sti-
mulate speech situated inside experience, children
were encouraged to create a story with a character that
went through a tactile route. The character was embo-
died through the children’s index and middle fingers,
which simulated walking legs, a concept found in many
make-believe children’s games. This singular process of
creating stories had the objective of encouraging an
embodied narrative that was constructed and impro-
vised step-by-step by entering tactile mini-sceneries.
The cognitive and perceptive body in action thus gai-
ned a more important role in the children’s speech. An
excerpt of the story created by A., a congenitally blind
8-year-old boy;, illustrates one of the achieved results:

Mediator: A. show us [on the tactile support]?
where your story starts.

2In brackets we include the descriptions of As tactile explorations and gestures that were closely linked to the creative process in this

storytelling workshop
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A: Tt starts here, there was this here, a magical bri-
dge [the child touched the tactile bridge on the
support], there was this magical bridge and there
were also people right beside this bridge [the
child showed the mediator the characters created
with pieces of Lego], and then these people star-
ted to fight.

Mediator: Oh, really? A fight?

A: That’s right, and then there was a crocodile
right beside the fifth figure, here [the child tou-
ched the figure], and then a person walks in the
direction of the crocodile [the child imitated the
character walking with two fingers] but she didn’t
know that it was a crocodile! [the child passes the
character below a paper arch which represents
the crocodile].

Mediator: Really? And what did she think it
was, then?

A: She thought it was.... She thought it was... [the
child touched the upper part of the arch with the
left hand, while keeping the other hand/charac-
ter below]... a wheel that was turning, yes... [the
child returned to imitating the character walking
below the paper arch] and when he arrived, the
crocodile opened its mouth, Grrrrrr!! He came
right in and Boom! He ate him! [the child kept the
hand/character below the arch].

Mediator: Oh, it ate your main character?
A: Ah (laughter), but it ate him raw, and didn’t chew!
Mediator: Ah, so he is inside the crocodile’s belly?

A:Yes, but then he will ask for something: “get me
out of here now, or I'll cut your belly! So it [the
crocodile] says Grrrrr! Grrrr! It opened its mouth,
it yawned, Brraaau! [the child removed the hand
inside the arch in a sudden movement, which
represented the character coming out of the cro-
codile’s mouth].

Mediator: Ah, so the crocodile yawned and he
could get out?

A: Yes! And then he walked [the child continued
imitating the walk with their fingers] and entered
the magic bridge [the child passed the character/
hand below the bridge while exploring the bridge
with the other hand].

The story creation activity guided through a tac-
tile path and through a character situated in the child’s
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own body, increased the possibility of an embodied
narrative with a more sensorial and motor experience.
We clearly observed this in the various moments
where A. narrates and indicates the path taken by the
character with gestures: “a person walks in the direc-
tion of the crocodile”, “He came right in and Boom”,
“And then he walked.” We also observed the usage of
many auditory clues and narrative improvisations cre-
ated only after certain tactile explorations. For exam-
ple, the moment in which A explores the curvy shape
of the crocodile that he had built and only then, after
this exploratory contact, he integrates the element of
a “turning wheel” in their narrative.

Actions such as the short story contest, debriefing
interviews in research contexts, and tactile story creation
workshops with blind children are some possible strate-
gies that try to increase the participation of people with
visual disability in the game of discursive negotiations,
opening up other possibilities of inclusion, belonging
and sharing beyond the verbalist strategy.

Conclusion

In proposing a review of empirical studies and
bringing an analysis of the controversies present
around the concept of verbalism, this study suggests
that its presence in blind people’s discourse is con-
nected to a certain historically constructed discursive
network, including negotiations between the blind
and the sighted marked by hierarchy and a focus on
vision. Itis not an individual or pathological phenome-
non, nor is it exclusive to the blind. Verbalism expres-
ses a certain cognitive policy, that is, a certain mode of
knowledge constructed on a collective network, that
is crossing through and being intersected by the rela-
tionship with people, with the world and with oneself.
Verbalism involves the position of abstract speech,
based on information and mental representations,
which can be modified and transformed into a posi-
tion of embodied speech through concrete practices.
The position of embodied speech is based on direct
experience and mobilizes not only the mental space,
but also the cognitive and multisensory body. In the
case of blind people, abandoning verbalist strategies
in favor of multisensory discursive production affects
their relationships with others and with themselves.

By taking language in its pragmatic dimension
(Austin, 1970), speech is a practice and the act of
speaking is capable of producing and transforming
reality. The act of speaking possesses a performa-
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tive dimension that affects experience and is able to
modulate and even create it. In a short story contest,
in debriefing interviews and in tactile story creation
workshops with blind children, what matters is not
only knowing the content of the experience, which
words convey through the transparency of recoun-
ting. Beyond the knowledge of the experience lived by
the blind, making the body speak means accessing the
procedural and genetic dimension of experience. It
means accessing its enacted dimension, the plane of
co-emergence of speech and the speaker (Varela et al.,
1993; Tedesco, Sade, & Caliman, 2014).

The predominance of the visual is still so strong
today, that the production of non-visual imagery and
speech are usually inhibited by vision. Verbalism is a
strategy to establish relationships between blind and
sighted people. However, such relationships are cons-
tructed on a background of inequality, and they pos-
sess a low coefficient of openness. In this context, it is
necessary to propose more affirmative actions, which
put the cognitive capacity, ability and efficiency of the
blind into a discourse. It is still necessary to produce
the desire to describe, narrate, and speak inside of the
experience of blindness. It is only in this way that we can
cultivate the exchange of experiences on new founda-
tions, where difference arises as a desirable roughness,
awelcome friction, an otherness that allows us to widen
our perception of the world and ourselves. Oral and
written discursive production, coming from inside the
experience of blindness, thus arises as a warning and
an antidote against every kind of naturalization of the
visual world and the false superiority of the sighted.
Lastly, it problematizes the misleading transparency of
vision, opening up the coefficient of openness in the
relationships between the blind and the sighted.

To conclude, it is worth mentioning the testi-
mony of Villet (2015), a young blind writer:

The moment I became blind, words gained the
strength to narrate a world that had become invi-
sible. Why be surprised, after that, in my trust in
the verb, this vector of the impossible? In the voice

of those around me, in the pen of the great authors
read by voluntary readers, in the thread of the lines
of Braille, I am indebted to the great, the small
words of others, the fact that I have seen a little. I
speak of seeing a little, not of seeing. Even with all
the credit I owe them, words cannot do everything.
Even if they taught me that I was a man, and have
moved me when they made me think of the splen-
dor of visible beauty, words can never replace the
retina. The other’s words take the place of my eyes
only in an approximate way; in the same way they
cannot exactly share my perception of the world.

Here we observe that heard or read words affect
the construction of an experience, which is presented
by Villet, not without a certain paradox, as the expe-
rience of “seeing a little”. Villet points out this nuance
to emphasize that verbal experience occupies an
important space in the construction and enrichment
of his knowledge of the world, but it cannot be consi-
dered a substitute for the retina. He also emphasizes
that there is always a distance between perception
and words, which entails an insurmountable limit in
sharing perceptive experiences. Words are not direct
representations of perception — and this is true both
for the blind and the sighted.

We believe that instead of being an obstacle, this
distance is fruitful. The possibility of the blind and the
sighted to open themselves up to share knowledge,
ignorance, perplexities, learning, certainties, uncer-
tainties, deficiencies and efficiencies arises as a two-
-way street, activating processes of mutual enrichment.
The encounter with otherness — in others and in our-
selves — arises as richness and a privilege. Just like the
language of the seeing presents a challenge and stimu-
lates learning and the imagination among the blind, we
suggest that the sighted, in a reciprocal movement, be
equally stimulated in the inventiveness of their cogni-
tion through the interaction and exchange of multisen-
sory experience with the blind. In this way, overcoming
the limits of verbalism presents a healthy challenge and
alearning experience for all of us.
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