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White
Good evening.  Tonight we'll be marking your card about this week's benefit changes and how do writers describe a world they can't see and sighted people write about a world they're unlikely ever to experience?

Clip
I talked to lots of blind people and I do have blind friends as well and members of the family who lost their sight but my heroine lost her sight, she wasn't borne blind because I didn't think I could empathise with that, I had to have somebody who knew her bearings in the world a bit because if she couldn't imagine what a thing was like I didn't know how I could get into her head.

White
But first:  Yesterday, April 8th, was the date on which Disability Living Allowance came to an end, new potential applicants will be assessed for Personal Independence Payments or PIPs.  DLA, as it became known, has for the past 20 years been the benefit which visually impaired people have received to cover the added living costs of disability.  But the coalition has made it clear that along with many other benefits it believes the cost of DLA is too high and they think that the new benefit will be at least 20% cheaper.  But there have been indications over recent months that this might not affect visually impaired as quickly or as severely as was first feared.  

Matt Davies is the RNIB's parliamentary manager, he explained what, as far as blind and partially sighted people are concerned, would now happen.

Davies
Well this week, yesterday, new claimants, so people who don't currently get Disability Living Allowance but who would like to because their circumstances have changed, they will now, in some areas of the country mostly in the North West and the North East, rather than being processed as an application for Disability Living Allowance they'll now be processed with an application for Personal Independence Payments instead.

White
Who actually needs to do anything at this precise moment?

Davies
At the moment the only people that are affected will be people who don't currently claim DLA.  So if you're currently getting DLA you won't - definitely won't be affected at all until October of this year at the very earliest.  And in that case, in October 2013, the only people that will be reassessed and moved from DLA to the new benefit - PIP - will be children who reach the age of 16 and people who are coming to the end of fixed term awards.

White
And those are people who've been told you can have this for a year or two years or something like that but not the majority of visually impaired people who're told that they've got this for as long as ever, as it were?

Davies
Exactly, if you have a change in your circumstances, not a change of name or address, something like that, but a change in your actual disability and the impairment that you have and how it affects you, then you can also be reassessed from October this year.  But for everybody else reassessments will only begin in October 2015.

White
Okay.  So just to spell this out:  People who think that their circumstances perhaps have changed, that, for example, that they feel that they might now be entitled to say the higher rate of mobility component or the higher care component, what do they do from now on?

Davies
They should still notify DWP of changes in circumstances as usual.  If they do that before October their changes in circumstances would still be processed within the DLA system, so if they need a change in their award it would still be DLA rather than the new benefit PIP.  From October this year if they notify changes of circumstances and need either an increase or reduction in the amount of benefit they receive that would be done through the new PIP system, so a completely new assessment.

White
And what about people who can't getting any benefit at all at the moment but may be just be being told that they perhaps are entitled to - like, for example, people who are relatively newly blind?

Davies
Well if you live in one of the pilot areas that have started taking new claims for PIP this week then that's what will happen to you, your claim will be assessed as PIP rather than DLA.  From June of this year everyone anywhere in the country will be assessed for PIP rather than DLA, i.e. there'll be no new claims accepted for DLA from June this year.

White
And I suppose we should stress that here we are talking about people under 65 of what we used to call of working age.

Davies
Exactly, if you were 65 or over on Monday 8th April this year then these changes do not affect you.  If you're currently receiving DLA you'll continue to receive DLA, you won't be moved across to PIP at any point.

White
Are you now largely satisfied that visually impaired people are likely to be judged fairly in terms of the extent to which they need Personal Independence Payments because there were fears that some visually impaired people would lose their benefit?

Davies
Well what we are satisfied about is that the campaigning that blind and partially sighted people did over the course of the last year or so made a real difference to the final assessment criteria, not the draft that was released last year that was looking pretty terrible for blind and partially sighted people but the final version that was passed by parliament earlier this year.  So we're happy that there's a framework there that means fair assessments could take place.  What is still unsure is exactly how those assessments will run.  So I think we're cautiously optimistic about the framework that's there but we still need to make sure that blind and partially sighted people get the proper advice before they take their assessment.

White
So it will be the way that the assessments are made that you'll be looking at?

Davies
Exactly and we're still working with the Department for Work and Pensions on things like the guidance that assessors will use and also making efforts to make sure that DWP ensure that the assessments themselves are accessible and as friendly towards the needs of blind and partially sighted people as possible.

White
Matt Davies.

And you can find more information about those benefits on our website.

Now writing of course is an exercise in imagination.  Ian Fleming didn't have to be sucked out of an aeroplane like a tube of toothpaste, in his graphic phrase, in order to write about the grisly demise of Odd Job in Goldfinger nor did JK Rowling have to fight a giant spider to imagine Harry Potter and his mates doing it.  But in a very visual world just how accurately and authentically can you write if you're virtually totally blind?

It's an intriguing question which was raised for us by Canadian author Christine Malec who has written a book based in 16th Century Scotland.  It deals with big issues like equality, friendship and love but you have to make it live visually too.  We brought her together with Rosemary Aitken, one of whose series of historical novels set in Cornwall deals with the life of a woman blind from the age of seven.  Rosemary is fully sighted.  So the scene is set:  Christine Malec first.

Malec
The plot centres around an arranged marriage between a young French woman and a Scottish landowner and each of these people has their own sort of private motives and some things that are secret when they begin their relationship.  And so the story's unfolding in the background of the Reformation, so there's a lot of religion, politics, sexuality - I sort of tried to cover all the controversial topics.

White
Does it help that in a way you set it in the 16th Century because at least when you're describing things that are visual in a sense nobody else has seen them either?

Malec
That is true, especially in terms of the landscape, so, for example, as Marguerite, the main character, is riding through Perthshire for the first time she's seeing things like abbey granges and hills being grazed by sheep and forests that have been sort of denuded by ship building.  And so, yeah, there's not someone who could look around Perthshire today and go that's wrong and so that was somewhat reassuring to be writing in a certain sense in a vacuum.

White
So how did you go about researching that?

Malec
I got extremely lucky in that as I was writing I was publishing excerpts on a short story sharing website and a man in Scotland e-mailed me, he said - Oh I really like what you're doing, it's very authentic, have you thought about..... - and it began an extremely fruitful correspondence.  So to a large extent I relied on somebody else's interpretation of what the landscape would have looked like, what birds, the wildlife, the trees - so I was very fortunate to come across somebody who was able to help me out quite thoroughly with that.  And so I did some of my own research as well but I definitely relied on a sighted person with a lot of historical knowledge.

White
Talking about trees let's just hear an extract on how you tackled the issue of landscape.

Reading
The size of the hills was increasing in a way that was beginning to make Charles uneasy.  However, the woodland was becoming richer and the landscape generally more imposing.  Large stands of trees surrounded them - oak, thorn, aspen, willow, ash, holly, alder, hazel and elm.  Where Charles had felt the presence of farmers and herders during their first day's travel this sense diminished as the landscape grew wilder.  "We're now on the Lord Collins' lands", McNab remarked early on the second day.  Gazing around Charles wondered how McNab could tell - trees were trees and it all looked the same to Charles.  

I just wondered the extent to which you were in sympathy with Charles, Christine there, over trees all being the same?

Malec
Absolutely, so I can talk about willows, alders, oaks and I sort of can know some things about them morphologically but I don't have the sense of looking at a big tree or a big stand of trees and so...

White
Rosemary Aitken, you've come at this from the other direction, in other words you're a sighted woman, you've written a book - The Tregenza Girls - where a blind woman is a major character and what made you base one of the characters on a blind woman?

Aitken
There was a friend of the family, a house which I used to visit when I was very young and lived in Cornwall before I went overseas as you might guess from my voice, I live there again now, but I discovered, after the death of the family, that there was another sister that I knew nothing whatever about who had apparently been living upstairs at a time when I as a little girl was visiting the house quite often.  And I of course was adult and writing by this time and I thought what an amazing thing.  She'd apparently had something like measles and had lost her sight, she died in the 1950s at the age of 60 something, so measles was quite a serious event and it's quite possible that there were other things that made them keep her away from other people.

White
And was that an important theme really - the social embarrassment?

Aitken
Yes in a sense though my heroine has nothing like that about her, she is a bit of a social embarrassment but she doesn't not mix with people, she isn't hidden away but she lives a lot of her life upstairs and is dependent on other people.  One of the themes of the book is really that the surface of things is not necessarily the truth of things.

White
Did you talk to other blind people?

Aitken
I talked to lots of blind people and I do have blind friends, as well, and members of the family who lost their sight.  But my heroine lost her sight, she wasn't borne blind, because I didn't think I could empathise with that, I had to have somebody who knew her bearings in the world a bit because if she couldn't imagine what a thing was like I didn't know how I could get into her head.

White
Right.  Let's hear a scene from the book and this is Helena on the night of a ball, it's a rather Cinderella like scene in a way in that she's left at home and her sister's gone to the ball and let's just hear a scene describing how Helena felt about this:

Reading
Tonight not even Mozart could have swayed her pique, she stopped in the middle of her favourite gavotte and banged out three angry discords and slammed down the lid just in time to hear a foot on the stairs.  It was papa coming to see her, as he did every night.  Helena was embarrassed to recognise his step but all the same it raised her mood at once.  She turned away and said:  "Good evening papa."  Before he'd said a word.  He crossed to where she was sitting, the floorboards creaking softly under him and she heard him set down his night light on the mantelpiece.  She could detect a faint lightening of her gloom the candle gave and smell his familiar scent - Bay Rum and Brilliantine.

I'm going to pull a nasty trick here and throw straight to Christine and say you've just heard that, first impression?

Malec
I was struck right away by the fact that she was embarrassed to recognise her father's step and I wondered about that and the other thing that struck me was that she likes music and she's obviously playing the piano and that's something that I resonate with and my characters are musical as well.

White
I mean Rosemary I guess you could say - if I were being mean I'd say there's three clichés in there, there's the musical blind person; there's the isolated blind person and there's the blind person who seems to smell and listen their way round the world.

Aitken
Yes you could say that.  I can only operate with the information that I am given by other people who talk to me about it and I have to make my readers try to understand the world from her point of view.  What that extract doesn't give you is the fact that we have a very feisty young lady here.  The musical thing actually came from the person I was talking about who was kept upstairs, they did teach her to play the piano, so that's obviously a thing that I took from real life.

White
I want to stick with this idea of authenticity because Christine you have almost the reverse problem, in the sense that if you want to write about people's - how they show their feelings, for example, I'm thinking of things like facial expressions and so forth, can you remember what that looks like or are you to some extent just picking from the way other authors describe these things?

Malec
I never saw enough as a child to understand facial expressions and so when I write about that it's very much extrapolation and drawing from what sighted people say and I've always been an avid reader, so fiction has a lot of that and so I've tried to internalise or resynthesize those sorts of things.  And you know by definition fiction writing is an exercise in imagination and so that's been part of the process for me as well, it's trying to imagine what people's faces look like or what sorts of interactions happen without words.

White
Yeah I mean it may be a bit of a facile example but the way you can word search now, I looked for nodded to see how often you said that somebody nodded because clearly I don't know if people nod and neither do you now and you don't do it very often, is that a conscious thing, did it not come into your head to do it?

Malec
Well interestingly I had a sighted friend who was helping me copy edit and about halfway through he said - I don't know if I'm being hypersensitive but you use the word eyes a lot.  And so I went and did a search myself, I thought gosh it's all over the place - he looked into her eyes, her eyes went this way, they met her eye - it was everywhere.  And so I'm not really sure if I was over compensating but I did actually splice quite a lot of that out.  Nodding - that's interesting that you didn't see a lot of that.

White
I saw less shakes actually, there was a bit more nodding than there was shaking.

Malec
Okay.  [Laughter]

Aitken
Could I come in there?

White
Please do.

Aitken
I would absolutely agree with her, I think we are coming at this from opposite points of view.  I don't know what it's like to be a Cornish tinner either or in my other series a Roman detective but the whole idea about writing about a sighted person is an exercise in imagination.

Malec
I agree with that, I spent a lot of time trying to imagine what it was like to be a 16th Century woman.  So, for example, in the book Marguerite, one of the things she enjoys is working in a dying house and that was a fun exercise for me in imagination because she enjoys the hypnotic effect...

White
That's dying - dying in terms of dying materials.

Malec
I'm sorry - colours, yes, yes.  She finds comfort in the hypnotic acts of turning the clock in the dye and watching the colours.  And so I like to sort of play with stretching my imagination in those ways.

Aitken
I set out to make other people in the novel much more visual, other people much more auditory even than my heroine.  She's very alert to feelings, which is why she's embarrassed when her father comes in because she's just been making horrible noises on the piano, which he paid a great deal to give her.

White
I mean Rosemary do you think you had a social responsibility, if you like, when you write a book like this, in other words people will say well this is the blind person therefore that must be what blind people are like?

Aitken
No I don't think I really feel that but what I was very interested in was the social sensibilities of the turn of the century and the fact that people probably had a very much more restrictive life than they would even have now - the fact that her parents, for instance, are quite sure that she will never find a man and things like.  Which of course she does, I'm very glad to say.  But I hope it's not facile.

White
But were you conscious that people might want to generalise from what you wrote about this blind woman?

Aitken
I suppose they will always generalise from what I write about any person, I mean there's a maid in it which people could generalise equally about a maid's lot, it's the burden of the fiction writer isn't it really.

White
Christine, do you think - when you - I don't know how much you read about blind people, it's quite interesting actually researching this how few people actually do write about visual impairment, but do you look at a book like this and say I want this to be authentic or are you just quite happy to see it as a work of fiction?

Malec
I'm happy to see it as a work of fiction and I'm curious about what different authors take from the idea of writing about blindness.  One of my favourite authors, Robert J Sawyer, wrote a trilogy in which the main character is a teenage girl who is blind and she's brilliant - very intelligent and lots of great things happen to her - and I thought it was done very well.  So I love to see efforts like that.  And I think readers - I trust readers to be responsible enough to understand that this is a fiction writer's interpretation, this isn't what all blind people are like and to read with some critical faculties and to realise that it is fiction.

White
Christine Malec talking to us from Toronto and Rosemary Aitken from Truro.

There is an RNIB audiobook of Rosemary's Tregenza Girls and Christine Malec's Beltane is available as an eBook.

And that's it for today but we would welcome your thoughts for next week when we're going to be concentrating on travel - what holidays work for you as a visually impaired person?  Is going on a cruise, for instance, the ideal holiday if you can afford it?  Do you ever holiday alone, do you holiday at all?  You can e-mail intouch@bbc.co.uk, you can call our actionline on 0800 044 044 and you can get a free download of today's programme from our website. 

From me, Peter White, producer Lee Kumutat and the team, goodbye.


