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INTRODUCTION. 

In this presentation I will discuss my novella, The Panopticon, which can be downloaded at www.fredreid.co.uk.   It draws upon the experience of my wife and myself, when we met and fell in love as teenagers at The Royal Blind School, Edinburgh. Under my first topic heading, therefore, I provide some relevant biographical information.

My second topic will be the origination of The Panopticon, which grew out of the M.A. course I taught on Historical Discourse and Methods in my last years at Warwick University.   In this course I was reflecting, with students, on Michel Foucault’s theory of the ‘carceral’ institution.

My third topic raises the questions, ‘What kind of fiction is The Panopticon’ and what is its relationship to history?   This will lead me to make some brief remarks on the relevance of my novella as a heuristic model for historical writing on special education.

1. BRIEF BIOGRAPHY.

I went blind from double detachment of the retina at the age of fourteen, going on fifteen, in 1952.   In September of that year I entered as a pupil The Royal Blind School (RBS), Edinburgh, familiarly known as ‘Craigmillar’ from its situation on the road running south to that district.   The school was residential and coeducational, with a role of about 120 children between ages 2 and 18.   Some of us were totally blind, ‘totals’ we called each other, but perhaps about half were partially sighted, ranging from very low residual vision, (‘partials’) to print reading ability, ‘good partials’.

Boys and girls were rigidly segregated between floors for dormitories and between tables for meals in the dining hall.   We were taught, however, in mixed sex classes, streamed by ability and designated, according to the educational classification of those days, ‘senior’ and ‘junior’ secondary.   My senior secondary class was about 12 in size, pupils around my own age, about six of each sex.   Senior secondary pupils were understood to be on a professional/commercial track.   Junior secondary was loosely thought of as leading to industrial employment, still mostly in sheltered workshops.

I soon fell in love with a girl in my class.   Etta had been blinded by a street accident at age six, and entered Craigmillar a year later.   She stood out for me among the girls by her high spirits and lively curiosity.

Our relationship lasted until we left Craigmillar at the age of 20, Etta to train as a physiotherapist in London, and I to study history at Edinburgh University.   It survived this separation and we married in 1964.   We had three sighted children within 15 months, first a boy, then boy and girl twins.   I taught history for 31 years at Warwick University and Etta worked as a physiotherapist in Oxford, London and Leamington Spa.   We both retired in 1997.

2. ORIGINATION OF THE PANOPTICON

I began to think of telling the intimate history of our lives at Craigmillar while teaching a talented group of post-graduate students in the mid-1990s.   We were reading together the works of Michel Foucault.   We discussed his theories of ‘power-knowledge’, of the ‘carceral institution’, of the ‘archaeological’ method of historical inquiry, of the modern ‘episteme’ and of ‘the underground resistances’ it provoked.   My students were very sympathetic to these theses, I less so.   I began to realise that I had had experience of a carceral institution myself.   Craigmillar had been a ‘panopticon’, the name Jeremy Bentham gave to his design for ‘an inspection house’ which, he said, was ‘applicable to any sort of establishment, in which persons of any description are to be kept under inspection; and in particular to penitentiary-houses, prisons, poor-houses, lazarettos, houses of industry, manufactories, hospitals, work-houses, mad houses, and schools ...’   Foucalt famously took up this idea as a model of the carceral institution as he understood it.

I recalled that, in the 1970s, we campaigners for inclusive education had likened special schools for the blind to ‘prisons’.   It now seemed to me that Foucalt’s theories went some way to account for the phenomenon.   RBS certainly tried hard to control our bodies, more particularly our sexuality, by a regime of surveillance.   As in Bentham’s panopticon, the guards could always see the prisoners and they (at least the totals) could not see the guards.   Many seemed, on that account, to internalise the rules of the school, which strictly forbade the slightest physical contact between the pupils on pain of expulsion as the ultimate penalty.   On the other hand, there was, to use a Foucauldian term, a significant underground resistance among the pupils, some of whom joyfully engaged in clandestine sexual activity.   It took the form, in our case (and, I believe, most others) of the restrained practices described by Szreter and Fisher in ‘Sex before the Sexual Revolution’.

This idea grew in my mind until I sat down about 1994 and wrote The Panopticon.   Why did I choose a fictional rather than autobiographical form?   In the first place I wanted to give a truthful representation of a special    school at that time without causing embarrassment by naming anyone.   For that purpose I adopted, in the first nine chapters of the novella, a highly naturalistic style.   My school contemporaries who have read it comment on the vivid realisation of the setting and characters.   Accordingly The Panopticon has at least this historical value:  it documents much that actually happened at Craigmillar:  the indoor and outdoor games, such as football and cricket, the formal dances, the segregated accommodation in dormitories and, after sixteen, in hostels.   Some of that will be found in histories of special education, e.g. Ritchie.   What will not be found there is the naturalistic representation of the techniques of surveillance employed by the ‘sex police’ and the methods of evasion employed by the underground resistance among the pupils.

But The Panopticon attempts more than naïve naturalism.   I think of it as ‘imaginary history.’   It attempts to represent the historical situation of blind, perhaps all disabled young people in residential special schools in the 1950s.   This takes the form of a dramatic confrontation which is fictional, in the sense that the scenes presented in chapters ten and eleven never happened.   There the story of Douglas and Louise departs radically from the biography of Fred and Etta.   The fictional couple take control of their own bodies by using contraceptive techniques of the time.   We did not do this.   They are caught at it by the sex police and condemned to expulsion.   It was a fate we dreaded, but thankfully avoided.   They escape punishment by radically challenging the rules and ideology of the carceral institution.      We never did that.

As I see it, imaginary history allows us to do something that naïve naturalism cannot, namely:  to pose the questions, ‘Did it have to be like that and if so, why?   Each reader will respond for him or herself in his or her reading of the denouement, which works out issues explored in the preceding nine chapters:  the mission of the school, its post-Victorian culture, and the contradictions of power-knowledge.

3. THE PANOPTICON AND HISTORIOGRAPHY OF SPECIAL education.

I think of my ideal reader’s response in something like the following terms.   Objectively speaking, the RBS regime did not have to be like that.   As the novel shows, contraceptive technique was well developed and well understood.   Douglas and Louise learn about it from the well known manual, The Sex Factor in marriage, by Helena Wright, published in 1930 and reproduced in braille by The National Institute for the Blind.   There was, therefore, potential for personal counselling along the lines of safe sex and responsible relationships.

Why was it impossible for the authorities at RBS to realise this in the 1950s?   An obvious answer will spring to mind.   The RBS authorities stood in loco parentis.   Parents of the 1940s and 1950s would have been no more enthusiastic for sexual permissiveness than those authorities themselves.   Such a reply would, however, be superficial.   The guards who ruled over Craigmillar were no mere automata, unthinkingly obeying orders.   They had their own values and traditions, perhaps shared by many parents.   It is the task of the cultural historian to go below the surface and analyse these.   To do this we must evaluate the Foucauldian theory of power-knowledge and of the asylum, or ‘carceral’ institution that rested upon it.

But theory, as E.P. Thompson taught us, is not to be accepted naively, And explanation must take account of historical facts which Foucauldian theory does not reach.   It is to these historical facts that I now turn.

4. HISTORY AND THEORY

First there is the issue of the ‘power knowledge’ deployed by Major Royle, in real life Charles H.W.G Anderson (1900-1965), head of RBS from 1932 until he died.   He was fond of saying ‘I am the leading expert on the education of the blind in Scotland today.’   Such claims were looked upon very sceptically by us mainstreaming radicals in the 1970s and 1980s.   Yet his ‘expertise’ bore some logical relation to the situation of blind and visually impaired (VI) youngsters in Scotland at that time.   Briefly, the higher professions (the Kirk partially excepted) were closed to blind people.   Even mainstream school teaching and clerical employment in the public service were thought to be impossible for any but the least impaired among the partially sighted.   But a labour market had expanded during the war which could be penetrated by blind people and those with low vision, given appropriate training and support.   It offered jobs in telephone switchboard operating, shorthand typing, welfare work as a ‘home teacher’ of braille and crafts, and light engineering.   The jewel in the crown of this new labour market was physiotherapy. (Employment Working Party, pars. 21-28)   In The Panopticon, the narrator is Douglas’s home teacher who explains that entry into this labour market required a standard of education which local schools for the blind did not offer.   None provided post-sixteen secondary education, or impairment-specific training in telephony or shorthand typing.   Charles Anderson’s solution was to promote a single residential school sufficiently well resourced to provide these facilities and, given the numbers involved, it had to be coeducational.

The school in which he pursued this strategy, Craigmillar, the fictional Craigton Hall, had existed since 1875.   At first it served Edinburgh and surrounding district and acquired an international reputation under William M. Stone, its headmaster from 1905 to 1932.   Its culture was remembered by teachers and former pupils in my time as heavily Victorian.   Boys and girls were not allowed to mix informally at any time, inside the school or outside in the grounds.

Taking over as head in 1932, Charles Anderson transformed Craigmillar into the national school for the blind in Scotland.   He was given his opportunity by the Second World War and the reform of Scottish education from 1936.   Evacuation disrupted local special schools and specialised units for blind children in mainstream schools, which had both coexisted with RBS since the 1880s.   The provision of senior secondary education became a legal requirement along with vocational training, which RBS was better placed to provide than the local blind schools with their tiny rolls and limited resources.   By the 1950s, then, residence at RBS was the only option for post-sixteen education and vocational training for blind people in Scotland and, given the low incidence already mentioned, it had to remain coeducational.

Anderson and his fictional counterpart, Major Royle, were also conscious reformers of the domestic arrangements at RBS.   Anderson sought to mitigate the extreme repression of ‘the Stone age’ while protecting the reputation of the school and its teen-age pupils.   Boys and girls could meet under supervision at organised dances, library evenings and informally for a short time in classrooms after school.   But the slightest sign of intimate contact was put down with a heavy hand.   The severe repression which accompanied this liberalising policy is represented in my novella.   The ‘sex police’ really did patrol the building and the grounds, keeping everyone under surveillance and the threat of expulsion.   “you’ll be seen,” was the caution we always gave each other whenever we were tempted to transgress.

Thus an educational strategy which genuinely aimed to, and did enhance the life chances of many pupils, clashed with the natural needs of young people after puberty.   This had probably been a less pressing problem for the local blind schools, where the children lived at home and left school by sixteen.   But the Scottish education authorities were persuaded that all blind children needed education to age eighteen and, with vocational training added on, many attended RBS until nineteen or twenty.   It was simply not realistic to believe that all the prisoners would internalise the rules of the guards.

Foucault’s theories, then, require considerable qualification when applied to the historical RBS.   His notion of power-knowledge allows nothing for the enhancement of some blind people’s life chances which education and training could provide.   Moreover, if his theory of the carceral institution seems at first sight to fit well with what I call the intimate history of Craigmillar, it must be applied here also with qualification.   First it should be noted that the official policy was undermined to some extent by the conduct of younger teaching and care staff.   Some of them turned a blind eye or even smiled indulgently on love between teenagers.   In this way the pupils came to know that the rules were not held in universal respect.   Foucauldian theory seems too make such regimes too monolithic.

Respect was also undermined from the opposite angle, as it were.   There was a sinister double standard at work.   This was the prevalence of a certain level of sexual abuse on the part of male staff, teachers and carers, towards the older pupils, female and male.   The Panopticon’s plot turns on this.   It is not entirely fictional, though I do not intend here to go into historical detail.   Instead I wish to underline the point that such conduct also tended to undermine respect for the unrealistic standards demanded of the pupils.

It should also be understood that RBS was not literally a prison, a secure, enclosed space.   The pupils were not shut in.   The great gates stood wide open at the end of the drive.   Anyone could run away and a few did.   At age sixteen, moreover, all pupils went to live outside in one of the two hostels.   These were segregated by sex and one sex never entered the hostel for the other.   But we could come and go and no one asked where we were going or with whom.   Pupils like Etta and I made dates and walked out to the nearby Blackford Park.

Despite these qualifications, I wish to argue that the institution was ‘carceral’ in the sense that the pupils were shut in psychologically.   They were kept in ignorance of new developments taking place in British culture.   Among these were the intimations of the sexual revolution.   The Panopticon alludes to several manifestations:  the Daily Mirror strip cartoon character Jane, who frolicked with the troops in risqué situations; the 1950 series run by Picture Post,   entitled ‘Sex and the Citizen.   The latter frankly discussed pre-marital sex and the different mores of other cultures.   Because I could see until past fourteen, I was aware of these developments.   An avid reader, I had access to popular culture in the form of newspapers and magazines which my parents brought into their home.   I was also an avid consumer of motion pictures.   Unfortunately I went blind just too early to see Marilyn Munroe, but I did see the film ‘Bitter Rice’ (1949), with its frank representation of extra-marital sex among the proletariat of the Italian rice fields.   By contrast, blind pupils who were resident in RBS from early childhood to age eighteen had little or no knowledge to counter the post-Victorian culture of the place.   Print media were available only in heavily edited and abridged braille versions.   Even access to the radio was very restricted and the cinema screen was difficult to see for most partials.

As I have suggested, all this is prone to receive ‘natural’ explanation in terms of the values and technologies of the time, but there is more to be said than that.   RBS had evolved from an eighteenth century charity which became ‘The Royal Blind Asylum and School’.   The ‘institution’ ran workshops as well as the school and still functioned under that name when I was at Craigmillar.   Though sheltered employment and special education were by then conducted on separate sites, something of the asylum aura hung over the school.   In Madness and Civilisation Foucault gives an account of the ‘birth of the Asylum’ (ch. 9) which, with appropriate changes, highlights the character of the regime at RBS from the 1930s to the 1950s.

First there is the humanist episteme, which represented the asylum of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries as belonging to that ‘happy age when madness was finally recognized and treated according to a truth to which we had too long remained blind.’ (p. 241)   For special education of the blind this episteme is well documented in the secondary literature.   It dated from the late eighteenth century, when reformers in Paris, Liverpool and Edinburgh began to promote schools and asylums for education and industrial training.   The deprivations of blind people were no longer seen as tragic afflictions of fate or punishment for sin.    Instead they were the natural consequence of sense impairment.   Such impairment was understood as extremely handicapping, but its effects could be more or less mitigated by appropriate instruction.

Secondly, this came to be recognised as work for a new kind of expert.   The qualified teacher of the blind would know how to train blind people to use their remaining senses to gain rational understanding of the world around them.   By definition, such expertise was not available in other institutions of socialisation such as family, school or factory, which were places of danger that could do harm to any blind individual left in their charge.   To have any hope of gaining a place in the human community, the blind must be treated as different and separated from these normal institutions.   As Foucault emphasised, the asylum was to function as a surrogate family (pp. 253f) and the inmates had to be treated as minors so long as they remained. (pp. 254f)   As we have seen, this could be a very long time, from age 2 to 20.   the head at RBS was in loco parentis until pupils reached 18, though the legal age of marriage without parental consent in Scots law was 16.   Moreover those who left and went to the sheltered workshops were not entirely liberated from pupilage.   We find this brief entry in the records of the Royal Glasgow Asylum for the Blind in 1904:  ‘The Managers view with disapproval marriage between two blind persons; and no such union is permitted   without their consent.’ (Stoddart (1904)   The records of the Royal Blind Asylum and School show that, as late as the 1950s, eugenic concerns, though weakened, were not extinct.   Employees in the Edinburgh workshops who wished to marry had to submit themselves to a medical opinion regarding the possible genetic consequences.

Charles Anderson was a convinced champion of the asylum principle.   For corroboration of this we can now turn to historical documents.   There is, for example, the record of his participation in the first international conference of educators of blind youth.   It took place in 1952, a few months before I entered his school.   He chaired a session on ‘the social needs and training of the pre-school blind child’.   The lead presentation was made by Harriet Totman, a visiting teacher of the blind in Ohio.   Totmann stated ‘The residential nursery for blind pre-school children has never been very popular in our country.’   She said it was better for well adjusted development that the child remain in its own home, with loving parents supported by visiting teachers.   By contrast, RBS had a residential nursery which took blind children from age two.   As a matter of policy the home teachers, who were employed by the local ‘Missions to the Outdoor Blind’ but trained at RBS, were used to influence parents into surrendering their infant children to the nursery at Craigmillar.   Where housing was judged to be good, parents might successfully resist handing over their children, but the episteme worked to ensure that this was regarded as exceptional.   

Anderson’s introductory remarks as chair of the session are highly revealing of what was involved in all this:

I would respectfully remind you that we have not come here to negotiate or to criticise; we have come to contribute.   Each country must judge what is right for the children of its people.   In those countries that are thickly populated and where housing may not be good one solution may be better than another.   In those countries where life is simple and the family still holds its place a second solution may be right.

It is impossible to miss in Anderson’s remarks the post-Victorian fear of physical and moral ‘deterioration’, of over-population and working class slums, reinforced by a nostalgic myth of the pre-industrial past.   This echoes his Annual Report on RBS in the session 1950-51:

the class arrangements in a school for blind children most closely resemble those of the now vanishing country school where a class is a group of children working under the guidance of a teacher, but at varying stages.   Fortunately, it is possible to organise the school with classes as small as a dozen to fifteen, and so children have the   advantages   of   both   class   and   individual education.   Like the country school, Craigmillar Park is an all-age school; after Nursery and Primary Departments, the older children receive either a Junior Secondary or a Senior Secondary education, according to their ability, aptitude, and temperament, those children who require it being prepared for the University Preliminary Examination or, possibly, the Scottish Leaving Certificate. 

Thirdly, as Foucault saw, this kind of language masked the fear which was ‘considered … of great importance’ in the management of the inmates (p. 245).   Despite its episteme of benevolence, the asylum kept inmates under constant surveillance.   In this way most could be brought to obedience without the threat of physical punishment so characteristic of earlier ages.   One of the earliest heads of RBS, W.H. Illingworth, confirms, in his History of the Education of the Blind (1910), that Craigmillar was indeed run on Benthamite principles:

‘In Britain many of the blind schools have now adopted the class-room system, one class being separated from another by a glazed partition, so that the principal can exercise a direct supervision over the whole. By this system, also, two blind teachers and three seeing make an excellent staff for five classes, the seeing teacher being able to call his blind colleague's attention to any misconduct or eccentric movement on the part of any member of his class. Such an arrangement has proved very successful in many British schools."’ (p. 163)

As my Panopticon shows, the transparency of glazed doors and windows was still, in the 1950s, essential to the maintenance of discipline by the staff at RBS.

I was not aware of these historical records when I penned my fictional representation of Craigmillar and its head Charles Anderson.   I drew upon my own experience, but it led me unerringly to the core of his beliefs, which stamped upon his school the ‘carceral’ regime the novella describes:

He stood up and walked over to one of the high windows of his office. It looked out on to the wide expanse of lawn at the front. Two great elms stood like sentries in the dense shrubbery that screened it from the street.

'I've always thought of the school as a haven,' he mused. 'An asylum to shelter the vulnerable - a conservatory, where the sturdier plants can flourish and be hardened off for life outside.'  (The Panopticon, ch. 11)

5. CONCLUSION

What then is the bearing of The Panopticon on the historiography of special education?   It is striking that, with one exception, histories of education of the blind afford little or no information on the quality of life experienced in them by the inmates.   Here and there we catch a glimpse of the regime impacting upon their emotional lives.   A reference in Pritchard (1963) is suggestive.   The records of Liverpool School of Industry for the Blind show that, in 1800, George Eaton, a minor, 'declared his determined resolution to be married to Elizabeth Jones, also a minor, and could not be dissuaded'. He was discharged. (p. 19)

The rigid segregation of the sexes was surely a fact in the minds of workers in Scottish blind asylums when they presented their evidence to the Royal Commission on the Blind in 1889.   ‘the rule and the strict discipline observed in these schools’ they stated,  ‘is an objectionable feature in the training and the upbringing of the juvenile blind.’ (Cole, p. 23.   These workers, some of whom would have been educated at Craigmillar, firmly stated their preference for blind children staying at home to attend ordinary schools in their own locality.   This was then common practice in Glasgow and the west of Scotland and the Royal Commission recommended it in its report.   In the early 1900s, however, central government policy began to tilt the balance towards education in residential ‘institutions’. 

The exception mentioned above is Sally French’s oral History of Education of Visually Impaired People.   The stories of former pupils of residential special schools, from the 1920s on, voice repeated complaints about rigid segregation of the sexes and about the harm many felt this had done to their personal development.   In his disdain for conventional historical method, Foucalt thought that the recovery of the inmates’ experience was impossible.   The subjects of power-knowledge were hidden from history.   We could only know of them ‘archeologically’, digging up evidence from underground by decoding the reports of their jailors.

I wrote The Panopticon partly to demonstrate that this need not be true.   It is oral history written down in fictional form.   It amplifies the testimony of French’s witnesses in its detailed account of the underground resistance.   Moreover it suggests the basis of that resistance in our experience.   Sex, even in its pre-revolutionary restraints, was recreational.   It compensated for the sheer boredom of so much that passed for education in the asylum:  the sense of isolation from family and friends back home; the slow teaching which prolonged the years of effective ‘minority’; the tedium of evenings and weekends when nothing would happen for anyone who was unwilling to join the Scouts or Guides, or play endless games of football and cricket.   We turned to love to lighten a monotonous life, very much as Robert Burns had done in other circumstances.   Ironically, as The Panopticon shows, Craigmillar filled our hearts with delight in his version of romantic love:

It was upon a lammas night,

When corn rigs are bonnie,

Beneath the moon’s unclouded light,

I held awa to Annie;

The time flew by, wi’ tentless heed,

Till ‘tween the late and early,

Wi’ sma’ persuasion she agreed

To see me thro’ the barley.

The sky was blue, the windwas still,

The moon was shining clearly;

I set her down wi’ right good will,

Amang the rigs o’ Barley.

I kent her heart was a’ my ain;

I lov’d her most sincerely;

I kissed her owre and owre again,

Amang the riggs o’ Barley. 

We sang these verses with feeling and they inspired our resistance.

One final point:  French’s witnesses suggest that residential school regimes began to loosen up in the 1960s, as the sexual revolution gathered pace.   Moira Meek, head of RBS from 1988 informs me that:

I joined the staff in 1967 and rose through the ranks, finally retiring in 1995. I had taught pupils from P1 to S4 in 'mainstream', spending most time in what were called Junior Secondaries in troubled city housing schemes.

Teaching was the only job I ever wanted to do, and the post at RBS seemed a reasonable challenge.

 Although I know much of the picture you paint, I arrived when … slow change had started. I was taken aback by much that I encountered but each year brought new staff and new ideas.  

Many changes were delayed until older care staff left.

When I left we had mixed hostel accommodation, single rooms in the school, considerable parental involvement, no weekend residents, etc,etc. Maybe you and Etta would actually have enjoyed it!! 

I agree with one reservation.   Other feedback to me suggests that the loosening may have been temporary in some respects.    Health and safety legislation today makes it somewhat difficult for pupils in residential schools to get time together without surveillance.   I am grateful to this conference for giving me the opportunity to draw attention to The Panopticon and so to enlarge discussion of this sensitive aspect of special education.
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