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The German context

The interaction between “abled” and “disabled” people
is very often hindered by stereotypes, fears, avoidance,
and prejudice. Statistics talk about 610 million disabled
people worldwide, of whom 400 million live in the de-
veloping world, and 38 million in Europe. But research
shows that while they are all labeled “disabled’, only
some 5% of them regard themselves as such. In Germany
approximately 8 million disabled people are registered.
One million are visually impaired and around 100,000
are legally blind.

Different levels of understanding, different levels of sup-
port, and different levels of access for the disabled are to
be found in different countries. In Germany the physical
needs of disabled people are generally well met by gov-
ernment welfare programs. We do have an anti-discrim-
ination law meant to guarantee people with disabilities
the same legal rights and responsibilities as those who
are not disabled. But reality paints another picture. In-
deed, only about 15% of the disabled have jobs, and the
majority do not enjoy equal rights in terms of education,
transportation, and access.

The situation of disabled
people

The uneasiness many people feel around blind and hand-
icapped people leads to an “avoidance strategy” — some-
thing that leads to marginalization and discrimination.

Simulations of blindness already exist in Germany and
other countries, but they are usually done for classes
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teaching people how to approach the blind, how to help
the blind. In part, these experiences are to show how
difficult the life of a disabled person is. They tend to
elicit compassion rather more than understanding and
only very few people participate in this type of experi-
ence, which is most often part of educational programs
in social work.

The new idea

The concept is simple: visitors are led by blind guides
in groups through specially constructed dark rooms in
which scents, sounds, wind, temperatures, and textures
convey the characteristics of daily environments — for
example, a park, a city, or a bar. The daily routine be-
comes a new experience. A reversal of roles is created:
people who can see are taken out of their familiar en-
vironment. Blind people provide them with security and
a sense of orientation by transmitting to them a world
without pictures.

The concept has proved quite effective. Qver the last
years Dialogue in the Dark has been presented in 25
countries throughout Europe, Asia, and America. More
than six million visitors have been led through our exhi-
bitions by 6,000 blind staff members. And although it’s
been over 20 years, the demand is still growing. In 2006
alone 17 exhibitions were opened in 10 countries, giving
380 blind people all over the world the chance to have
a job and to show 480,000 visitors that being blind is
another interesting form of sense perception and a way
of life.



The aim

Dialogue in the Dark is not supposed to convey what
it is like to be blind. To say “blind means black” would
be a gross oversimplification and would not at all cor-
respond to the real life situation of blind people. Only
5% of all blind people in the world see only black. The
others have extremely different forms of blindness and
impaired vision. Hence, the darkness has to be under-
stood as a metaphor referring to the social reality of
blind people, who are not spared discrimination, social
exclusion, prejudice, and unequal opportunities in soci-
ety, education, and the labor market even in the 21st
century. Thus, they are also a representative example
for other fringe groups who “stand in the dark” for vari-
ous reasons or are connected to each other by a “dark
episode”. Darkness however is also an ideal medium for
communication. In the darkness pleasant appearance
and status symbols do not count, and this makes room
for unprejudiced encounters. Dialogue in the Dark’s visi-
tors are also connected through the strong emotionality
of the experience, something which gives rise to mutual
support and a shared basis for conversation. And dialogue
is of utmost importance, for whoever does not speak
does not exist. Social distance disappears and solidarity
is born: people are not judged and labeled so quickly,
but are given the chance to express themselves and their
values during conversation. This naturally happens first
and foremost with blind people, as they are the people
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you most talk with in these surroundings. Empathy and
understanding are developed for handicapped people,
and awareness of human variety is expanded.

Apart from this social dialogue, Dialogue in the Dark
strives to stimulate reflection on identity and percep-
tion. Dialogue with one's self starts no later than when
you enter the complete darkness and you experience
limitations and leave familiar ground. Frustrations arise,
and this makes room for new assessments, whether of
the experience of strong emotional feelings, of ones
own limitations, or the discovery of other senses. There
is also the humbling joy of fresh appreciation of ones
eyesight. A mere one-hour visit is often enough to dis-
cover several unexpected things inside you.

The effect

The numerous guest books powerfully demonstrate that
after the visit to the exhibition people feel the urge to
give expression to their thoughts and feelings. Perhaps
especially noteworthy is that 98% of the comments are
positive. Three general categories of the comments may
be discerned:

- 32% express their gratitude for the experience,
- 37% are satisfied with the experiences gained,

- 31% invest some time in analyzing these experiences
and reflecting on them.
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