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“Tell me a story.” Throughout most of history, humans were an oral species, not a literate one. Even once writing systems were developed, there was no expectation that most people would learn to read and write. In fact, some philosophers, such as Socrates and Plato, argued that books would only cause people to become more forgetful since they would no longer have to rely on their memories to recall important information. 

Later, books - and literacy itself - were only for the wealthy, or those who were in holy orders. Only rich people could afford to send their children to school or pay tutors and instructors to come to their homes to teach their children. In some societies, only the boys became literate, as reading was considered “unseemly” for girls. Books themselves were difficult to get, as they were written by hand, slowly and expensively. Many books were religious in nature, such as illuminated Bibles, highly decorated books created by monks who hand-wrote and illustrated each page.

All this changed in 1455. Gutenberg developed movable type and the printing press made mass production of books a reality. Books became relatively inexpensive to produce, and gradually became more plentiful. By some estimates, according to Davies, between the years 1500 and 1600 the number of different editions of books printed was 150,000-200,000. By the 1700s, while universal literacy was still a dream, many more people had access to books and had learned to read and write. 

That is, people had access to books in print. For people who were blind, however, the situation was much the same as it had been for centuries. It would be many years until a similar “Gutenberg Moment” occurred so that affordable books were available for blind people. 

While there were no uniform methods of teaching blind children to read, several Italian Jesuit priests in the 1500s pointed out that blind people could learn to read by touch. One, Padre Lana-Terzi, even described a “secret code” that could be fashioned for blind users to send messages carved into wood or by using twine or string. Some wealthy European families in the 1600s were using print letters carved in wood or wax to teach their children who were blind how to read. It wasn’t until 1749, however, that Diderot, the French philosopher, wrote his treatise Lettre sur les aveugles, maintaining that people who are blind should learn to read print letters by touch. There are other documented stories of accomplished and literate blind people in the 1700s, but all were taught to read individually by feeling print letters, some carved into wood, some pricked with a pin into paper, some cut out of pasteboard. 

In the late 1700s, Valentin Haüy met a young blind man, Lesueur, who became his first pupil and the inspiration to develop a system of embossed print and a writing frame that could be used by blind people to write to sighted people. In 1786, Haüy wrote An Essay on the Education of the Blind, dedicated to King Louis XVI of France. The king was so impressed with Haüy’s methods; he bestowed his patronage to allow Haüy to start the first school for the blind, L’Institut National des Jeunes Aveugles, in Paris. The school was so successful that it was swiftly followed by schools for the blind being established throughout Europe, with schools being founded in England in 1791, Scotland in 1793, Austria-Hungary in 1804, Germany in 1806, Russia in 1807, Sweden in 1808, Switzerland in 1809, Spain in 1820. The United States followed suit in 1831, and Canada in 1861.

For the most part, these early schools taught their students to read embossed print although the limitations of that method were widely acknowledged. Embossed print was bulky, hard to read, difficult to create, and did not allow for a system of writing that the blind students themselves could read tactually. As a result, the early 1800s was a time of great innovation in the education of children who were blind. There was a fever of invention in the quest for improved methods for reading and writing for children and adults who were blind. Interestingly, most of these methods were still based on print letters. Some educators felt that using a system that didn’t involve tactile print wouldn’t be practical and would set blind people apart from society - even more than they already were. In 1831, James Gall invented an angular Roman type of embossed print to publish a volume of the Gospel of St. John, in Edinburgh. The first book to be embossed in the United States was published in 1833 at the Pennsylvania Institution for the Instruction of the Blind, using a line type; it was followed quickly in 1834 by the first book published in Boston Line Type, an embossed print that became widely used in the United States.

However, some educators advocated for the use of a simpler solution for literacy. The Society of Arts for Scotland held a contest in 1836 to encourage people to propose various tactile alphabets for the blind people to use, and while some were based on print, others were based on simple shapes, lines, or dots. (However, the award was given to Dr. Fry-Alston, whose tactile alphabet was based on print.) In 1838 Lucas type was invented in England, a stenographic shorthand system, but it was never used extensively. Moon code was developed by William Moon in 1847. This simplified system of tactile shapes, some loosely based on print letters, is still used today, primarily in England.

Meanwhile, in France, Charles Barbier, a captain in the French military, visited the school for the blind in Paris in 1823 to demonstrate his system of “night writing” developed for French soldiers to read and send messages in the dark. Barbier’s code was a phonetic system based on 12 dots, which required users to memorize a chart indicating which sound was represented. Famously, one student who saw that presentation believed Barbier’s system could be improved to be more useful by blind students: Louis Braille. Braille cut the number of dots in the cell to 6 (to more easily fit under the fingertips) and, rather than a phonetic code, chose to create an alphabet so that correct spelling could be maintained. Louis Braille published his first version of the tactile system that bears his name in 1829. He published a revised version in 1834, and then again in 1837, which included numbers and music code symbols. Tragically, Braille died of tuberculosis in 1852 at the age of 43 years. The tactile system he developed was used at the school where he taught, L’Institut National des Jeunes Aveugles, but was not officially recognized in France until 1854. 

However, the utility and brilliance of Braille’s system began to catch on in Europe. Schools in Germany, Austria, Holland, Switzerland, and Denmark began to use braille in addition to other tactile codes. The Asylum for the Blind in Switzerland was the first school outside of France to adopt Braille’s code as its sole reading and writing system. Dr. Thomas Rhodes Armitage (founder of what became the Royal National Institute for the Blind in London) popularized the braille system in England in 1870. The Vienna Congress of Teachers of the Blind, held in 1873, brought together educators from around the world to discuss whether to modify the original braille code based on letter frequency. However, they reasoned, this would require a different alphabet for each language, which would further complicate the learning of languages for braille readers. In 1878, most European countries had decided to use the tactile alphabet as originally designed by Louis Braille. By 1883, twenty-seven schools and institutions for the blind in the United Kingdom were using the braille system, and by 1902, a system of 200 braille contractions was being used.

The first braille book was published in the United States in 1866 at the Missouri School for the Blind. Dr. Simon Pollack, superintendent of the school, had visited Europe in 1860 and was impressed with the braille system and determined to bring it to the United States. However, other codes were popular at other institutions for the blind. William Bell Wait, superintendent of the New York Institution for the Education of the Blind, developed New York Point in 1868. Wait had tried to get schools to drop embossed print in favor of braille, but without success. He developed a tactile code that he felt was an improvement on braille, since it was based on letter frequency and saved space. His system became so popular that the newly established American Association of Instructors of the Blind (AAIB) adopted New York Point in 1871 as the official system for tactile reading. J.W. Smith invented American Modified Braille in 1878, also based on letter frequency but using a 3x2 dot cell. AAIB was reluctant to adopt it, since they had just settled on New York Point, but eventually nineteen schools for the blind adopted American Braille. The multiplicity of tactile codes in the United States and efforts to decide on one uniform tactile reading and writing system was later termed “The War of the Dots.” Finally, in 1918, Revised Braille Grade 1-1/2 was adopted. This system used the same braille alphabet used in Europe, but had far fewer contractions than had been adopted in the United Kingdom.

However, efforts continued to devise a system that would unify at least English-speaking countries. Research conducted in the United States in the 1920s on readability, space saving, and writing ease of both U.S. Grade 1-1/2 and the British Braille system (Grade 2) found the British system superior. Finally, in 1932, the Treaty of London brought British and American braille into greater agreement (although a few code differences remained). The treaty established English Braille, American Edition (EBAE) as the standard code for the United States. The newly established National Library Service for the Blind and Physically Handicapped (part of the Library of Congress) immediately started using this revised code for its national library system. The code included many more contractions than Revised Braille had, and was first used primarily for adults and high school students. By the 1950s, however, most books in the United States were produced in this code, even for young students. 

Braille unification efforts were not confined to English-speaking countries, however. In 1949, Sir Clutha Mackenzie wrote a report for UNESCO summarizing efforts to collect information about braille around the world. The braille code, frequently spread by missionaries and volunteers who often developed codes for local languages, had proliferated with the result that a plethora of codes were used in many countries. For example, by the 1940s, Mackenzie reported, there were 11 different systems being used in India, six to eight Chinese braille codes (it was unclear exactly how many), and six or seven Arabic codes. The benefit of having a more uniform system was clearly outlined in the UNESCO report, with the needs of braille readers being of paramount importance. The report is also remarkable for its reinforcement of the idea that decisions about braille systems should be made primarily by braille readers themselves, in consultation with linguists and educators. Sir Mackenzie, himself blinded in combat during World War I, went on to oversee the development of the document World Braille Usage, first published by UNESCO in 1951, and later updated and reprinted in 1990 as a joint venture of UNESCO and the National Library Service for the Blind and Visually Handicapped (NLS) in the United States. 

Since the braille code is designed to represent language, and since languages change over time, it is necessary for braille codes to change as well. For example, the Computer Braille Code was developed and adopted by the Braille Authority of North America (BANA) in 1987 due to the need for an explicit and exact system for representing computer notation. In 1992, because of concern that new codes and symbols threatened to make braille too complex, an international research project was undertaken between BANA and the International Council on English Braille (ICEB) to explore the development of a code that would include literary, math, and technical information and be acceptable to all English speaking countries. The Unified English Braille Code Project included braille readers, teachers, and transcribers in seven countries. At the general assembly of the ICEB in 2004, the Unified English Braille (UEB) code was recognized as sufficiently complete for recognition as an international standard, and as such could be adopted by individual countries’ braille authorities. By 2006, UEB was adopted in Australia, New Zealand, South Africa, and Nigeria. Other countries, such as Canada, continue to investigate the possibility of adopting the code as well. 

January 4, 2009, is the 200th anniversary of the birth of the man who made the prospect of universal literacy possible for people who are blind or visually impaired around the world: Louis Braille. The deceptive simplicity of a tactile code that fits under the fingertips to be read with ease has led the way to advances scarcely dreamed of in Braille’s time: the ability to create multiple copies of books easily and quickly with computerized embossers, and the expectation that everyone will read and write. Braille’s invention continues to change the lives of people every day. Happy Birthday, Louis!
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