Google: “Louis Braille”

Cay Holbrook

University of British Columbia, Canada

cay.holbrook@ubc.ca
On January 4, 2006, the anniversary of Louis Braille's birth, Google, the world's largest internet search engine used braille to spell out it's logo. Throughout the day, this unique logo was shown to people who signed onto the search page of Google.  This was not the first time Google had used it's simple homepage to honor a holiday or special event.  The practice of using specially designed logos began in 1999 and these logos (sometimes called Google Doodles) have honored holidays and the birthdays of various individuals (e.g., Martin Luther King, Claude Monet, and Albert Einstein) along with other special events (e.g., Earth Day, Election Day). This was the first time, however, that the company used a logo that did not maintain the basic shapes of the letters that make up the word “Google”.

Because the use of braille to write the logo for Google was an unexpected event, it provided a unique opportunity to examine the reactions of a variety of internet users to unexpectedly encountering something written in the braille code. For 24 hours while the braille Google logo was in place a review of cyber conversations took place by using the following procedures.

· Google searches were conducted throughout the day with the words: Google “Louis Braille”.  

· The top 100 sites from the results page of this search were reviewed to examine what was being discussed relating to Google's use of braille letters in its logo in honor of the birthday of Louis Braille. Duplicate sites and sites that were unrelated to the topic were eliminated.

· The discussions related to braille, Louis Braille, or the Google braille logo were printed and separated into themes. Unrelated comments were discarded.

· Data was collected about the type of site, the language and the country of origin if identifiable. 

Results

By the end of the day, this search resulted in over 110,000 results. Over 70% of the results came from blogs and message boards which contained opportunities for people to comment on the Google braille logo and to discuss topics of interest related to braille or Louis Braille.  

The 100 sites, including blogs and message boards were focused on a wide variety of topics, some of which were not easily identifiable or well-defined in the text of the site.  Nine blog or message board topics were clearly identifiable.  They were sports, religion, technology, advertising, disability issues, parent/child issues, web developers, museum issues and media networks. 

 Message boards and blogs from six identifiable countries were included (The United States, England, Norway, Ireland, Switzerland, and Indonesia).  Seven languages could be identified.  The content of the discussion was not possible to determine on sites that were written in a language other than English without translation, however, it was clear that discussions were focusing on Google and Louis Braille because those words were embedded in the text written in another language.  The languages represented English, Spanish, French, Chinese, Portuguese, German and Arabic.

Themes and sample quotes

The statements that were collected from the Google “Louis Braille” search have been separated into eleven themes.  Below is a brief description of the themes and some sample statements that represent this theme.  Please note that the statements have been reproduced here as they appeared in the website, without editing or correcting.  The web addresses used for this project can be found in the reference section.  Unfortunately, some of the references are no longer available.

Confusion  

Some posts expressed confusion about the dots on the Google page.  These statements seem to indicate that the person did not understand what the dots represented or why they were being used on the Google home page.

“Anyone else opened up google and seen the logo and thought something is wrong with your computer or the website? Took me awhile to figure out what that was.”

“I'm sure a bunch of people will think something is wrong with their computer. I'm waiting for my non technical mother to call me for support…I can hear it now 'something is wrong with Google, do I have a virus?”

Used braille in some way

In addition to commenting on the Google logo, some people went farther into exploring the braille code and used it in some way in their posts.  There were several instances where people downloaded the braille code and wrote “secret messages” on their blog or website.  One website posted the word “tea” in braille in honor of National Hot Tea Month.  Another wrote the word “blog” in braille and challenged readers to decode it.

Jokes or attempts at humor

Some posts included attempts at humor related to the Google logo in braille.  Most attempts at humor were sarcastic.

“It's interesting, for sure, but now I have fingerprints on my monitor from trying to read it.”

“For some reason I can't feel anything…I've been running my hand over it all morning and I can't read it.  I dunno. Maybe my monitor is bad?”

“…the first thing I googled today was for my optometrist, and then the braille came up. I thought it was some super cool fuzzy logic programming thing.”

“So Google's logo today is in braille because today's the creator's bday? Oddly enough my laptop screen does not have bumps. Nope. Not at all. Not even when I've accidentally sneezed on the screen.”

Information on the braille code

Some people used this as an educational opportunity and explored more about Louis Braille and/or the braille code.  There were several questions about the capital sign (dot 6).  It seems that some people were able to find a link to the braille alphabet, but did not know what the “extra dot” in front of the “g” in Google was. Several blogs included back-and-forth discussions with bloggers about the meaning of the dot-6.  

“btw, why is there an extra dot? g supposed to have 4 dots. but the first g has five dots…”

“Braille is a very noteworthy invention. It's a great system, and to watch someone read in Braille is a wondrous thing.” 

“Braille, which was invented in the early 1800s by a 15 year-old Louis Braille, has given people with vision loss a way to read and write English, and any other language for a couple of hundred years now. For many of us, it is the key to intellectual freedom, independence, and employment opportunities.”

Personal perspectives

Some posts were written by people who read braille themselves.

“As a legally blind person I am glad that they commemorate such an important day. braille is very important…”

Errors or misperceptions

As is the case with any written material that is not reviewed, there is the possibility that some information included on blogs, message boards and websites will be incorrect and will reflect misperceptions.  This was also the case for this day.

“Hey, if you think about it, Braille and Sign Language(s) are not really any different from learning another foreign language like German or French or Spanish.  They are all methods of communication, so that's got to be good :-)”

“I've actually heard that many impaired people prefer raised alphanumeric lettering. Braille only exists because it's much easier to print braille than to print raised lettering. Braille just requires thick stock and a moving peg hammer to push out circles – raised lettering involves much more complex machinery.”

Information about branding and advertising

A great deal of discussion related to why Google changed their logo to braille letters and how Google's very recognizable logo was changed dramatically for the day.

“Now this has to be the best 'Doodle' I've seen yet, though it's not much for branding. It's Braille for Google.”

“Even if you didn't know braille, you'd instantly know what that says. Those colors are all you need to recognize Google – perhaps they should patent the use of those colors in that order!”

“One of the reasons I consider google to be tops in search, and one of the better business models going, is their willingness to not focus all their energies on being business driven. How many CEOs would allow their company logo to be shown in braille form, even for one day, without complaining heavily about its effect on 'branding'? This logo looks great.”

“Google's logo today is Google, spelled out in Braille, in honor of the birthday of Louis Braille, creator of the system used by blind and visually impaired people for reading and writing. 'Google' in Braille looks nothing like the Google logo, and it was an interesting gamble on the part of the Google marketers to display their logo in this fashion. No doubt, I knew I was on the Google site when I saw the colors, and my first thought was 'What the…?” I hovered over the logo to see what on earth Google could possibly be celebrating today. 'Happy Birthday Louis Braille,' said the alt image tag….”

Information about Louis Braille

Some statements were focused on information about Louis Braille. These statements included biographical sketches as well as information regarding how Louis Braille came to develop the braille code.

“Louis Braille (January 4, 1809-January 6, 1852) was the inventor of braille, a world-wide system used by blind and visually impaired people for reading and writing. Braille is read by passing one's fingers over characters which are made up of an arrangement of one to six embossed points. It has been adapted to almost every known language.”

“Today, January 4 is the 187th birthday of Louis Braille (b. 1809), creator of the Braille alphabet. Blinded at age 3, Braille developed the system of raised dots representing letters by the age of 15. He based it on a complicated code of raised letters used by French soldiers. 183 years later, Braille-style alphabets have been developed for most of the major languages around the world. In 1952, the French government recognized Braille as a national hero and his body was exhumed for reburial in the Pantheon in Paris.”

“If nothing else, Google caused me to go to Wikipedia and look up Louis Braille and learn a bit more about him. (He went blind at the age of four and developed the system that far surpassed other systems in place to enable blind people to read—he died of tuberculosis at age 43.)”

“It is a nice gesture from Google to remember such a man who provided such a great service to humanity.”

Statements about accessibility

There were several statements that related to the importance of accessibility and how to make websites accessible to individuals who are blind or visually impaired.  Some of these statements question the purpose of writing Google in braille when the logo was largely visual.  People also wrote about HTML codes and “alt” tabs.”

Reactions about how this will have an impact on braille or blindness

Some people recognized that there were public awareness issues related to the Google in braille day. This was reflected in several discussions.

“I also love the thought that the top 5 sites of the Braille-search will probably have their most successful day of business EVER – in terms of clicks on their Google Adwords…I mean, yesterday, these sites about Louis Braille probably had a total 5 clicks – today, they have 200 million each.”

“…most importantly, I want to say, 'Thanks, Google!' We hope today's logo helps raise awareness of this important, valuable code.”

“This has to be the coolest Google logo yet”

“That is just one very cool doodle.  I could see myself wearing a t-shirt with that.”

Reactions

There were many examples of general reaction to Google's use of the braille code in their logo to honor the birth of Louis Braille. These reactions were almost universally positive.

“Best Google logo yet…a Braille version to celebrate the birthday of Louis Braille”

“Today's Google art is particularly nifty, in my opinion.”

“AHHHHHHH, Happy Birthday louie Braille, clever stuff!”

“The most unusual logo I've ever seen.”

Summary 

On January 4, 2006, the digital world woke up to an unusual tribute to an individual born almost 200 years before.  The use of braille to spell out “Google” for the home page of the most popular internet search engine provided opportunities for many people to learn about Louis Braille who made such an important contribution to literacy for individuals who are blind or visually impaired.  This was a day of awareness, accessibility, education, and public relations.
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