HISTORY OF BRAILLE: A COMMENTARY DEVELOPED BY WENDY EDEY

My name is Wendy Edey. I live in Edmonton.  I don’t work in the field of blindness, but I read braille and I am a passionate advocate of braille.   The braille system has undergone several changes in my lifetime.  So far as I know, all of these changes have been associated with controversy and compromise. 

It was 1959 and I was in grade 1 when I learned to read print using a high power magnifier and a very bright light.  I learned that there were two kinds of letters, capital and small.  Then I learned that there were two kinds of small a’s, the kind in books, and the kind you print.  There were also two kinds of small g’s.  Soon I learned that all the letters could have many different appearances, that handwriting changed them all again.  There were also two ways to write the number 4,  and the number 1, and capital I.  Life is definitely confusing for people who read print, but manageable.  

When I was ten I started to learn braille by correspondence.  My mother had vowed to learn it along with me, but she gave it up after we got to the letter e.  “Braille,” she said, “was too hard to see.”  

I wasn’t trying to see braille.  I was feeling it, and those braille letters felt beautiful and compact to me.  Each one could fit easily under my finger.  There was only one way to write each braille letter.  But then we came to capitals, which took two braille cells instead of the compact one, and braille numbers, which also took two cells.  But as long as you could read quickly, skimming your finger along at a good clip, the extra bulk didn’t matter much.  Then we came to the contractions.  They were miserable to learn, but I loved them because they made everything so much quicker to read.  When I got to Jericho Hill School for the Blind, I learned two kinds of math symbols, standard braille for simple math and Nemeth code for algebra and geometry.  I learned them from a sighted teacher who knew them both.  But most of our teachers were sighted, and the teachers in the upper grades had, like my mother, quit learning braille at an earlier stage because it was too difficult to see. 

Being an avid reader, I had already noticed that different books were written in different ways.  Old books had contractions for religious words.  God, for example, was dot 5 G and holy was HL.  I had not been taught these contractions and they did not appear in newer books.  I also noticed that British books did not use the capital sign and American books did.  I understood that the British were saving space, making my heavy books a little shorter and a little lighter to carry around, and I was grateful.  

I knew about all this inconsistency and accepted it without question, possibly because I already knew that there was little consistency in the way print is presented.  What I did not know at that time was that braille was a relatively new system with a turbulent history.  I did not know that even when I was learning to read it, people were meeting to decide how it should be changed.  Meetings were not a new idea.  There had, in fact been meetings to discuss how blind people should read for almost 200 years.  Now, forty more years have passed and they are still meeting about it.  

The earliest systems for reading without sight were designed by sighted people in an eye-friendly format, raised print letters.  But these letters had to be very large in order to be recognized by the finger, and so the size of books was enormous compared with today’s braille books.  Then a French army officer named Barbier designed a system of dots and dashes for sighted soldiers to read with their fingers in the dark.  The soldiers didn’t find it useful, so he offered it as a possibility for blind readers.  Louis Braille seized the idea and improved upon it by making small compact cells that could easily fit under a gliding finger.  He designed a way for blind people to make the dots with a stylus.  His blind friends loved Louis’s system, but it was not adopted at Louis’s school, possibly because Louis was a teen-aged student and not an administrator, possibly because the main occupation of blind people at the school was working to earn money to keep the school open rather than studying, and possibly because Louis’s system—so pleasing to the finger--was too difficult to see with the eye.  But things changed a few years later, when a man named Pignier was given the chief administrator’s job.  He hired blind teachers, including Louis Braille.  Those teachers and the blind students began to produce braille books and braille music.  The next administrator, a man named Dufau, preferred a system of raised print letters, slightly different from the old system, so he had all the braille books and writing materials destroyed.  Louis’s braille system was again being used in France and also in Switzerland by the time he died in 1852.  It was not adopted in Britain until 1870.  At that time competing systems of dots and raised letters were still being invented and promoted by various schools and officials.  Canada had a braille library in the early 1900’s.  But the American Magazine, the Matilda Zeigler Magazine for the blind, was still being produced in more than one raised finger reading format in 1932.  

Even after braille became the common system, different countries and regions within countries used different forms of notation.  Being Canadian, we tried to take the best from the Americans and the British.  Even with all this history, the negotiations might already have ended were it not for the fact that print is constantly changing with new fonts and styles to imitate.  When they invent a new print symbol, it doesn’t take up extra space.  But there are only six dots in a braille cell, so the only way to expand the options is to expand the number of cells.  More cells make braille more difficult to read and because it takes up space the books get bigger and heavier.  

The system for reading without sight has improved many times over the years because people have worked hard to make it better.  We people, however, have changed very little.  Just as in the old days, we want to improve on what we have, but we hate to give anything up.  If we learned to read print before we learned braille, then we are apt to think that braille should look like print.  If we learned some very handy contractions, then we hate to see them taken away because the long words are awkward and clumsy to read.  If we invented any system, we find it hard to accept that somebody else has a better idea.  For more than 200 years dreamers have been striving to create a system that would accurately present the printed page to people without sight, a system that would be easy to see and easy to feel, a system that would be intuitive for beginners and speedy for veteran readers, a system that would cross international borders, a system that would reach a level of perfection so appealing that it would standardize the materials in all English braille libraries, a system to end all meetings and negotiations.   No such system has yet been invented but out of these desires has come a movement toward Unified English Braille.  

We blind readers can thank the dreamers for giving us a system that works better for the finger than it does for the eye.  This is a major accomplishment because it’s the finger that must be accommodated when the eye can’t do the job.  A lot of compromises have been made because the finger and the eye have very different needs when it comes to reading, braille continues to be a work in progress requiring meetings and negotiations because the people who care about braille have different interests.  Educators of blind children want braille to imitate the print that is being presented to sighted children.  That gets complicated and bulky. Those who teach braille to seniors and young children want a simple system of basic letters.  That gets bulky and it makes for slow reading.  Those who read well with the finger want to keep it light and speedy.  That requires a lot of shortening and it works best when you declutter it by staying away from extra symbols.  

Through all the controversy some basic truths stand out.  The first and most important of these is that braille has brought utter joy to a population of readers who had nothing to read 200 years ago.  With that joy has come opportunity, pride and the ability to earn a living.  The second is that the people who learn to use it well are able to deal with its changes and inconsistencies the way that sighted readers deal with the constant changes and inconsistencies of print.  

There is good news. People have stopped arguing about whether we should be reading raised print.  Braille is the accepted system for reading with the finger.  Even tape recorders and computerized speech have not managed to replace it.  Braille is improving all the time.  It’s the fine points we’re working on these days.  The devil is in the details.  

