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Introduction: Graeme

John and I used to run together - John was my guide when I - albeit briefly - held the Australian record for a blind person running 5 km.  This was many years ago.

Today- in a less energetic demonstration of working in partnership - we want to talk about how rights and technology have "run together" to enhance the reading experience of people with print disability. We would also like to plot the evolution of the rights perspective as the idea that spurs action.

So let us take you off the running track and into your comfortable armchair.  Think about the reading experience for a person with a print disability in the 18th century.  No iPhones, tablets or Kindles to be found.  

100 years later, braille was certainly in evidence, but probably in short supply.  And for someone whose print disability occurred later in life, braille was probably not an option.  Perhaps for the lucky few an organisation such as Royal Blind Society or Royal Victorian Institute for the Blind had imported from the Royal National Institute for the Blind in the UK a large table-top machine which played audio books on a cassette the size and weight of today's laptop computers.  But for most people, the only access they got to books and newspapers was if someone read to them aloud.

How different it is for us today.  Most of us with a print disability in this room read books and newspapers on our iPhone, computer, or pocket reader.  And much of that material arrives not in physical form, but down a wire of some sort.  And it gets to us in seconds, not days.

Let's map that journey.  John's the guide- I'll let him start back when the first school for blind children was opened in Europe.

Section 1: John

Before we head off to Europe, I’d like to relate some local history to you, namely, my first meeting with Graeme. It was not long after I had joined the staff of the Royal Institute for Deaf and Blind Children, or RIDBC. My job was to set up and then to run a computer-based braille production unit. Graeme had recently qualified as a lawyer, and had entered the workforce. He phoned me to ask whether some work-based information could be transcribed into braille. 

I was pleased to be able to meet Graeme’s request, and the required material was translated into Grade 2 braille by the computer software, and embossed on a Triformation embosser. If you’re into embossers, you would know that the Triformation company is now known as “Enabling Technologies”. It is Paula Kimbrough from that company that I need to thank for providing much of the historical information which follows.

Indeed, Paula starts her story way back in 1260 with King Louis 9th of France – who later become St Louis and much later had a city named after him in the USA. Paula relates that Louis felt himself called by God to be humble and charitable. He responded to the call by setting up probably the world’s first institution for blind people. So the motive – noble no doubt – had more to do with the provider’s needs than the needs of the service recipients. Some of you might suggest that not much has changed in that regard. And, certainly, the issue of rights was outside of the frame.

Let’s jump forward a few Louis’s to the 16th, he who lost his head to Mme Guillotine in the Place de la Concorde in Paris. That was in 1793, during the French Revolution, during which the National Assembly published the Declaration of the Rights of Man.

Some 20 years earlier in the same square in Paris, Valentin Hauy witnessed a spectacle which horrified him. He saw a group of people from the hospice for the blind being mocked and laughed at during a religious festival. He decided to establish a school for blind children, which he did, with financial support from the Philanthropic Society. The decision was taken to “grant protection to the children, who have particular need of … benevolence”. You may well regard this motivation as paternalistic, but we can’t really judge yesterday through today’s perspective. For a couple of centuries following the founding of Hauy’s school, charity and philanthropy were the motives that saw many developments throughout the world, not only in the sphere of services for blind people.  

Hauy’s school, known as the Royal Institution for the Young Blind of Paris, had a colourful history. Hauy himself developed the first tactile text, which comprised very ornate raised letters that must have been very difficult to decipher. But early in the 19th century, and not in relation to blindness, another Frenchman, Charles Barbier, came up with a form of raised text intended for military purposes by permitting “night reading and writing”.. This was a system of raised dots and dashes, not unlike the braille system that followed soon thereafter.

And there is a connection between Louis Braille and the military. Perhaps some of you are aware that Louis (and there’s that name again) was conscripted but was exempted, not because he wasn’t much of a rifleman but because he could not read or write print!

Louis Braille modified and simplified Barbier’s system and Braille’s raised dot code came to be used at the school in Paris, not without a real struggle on the part of the Director, M. Pignier, whom Louis Braille admired and assisted. Many of Pignier’s colleagues strongly resisted change.

Jean Roblin, in a publication by the American Foundation for the Blind, wrote:

“THE WORLD OF THE BLIND is not free from imperfections, and jealousy sometimes rears its ugly head. As in all society, men confront each other, fight and suffer attacks from the malicious, the wicked, and impostors. Since 1836 Dufau, the assistant-director, had been scheming outside the Institution to have Pignier dismissed.”

In spite of Louis Braille’s support of Pignier, Dufau did succeed with his “white-anting”. Pignier was dismissed and Dufau appointed Director of the Royal Institution of Paris. He proceeded to destroy the Institution’s braille collection, built up painstakingly over some years. He destroyed all the slates and styluses. His reasoning was that the braille system made blind people “too independent”. He proceeded to introduce the Alston raised type system.

So we might ask ourselves, what sort of world view prompts a man to want to prevent blind people from becoming more independent. That is neither philanthropic nor rights oriented.

Dufau wasn’t alone in opposing the use of braille – there were teachers and administrators who were also against it because it didn’t look like print and was too hard for them to learn.. They also felt that its use would open the way for blind teachers, thereby threatening their jobs. 

I believe the expression is “Charity begins at home.”

In time, though, Dufau was persuaded that his approach was wrong. He reintroduced braille to the Institution and initiated research into more effective ways of producing braille. And he utilised the talents of Louis Braille as a teacher.

And now St Louis re-enters our story as the City of St Louis, Missouri, named after the former King Louis 9th of France, becomes the first place in the USA to introduce braille texts and the braille system of reading and writing. The Missouri School for the Blind opened in 1851 and within a decade, was using the braille system.

According to the MSB’s website, the founders went to the State Capitol to seek some State funding for their school. They were originally rebuffed, with the following statement emanating from the State house:

“There are only a few blind persons in Missouri, the United States census reports to the contrary notwithstanding.  It would be time, labor and money lost to try to teach the blind to read or do anything else."

Not much concern about rights there.

However, the school’s founders, with the assistance of two talented young blind people demonstrating their capabilities, did receive funding which, by the standards of the time, was quite generous.

And so our story moves further into the second half of the 19th century and to Australia. As you’d all know, the first Australian schools for blind children opened in the 1860s. The first school, part of what became the Royal Victorian Institute for the Blind, was established under “general Protestant principles”.

Now – a digression to either amuse or horrify you, depending on your view of such matters. When I was a boy growing up, my Jewish grandmother lived in our household. Before I was born, my parents had converted from Judaism to Catholicism, but had me Christened in the Church of England. My mother was widowed. She married again, a man born and raised a Catholic but very much an atheist. I briefly attended a Methodist Sunday School, sang in the choir at St Stephen’s Anglican, and attended a Presbyterian Boys School.

In spite of this exposure to a Judeo-Christian smorgasbord, I had never heard of “Protestant Principles”, so I resorted to Google. There I found on the web-site of the Idaho Lay Dominicans “THE SEVEN PRINCIPLES ESSENTIAL TO PROTESTANTISM”. Principal number one stopped me in my tracks; it was “Man is totally corrupt”.

So, was it an appreciation of the total corruptness of man that prompted some good citizens of Melbourne to start the RVIB, including a school and adopting braille to provide access to “the good book” and hopefully some other texts as well?

Wikipedia lists only three principles of Protestantism, one of which relates to the right and duty of the Christian laity to read the bible. At last I have found a reference to “the right … to read”.

In the 1870s and 1880s, the Australian colonies each legislated to make education compulsory, but made no provision for either deaf children or blind children. Was the introduction of such “almost compulsory” education an issue of rights? Or was it, as suggested by historian Marion McCreadie, more about a concern that crime grew out of ignorance, which could be overcome by education? And does that view assume that blind children will not grow up to be criminals even if uneducated? 

Whatever the reason, in NSW it took another 64 years, until 1944, that it became compulsory for deaf children and blind children to attend school. This was more than 50 years after Britain had introduced state aid for special schools and compulsory education for students with vision impairments.

Braille libraries started lending books around 1900. They were run by the charitable agencies like RBS and RVIB as part of a range of services. Special format audio books started to appear in the 1930s, and required the listener to have a closed format playback machine like the Clarke & Smith six track cartridges.. There was no thought at this stage that State and municipal libraries had a responsibility to cater to all readers, including those with print disability. This remained so until “grey power”, the voices of rate-paying voting older readers, convinced local governments in the 1960s to include large-print editions in their lending collections. The advent later that decade of the compact cassette made practicable the addition of audio books to collections.

And so to the 1970s. The first computerised braille production systems were being installed in advanced countries, and I came into this field in 1978. The next year, I was fortunate enough to be sent to London to attend an international conference with the conference title “Computerised Braille Production – Today and Tomorrow”. I presented a paper with the very original title of “Computerised Braille Production in Australia”. The 25 or so papers were published in a book in whose introduction is written the following:

“ … it is remarkable that no conference material was produced in braille. … it is a sad reflection on the state of the art of braille production that blind people attending a conference on computerised braille production were deprived of the raw material on which the conference was based.”

No doubt, today, 35 years later, that would be unthinkable. But why? What provided the impetus for change in the outlook and awareness of administrators, service providers, governments and people generally. I hope that I am correct in suggesting that there has been a big shift away from the providers’ view that they know what’s best.

Because, the second half of last century saw great momentum in the focus on people’s rights, exemplified in the civil rights and women’s rights movements. There seemed to be a catalytic effect provided  by the United Nations International Years. 1968 was the International Year for Human Rights, 1971 was designated as a year for action to combat racism and racial discrimination, 1975 was International Women’s Year, 1979 was the International Year of the Child and, of course, 1981 was IYDP, the International Year of Disabled Persons. The emphasis was on “the right of persons with disabilities to take part fully in the life and development of their societies, enjoy living conditions equal to those of other citizens, and have an equal share in improved conditions resulting from socio-economic development.” 

IYDP fathered the World Programme of Action Concerning Disabled Persons and the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities. The stated purpose of the Convention is to promote, protect and ensure the full and equal enjoyment of all human rights and fundamental freedoms by all persons with disabilities, and to promote respect for their inherent dignity.

Access to information is one of the key elements of practical implementation of the UN’s noble aims. Of course, since the early 1980s we have witnessed a revolution in computing, communications, media and information access, the World Wide Web, etc, and so the Web Content Accessibility Guidelines are crucial for people who have print disability.

I started on a personal note when I referred to my first meeting Graeme all those years ago, and I’d like to end on a personal note before Graeme takes over the delivery of this paper. 1981 was IYDP but also a special year for me. I was appointed to a new role at RIDBC and asked to recruit my successor as Manager of Braille Production. I selected and appointed Bill Jolley, not because it was IYDP but because he was the outstanding job applicant. He filled the role admirably for 5 years, and later Bruce Maguire became the Manager.

Also, 1981 was the year that Graeme and I first started running together, training on the footpaths and the parks of Ashfield, and competing on the track over distances from 800m to 5,000m. Finally, 1981 was the year that my relationship with Jennifer Pitt, Chief Librarian at the RBS, evolved from a business relationship into something more. We married the following year and, I’m happy to tell you, recently celebrated our 32nd wedding anniversary.

Over to you Graeme.
As can be seen from John's narrative so far, the transition from philanthropy to human rights as the driver for information access has been a graduated one.  And we don't suggest in this paper that the transition is complete, and that we are seeing, or will see in the future, the end of philanthropy in this area.  In fact, given the high cost per unit and small size of the market share in this area, as well as the increasingly desperate attempts by our governments to reduce taxes (and inevitably services) philanthropy will always have a significant role to play.
		
But there is no doubt that human rights have played a greater part in this process more recently, in the same way they have played a greater part in all of our lives.

The birth of rights is a difficult thing to pinpoint.  Some would argue that they began with the liberal philosophers of several centuries ago.  Others might say that the Agora in Athens, or the Senate in Rome, were their original birth place.  But whenever they were born, their development and-or codification dates from a much later time in history.

Following the human carnage of two world wars, the international community was determined to put some mechanisms in place which would reduce the likelihood of such events.  These included the establishment of the League of Nations and then the United Nations, and the agreement of the first internationally codified human rights document- the Universal Declaration of Human Rights.  Australia played no small part in this work, with HC (Doc) Evatt demonstrating that his skills and persistence were more tuned to international negotiations than to leadership of the Australian Labor Party.

This document was followed - on an international level - by a number of human rights instruments, including the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, the International Covenant on Economic Social and Cultural Rights, and numerous specifically oriented conventions on Race, Women and Children.

Finally, people with disabilities got their turn, with the passage of the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities.  The short-hand for this convention (unlike Cerd, Cedaw or Croc, all acronyms which can be turned into words) is the Disability Convention.  This is because four consonants - C R P D - are just not easy to pronounce.  So, given our penchant in Australia for shortening everything, it has become the DisCo.  That appeals to me, not only because it is shorter, but because it evokes wonderful images of people with disabilities being included everywhere- even at the Disco.  Although the colour of my hair - white for those who want the audio description - suggests that the DisCo is not a place I have frequented for quite a few years.

In North America and Europe and here in Australia, the US civil rights movement and the swinging sixties, were the catalyst for rights to be demanded in other areas.  In numerous subsections of our community - Aboriginal people through the freedom rides, women through the rise of feminism, environmentalists through the development of the Green movement, and people with disabilities through World War ii veterans returning and demanding a better deal - all began to build the wave towards equality.  It probably aligns with the younger adult days of the baby-boomer generation.  And as that generational wave baby-booms its way into retirement I predict significant changes in the aged care sector.  No longer did we have the wartime generations preparedness to accept its lot.  We baby-boomers - to plagiarise the Queen song lyric I wanted it all and I wanted it now.

We got Disability Discrimination legislation in NSW in 1983, and in most other States during that decade.  We got Federal Disability Discrimination legislation in 1992.  And amongst the requirements of these laws was the right to complain about lack of access to information.

There have been numerous complaints, and the DDA has been a real catalyst for change.  But the most effective piece of advocacy in this area was the complaint taken by Bruce Maguire against the Sydney Organising Committee for the Olympic Games.  Bruce's complaint was a huge wake-up call to web site operators around Australia.  In fact, as well as benefiting personally from Bruce's work, I should thank you Bruce as you gave me a lot more work as well.  Access to information via the internet was the most popular speaking topic for which I received requests in my role as Disability Discrimination Commissioner by a long way.  Bruce's determined advocacy - against significant and powerful opposition, and at his personal cost - was a major catalyst in having our right to information transformed into reality. And now, even though not popular for other reasons, even Qantas has made the iPads on their Q-Streaming accessible. This is a new height to reach in the quest for information. And an excellent use of the DDA to get results in this area. Bruce's lengthy and continued commitment in this area is demonstrated by the fact that he has gained a second mention in this paper.

One of the great benefits of the internet is that it - figuratively at least - makes the globe smaller and more internationally focussed.  So Australia - like many other countries - has benefited from the work done on World Wide Web Consortium Guidelines on access to information.  They have evolved as technology has changed, and whilst they do not make the internet a perfectly accessible place - we still have CAPTCHA's which for us are like a set of steps for a person using a wheelchair - it is a lot more accessible than it might have been.  And at the risk of increasing Bruce's head size, he deserves a third mention for his leading contribution - amongst a number of other Australians - to the creation of the W3C guidelines.

But the exercise of rights does not just happen in international and national political forums.  And - in the context of access to information amongst a number of others - it is often university students who - driven by high moral principles and the lack of money and power to ensure their implementation - demand that rights become reality.  Such was the experience - in NSW at least - when I was a student.  And a few years before I started pounding the pavements of Ashfield with John, I and others were pounding on the door of the library which Jennie Berryman - as she is now - ran at Royal Blind Society, demanding that they produce much more material for students.  I am sure similar activities were occurring in other States.
John: To conclude, technology evolves rapidly, indeed ever more rapidly, especially where there is money to be made. On the other hand, ideas about human equality evolve slowly and always require struggle. Even today, women are not treated as equals in many parts of the world. Even in developed countries, women are underrepresented in government and commerce, and are paid less for doing the same work as men. Discrimination against racial and ethnic minorities remains widespread. People with disabilities do not enjoy the same access, opportunity for participation, or share of assets and income as other citizens.
But the situation has been improving and continues to improve in many parts of the world. International conventions, national legislation, and increased awareness all help. The advocacy for themselves - and for their peers with similar needs - by people with disabilities is essential to progress.
Graeme earlier quoted lyrics from the band Queen, revealing himself to have been a teenager in the 1970s. My wild years were a decade earlier, so I’m prompted to quote Lennon & McCartney in search of a conclusion to this paper. They sang “it’s getting better all the time”.
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