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Literacy for blind and partially sighted people first became a possibility in modern times. 

Education for the blind in organized form has been found in Sweden since the beginning of the 

19th century but was not obligatory before 1896. At that time, most of the country’s blind 

people were illiterate. In institutions for the blind, teaching emphasized manual skills and crafts, 

and in the case of music, only instruments, contexts and repertoire deemed appropriate for the 

blind was taught and sanctioned. Organ grinding, vagabondery and songs of self-pity were 

seen as demeaning for the blind individual as well as for the blind issue as a whole.   

This does not mean to say that blind people have not sung and authored their own songs and in 

other ways expressed themselves as subjects within everyday song culture. One form where the 

visually impaired take a prominent role, just as their impairment suggests, are the so-

called ”blind songs”. These songs can be described as a kind of begging verse which, written by 

the blind, were sold as ephemera or broadsides either by the sight impaired themselves or by 

agents. 

Blind songs have, in principle, an equally long history as the medium of broadsides itself.  

Moreover it seems to be the song type that has survived the longest in modern times: blind 

songs were sung and sold in Sweden as recently as in the 1960s. Thus the genre depicts 

continuity throughout the centuries but also exhibits internal variations and changes over time. 

Using several examples, this paper analyses prominent narrative features in blind songs. The 

focus lies with the typical autobiographical structure, which the texts are built around, and the 

importance of the intended effects: to awaken the listeners’ compassion and willingness to pay. 

One question that is set forth is whether or not one could talk about a ”blind poetic” and what 

that would entail. In that case one must consider the dialogic dimensions of the genre: these 

song texts are not simply a witness’ account of the visually impaired’s circumstances at various 

points in time, but are also marked by the sighted world’s view of the blind. 
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