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History of the Reading Environment for Visually Disabled People:
Focusing on E-books from 1985

SAKURAI Satoshi, UEMURA Kaname

Abstract:

The year 2010 has been called the first year of e-books in Japan and an extensive literature on e-books has
arisen. The literature, however, has largely overlooked the reading environment of visually disabled people.
Focusing on the changes in the reading environment of visually disabled people, this paper situates the position
of this issue in the e-book discourse. The paper divides the e-book discourse into three phases: (1) from 1985,
when e-books became available, to the release of Windows 95 in 1995; (2) from 1995, when Windows 95
popularized the graphical user interface (GUI), which is problematic for visually disabled people, to 2006; (3)
from the release of Kindle in 2007 to the present. In the e-book discourse in Japan, there was considerable
discussion in phase (1) about the utility of e-books for people with visual disabilities or dyslexia. However, in
phase (2), visually disabled people were largely forgotten, as the GUI became increasingly popular. In phase (3),
the discourse has continued to ignore visually disabled people in Japan, but a lively debate has emerged in the
United States about the accessibility of new e-book readers such as the Kindle, against which, for example, an

antidiscrimination law suit has been filed.

Keywords: reading environment for visually disabled people, e-books, screen reader, text-to-speech, accessibility
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