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It has been a central tenant of our philosophy as members of the National Federation of the Blind that the world should not build itself to accommodate our needs as blind people.  We need to familiarize ourselves with the world as it works.  This is at the core of a niggling rather unpleasant discussion as to what we need as blind people.  The problem lies in the fact that our philosophy assumes that there is a way to accommodate ourselves to the world as it exists.  That only works if the tools of the world are accessible to blind people.  


Here is a small example.  We are used to being able to figure out how, say, a stereo might work without benefit of an instruction manual.  Even the most intricate sound system could be worked after one or two tentative experiments.  This is no longer the case because there is no longer a one to one corollary between this button and that knob.  It all depends on what you’re doing; or, to be more precise, what menu you are currently in.  

If recording levels are measured not by the positions of mechanical knobs or sliders but by moving lights, the totally blind user is at a loss, no matter the quality of hearing or the organization of our approach or behavior for the task at hand.  So we have to make a small change by insisting on universal all inclusive design.  

Thus, the paradigm shifts not toward a new compromise, but back to our philosophy; for by insisting on universally accessible design, things will become easier for everybody.  I would imagine that a series of menu options that dart and blink and disappear are just as daunting for a sighted person as for a blind person.  


Perhaps it would be more useful to talk about usability rather than accessibility.  My wife got a toaster oven last Christmas.  We’re talking about this metal box for making a nice breakfast bagel or cooking up a little batch of cookies for the grand kids.  Now this toaster oven works with a touch panel and is preloaded with thousands of recipes from soup to nuts.  
Can I use this infernal machine?  Well, no.  More to the point, my wife can’t use it either because she hasn’t taken the time necessary to read and understand the instruction manual which is a mind numbing 187 pages long, and no wonder.   
Here is a typical sentence.  “Count down minus button or up plus button until the desired value is determined”.  This is not an instruction for a toaster oven or anything else other than a weapon system. We’d better not get into any more wars or we’ll lose for sure.  

To make two slices of toast requires three key strokes. What have we come to as a civilization?


I remember when just having a cell phone and being able to call anyone was fantastic.  Now, it doesn’t matter if the phone function works because the phone doesn’t matter any more.  Conversation makes us too human don’t you know.  We’d much rather text or listen to our particular music.  We’d rather do that than any actual work.  


A little time ago, two airline pilots missed their intended destination of Minneapolis by 150 miles.  Were they asleep?  Were they having sex?  No, they were buried in their lap tops figuring out flight schedules.  I’ll bet they couldn’t work that toaster oven either.  No sir-ree.  We’d better stay clear of wars until the world goes back to being more human.  Of course, I could be wrong, but I don’t think so. 

My old washing machine is fifteen years old and I know that sooner or later, it will have to be replaced.  I’ve touched some washers and know that I won’t be buying them because the controls consist of a flat touch panel.  I guess that I could label the controls, but I shouldn’t have to.  
How did I come by this washer which has never let me down and which is so intuitive in its use?  It’s the summer of 1995.  The place is an electronics store with an appliance department.  I am touching the various washers.  One of them has what is called a strait line indicator.  That one’s out because there’s no place to Braille anything and no point of reference.  Here’s one with a dial.  That one can be brailed on so it’s a possibility, but no, the tub is plastic with sharp holes.  It’s already given me a paper cut. God only knows what it will do to our clothes.   
Here’s one with a dial that has a pointer.  Perfect!  I bought it on the spot.  I didn’t know what brand it was, or how many cycles it had.  I didn’t care.  With that clicking pointer, I could figure it out with no sighted assistance what so ever. I asked if the machine could be plugged in and be put on spin.  It hummed quietly and didn’t shimmy.  This was the machine for me.  


What do we do now when faced with flat touch panels and a multiplicity of cycles that we don’t need?  We have to make sure that industry pays attention to our needs and that we are getting value for our money.  If electronic controls are the wave of the future, I have no objection to that, but I would say this.  If appliances can beep, then they can just as easily talk.  Industry will have to think about us, especially as the population gets older.  This will mean that little by little, things will get better for everybody as we drift toward a new accommodation; a broader, more universal social contract.                          
