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WILL BOOKS BECOME

THEDUMB MEDIUM ??

ELI M. NOAM

EDITOR’S NOTE: This art icle is taken from
unravel. And it is doubly ironic that this them-publishers� decline .

a speech delivered at the Virginia Tech

symposium � The Impact of Technology on will take place just as informat ion , knowl- This conclusion will not be readily

the Learning Environment," held on March 30

31, 1998. The speech was also given at the edge, and scholarship are more important accepted . Too strong is the emot ional

nat ional Educom conference and appeared than ever . at tachment to the concept of "book .� But
in Educom Review , vol . 33 , no . 2. It is reprinted
here with perm ission . But i f we look clearly ahead rather consider another word loaded with posi

than nostalgically behind , the conclusion t ive connotat ion : � bread . � Yet the

is inescapable that books as a physical consumpt ion of bread has declined , and

� Print is not dead .
ent ity will become , in t ime, a secondary its cent rali ty as a food item is nowhere

Print is not dying . tool in academ ia, their role usurped by near where it used to be .

Print is not even the upstart elect ronic media . I love books . I’ve writ ten or edited

vaguely i ll ." And as books cease to be the mainstay almost 20 of them , and I own many , too

of the leading edge of knowledge , their many . So I don’t like my own conclusion .
W. Crawford and M. Garnaw

[ American Library Associat ion , 1995 ) role becomes primari ly that of an enter- Nor am I unm indful of following to the

tainment medium � and not even one of edge of the cli ff in the footsteps of dist in

the creat ive leading edge . Culturally , they guished mis - prognost icators . Thomas

cholars and books have always descend to secondary status . And eco- Edison , for example , confident ly pre

had a symbiot ic relat ion . More nom ically , the firms associated with dicted in 1913 that books would be rapidly

than 2,800 years ago , in Nineveh subst ituted , as an inst ruct ional medium ,

and then Alexandria, libraries
ELI M. NOAM is the director of the

by fi lm . Later , radio , TV, and simpleColumbia Inst i tute for Tele- Informat ion and

were the place where scholars congre
professor of finance and econom ics at computers were expected to have sim ilar
Columbia University’s Graduate School of

gated and formed the first universit ies . Business . The author of 15 books and impacts . We are st i ll wait ing . Marshall

about 200 art icles on domest ic and inter
Later , after Gutenberg , books cont rib McLuhan , in the Gutenberg Galaxynat ional telecommunicat ions , television ,

uted to the emergence of universit ies as informat ion , and regulat ion subjects , he ( 1962 ) , welcomed the dem ise of
has served on the boards for the federal

centers of the sciences . Today, inside government ’s FTS- 2000 telephone net books as an end to homogenizat ion ,

universit ies vast numbers ofmonographs,
work , the IRS’s computer modernizat ion commodificat ion , the nat ion state , and
project , and the Nat ional Computer Lab .

edited volumes , and periodicals are labo He has also served as the public service pract ically everything else . Anthony
commissioner engaged in the telecom

riously produced and lovingly consumed . municat ions and energy regulat ion of Sm ith , in Goodbye Gutenberg ( 1980 ) ,

New York State . Among his books are
A large publishing indust ry, much of it feared the worst for print but was braced

Telecommunicat ions in Europe and

privately owned , has grown around this Asymmetric Deregulat ion . Among his for it . Yet there are more books published
forthcom ing books will be The Last

relat ionship Bot t leneck of the Informat ion Revolut ion : today than ever before � 65,000 in

It is thus , perhaps , a shock to contem
Compet ing for At tent ion Span and America alone� and more books are
Interconnect ing the Network ofNetworks .

plate that this happy situat ion is likely to bought ( and possibly even read ) than ever

a

VIRGINIA ISSUES AND ANSWERS



VIRGINIA ISSUES AND ANSWERS

WHY THIS

ARTICLE?

E

�

some

box SF

\ li Noam , darling of the info -tech

futurists and doomsayer to t radi

t ionalists, posits the dest ruct ion

of t radit ional knowledge dist ribut ion

the revered book � thus implying a threat

to t radit ional knowledge indust ries

universit ies, of course,being an anchor of

the knowledge indust ry.

To there may be li t t le connec

t ion between the Noam hypothesis and

the m ission of this publicat ion : fostering

public policy discussion . But Virginia

public policymakers may have consider

able food for thought should Noam ’s

predict ions come true.

What are the implicat ions for the

state’s universit ies ? How will enrollments

be affected if publishers or for-profi t

colleges offer on - line courses? Or worse,

what i f such companies confer degrees?

What are the financial implicat ions for

colleges with already st retched budgets i f

costs for knowledge dist ribut ion move

back upst ream and inst i tut ions

more resources into their comput ing and

communicat ions infrast ructure ?

For college educators, what are the

implicat ions for the t radit ional classroom

contact model ? How will inst i tut ions of

higher educat ion determ ine when a suffi

cient body of knowledge is acquired by a

student in order to confer a degree?

For K - 12 teachers, how will curricula

be developed ? Will even more authority

be delegated to publishers and outside

experts?

Such quest ions prompted the editors

to include the Noam art icle in VIA. We

would hope it wi ll st ir your policy -making

imaginat ions. Please send us your com

ments, let ters, or rebut tals.

-Editor

pour evenScholars and books have always had a symbiot ic relat ionship , with scholars gathering
in early libraries to form the first universt i t ies .

�

before, more than two billion of them . mate the deeper long- term impact of fun

And the publishing indust ry reassures us damental technologies . The automobile

and itself constant ly , ri tualist ically , and and the radio were seen as convenient

publicly of the book’s indispensabili ty . subst i tutes to the horseless carriage or

So where is the problem ? wireless telegraph , rather than as the agents

It is characterist ic of individuals, in- of revolut ions in city - scape and mass

st i tut ions , indust ries , and ent ire societ ies media in living pat terns and poli t ics .

to m isjudge the future. We do so by But when the realizat ion dawns that

simultaneously exaggerat ing , beli t t ling , the mere convenience is also a sorcerer’s

and fight ing change . On the one hand , apprent ice , at t i tudes change from benign.

we tend to succumb to the various wonder to host i le defensiveness.

merchants of hype , overest imate the Thus it was with new media from

short - term spread of technology based on t imes immemorial . The old media , call

its salutary impact � " a helicopter in everying the shots , gang up on the new medium�

garage,� � atom ic power too cheap to as uncouth and glori fy themselves as

meter ,� the � Internet in every classroom .� purveyors of culture . Even writ ing , when

On the other hand , we tend to underest i- i t replaced oral culture , was at tacked .
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Plato , in Phaedrus, lets the inventor of

writ ing be crit icized by the ruler , who

pont ificates:

This discovery of yours will

create forget fulness in the

m inds of those who learn

to use it . ... You offer your

students the appearance of

wisdom , not t rue wisdom .

They will be hearers of

many things and will have

learned nothing....[ T] hey

will appear to be omniscient

and will generally know

nothing . ...

When television began in the late ’40s , image was the cent ralized and all - knowing

it negat ively affected the dom inant me- huge piece of equipment . Data protect ion

dium of popular culture, fi lm , which t ried laws were passed , based on the � Big Brother �

to suppress it . When Ronald Reagan started image of technology, just as computers

to work for TV, he could never make a became � dist ributed .� But when the real

Hollywood movie again . He had to look for 1984 rolled around , the fear had become

another line of work . At the same t ime , that 14 - year - olds would use computers to

print, the dom inant medium of intellectual start a nuclear war of their own .

culture , also crusaded against television , Today, when computer usage is begin

at tacking it as a medium , not just its par- ning to be democrat ic and when computers

t icular programs , channels , or indust ry are becom ing a communicat ions device,

st ructure . the Cassandra indust ry is out in full force,

Later , when cable TV emerged , i t was and an avalanche of neo - luddite li terature is

� deja vu all over again .� The broadcasters , rolling in , lapped up by t radit ional media .

now the new media establishment , fought Ext rem ist potent ial . Isolat ion . Impression

cable tooth and nail , ostensibly to defend able chi ldren . Sex . Violence . Games .

free viewing, public interest standards, and Ant i - authority. Informat ion poverty. Com

nat ional cohesion . mercializat ion . Bad grammar . Bad manners .

Today, with computer -based mult i-me- Bad at t i tude . This is not to beli t t le these

dia in ascendance , the quest ion is how they concerns or to give credence to the sim ilar

are t reated . In the ’ 50s and ’60s , many myopic Pollyannas of the computer indus

believed that computers would surely cre- t ry , but rather to observe that it seems that ,

ate a 1984 - like state , and the computers ’ predictably, the new media kid on the

>

When print ing emerged in the late

15th century, i t , too , had its det ractors :

� The world has got

along perfect ly well for

six thousand years without

print ing and has no need

to change now . "

( Fi lippo di St rata )
The emergence of television in the 1940s threatened the relat ive posit ion of the movie

indust ry , which t ried to suppress its upstart rival , as did the print medium . Such at tacks

on a new medium are common ." Printed books will never

be the equivalent of

handwrit ten codices ...

The simple reason is that

copying by hand involves

more diligence and indust ry ."

( Johannes Trithem ius, In Praise

of Scribes )

re

Later , when movies were being int ro

duced and the public favored vaudeville to

Shakespeare , t radit ionalists were out raged

and sought a ban against its uncultured

dist ract ions . And when sound was int ro

duced into mot ion pictures , musicians ’

unions agitated that � sound movies are

econom ic and cultural murder .� The tele

phone was said by a noted psychiat rist to

drive people permanent ly insane . And

when the radio arrived , researchers noted

that � [ p ]arents have become aware of a

puzzling change in the behavior of their

chi ldren . ..."
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m ore

block i s under at t ack by i t s elders . And wi deni ng gulf bet ween basi c t eachi ng and t o subscri bi ng st udent s only ; t hi s perm i t s

j ust as predi ct ably , t hese at t acks wi l l not speci al i zed research . More i m port ant ly , t he sophi st i cat ed pri ce di scri m i nat i on . And t hey

succeed , and t radi t i onal m edi a wi l l be i nt eract i on com es wi t h a bi g pri ce t ag . If could charge subst ant i al ly hi gher pri ces t han

weak ened as t he new ones succeed . Thus alt ernat i ve i nst ruct i onal t echnologi es and for a m ere book .

i t was wi t h orat ory , wi t h t heat er , f i lm , credent i al i ng syst em s can be devi sed , t here So t he news i s good for t hose t ext book

radi o , broadcast TV , and cabl e . And t hus wi l l be an out -m i grat i on from cl assi c cam - publ i shers t hat can m ove t o t he next st age,

i t wi l l be wi t h books . pus -based hi gher educat i on . t hough not for t ext books. In cont rast , t he

Let ’s cl ari fy t he t erm . For purposes of El ect roni c form s of i nst ruct i on are i nf e- fut ure i s bl eak for t he publ i shers of seri ous

our di scussi on , t he t erm " book � ref ers t o i t s ri or t o f ace - t o - f ace t eachi ng (t hough t he schol arly books. Here , t he m ark et consi st s

cl assi c m ani f est at i on - bound volum es of l at t er i s oft en rom ant i ci zed ); rat her, t hey basi cal ly of i ndi vi dual speci al i st s and of�

paper sheet s upon whi ch t ext i s pri nt ed . can be provi ded at a dram at i cal ly lower l i brari es . When i t com es t o i ndi vi dual buy

( There are , of course , vari at i ons on t hat cost . At present , pri vat e uni versi t i es charge ers , schol arly books wi l l have t o com pet e

t hem e , but t hey need not overly concern a t ui t i on of nearly $ 50 per l ect ure hour per agai nst t he m any ot her sources of i nform a

us . ) Books exi st i n m any set t i ngs , and i t i s st udent , not count i ng m ost of t he publ i cst udent , not count i ng m ost of t he publ i c t i on avai l abl e t o readers, m any of t hem,

best t o analyze t hem speci f i cal ly rat her t han and phi l ant hropi c support t hey recei ve or m ore rapi dly di ssem i nat ed , easi er t o search ,

generi cal ly . So l et us t urn t o t he fut ure of t he opport uni t y cost ofst udent s �t i m e . Wi t h easy t o re - purpose , and sui t ed t o t he

t he book i n t he uni versi t y. such Broadway - show - si zed pri ces � and short - at t ent i on - span generat i on f aci ng t he

wi t hout t he l at t er’s ent ert ai nm ent value- i nform at i on -glut soci et y .

THE TYPES OF BOOKS alt ernat i ve provi ders wi l l i nevi t ably ent er . Agai n , one advant age for el ect roni c di s

IN ACADEMIA It i s l i k ely t hat t he com m erci al publ i shers sem i nat i on i s t hat i t s pri ci ng could be hi ghly

Books exi st i n academ i a i n four m aj or wi l l put t oget her an eff ect i ve and cont i nu- di ff erent i at ed once t echnology m ak es arbi

t ypes: ously updat ed t eachi ng pack age, m ak i ng t rage and resal e i nconveni ent. An on - l i ne ,.

� t ext s , as source m at eri al for analysi s ; t he t radi t i onal t eachi ng of uni versi t i es look download rel at i onshi p can support m ul

� t ext books, for i nst ruct i on ; bori ng i n com pari son , j ust as Sesam e St reet t i pl e pri ces , j ust as wi t h t he ai rl i nes , and i n

schol arly m onographs, for broader and has rai sed t he expect at i ons of pupi ls for a cont rast t o t he rel at i vely pri m i t i ve hard

deeper di scussi ons ; l i vely i nst ruct i onal st yl e . Already avai l abl e cover / soft cover pri ce di ff erent i at i on syst em

academ i c j ournals and edi t ed volum es , on t ape are t he � Great est Lect ures by for physi cal books .

for narrow research f i ndi ngs. Am eri ca’s Superst ar Teachers ,� di st ri but ed Academ i c l i brari es are t he second

The f i rst t ype of books � source m at eri - by a com pany advert i si ng i t self as � your m aj or cat egory of buyers of schol arly

als � are l east aff ect ed by t he em ergi ng own pri vat e uni versi t y , st aff ed exclusi vely books. That m ark et m ust , by necessi t y,

el ect roni c i nform at i on t echnology. But even by a ’dream t eam ’ of Am eri ca’s best l ect ure cont ract . In t he past , i t was sai d t hat

here , rare books wi l l be i ncreasi ngly st ored prof essors .� A curri culum , once creat ed , a uni versi t y was as st rong as i t s l i brary.

el ect roni cal ly for bet t er prot ect i on and wi der could be off ered el ect roni cal ly, not j ust t o But here , t oo , t he econom i cs and

accessi bi l i t y. hundreds of st udent s nearby , but t o t ens of t echnology change everyt hi ng .

The second t ype wi l l change enor- t housands around t he world . It could be Most branches of sci ence show an expo

m ously . Text book publ i shers wi l l gai n . But provi ded by uni versi t i es seek i ng addi t i onal nent i al growt h of about 4-8 percent

t ext books wi l l lose . The reason i s t hat t he revenues i n a peri od of decl i ni ng cohort s , annual ly, wi t h a doubl i ng peri od of 10-15

publ i shers ’ funct i on i n t he fut ure wi l l ex- t hough probably not at f i rst by el i t e col- years . Com prehensi ve l i brary col l ect i ons

t end f ar beyond provi di ng books as l eges, whi ch guard t hei r scarci t y value . have becom e unaffordabl e. But at t he sam e

suppl em ent ary ai des t o courses . Inst ead , The ult i m at e provi ders of an el ect roni c t i m e, el ect roni c alt ernat i ves have becom e

t he publ i shers wi l l i ncreasi ngly provi de curri culum wi l l not be uni versi t i es becom - powerful i n st orage , broad - rangi ng i n con

courses t hem selves . They wi l l becom e course i ng t el eversi t i es ( t hey wi l l m erely break t he t ent , and eff i ci ent i n ret ri eval . Therefore,

publ i shers. i ce ) but rat her com m erci al f i rm s. Text book l i brari es are gradual ly shi ft i ng from i nvest

The reason i s part ly econom i c . It i s hard publ i shers wi l l est abl i sh sophi st i cat ed el ec- m ent i n t he physi cal presence of i nform at i on

t o i m agi ne t hat t he present ly prevai l i ng t roni c courses usi ng t he m ost eff ect i ve and t o t he creat i on of el ect roni c access . Soon

low - t ech l ect ure syst em of uni versi t y i n- prest i gi ous l ect urers. t he com bi nat i on of l apt op and phone l i ne

st ruct i on wi l l survi ve. St udent - t eacher They could cont rol t he resal e m ark et by wi l l serve j ust as wel l � anywhere, anyt i m e .

i nt eract i on i s already under st ress by t he cust om i zat i on and by provi di ng i t on - l i ne Thi s wi l l l ead publ i shers t o i ssue m any

a
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books on an on - line basis and charge the But these could be provided as well out that free - load on the copyright system .
reader per use or the inst i tut ion on a site- side the t radit ional book model . Exclusiv

To get a sense of the quant itat ive t rend ::
license basis. Readers would peruse the work ity , standards , and gatekeepers do not Chemical Abst racts took 30 years (1907
on comfortable hand - held screens or print require ground -up trees for their survival . 1937 ) to reach its first one m illion abst racts .
i t out as a near - book .

The fourth type of books in the higher The second m illion took 18 years. The
Many authors will move to self -pub- educat ion sector is bound academ ic jour- most recent m illion took only 1.75 years .

lishing . Especially the bet ter -known scholars nals . These are the mainstay of research .. Thus more art icles on chem ist ry have been
do not require the market ing role of pub- With the expansion and speed - up of re- published in the past two years than in
lishers . Desk - top publishing is reducing search act ivity and merit - based promot ions, humankind’s ent ire history before 1900 .
the technical importance of publishers; the journal system has grown beyond its No university can afford this flood.And
and on - line access reduces their role in own long- term econom ic sustainabili ty.The what makes this all the more galling is that
dist ribut ion . Where authors seek rapid ent ire econom ics of scholarly journals are universit ies pay for the product ion ofmuch
recognit ion rather than below- m inimum bizarre , just wait ing to collapse . of this scholarship through their staff and
wage royalt ies , they will often even give Each year an est imated two m illion facult ies, and then they must buy back the
the product away. In other cases , a down- scholarly art icles are being published fruits of their own investments. Meanwhile ,
load charge will exist . The final product ( though not necessari ly read ) . One calcula- the prices for journals keep get t ing higher as
may turn out to be a bit sloppier , but t ion for the cost of processing , handling , specializat ion reduces circulat ion to ever
most authors and readers would gladly and storing one art icle is $ 50 . This means a narrower slivers of specialists and as
t rade spli t infinit ives for speedy publica- cost of $ 100 m illion for one complete set commercial publishers consolidate profi t
t ion . In many cases , departments, centers , of art icles for a single year , and it is rising . ably ( most recent ly , Reed Elsevier with
or professional associat ions would become This is clearly not within the realm of Wolters Kluwer ).
on - line publishers . Yes, academ ics crave econom ic feasibi li ty of any physical library, Tradit ional print publishers sell an ar
the prest ige of a publishing pecking - order . even not of the official nat ional libraries t icle , on the average, for $ 4,000 per print
VIRGINIA ISSUES AND ANSWERS
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art icle , not count ing the cost of storage to easy to appear as yet another dismal econo- tures . Let the m ind do the picturing instead

libraries . In cont rast , one est imate for the m ist or technological determ inist and to of force - feeding it with graphic images .

cost of put t ing out an art icle in elect ronic invite , as a response , a ringing reaffirmat ion This argument is a carry -over from the

form is $ 300 to $ 100 , much lower . Thus , of the importance of books in educat ion ,of the importance of books in educat ion , st ruggles of print culture over television .

given the cost disparity, elect ronic dist ribu- personal growth , and intellectual discourse . Like generals fight ing the last war , defend

t ion is inevitable and indeed is happening To make such arguments feels good but is ers of the book st i ll f ight TV and confuse

rapidly. Here, too , i t is unavoidable that beside the point . It is not research , teaching , writ ing with the print / paper technology.

commercial publishers will be bypassed by or publishing that will be under pressure , There is plenty of writ ing that takes place

authors , departments , and professional as- they will be more important than ever � but over elect ronic screens , much of it done by

sociat ions . Many people believe that the rather their present main medium , the those same young people whose brains had

tenure system and the whole pecking order bound printed - paper volume. supposedly been fried by TV . The writ ten

of academ ia depends on the imprimatur of AA second type of response is pract ical : word has been enhanced by computer tech

prest igious publicat ions . But it is false to elect ronic presentat ion of informat ion is nology, not reduced.,

equate this system with paper publicat ions . not user -friendly. You cannot curl up with

It ’s the select ivity , not the medium , that a computer screen ; you cannot take it to the THE BOOK OF THE FUTURE

counts . The most prest igious journals can bathroom ; it ’s hard on the eyes ; i t cannot be At this point a likely object ion is that all

be maintained elect ronically just as well as skimmed or leafed through ; and it cannot we are talking about is a paperless variat ion

physically on all the same principles , except be folded, spindled , or mut i lated . True . on the theme � book ,� different for sure, but

for the slowness, and often with a much But this is likely to be a temporary disad- a book nevertheless . It ’s as i f all we did was

greater circulat ion . vantage . In t ime, light and flat screens , change the type of paper . What then is the

The advantages go beyond econom ics . digital paper with mult iple pages , high reso- big deal ? This m ight be t rue if change

Elect ronic journals are also superior in ac- lut ion screens , and the abili ty to mark up would stop at such a point . But that is

cessibi li ty and storage cost , and they are and highlight will duplicate many of the unlikely. The horseless carriage and the

vast ly superior in cross - linking to refer- physical conveniences and looks of thebook wireless telegraph became more than mere

ences . This , after all , was what led to the without being paper - based . � Virtual books , improvements on what they replaced but

invent ion of the World Wide Web in the but not books. Thus to rely on the negat ive ent irely different things because they were

first place, when physicists in Geneva wanted ergonom ics of elect ronics is a risky propo- so much more powerful. So it wi ll be with

easy access to referenced art icles . sit ion . The tables may soon be turned . the paperless book . Content and format are

Let us add up these t rends . Printed A third object ion is that today’s work interlinked , and new content follows new,

textbooks will shift into elect ronic - based m ight not be readable under tomorrow’s format possibi li t ies ..

courses . Scholarly books will move to elec- elect ronic technology and will hence be Elect ronics can easily accommodate

t ronic versions . And journal volumes will lost . Print has been t ried and found true writ ing but also a lot more � moving im

become elect ronic . The conclusion there- over centuries , but digital storage has no ages , pictures , sound� mult i -media . And

fore is that there will be a significant shift t rack record . Such fear is overblown . Future such capabili ty will be used soon , emphat i

away from books in academ ia , the inner display will , of course , be different than cally and creat ively . Since speeding up the

sanctum of the book culture . today’s, but conversion from old standards flow of informat ion to the human brain

will be technically and commercially prof- is becom ing essent ial and writ ing shows

DEFENSES OF THE BOOK itable . The greatest loss of informat ion over no sign of change , this can best be

In making these arguments , one inevi- t ime is not its physical dest ruct ion but its accomplished by mult imedia forms of

tably provokes an impassioned defense of unavailabi li ty � the diff iculty of finding communicat ions with more visual and

the book . Academ ia and books have en- informat ion in obscure locat ions or inside symbolic informat ion . The future there

joyed a symbiot ic relat ionship . It is possible huge collect ions . Elect ronic searches can fore belongs to the communicat ions

to imagine universit ies without buildings , solve many of these problems . Thus , i t services that can provide parallel informa

sports , even research and teaching ( though should be safer to store elect ronically than t ion t racks and pack them as t ight ly as

not both ) . But without books ? Books are on paper i f the immortali ty of the informa- possible for the brain to absorb .

just different. How can one measure their t ion is the goal . And as these technical possibi li t ies

standards with the pet ty yardst icks of m i- A fourth line of defense is to extol the unfold , the place for leading- edge art ist ic

cro - elect ronics and m icro - econom ics? It is advantages of the writ ten word over pic- creat ivi ty will be in creat ing new types

L

>
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of expressi on i n t he m ult i m edi a t hat m i nd you � t hat could be f i xed � but m edi a recei ved no respect , t hei r m edi a

com bi ne t ext wi t h graphi cs , sound , and t he m edi um i t self. havi ng been hi j ack ed by t he t hree

i m ages . It i s here t hat t he creat i ve Im agi ne , i nst ead , l i ght and lum i nous lowest - com m on - denom i nat or TV net

t al ent s of t he next generat i on wi l l push panels of m ult i pl e pages , com fort abl e i n works . Even t oday , parent s f eel gui lt y i f

t he envelope of expressi on . t he hand , wi t h cl ear t ext , bri ght pi c- t hei r k i ds are educat ed from m edi a

And as t hat happens , t radi t i onal t ures , and at t ract i ve sound and vi deo . It ot her t han books . But now , change i s

books could wel l becom e t he provi nce of i s conveni ent t o access t ext s , t o hi gh- i n t he ai r , oft en propel l ed by t he sam e

t he past � repri nt i ng t he cl assi cs of ear- l i ght , t o cross - ref erence, t o st ore , and t o k i ds . El ect roni cs have begun t o st and t al l .

l i er generat i ons � of t he com fort abl e browse . It s l et t eri ng can be adj ust ed t o Books wi l l survi ve , of course , l i k e t he

cont ent , l i k e Mu zak i n t he age of rock , t he readers eyesi ght and t o t he si gni f i - radi o , of whi ch t here i s quant i t at i vely

and of readers averse t o bot h new wi ne cance of t he passage . Would such a m ore t han ever (f i ve per household ) , but,

and new bot t l es . In t hat scenari o , books m edi um not be superi or i n m ost respect s wi t hout i t s past cent ral i t y . Books are l i k ely

becom e pri m ari ly vehi cl es of popul ar t o t he t radi t i onal bl eached wood - pulp / t o rem ai n as an ent ert ai nm ent m edi um ,

cult ure , whi l e el ect roni c m edi a are t he novels for couch , beach , and bus . And , of

vehi cl es of schol arshi p and creat i vi t y . course , where an exqui si t e present at i on i s

How i roni c would t hat be , aft er t he part of t he experi ence , such as for poet ry

book cult ure’s di sdai nful ly lordi ng i t or art , books wi l l endure . But when i t

over popul ar vi deo cult ure , t hat t he com es t o t he pure i nform at i onal aspect of

t abl es would be t urned . books � st ori ng and accessi ng useful i n

Let ’s f ace i t , books are yest erday’s form at i on � t he pri nt / paper t echnology

t echnology : bulky, envi ronm ent al ly sus wi l l lose out . And i n what we now cal l

pect , i m perm anent , expensi ve , hard t o l i t erat ure , m any of t he m ost creat i ve

f i nd , forever out of pri nt , slow t o pro cont ri but i ons wi l l m ove from paper / pri nt

duce , slow t o wri t e and slow t o read , and t o a new form of expressi on . In t hat

a st rai n on t he eye . Gut enberg’s Bi bl e , process , books wi l l becom e t he com fort

st i l l one of t he m ost beaut i ful books ever abl e m edi um , t he form ul ai c m edi um ,

m ade , i s a wonderful obj ect t o behold . t he unchal l engi ng m edi um . And , yes , t he

And yet , does t hat not poi nt t o t he st at i c, dum b m edi um .

nat ure of t he m edi um , t o i t s absence of Thi s change wi l l not com e overni ght .

i nnovat i on ? Yes , t he book has been a bl ack - chem i cal - st ai n t echnology ? Thi s i s Nor wi l l i t be com pl et e ; m edi a t end t o

pret t y good desi gn , l i k e t he canoe or t he not a Jet son f am i ly f ant asy. Such devi ces coexi st . Nor wi l l i t be uni form ; t he hard

cl i pper shi p . And i t had a pret t y good are avai l abl e i n prot ot ypes . I have held sci ences never had as m uch of a lovi ng

run . But suppose a m ore powerful desi gn t hem i n m y hand or , m ore preci sely , wi t h rel at i on t o t he book as t he hum ani t i es do .

com es along ? Just because past predi c- t wo f i ngers. They are neari ng com m erci al And som e great wri t ers , even young ones ,
t i ons were off t he m ark does not m ean rel ease . In t he near fut ure t hey wi l l also wi l l st ay exclusi vely wi t h t radi t i onal

t hat t he book wi l l be shi elded forever i f cross - l i nk t o ot her sources of i nform a- form s of del i very . But t he change wi l l

som et hi ng bet t er , st ronger, and cheaper t i on , art , and ent ert ai nm ent .They would happen ,whet her we l i k e i t or not . We. ,

com es along . Aren’t book publ i shers t hen be i nt eract i ve wi t h ot her creat ors , i n academ i a wi l l hat e i t because as a

already t he slowest shi p i n t he convoy perm i t t i ng dynam i c net work publ i cat i ons prof essi on we are beholden t o books .

t o t he i nform at i on age , di sdai ned , di s- rat her t han st at i c l i near di spl ay , and could We read t hem , we wri t e t hem , we buy

m i ssed , or di sm em bered by t he new generat e a powerful t ool for i nst ruct i on t hem , and our st at us i s oft en deri ved

m edi a ? If k i ds ( and adult s ) do not read and ent ert ai nm ent ( of t he k i nd shown i n t hrough t hem . But i s i t not knowl edge

books anym ore � assum i ng t hey ever re- Neal St ephenson �s Di am ond Age,where a t hat we real ly cheri sh ? Books were m erely

al ly di d i n som e past Golden Age i n t he st reet urchi n , rai sed up by a m agi c book , t he recept acl e , t he t ransm i ssi on vehi cl e ,

t i ny hi st ori c sl i ver bet ween m ass l i t erary becom es t he l eader of pol i t i cal renewal ) .becom es t he l eader of pol i t i cal renewal ) . t he st orage bi n . A new and creat i ve m e

and el ect roni c m edi a , spanni ng roughly In t he past , el ect roni c m edi a were di um i s knock i ng at t he door , and we

50 years � wel l m aybe, gasp , i t ’s t he books ’ def i ni t ely on t he low end of t he i nt el l ec- should em brace i t , even as we m ourn for�

f ault as a m edi um ? Not t he cont ent , t ual food chai n . Adherent s of el ect roni c t he passi ng of an old love . VIA
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