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There is of course something odd about giving a conference at this moment in history the title “When the books leave the building.”  The conceit that they were confined in a building in the first place is peculiarly antique – it evokes images of those old cathedral libraries with huge, musty folios chained to the furniture.  As far as I know, it hasn’t been the case for centuries that run-of-the-mill books were kept in that kind of bondage.  Yet I do think that there is a real issue being signaled by our title – or rather, a set of issues.  They have to do with what I’ve come to think of as the “three Ps” of the move to massive digital libraries: the places of reading, the practices that are deemed appropriate to those places, and the publics that they can give rise to.
Those three things – places, practices, and publics – connote to my mind the major areas of hope and doubt associated with mass digitization.  I think that when we speak loosely of the revolutionary “impact” of the new technologies, what we really mean is a set of consequences that will have to emerge through the three Ps as those technologies are put to use.  Perhaps the places they will constitute will be radically new, for example; more likely, they will be formed by the creative adaptation and combination of existing spaces.  We have already seen this happening in offices, laboratories, and libraries (my old institution, Caltech, was one of the first more or less to eradicate its bookish library altogether).  

The 3 Ps also have a very long conjoint history – longer than the book itself, if by “book” we mean codex.  My point today will be that if we approach the experiences of readers as they “go digital” through the history of the 3 Ps, we can articulate for ourselves the nature of a problem that we all face.
*
Historically, the place of reading has always mattered.  It has affected what people read, how, and to what effect.  Think, for example, of the “railway novel” of the nineteenth century, which was formatted for consumption on a train journey.  Railway novels were the foundation of major commercial enterprises in the publishing industry, but beyond that they also incited a substantial critical literature bewailing the decline of attentive, sustained, immersive reading.  The twentieth-century campaign that upheld “close” reading as a moral imperative evolved from that literature.  In that light, a major question we need to face at some point is what the places of digital reading actually are.  Digital reading (like earlier new forms) is often represented as intrinsically placeless.  That is obviously problematic.  But what is to be the qualitative and practical topography of reading that will replace the ones relatively familiar to people like me?  What will be the ‘railway novels’ of our students’ lifetimes?
The point has an evidently pressing exemplar.  This is a time of critical pressures on the place most strongly associated with the collection, preservation, and reading of books: the physical library.  The temptation for administrators is to assume that it will disintegrate.  If physical books do not matter, there is no need to pay for buildings to store or read them in.  The most controversial recent statement to that effect came from the dean of libraries at Syracuse, who announced last autumn that libraries as physical spaces were “kaput.”  In Cambridge (UK), this is being taken to an extreme: old medical volumes are now being put in “dark storage,” which means that they are actually inaccessible.  It may be an unfortunate necessity, but short of invoking cataclysmic possibilities like nuclear war it is difficult to think of any sense in which dark storage can be a good thing.  One of the paradoxes of mass digitization is that it may seem to offer one.  After all, if digital books are everywhere, there is no need to for real books to be anywhere in particular – especially as the ability to store them costs money that could otherwise be used for the next subscription to a database.  The subscription, after all, would probably be used more intensively – and we can measure its use quantitatively.  One of the most important aspects of the history of reading-places is that it is characterized by destruction and intervention as well as preservation, and there is no reason to think this is about to change.
The pressures here are obviously ambiguous from an epistemic standpoint too.  On the one hand, knowledge created in no particular place may be regarded as objective, because it could be valid in any place.  And reading in many different sites may allow for a much greater diversity of perspectives to be brought to bear on a given problem.  That is a major component of objectivity itself, saluted as such by philosophers throughout the modern era.  But on the other hand, there may be real advantages to having a purpose-built space where the juxtaposition of digital and non-digital artifacts is possible, in conditions of consensual calm and… I almost said devotion, which is going a bit far.  But the sense I want to evoke is not far short of that.  

Alongside that kind of evocation, humanists’ appeals to preserve physical libraries tend to involve a lot of references to the importance of browsing or serendipity.  The implication seems to be that research – and teaching too – involves encounters with the unexpected.  Those encounters need to be mediated by something like “method,” although many historians are leery of stipulating too explicitly about what the method may be.  In part, it involves a skillful use of space on a very small scale: it resides in the sorting and sequencing of notes taken over long periods and juxtaposed for a new purpose.  That is readily done on a real desk, harder on a computer ‘desktop’, and impossible on a Kindle.  It is not so much a method as an anti-method, or perhaps an ante-one: the ineffable premise for a method.  The fear is that such skills are at risk of being supplanted by a search algorithm, which would short-circuit the ineffable components of scholarship.  
Frugal administrators find this kind of contention uncompelling.  But there are reasons to stand one’s ground.  For example, James Evans has shown that with digitization the range of reference of scientific research has decreased, and he speculates that this is because of unperceived divisions between readily accessible digital materials and those still on some physical shelf, or else set apart by copyright or other obstacles.  The argument is epistemically consequential: science is now converging on consensus faster than it used to, not because scientists have better insights, but because the algorithmic infrastructure presupposes that trajectory.  We don’t yet know how broadly applicable that finding is (though it is robust in its own field).  I do think Evans is pointing to something consequential.
As the places and practices of reading change, another issue we face is that of honoring distinct manners of reading in other cultures.  To take a contemporary example: in the sciences, printed journals are now an anachronism.  Scientists do not typically employ them in their research lives, as they would have done before about 1990.  They use online communications and storage venues, from digital journals to e-print archives.  In the life sciences, much work could not possibly be printed.  This means that it is hard to insist that a physical copy of a scientific journal issued since, say, 1995 should be regarded as its “real” form.  It would risk shoehorning this object into a regime of reading that its target community did not in fact practice.  Any future scholars who assumed that they were accessing the meanings attained by scientific readers c.2010 would be making a radical mistake.  
The point of all this is that reading creates publics, and we need to understand how because since at least the mid-seventeenth century publics have laid claim to authority.  This is a major reason why the issues of place and practice matter so much.  For example, one thing that we faculty in the university community don’t perceive as strongly as we should is the problem of differential access.  You can’t talk about new publics without recognizing the problem.  Generally, this is done nowadays by invoking the term openness.  Openness has become the shibboleth of the new publishing and library world.  As is often the case in late modernity, the life sciences are in the van – the movement for “open access” has effectively won the day in British and American biomedicine (an extraordinary success, it should be noted - one without parallel since the institutions of public research funding were created after WWII).  But one lesson that the sciences should teach us is that although “openness” is everywhere regarded as virtuous, it is not necessarily something universal.  Openness at one level can and does serve to facilitate ring-fencing at another.  In biotechnology, for example, big pharma can afford to be enthusiastic about openness at the level of fundamental genetic information.  Such basic research is typically done by smaller companies, which aim to grow by licensing IP.  The big corporations are a lot less enthusiastic about openness when it comes to “downstream” parts of bioscience such as medicinal molecules, because exclusivity in those is the source of their profits.  Openness at the level of genomics is in the interest of the big companies, which get the materials out of which they make proprietary medicines for free – and look like good citizens as they do so.  In general, openness should not be hailed in isolation from restrictions it may support elsewhere.  You always need to ask, “openness of what kind, to what end, at what levels, for whom, and why?”  

New publics mean new locations and criteria of expertise.  Whom do we recognize as experts in a given field, and why?  And what prerogatives does the recognition carry with it?  (Think, for example, of how the vitriolic Internet furor over H1N1 vaccine complicates the public-interest ideals of Open Access science.)  As important as pressing for a future of “open” access, therefore, is devising strategies for dealing with an actuality of differential access.  It seems obvious that that reality will affect the distribution of credibility across the disciplines and institutions that shape knowledge in our society.  It has already done that, going back centuries.  Perhaps we need something like a federal affirmative action policy for information. 

These three broad Ps thus indicate a range of questions facing us all.  They have to do with how knowledge is arrived at, what it is, how it is circulated, to whom, and what those who encounter it can and will do with it.  To put it a bit hyperbolically: they have to do with the fate of civilization.

*

Now I want to shift gears and talk about my own experience with digital readers.  What I have to say here is not (I know) terribly new, and it will be familiar stuff to most in this audience in particular.  But it can still sometimes be useful to state explicitly even experiences that are widely shared.  

[X]
In the beginning of the fall quarter, 2009, I started my own amateurish experiment.  I got hold of a Sony Touch reader, and resolved to see if I could get through the next two quarters without printing out a single work-related text (readings, syllabus, student contributions, administrative forms, etc.).  If I could, the experiment ought to save something like 8-10,000 pages of paper, plus the corresponding amount of toner.  That amount of usage had long been nagging at my conscience.  And because I am a historian of the book people asked me frequently what I thought of the new e-readers.  So I decided to come up with an answer for them by salving my conscience about all that paper.
I expected the experiment to fail.  I anticipated that the small screen size of an e-reader would make it unusable for representing what are originally much larger pages.  I also believed that the slowness of the technology would fatally impede the kind of rapid-fire reading that is essential to my everyday life.  (There is, after all, something helpful about the “architecture” of a conventional book; it seems to accord well with a reader’s “memory palace” and allows you to move adeptly between locations.)  I even considered beginning a blog to chronicle the failure.  I got halfway through the first entry before I realized that I would never have time to continue it.    

I decided on the Sony machine for two reasons:

(a) it allows the user to take notes on the screen itself, using a pen – which for me is a sine qua non; 

(b) it is not tied to any one proprietary format, unlike the Kindle (at that time).  
Both of these were crucial considerations if the digital reader were to accommodate my reading practices and places.  As an academic, my practice is fairly unusual.  The major use the machine would get would not be for reading e-books as that phrase is generally understood.  In fact, in about eight months I have bought precisely one commercially published e-book, and that was just to see what they were like.  I was also given a second e-book gratis by the publisher.  It wasn’t an encouraging experience in either case.  In the first, the text was so poorly formatted that it was almost unreadable.  In the second, it was readable (except that the text was tiny), but it came wrapped in a DRM system so awkward and buggy that I ended up losing a couple of days and having to reboot the machine from scratch.  I felt immensely relieved when I finally managed to root out and delete not only the book, but the DRMware that came with it.    

The combined experience was enough to suggest to me that in many cases – most? all? – a commercial e-book of c.2009 is likely to be useless for the peculiar practice of reading that I and my kind pursue.  Even setting aside the DRM and the poor formatting, the page numbers of e-books don’t always seem to correspond to those of the printed volume.  That is a fatal problem: it makes it impossible to cite precise locations within the book in work of one’s own, and therefore precludes the fundamental core of all scholarly credibility since around 1650.  Clearly, whatever reading practice a commercial e-book was designed for, it wasn’t mine.  

But that’s not the end of the story.  Virtually all my reading on this device would be of .pdf files.  And when it came to these kinds of texts, my experiment was not an out-and-out failure.  On the contrary, in one crucial respect the e-reader passed the test.  The fact that E-Ink is a distinctly ascetic technology (it doesn’t allow animation or rapid flicking between pages) actually made it more suitable for extended reading.  And as for the taking of notes, the Sony allows you to do this quite handily on the margins of the page itself.  
[X]

[X]
So I did manage to get through a heavy couple of quarters with barely a single use of my laser-printer, and – what’s more – I have most of the handwritten pages stored safely in digital form.  

The great advantage for this reader of going digital was not portability as such, nor placelessness, but coordination with massive databases like EEBO and ECCO.  EEBO and ECCO have revolutionized early modern studies, not just by making available massive quantities of texts from the fifteenth through late eighteenth centuries, but – and for me this is critically important – by replicating the original page images.  There is a great liberating effect here, which is easy to miss.  Until recently, unless one were prepared to spend a lot of time at a microfilm reader – which was about the most immobile reading technology of all – you were forced to use modern reprints of early-modern texts.  These could be very good.  But the need to funnel works through the technologies and editorial strategies of modern publishing inevitably gave rise to compromises.  Paradoxically, digitization brings the reader closer to the materiality of early modern print.

One example that struck me at the time when I was myself spending endless days at the microfilm reader was George Lawson’s Politica, a second-rank political tract.  The modern reprint is certainly clearer, to modern eyes.  But it eliminates the entire graphical logic (Ramist in form) that permeated the original.  Now one has direct, convenient, and mobile access to that mise en page – and can scrawl notes on it.  
[X]

So what I found was that an e-Reader was perfectly suited to reproducing the pages of seventeenth-century tracts.  And more specifically, it was ideal for reading the pages of pamphlets.  Thanks to this, I gradually realized that I was getting quite a rich sense of a specific historical reading practice.  I have long been faintly uneasy that seventeenth-century pamphlets tended to be read by modern scholars in near-silent, reverential spaces, in which only a couple can be juxtaposed on a desk at once, and one pores over them in isolation.  We who do this are ostensibly trying to understand an environment as different as could be imagined.  But now I could take a lot of original pages with me and read them in much less alien places.
[X]
To read pamphlets in a coffeehouse in about 1670 was to participate in a culture – in some ways, the first culture – in which learned reading did consistently and consequentially “leave the library.”  What it left the library for was a setting that was raucous, witty, skeptical, partisan, and combative.  Printed “facts” had to survive in this setting if they were to be remembered as facts at all.  Reports were created, argued over, attacked, sustained, and destroyed in a welter of conversation.  The pamphleteering that fueled this had sprung up earlier, during the Civil War of 1640-60, as had the first periodicals and newspapers, which presented a regular flow of novelties as truths.  But pamphlets and periodicals alone did not a public sphere make.  The reading of these objects did – reading that took its character from the places and practices of the Restoration.  Readers in coffeehouses were notorious for moving rapidly from one page to another, for applying a generally corrosive skepticism to established truths in all domains, for violent partisanship, and for becoming instant authors themselves to promulgate claims rifled from others.  
It isn’t hard to see parallels between that moment and our own.  I want to single out two particular and related ones.  

First, the advent of this dislocated, ‘universal’, skeptical reading practice – along with the places and formats that sustained it – provoked constructive responses as well as calls for simple repression.  The problem was to uphold cultural order, and to do that one must confirm “good” reading in the new environment of rivalry.  You see the problem addressed first in John Milton’s famous tract on censorship, Areopagitica.  Much of Milton’s tract was devoted to defining the responsibilities of reading in this febrile world.  Consider his marvelous image of London:

Behold now this vast city, a city of refuge, the mansion house of liberty….  The shop of war hath not there more anvils and hammers waking to fashion out the plates and instruments of armed justice in defense of beleaguered truth than there be pens and heads there, sitting by their studious lamps, musing, searching, revolving new notions and ideas wherewith to present, as with their homage and their fealty, the approaching reformation; others as fast reading, trying all things, assenting to the force of reason and convincement.  What could a man require more from a nation so pliant and so prone to seek after knowledge?  What wants there to such a towardly and pregnant soil but wise and faithful laborers to make a knowing people, a nation of prophets, of sages, and of worthies? … Where there is much desire to learn, there of necessity will be much arguing, much writing, many opinions; for opinion in good men is but knowledge in the making.  
The question was how to frame what Milton called a “generous prudence” that could furnish common ground for sparring readers beyond all institutions.  It did not exist when Milton was writing.  By the time of, say, Addison and Steele, less than a century later, it did: there were widely accepted norms of good and bad, expert and inexpert reading – in coffeehouses, of periodicals.  Coffeehouse culture had become civilized, learned.  As Thomas Hobbes said, even science itself came to find a home in the media and practices of this environment. 
How?  One of the greatest concerns about displaced reading – and this is rather paradoxical, given the obsession with skepticism – was that it allowed for limitless credulity.  Inexpert, lay readers would, it was feared, embrace wild claims because they had no intellectual self-defense skills.  In anti-catholic and anti-sectarian polemics of the time this became a leitmotiv.  The standard response was to insist on the critical and forensic skills – note-taking, source-criticism, textual interrogation, comparison across editions, and the investigation of conditions of manufacture and distribution – as weapons to forestall massive public error.  Those skills must now be dispersed through the same spaces that the pamphlet and newspaper were already colonizing.  To be made safe, reading had to be disciplined by work.  
*

So what about the modern counterpart to coffeehouse reading – our own world of disaggregated scoffing, corrosive hyper-skepticism, and credulity?    
Whether one is talking about the seventeenth century or the twenty-first, the rub comes when you move beyond general assertions about the “nature” of some medium (analogue vs. digital, say), and focus on actual, mundane practices.  In the case of an e-reader, it does make demands on you, and those demands are not trivial or inconsequential.  In my case, the greatest ongoing task was that of reformatting pages to fit the e-reader’s screen.  No original book or paper corresponded, so everything had to be changed.  This kind of resizing doesn’t happen automatically – there’s a strong case for saying that it should, or even, if the dream of a library without walls is ever to come true, that it must.  In fact, I did it myself.  To ‘go digital’, this reader at least delved into technicalities of pdf and other formats.  This doesn’t imply that I became an expert programmer: a bit of Googling soon turns up programs that will do much of the work for you.  But it does imply that I could not simply be a consumer.  I was obliged to take responsibility – to grasp what had others had done to produce this e-text in the first place, and consider how it had changed the original in order to seem unchanged.  
This matter of readerly responsibility is, I think, important in a generalized sense.  It may even be the key to the 3 Ps’ role in digital culture.  We, like Milton, live at a moment when knowledge has left institutions and is wandering through strange and ill-defined spaces.  We too face fears of skepticism, credulity, and a world where the civility of reading – its role in civic life – is up for grabs.  In early modern Europe, it was only when a civility of reading was developed – partly through the revival of older skills, partly by a new forensics of the book – that corrosive credulity and skepticism were checked and a “public sphere” could come into being.  Much of the Enlightenment depended on that achievement.  What we have in prospect is another historic shift of the same order of magnitude.  We too need to establish foundations for it: we need standards for creditable reading.  As in Casaubon’s day, they will surely come from a merger of the old and the new, and some element of them will be forensic.  That is, they will involve source criticism – both textual and algorithmic, including a comprehension of metadata - and historical – the history of the book, for example – at the same time.  

Someone needs to articulate this.  The fact that books have “left the building” leaves us inside the building with a more important task than ever.  But it is something that calls for real change in the institutional and professional structures we inhabit – change of a kind not often enough appreciated.  The roles of librarian and faculty need to be interpermeable again (as they were in Milton’s day).  It isn’t enough for librarians to become “informationists,” as those at Johns Hopkins reportedly have.  When places, practices, and publics are all up for grabs, to forge them anew we all need to become something more – something for which the seventeenth century had a much better word: intelligencers.  Intelligencers were the skilled mediators of Milton’s day – people like Samuel Hartlib, Henry Oldenburg, Marin Mersenne, and Nicolas-Claude Fabri de Peiresc – who made possible the maturing of rancor, credulity, and skepticism into a relatively polite and cosmopolitan public sphere.  We need more like them now.  
I am not at all sure that academia is well equipped to produce these intelligencers; none of those I have just named came from universities.  But if not us, who?
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