Welcoming comments: “No to Smart Bomb; Yes to Smart Texts”  

Welcome to e(X)literature: the preservation, archiving and dissemination of electronic literature

I’m Bill Warner, the director of the Digital Cultures Project, a group of 24 UC faculty members engaged in research on things digital. 

Before going further, I would like to thank my co-organizer Melissa Stevenson (whose work is everywhere about you) and the English department’s finance wiz, Lyn Thompson, who has done lots of work behind the scenes. The sponsors of the Digital Cultures Project include, the UC Office of the President, and from UCSB, the Division of Humanities and Fine Arts, the College of Arts and Sciences, the UCSB Office of research, and the Interdisciplinary Humanities Center. 

In addition, I’d like to thank three people from ELO most responsible for advancing this collaboration: Scott Rettberg, for suggesting a collaboration to Alan Liu and myself long ago; Jeff Ballowe, the former President of ELO and director of the PAD project (and generous convener of the PAD meeting this Fall in Santa Fe), and Margie Luesebrink, current President of ELO. All played a central role in shaping this conference. 

Now I can imagine someone asking us today, “how can you conference away while Gulf War II is raging? Even if you consider this to be George Bush’s illegal, ugly, essentially un-American war—as, by the way, I do—isn’t this a time to be political, whether in the streets or at our computers?”

Well, I’d like to submit to you that our conference does have a covert political agenda.

Computers were born out the exigencies of war. Alan Turing developed his computer to decode messages encrypted by the German enigma machine; Norbert Weiner developed cybernetics, and became an advocate of the digital computer, as a way to solve the problem of targeting artillery at a fast moving target. In both these applications, it was the speed and reliability of the computer that assured success: it enabled the enemy’s encrypted messages to be decoded fast enough to save British shipping in the North Atlantic, or the trajectory of the target to be calculated fast enough for successful interception. The “smart bombs” being used against Iraq (as we speak) are descendants of the computational devices Turing and Weiner built and envisioned over half a century ago. But as early as 1945, another visionary, Vanaver Bush [the MIT professor who oversaw the dispersal of government research funding to scientists like Weiner], realized that the computer could also serve as a flexible way to store and retrieve information. In other words, computers could become the instruments of new technologies of inscription, where it would advance traditional cultural functions like composing, archiving, retrieving, and disseminating information. 

Today we begin a conference that takes up the problem of preserving, archiving and disseminating the smart texts embedded in software. We may not be able to arrest the destructive powers of the networked computer, most spectacularly on display in George Bush’s ugly illegal war, but we can make a contribution to preserving the work of those writers, artists and scholars who have found countless ways to embody works that depend upon and reside within the delicate matrix of software and hardware that is the networked computer. 

Thus, I close by submitting this conference slogan for your consideration: “Smart Bombs, No; Smart Texts, Yes”

Now I’m passing the speaking baton to Jeff Ballowe. He will explain how the topic of this conference was developed. 
