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The Disappearance of Literature?

William Warner invented the title of this paper. I have added the question mark. Do I believe literature is “disappearing”? Well, yes and no. Insofar as “literature” is a concomitant of the print age and of the age of Western-style democracies with their commitment to free speech, the freedom, that is, with impunity, to say anything and to put everything in question, never of course fully realized, so-called literature will disappear. It is disappearing, with the disappearance of those requisite concomitants, especially the gradual fading of print as the dominant medium of literature. The disappearance of literature will take a good while, however. Already, however, literature plays a smaller and smaller role as the creator, criticizer, and reinforcement of dominant ideologies, smaller, that is, than it played, for example, in England in the nineteenth century. The shift from print to new dominant media and the weakening of the hegemony of nation states through globalization are fast putting us in a new epoch. For those still interested in literary study a chief issue now is, as Alan Liu has said, the role of literature in the age of new media. Literature, or rather what might be called “literarity” will survive in new forms that will incorporate visual and sound media as well as words. By “literarity” I mean a certain stress on figurative dimensions of language and other signs, along with an exploitation of language’s propensity to be diverted from straightforward reference and become the vehicle of alternative worlds, virtual worlds, imaginary worlds. A lot of “literarity” is present in television advertising, in news broadcasts, and in statements by our government officials, all the way up to the President and Commander in Chief. Each medium makes certain formal features of “literarity” easier to exploit. The new forms, with their exploitation of hypertext and hypermedia, will perhaps be less contained, less a matter of linear beginning, middle, and end than old-fashioned print literature. The human need for containment is great, however. Hypertexts may not wholly break free of such traditional restraints. Insofar as “literarity” has already migrated to digital media, I think it is far more powerfully present as a social force in computer games, which are played by millions and millions of people and have incalculable effects in creating and sustaining ideologies, than by hypertext novels. The latter are relatively peripheral and are read by few people. 

My real topic, however, is the survival of university-based literary studies in the age of new media and of new forms of telecommunications, especially the networked computer. Western literature has since its beginning in its modern form in the seventeenth-century had a close relation to the university. That relation has been especially close since the invention of the modern research university in Berlin in the early nineteenth-century. The university is especially the place where literature has been defined, studied, interpreted, edited, preserved, and archived.  The Johns Hopkins University was explicitly modeled in its founding moment on the German research university I taught there for nineteen years and William Warner, the organizer of the Stakeholder’s Congress, received his PhD there. At The Hopkins we all took it for granted that literary scholarship was part of Wissenschaft. The obligation of all faculty in all fields was to spend half of his or her (almost exclusively his) time doing research. It was the obligation of the faculty in all fields to find out the truth about everything, unconditionally, without regard for external pressures or measures of instrumental good. Such truths, including arcane facts about literary history, for example the early life of John Marston, a minor Elizabethan playwright, were ends in themselves, goods in themselves. The motto of Johns Hopkins is “Veritas vos liberabit,” the truth will set you free. In those days three, and only three, institutionalized ways to promulgate the truths discovered by humanistic research: 1) papers presented as lectures or at conferences, 2) articles published in journals, such as ELH and MLN, two prestigious Hopkins journals in the humanities, and 3) scholarly books published by university presses.

How different things are now with literary study in the university! The report a couple of years ago of the Modern Language Association Ad Hoc Committee on the Future of Scholarly Publishing, of which I was a member, gathered some alarming statistics and information. Their report is available from the Modern Language Association, as a printed pamphlet and online at ???. The committee found that there is, in the United States at least, increasing difficulty in getting books in literary study, especially single author books, especially books by first-time authors, and especially books about non-English authors, published at all, even though the publish or perish law still holds in most colleges and universities. A diminishing number of copies of such books are sold when they are published. University presses, established as tax exempt, non-profit organizations, have become more and more indistinguishable from commercial presses. This makes increasing problems for the dissemination of scholarship in the humanities, as most people know. At the same time, exploitation of the wonderful new possibilities for such dissemination by way of the networked computer is in its infancy. A switch to such dissemination is strenuously resisted by many humanistic scholars, such as most my fellow members on the MLA committee.  Many university presses, understandably, are greatly afraid of such new technologies, and university appointment, promotion, and tenure committees in the humanities have no clear guidelines, my committee said, for evaluating online scholarship. The technology may change, they said, and make online scholarly work unreadable, whereas a book, they felt, is a solid perdurable object, not something impalpable floating around in cyberspace, written by who knows whom, perhaps by more than one person, and perhaps never peer-reviewed. Real scholarly work in the humanities results in the publication of another thick square (or slim) book.  They much exaggerated, in my view, the financial costs of publishing on-line. The specter of unauthorized people, people outside the institutional rules and constraints, opening websites and publishing on them whatever they like seemed to haunt to minds of some at least of my fellow committee members. 

The role of copyright law in this resistance to online publishing in the humanities does not differ all that much from the situation with the record companies in relation to the dissemination of popular music on the web. 

I want to illustrate this with a story. My first book, Charles Dickens: The World of His Novels (1958), is long out of print at Harvard University Press. I do not blame Harvard Press for this. The market for this old book is just about zero. Who would want to buy an old single-author book published forty-five years ago? A colleague of mine in Japan, however, Mitsuharu Matsuoka, of Nagoya University, provided me with a wonderfully useful CD. It puts on a single CD a comprehensive collection of  nineteenth-century English novels by Austen, Dickens, the Brontës, Collins, Eliot, Gaskell, Gissing, and Hardy, plus work by Carlyle, Shakespeare, and the King James Bible. Matsuoka includes some classic books about Dickens, Forster’s life, Gissing’s two books on Dickens, and G. K. Chesterton’s two books on Dickens. Some time later Matsuoka emailed asking me to get permission from Harvard Press to digitize my Dickens book and add it to the others. Many scholars in Japan, he said, would like to have access to this book, but it is out of print. The scanning, he said, would be done scrupulously and then carefully checked. I asked Harvard Press. They said no. I pushed the person in charge of permissions a bit. Why, I asked, if Harvard does not value my book enough to keep it in print, will they not allow this form of dissemination? I have no desire to make money on my books, I said. My chief interest is in having the books read, especially by students and younger faculty. Here was a wonderful chance for doing that. Think of it! I’ll be big in Japan, in there with Gissing and Chesterton!  Once the copyright is broken in this way, I was told, who knows what might happen to the text? When I asked if I could take the copyright back, since the book has been out of print for quite a while, I was told, somewhat reluctantly I fancied, that yes, I could do that, but that they urged me to participate in a one-off scheme they were setting up with another publisher. For a mere sixty-five dollars, more or less, I was told, anyone will be able to get a single copy of my Dickens book printed. I agreed to try this for a couple of year to see what happens. Of course I have heard nothing further about it, nor have I seen my book advertised as available in this way. I’ll soon put an end to this absurdity, take back the copyright, and let Professor Matsuoka scan and distribute my book, if he still wants to do so.

What do I conclude from this experience? One obvious fact is that scholarly presses and publishers are frightened, correctly, of what the networked computer may do to their enterprise, just as the music industry is frightened. I also conclude that if scholarship in the humanities is to survive and flourish in the age of the networked computer, exploitation of digital technology by humanistic scholars must become universal and fully institutionalized. Peer review is already institutionalized within humanities departments as part of the evaluation process for appointment and promotion.  A lot of the material I evaluate for that purpose are not yet published in print form. The copyediting and advertising function could easily be transferred to departments in the form of another couple of administrative appointments. I realize it is utopian to think of immediately going around the print publishing industry for scholarly publishing in the humanities. It will be a long time before this happens. I believe, however, that it should, and ultimately will, happen, as digital forms gradually replace print or analogue forms in all areas. 

I also conclude, finally, that the ongoing shift to the networked computer as a major form of scholarly communication exposes an aspect of copyright law that has always been latent. The interests of authors and the interests of publishers are not the same, especially for scholarly authors, like me, who would not have a hope of living on the royalties paid by university presses. I want to get what I write read by as many people as possible, by whatever means possible. I want to change the world, in however minuscule a way, by what I write. University presses, increasingly, want to make ends meet. They tend, understandably, but foolishly, against their long-term interests and missions, to resist the new modes of dissemination. Insofar as the literature of the fast vanishing print age depends on the university for its preservation, interpretation, and circulation, digitizing both primary and secondary works, on the model of Professor Matsuoka’s admirable project, is an urgent necessity.

Postscript

Soon after I presented this small paper at the “Copyright and the Networked Computer” conference in Washington, I learned of two events that indicate which way the wind is already blowing, that is, toward the gradual substitution of digital publishing for printed book and printed essay publishing. 

On December 4, 2003, the University Librarian of the University of California at Irvine sponsored a “faculty forum” on “Advancing New Choices for Publishing: Changing Scenarios in Promotion and Tenure Reviews.” The purpose of the forum was to discuss the establishment of new protocols for assessing digital publishing, along with print publishing, in considerations of candidates at UCI for promotion and tenure. It strikes me as highly significant that this forum was sponsored by the University Librarian, Gerald Munoff, since librarians are traditionally concerned only with storage, preservation, and access of printed materials. Now, at least at the University of California, their responsibility is broadened to include digitized materials.  The announcement of the forum is so good and so succinct summary of the issues that I reproduce it in toto here. The reader will note that several of the panelists were from the humanities. It is in the humanities, traditionally, that promotion and tenure have most depended on print publication:

New opportunities for digital scholarship are available for early career and established scholars, including peer reviewed e-journals, UC eScholarship, open archives, and electronic dissertations. Individual faculty may be intrigued, but can they personally afford to follow non-traditional publishing paths if they want to succeed at UCI?

For instance, must early-career humanities scholars produce a published monograph for tenure even though university presses can no longer afford to publish specialized research? Are mid-career science faculty caught in a difficult choice between the expectation of publication in established journals for promotion while being encouraged to submit their research in publications that are more affordable and support open access to research (e.g. SPARC, Public Library of Science, Biomed Central)?

What role should new models of publication play in the evaluation of academic quality in UCI's merit and promotion process? These questions and others will be discussed from the UCI perspective at a library panel December 4 at 3:30 pm in Emerald Bay A, UCI Student Center.

Join panelists, including Herb Killackey, Associate Executive Vice Chancellor for Academic Affairs; Alan Barbour, past Chair, Council on Academic Personnel; Karen Lawrence, Dean, School of Humanities; Steven Mailloux, Chancellor's Professor of Rhetoric; and Gerald Munoff, University Librarian, for a frank discussion of the issues.

The other event has a more global scope. An essay in Wired for December 2003, by Gary Wolf ,entitled “The Great Library of Amazonia” (Wired. December 2003. 216-221. http://www.wired.com/wired/archive/11.12/amazon.html), announces, with the usual Wired panache, that Jeff Bezos, founder and CEO of Amazon.com, the most widely used online bookseller, is digitizing all its books: “Over the past spring and summer, the company created an unrivaled digital archive of more than 120,000 books. The goal is to quickly add most of Amazon's multimillion-title catalog. The entire collection, which went live Oct. 23, is searchable, and every page is viewable” (216). Two sidebars add more information, “3 Ways to Scan a Library,” by Dustin Goot (219), and “The Digital Book Brigade,” by Erik Malinowski (220). Five features of this remarkable undertaking and analogous projects stand out: 1) The Amazon collection is full searchable. This cannot be said for the books on library shelves or on my own bookshelves at home.  What this means for scholarship in the humanities and other fields is evident. Research that used to take years, serendipity, access to research libraries, and a lot of legwork can now be done in any home equipped with a computer and Internet access. 2) Books can be scanned and digitized for as little as one dollar per book, for example in low-wage countries like the Philippines and India, but Amazon has also used “idle computers at one of the company’s backup centers” (218). So much for the canard that digitizing books is prohibitively costly. The Wired article quoted Brewster Kahle as saying that, “For under $10 million, you can store all published works of humankind back to the Sumerian tablets” (219). That’s probably about what one or two of our helicopters in Iraq costs. I think we should have one or two less helocopters and get on with this project. 3) The essay in Wired reports that Brewster Kahle ”has created an Internet Bookmobile that produces decent-quality paperbacks of out-of-copyright books for about $1 each. The bookmobile consists of a Ford Windstar minivan with a satellite dish, a computer, a printer, and a binder” (221).  So much for the idea that Harvard Press should sell such one-off books for “around $60,” the price quoted to me by Harvard for such copies of my out of print Dickens book. 4) The Wired article reports that Lawrence Lessig, “in partnership with Stanford University librarian Michael Keller, will soon announce a free program to digitize any out-of-print book whose copyright holder wants to make it available to the public” (220). Amazon promises to add any book its copyright holder sends in to its collection of digitized, searchable, and “browseable” books. 5) Bezos gets around copyright problems by limiting access to a few pages at a time from any digitized book in the Amazon archive. Bezos says his goal is to sell books. The idea is that you would turn up a few pages of a given book as the result of a specific search. In order to read the whole you would need to buy the book, most conveniently from Amazon, of course. I gather that this has not wholly appeased the copyright-holding publishers. I am told they have challenged what Amazon is doing as a breach of copyright and fair use. I think the publishers are right to be suspicious. Whatever Bezos says, perhaps with tongue in cheek, about only wanting to sell books, it looks to me like what he really wants is to get in on the ground floor of the enormous potential market for digitized books made over from all the millions of printed books. I would rejoice to think that my own books were available online through Amazon.com. My own research in literary studies would be immensely facilitated if I had full access to all Amazon’s books in digitized form. It is just a question of time, copyright problems or no, in my view, before this will be possible. The tide is turning. JHM
