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As a media ecologist, I always take an interest in new media, so I have been following with interest the appearance of the Kindle (or the Sony Reader, or the Barnes & Noble Nook), reading numerous reviewers and journalists.  One semi-curious thing I have observed is that, despite the enormous commercial success of the Kindle, not one of my acquaintances who love reading has purchased one.  Indeed, the first individual I personally knew to own one had not, prior to receiving the Kindle as a gift, read a book in three years.  The only people I know who own these devices are non-readers.   These non-readers are not entire non-readers, but people who read in a mercenary fashion, to find information or solve some problem.  Non-readers seem to love the Kindle, and Nicholas Carr’s commment about the iPad is similarly true for the Kindle:  “Jobs is no dummy. As a text delivery system, the iPad is perfectly suited to readers who don't read anymore.”
  


Carr and I are probably observing what C. S. Lewis called the difference, among literate individuals, between the “literary type” and the “non-literary type.”  Both are able to read, and each does read, but they read very differently, and for very different purposes.  The one, Lewis argued, “uses” books (and other art), while the other “receives” books (and other art).  He put it this way:

“Those of us who have been readers all our life seldom realise the enormous extension of our being which we owe to authors.  We realise it best when we talk with an unliterary friend.  He may be full of goodness and good sense but he inhabits a tiny world.  In it we should be suffocated.  The man who is contented to be only himself, and therefore less a self, is in prison.…Literary experience heals the wound, without undermining the privilege, of individuality…Here, as in worship, in love, in moral action, and in knowing, I transcend myself, and am never more myself than when I do.”

Lewis’s literary type of individual does not really care whether his device can hold a thousand books, because his literary type, as I myself, only reads one book at a time.  The literary type does not scan a book, to find therein the solution to a problem or some bit of needed information; the literary type all but inhales books, he experiences books, he gets lost in books, one at a time.  He reads with intense awareness, and attempts to notice all that is there to be noticed.  As Allan Bloom put it:

“It is unlikely we shall be able to read many books in such a way, but the experience of one book profoundly read will teach more than many read lightly, because the most important experience is not the dazzling succesion of ill-conceived ideas, but the recognition of seriousness.  He who has read one book well is in a position to read any book, while he for whom books are easy currency is rendered incapable of living fully with one.”
 

What Lewis called the “literary type” Bloom called someone “who has read one book well.”  Each distinguished between different kinds of reading and readers.  So, as a literary type, let me explain what I regard as some of the liabilities of these new devices; I will leave it to others to enumerate (if possible) their assets.

Farewell Marginalia


Some of us have had the rich privilege of reading the late Mortimer J. Adler’s How to Read a Book.
  Among the important things we learned from Adler was the necessity of using a pencil well when reading:  “Full ownership of a book only comes when you have made it a part of yourself, and the best way to make yourself a part of it--which comes to the same thing--is by writing in it.”
  Indeed, in subsequent pages, Adler not only mentioned seven specific uses of the pencil, but he also enumerated three kinds of note-taking in a book.  For those of us who have been influenced by Adler, this intelligent use of the pencil has become second nature to us; we hardly know how to read without one, and nearly always find reading library books (in which we may not write) somewhat unsatisfying for this very reason.


We Adlerites, therefore, have little interest in owning a book in which we cannot write.  We do not mind occasionally borrowing a book, but we prefer to make a book our own by using a pencil.  Admittedly, some of the e readers have an alleged “annotation” feature; but all the reviewers agree that the feature is both horribly non-intuitive and extremely limited.  Effectively, then, e readers simply won’t work for those who read the way Dr. Adler taught us to read.

Expense


Most e readers cost approximately $300 or more, and the subsequent books ordinarily cost around $10.  Now, a ten-dollar book is indeed less expensive than most books, but for $300 (or more), one could purchase a substantial number of books.  At ordinary prices, one could easily purchase a good number of books for the price of the Kindle alone.  Indeed, I just searched and found that I could purchase the entire 54-volume 1952 edition of Great Books of the Western World for less than the cost of a Kindle.  That is nearly a lifetime of outstanding material for the cost of a Kindle, even before one purchases any books on the Kindle.  If one were to purchase those volumes for the Kindle, at ten dollars each, the total cost of Kindle plus Great Books would be $840, for which one could purchase the new (1994) edition of Great Books.  Why would I expend so much money for the electronic version, in which I cannot write marginal notes, when for much less money, I could purchase a hard copy, in which I can write notes?  


The example of Great Books is but one; others abound.  E readers tout themselves as making books available inexpensively (around ten dollars each), but in fact, ten dollars is fairly expensive for literature.  Many college students (and their instructors) have been purchasing Dover editions of classic literature for years.  Over 600 titles are available at Dover for less than $2; the Dover books cost one fifth of an e book, even apart from the cost of the e reader itself, so the comparison is stark:  One could purchase all 600 of the Dover books for $1200; to purchase the same for an e reader (adding the cost of an e reader) would be $6,300.  Nor is Dover the only source of inexpensive literature.  Those of us who shop Barnes & Noble ordinarily go straight to the “discounted” table.  There, we often find cloth-bound anthologies (such as the complete work of Edgar Allan Poe, inclusive of his critical and theoretical essays) for as little as $5 to $10.  For the $300 that the Kindle would set us back, we could purchase 40 to 60 of these books.  And again, to get the same 40 books on the Kindle would cost $700.  So, will the Kindle, which delivers an inferior (no marginalia) product, ever actually amortize its cost?  Will any actual users of the device ever recoup their initial investment?
  

Farewell Book Loaning


One of the ways book-lovers express their love for other book-lovers is by loaning (or giving) books.  Few things are more satisfying than loaning to another book-lover their first book by an author whom they come to love.  Many of our favorite works of history or literature are books that we joyfully loan to our friends; and they reciprocate with us.  With the e readers, this common and joyous practice (among Lewis’s “literary” types) is impossible.  With a Kindle, I can only loan you a Cormac McCarthy novel by loaning you my Kindle; it is not possible to loan you one of my books without loaning you my entire library at the same time.  With hard copies of books, I can be reading one of my Cormac McCarthy novels while you are reading another.  With e readers then, the narcissistic, non-communal nature of so many electronic technologies (e.g. podding up to listen to music in our own world) is replicated:  My books are exclusively my books; they cannot be shared with others.  A book that I currently purchase for, say, twenty dollars is often read by three or four other people; effectively, it costs only five dollars per read, substantially less than the Kindle’s price of ten dollars per read (plus the $300 of the unit itself).

A Solution to a Non-Existent Problem


The e reader, as every new technology, will be hailed by many as the clichéd “wave of the future” (why must the future always ride a wave?); but real readers know otherwise.  The e reader will become the book for those who do not like to read anyway.  For those whose use of books is just that--using them as opposed to receiving them--they may very well become their future.  But for those who love reading, books are already perfectly affordable; we purchase Dover books and Barnes & Noble discounted books already for less than the ten dollars Amazon charges for an e book.  The only advantage the e book has to traditional books is that one could put many books in one device.  But this is only an asset for those individuals who perceive books merely as information storage devices.  Indeed, more information can certainly be stored in a Kindle than in traditional hard books.  But many of us do not read primarily for information; we read for wisdom, insight, and, perhaps above all, for enlargement.   Reading, for us, is a journey away from self; a stepping into the universe of another; a taking of a journey with another as our guide.  Such reading only needs one book at a time, a book in which one can record one’s notes, a book one can later lend to someone else.  Hard books--I will resist the urge to call them “real books”--are superior, for our purposes, to e books; and cheaper also.  For me, as a consumer, the question is quite simple:  Why would I spend more money for what is (for my purposes) an inferior product?


Because of the commercial interests, and because some people just can’t resist novelty, Kindle and its cousins will almost certainly enjoy a good market run.
  Novelty purchasing isn’t necessarily a bad idea; the hula-hoop sold very well in the 1960s.  And there may be particular professions for which a device that contains a large number of informational books is helpful:  one could imagine physicians carrying them in their labcoats, to consult medical journals or textbooks.  Similarly, the large, heavy technical books engineers use could be collected into one location and carried at ease.  All reference works, which are storehouses of information, might benefit from being available in a portable format.  If I could purchase the Oxford English Dictionary or the Encylopedia Britannica with a Kindle for under $500, I would do so myself (neither OED nor EB is available on the Kindle at this moment).  But this assumes Amazon (or others) will consider these fairly small niche markets worthy of the effort to make these (otherwise quite expensive) texts available at an affordable price.  And, of course, this is part of the problem with all of the e readers:  the consumer has utterly no way of knowing which books, in the future, will become available.  Others (presumably businessmen) will make the decision; and their decision will likely be influenced by anticipated sales.  Popularity will drive the market, and I anticipate that the books available on the e readers will be precisely the books that Lewis’s literary type has little interest in reading.


At the end of the day, then, I suspect Kindle will have nothing but a commercial effect; somebody is going to make a significant amount of profit.  But those who now merely read informationally will still do the same, only at greater over-all expense; the Kindle will be an expensive luxury for them.  Those who read for enlargement, on the other hand, will continue to read as they do now; slowly and attentively, pencil in hand, one loan-able book at a time.  
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� Because of this narrow focus, I will not bore the reader with reviewing the technical issues, such as slow refresh rate, proprietary formats of some e readers, etc.  I am more interested in the overall comparison of printed books v. e books per se; I am less interested in the technical comparisons of the various devices.  But these issues, though not addressed here, are not insignificant, especially the issue of which formats a device will read.





� Mortimer J. Adler and Charles Van Doren, How to Read a Book:  The Classic Guide to Intelligent Reading.  New York: Simon & Schuster, 1940.
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� And indeed this limitation is why Kindle will not likely ever have much academic use.  If students cannot mark their texts, how will they ever review them quickly when preparing for tests?  Underscoring, highlighting, and marginal notes are a staple of the student diet, and if convenient and intuitive annotation cannot be provided electronically, students will either have no use for the product at all, or, alternatively, their grades will suffer.  This is not to say that some institutions will not experiment with Kindle; there are always some people out there who resist believing that the primary barriers to education are sloth, indifference, and parochialism.  Such people wish to believe there is a technological Messiah that will make learning easy and efficient.  But we hands-on educators know that we already have the Internet, which could enable our students to research more easily, read more widely, and wrestle with a broad range of opinion other than their own; and almost none of them do so.  Making more information available to young people, whose existential concerns are far more social than intellectual, has not contributed to their being wiser or better informed.  Consult Mark Bauerlein for the sad truth: The Dumbest Generation:  How the Digital Age Stupefies Young Americans and Jeopardizes our Future  (Tarcher Press, 2008).  Our young people do not remain parochial or uninformed because information is not available; they remain so because they do not care.  They use their electronic technologies primarily for social networking with fellow adolescents, because that is what they care about.  No technology can or will alter this condition.


� I ran a quick Excel spreadsheet, to determine when Kindle pays for itself.  Assuming their average price of $10/book, plus the one-time cost of the Kindle, and assuming the average cost of a paperback in 2008 was $15.64 (Albert N. Greco, Prof. of Marketing at Fordham), one would need to purchase forty-six books on Kindle before the total expenditure of the two equal each other.  And those forty-six books can neither be marked in nor loaned.  Further, not all of the books one wishes to read are available on the Kindle, so for a number of years, one’s total book expenditure would include some printed books.  For many people, by the time their actual expenses on total book-purchasing broke even, the Kindle’s battery would probably no longer work.  


� Indeed, a friend gave me his copy of McCarthy’s The Road, and I have now passed it along to three other people.  Five people have read a book that cost less than $20, and others will likely read it in the future also.


� I would assume that the ease of wireless downloading encourages impulse buying, in which case Kindle could prove a very wise business move for Amazon.
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