Filename: Ebooks


Will books go out of style?


by Jack Balshaw


6/22/00


As we progress in the high tech world of computers, the electronic replacement for the book is beginning to appear.  Already one major author has written a short novel that was distributed solely electronically. At the very least this signals that books and words normally presented to us on paper will be coming to us in a different format.





“Bookreaders”, sort of a lap top screen with no keyboard, are already available for reading limited titles. I don’t think many in my generation will choose to read books that way. We’re too set in our ways.  Plus, it will be years before the number of titles available, screen contrast and battery performance meet our critical requirements.   





The generation behind us may more readily accept this form of story or information presentation.  Even though many use computers at work, the number of paper documents still processed in the work-a-day world give words printed on paper a special status.  But, the generation behind them will be right at home with some type of portable, probably wireless, screen based presentation.





This latter generation will have no nostalgia for ink on paper.  The electronic file, not paper, will be their norm.  It’s difficult for me to imagine reading a book, magazine or newspaper on a screen, even a handheld one.  Riffling through a previously read book to find a marked favorite paragraph may not be possible on a screen (or it may be), the editor’s arrangement of pictures and text in a magazine could easily disappear, and the sometimes interesting, informative or important filler article in the newspaper could vanish.





It is this latter presentation I would miss in the daily news.  Once it is possible to customize the news one receives (only sports, only certain sports, only specific teams or players, etc. or only news related to a geographic area, continent, nation, state, city or part of a major city) all the other potentially informative happenings in the world will disappear. People may become better informed about a much smaller number of things but they might also become unaware of a great number of things. 





Once accepted as the norm however, the electronic print media will offer tremendous opportunities for improved information to be distributed much more widely.  Imagine just the impact on school texts.  Every child will have the latest equivalent of a CD with all his or her textbooks on it (no more heavy book bags).  The reading mechanism will permit text searches for specific information.  Many more parents will be reviewing and critiquing their child’s “textbooks” with a resulting demand for better quality information.





Teachers and instructors will be able to easily supplement texts with their own information.  Cost will go down as CD’s or their replacement will be less costly than printing and shipping paper.  Updates might be as easy as downloading new information.





On the environmental front, millions of trees will be spared as the need for paper decreases.  Associated harvesting, manufacturing, distribution and even recycling impacts will be eliminated (along with some jobs). 





But it’s not all good news.  Independent booksellers will be hard pressed to compete and make a profit.  Even though there will always be a market for high quality specialty books, the lost sales of many electronic titles will hurt their profit margins.  They may have to become the source of “printed on demand” books.





Perhaps their inventory will consist of a single copy of each title they carry.  We’ll browse through these hard copies and have the bookseller print out our choice for purchase or download it for our personal bookreader.  Alternatively, the local library could become the community’s provider of all reading material.  With electronic checkout, there wouldn’t even be a wait for current best sellers.





The further I get into this, the less comfortable I am with the thoughts I’m having.  Let’s just hope that eventually the majority of books don’t become some sort of video that we sit and watch like TV.    





