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FORM FOLLOWSTHE FUNCTION OF THE LITTLE MAGAZINE
- John Holbo -

For those of us on the panel todayN and many of youN blogging is aconstant. | mesn
congtant. We know what the things arelN the severa kinds of thingsN and we know that you
have to feed them constantly, or they die. But today | @ going to tak more about blogging
as vaiable, as potentid yet unredized. Some friendsof mine a The Ingitute For the Future
of the Book just worked up a WordPress template that®@ basicaly: journd article plus
comment box. Why not?Maybe we should have ajournd that, every issue, turnsinto a
group blogwith contributorsto that issue as authors, and afew besdes as discussants. Or
maybe that wouldn®work. But a any rate: more like this, plesse.

Blogging does alot of things well that academic publishing flat-out needsto do alot better.
Like circulation. Maybe you remember Stephen Greenblatt@2002 MLA Presdentid
Address. And | had another piece by Peter Brooks lined upN published in 2003. Let mejust
give you the flavor. Brooks lamentstha criticd culture seems moribund in part because
review culture has arophied; no more @ediating organs®! like Partisan Review. So no hope
of contact with the public sphere; thistakes alot of wind out of the sails. Greenblait says we
can®dl be Liond Trilling or Edmund Wilson, and the problem goes desper. We aren®even
reading each other. Never mind that the ivory tower can®contact the public sphere. The
ivory tower can®even contact the ivory tower any more. If | write ascholarly book about
literary criticism, how can | get anyoneto read it?

Now, thisisNOT aproblem for blogs. In my own case: Crooked TimberN 8,000 visits a
day; and The VaveN 5,000. Academic publishing not only should, but frankly needsto, tap
that energy. But how? Tha®@what | hopeto tell you today.

| @ the editor of aline of books for Parlor Press. Glassbead books. Our firgt titleis out.
Looking For A Fight — Is there A Republican War on Science? 1t@not lit studies, but many of our
titles will be. On the outsde it gopears conventiond, unassuming, adight pgper product.
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But insdeit@afloorwax AND adessert topping. | @ spesking metaphoricaly. Literdly, it@
afloorwax in the house of intellect; a dessert topping on the solid cake of spirit. Now how
much would you pay! But wait: it@free! Much of the goodness of this book hasto do with
the fact that it@made of blog posts.

But let@ get the problem before the solution. Two studies have just come out. First, areport
by the MLA Taskforce on Evauating Scholarship For Promotion and Tenure;

http://w ww.mlaorg/p df/t ask_force tenure promotio.pdf

Second, @Dur Culturad Commonwedth: Thefina report of the American Council of
Learned Societies Commisson on Cyberinfrastructure for the Humanities & Socid
SciencesO

http://w ww.acls.org/c yberinfrastructure/

| @ going to steer around tenure and promotionBbut by means of apowerful and snappy
argument | @ deploy in amoment. | @ not going to talk about publishing generaly but
cyberinfragtructure.

The padt is paper. The futureis dectrons. Will the future be utopia?| think we®e got maybe
a’50/5 0 shot. | @ serious about this much: many responses to the publishing crisis have
been too conservativeN too preoccupied with Gonservingdather than with recongtituting on
the other sdeof the digitd divide

| was going to give afew illustrations of unhelpful bunker mentdlity. But let me boil down to
afew maxims. Firgt, necessity is not the mother of subventions. Just because you need
money doesn®mean youd get it. Second, don®let high-minded disdan for some economic
supply and demand forces trick you into neglecting legitimate intellectud supply and demand
forces. Third, if you get that cash, after dl, don®expect it to fix the intellectua problem,
which has apeculiar shape. Let metry to say this briefly.
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James Madison said standing armies were the grestest threst to libertyN were standing
invitations to tyranny, you see. It soundsstrange, but astanding army of literary criticsN that
would be us, the MLAN are athrest to intellectud liberty, in that we are astanding invitation
to the tyranny of the monogreph. Or, if not that, something like it. Our number is, cruddy, a
function of the volume of undergrad papersthat need grading; our number is not afunction
of any indgpendent sense of acritica project or set of projects requiring goproximately this
many hands We must produce work of Gholarly valueGret our number is corrosive of our
sense of it, which endsup having its level settled somewhat arbitrarilyN an uncertain
equilibrium point between pedagogic need and economic congraint. Not that we wouldn®
dl be happy to read agreat book. | hope we know Gholarly vaueGvhen we seeit. But in
the aggregate, 30,000 members of the MLA worth, we don®know it. This volume of
production isN to repeatN afunction of ademand for teaching credentids, not for scholar-
authors. Scholarly overpopulation AND overproduction, with respect to intellectua
demand, is desply rooted in our intitution. | don®think we need to beat oursdves up about
it. 1t@&good that kids get college educations. So here we are. But we need to acknowledge the
shape of the problem. All the money you could hope to throw a it wouldn®buy a better
conversation. For tha you need serious, industrid strength mediating forms, specifically
engineered to compensae for inevitable overproduction. You need to prevent the library
from turninginto some sort of disposd gte for run-off from the industrid manufacture of
professond humanigts. If | may say 0: before the web, there was no hope. Paper not strong
enough. The good newsis: we®e got web.

So: if we gage the end of the Gutenberg eraas some sort of Biicherdimmerung, we SQuander a
fantagtic opportunity. Gestures of doomed idedlism are only noble if idedism is doomed.
We®e got good work to do.

You can guessN you won®bewrongN tha | @ abit starry-eyed about the wonde's of a
post-scarcity publishing world. A webpage, from the point of view of circulation, is
practicdly Kantian in its sublimity. Sill, letting myself get lost in the sarsinvites afeet-on-
the-ground objection: the cost of academic publishing, asit sands isnot dueto the cost of
buying hegps of dead trees. What costs is not media but mediation. Not pgper, but the fact
that what@on the paper has been paingtakingly acquired, edited, peer reviewed, qudlity-
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controlled. 1@n going to address this correct point by arguing that new mediaisn®the idedl
endpoint but the ided starting point for new mediation. That@when things get golden. |
hope.

Now, the tenure and promotion angle. The first thing to say istha thisis aredly important
issue. Thanks, Michadl, for your taskforce work. But | have abone to pick, one line from the
report.

Thuswe can gae tha faculty members hired to tenure-track gopointments
over thelast ten years have been tenured in waysN and a ratesN similar to
their predecessors. There has, to date, been no Qost generation of scholarsO
from the tenure track. (p. 27)

Thisis an important thing for the committee to have established empiricaly. Nevertheless, a
perfectly good « priori proof was possible, and should have been offered in addition, on pain
of two distinct problems potentialy running together. ThereisN | suspectN arza/risk of a
st generationCilue to the adjunctification of the profession. On the other hand, when you
confine yourself to actua tenure-track gppointments, it® clear tenuring rates will tend to stay
congant. Granting tenure is expensive, hence the adjunct problem. But putting people up
for tenure and not tenuring them is expensive, too. If you do it alot, you look dysfunctiond.
Asarule, it isn®going to happen. What will happen isthat, in aperennialy tight market,
candidates will be obliged to generate the greatest possible impression of productivity. Tha®
far from optimd. Thisiswhat the task force endsup concluding: benchmarks stringent and
somewhat out of whack. | just thought | @ say it in asentence: not lost generation but
deformedN and, by extension, an unhedthy intellectua ecology.

The forms of academic publishing follow two functions. intdlectud and ingtitutiond. You
publish to shareidess, contribute to knowledge, take part in conversation. And you publish
to fill your CV. These functions don®HAVE to pull gpart. But when they do, which
function should form follow? Obvioudly intellectud. | @ not going to argue for that. 1@ just
going to draw anegative corollary: when form fails to follow functionN intellectua
functionN it devolves into vanity publishing.
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Vanity publishingisadire insultN so let@think hard. 1t@interesting that the term denotes a
vice on the part of the publisher but encodes avice on the part of the author. As Nietzsche
writes: Orhe vain man wants not so much to predominate asto fed himsalf predominant;
that iswhy he disdans no means of saf-deception and self-outwitting. What he treasuresis
not the opinion of others but his own opinion of ther opinion.OVanity publishing is
typicaly defined as: charging for publication of someone@work, then charging the author
agan for acopy of the work. This distinguishes between copy-editing/b ook-making, for a
fee, and feeding ddusions of authorid grandeur, for afee. But it isinteresting tha, in a strict
sense, dmost al academic publishing qudifies as @anityOOur ingtitutions, as agents, pay for
bits of themselvesNl usN to publish; then they buy the books for their own libraries. | don®
think it follow that academic publishing is just ®ainOhowever. Let@turn tha Nietzsche line
into abetter definition: vanity publishing is arranging for publication of your work in aform
that is salf-deceptive or self-outwitting, in that it effectively ams not a shaping the opinion
of others, but a shaping the goparent shgpe of the opinion of others. Your book is
hardbound, promising solid influence. Handsome artifact. Makes a sound if you ragp it with
your knuckle. (But only 200 copies sold.) Hereis Lindsay Weters, from Enenmies of Promise:

One of thethings tha makesthe current stuation intolerable for such
publishers [those seeking to promote genuinely interesting, innovative work]
istha in these circumstances an imprint functions in precisely the opposite
way it is supposed to work. In ahedthy stuaion an imprint wins abook
reades. In this Stuation - were publication is subordinate to the tenure mill -
aquality imprint means tha no one needsto read the book because such an
imprint means abook is of acertain meritoriousness and therefore does not
need to beread. The emotiond capita apublisher triesto win for hisor her
imprint isfrustrated in our climate. (p. 38)

Then there® cost. But redly | @e madethe point dready: high-minded indifference to profit
no proof of intellectud honor. A system for haphazardly sprinkling 200 libraries with copies
of your book, a great cog, isintellectudly inefficient. In an age in which it is possble to
digribute abook asaPDF for free, you might be better off vanity publishing the true old
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fashioned way; just plain sdf-publishing. Learn to lay your book out decently. Build a
website, start ablog; arrange for print-on-demand through lulu.com. But now it isn®peer-
reviewed and dl that. Well yes, we@e lost quite alot, haven®we? | @ not proposing so much
as provoking.

Put it thisway: What we need now is ataskforce for evduating scholarship NOT for
promotion and tenure. We ought to get clear dout what the sysem would look like, idedly,
the better to beat back inevitably deforming, ingtitutiond demands

Form Follows The Function of the Little Magazine. Tha was the title of my inaugurd post
a the Vave. It nodded to Trilling, O he Function of the Little MagazineQ My point was
that blogs can be wonderful Little Magazines. But today my point is abit different. But
academic publishing aspire to the status of Little Magazine?1 think we can take theterm in a
sense that avoidsthe gpparently hazardous genre dippage. In that first post | quoted a spot
of Democratic uplift, courtesy of Trilling® essay.

From the damocratic point of view, we must say that in atrue democracy
nothing should be done for the people. The writer who defines his audience
by its limitations isindulging in the unforgivable arrogance. The writer must
define his audience by its abilities, by its perfections, so far asheis gifted to
conceive them. He does well, if he cannot see his right audience within
immediate reach of hisvoice, to direct hiswordsto his spiritua ancestors, or
to pogerity, or even, if need be, to acoterie. The writer serves his daemon
and his subject. And the democracy that does not know that the deemon and
the subject must be served isnot, in any ided sense of the word, ademocracy
a dl.

About this, three points. Firgt, | want to be apublic intéllectud. | want onefoot in the ivory
tower, the other in the public sphere. And | don®just want to wear two hats. | want the two
rolesto be mutudly informing. Now, not every academic wantsthis. But many do. And even
my most contentedly specidist colleagues will admit that there need to be some academics
performing this sort of bridging functionN some commerce across theivory divide
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Second, even specidists can afirm the spirit of that quote from Trilling, which just goesto
show that he was redly taking about a bit more. What did the quote actudly say? Bascdly,
you don®write an idiotic paper just because you expect your audience to be abunch of
idiots. The publishing system ought not to compe you to deform your writing, by your
lights. Any objections? Of course not.

Finally, Trilling® essay was written on the occasion of the 10" anniversary of the founding of
Partisan Review. After 10 years they had 6,000 subscribers. Sightly more than the Vave,
dightly fewer than Crooked Timber. God, we bloggers are lucky.

Now let me sdll you my book. In thelast year and ahalf, a Crooked Timber and the Vave |
have organized and/ or participated in adozen ook events®l eight on literary subjects. At
Crooked Timber, apar of novels; a the Vave we®e done Theory’s Empire, Moretti® Maps,
Graphs and Trees, The Literary Wittgenstein, How Novels Think. We did Walter Benn MichadsO
latest and, last but not lesst, Michael® latest.

What is abook event?1t@amassive, multi-author online review; mini-virtua conference.
Severd readea meet author. Tha is, within aloosaly specified period, severd authors write
reviews, critica notes, essays, any collection of words they believe congitutes effective
engagement with the work. They serve the daemon with blog posts. And these events are
now being published as books by Parlor Press. Thisbook is an anthology of posts about
Chris Mooney® The Republican War On Science. NOw we get to the hidden goodness of it:

1. 1t@afree PDF download from Parlor. Or buy it from Amazon for 10 bucks.

2. 1t@Creative Commons. Youe pre-cleared for any non-commercid use.

3. In three months we®e gotten acouple hundred downloads and made afew dozen
sdes. Tha even before hitting up the libraries. Good for ud

4. 1t@pretty ok. As Chris Mooney saysN thisis our blurb: Orou guys worked me hardO
1t® 100 pages of review matter. Wouldn®you want your book to get a 100 page
review?
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5. ChrisCbook isrendered transparent to the web in agood way. He® be found by the
right search engine inquiries. The book, you might say, now has the metadaatagging
it deserves.

6. It@effortlesdy interdisciplinary. We get dl kinds as contributors go. In this case,
politicd scientigts, philosophers, asociologist, acomputer scientist, an MBA, a
lavyer, an economistN that@par for the course, redly.

7. Last but not least: it@abook, so | get alineon my CV. Tha is, you can now take it
to the beach, so0 it must be scholarship.

8. No, serioudy. The primary life of the event was digitd; so, possibly, the red action
concerning this book is over. But, damnit, this book led afull life. Literaly thousands
of peopleread a least abit; hundredsof people discussed it, leaving comments. That
thing Lindsay Waters sad about how crazy it is. ideas go between covers like corpses
into coffins? We fixed that.

Now, dl that remainsisto do the samething for every snge academic book. A smple
normative principle. Every scholarly book published in the humanities should be widdy
read, discussed and reviewed. Because any scholarly book incgpable of rousng amodest
measure of sustained, condderate, intelligent discusson shouldn't have been published asa
book. Turning the point around: in the information age, any book worth the time and
expense of publishing, that fails to be read, discussed and reviewedN has been
catastrophicdly faled by the mediating function of the academic culture in which it was so
unfortunate asto be born.

Let me conclude by generdizing; blueprinting rather than just holding up samples.

We need three kindsof things, with ascending grades of utopianism. But no practica
utopianism a any sage. The only obstacles are stubborn ingutitionstha we can easlly
imagine being quite different.

Firgt, new media, made possible by new technology. New publication forms. If anyone
complainsthat this mucks up the credentiding process, tar them as vanity publishers until
they are properly ashamed of themsalves.
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Second, new mediation, made possible by new media. Not every book event is brilliant, but
theform isjudt fantastic. Every author wants one. And should get one. Keep battering those
ingitutiona benchmarks until they reward this stuff in proportion to its vitd importance to
the conversation.

Third, let@return to the case of the self-publishing author. The loss of peer-review and
other mediating functions of academic publishing as we know is pretty intolerable, even in
exchange for great circulation. But now: suppose we @ventQhis author. What do we have
now:? Pogt-publication peer review. Of ahighly rigorous sortN and transparentN athough
it®@ highly unconventiond, admittedly.

Do you seewha | just did?Give me my book eventN and | invent not just one new kind of
book but two. This one, which we®e got. And amore utopian one, which admittedly we
don®got: apost-publication peer-reviewed book, potentily.

Am | advocating self-publishing?No. | am advocating experiments on the scae of what |
am doing with Parlor, better described as micro-publishing. | can®do everything, but | can
do many things ©@ood enoughOWhat | am counting on, in part, is that efficient new media
dlow for efficient new mediation. Through better distribution you get to the point of
enabling distributed, a least partidly post-publication qudity control.

Doesthiskill traditiona publishing? For ahundred reasons, no. First, because if this works,
they will get into the game. Publishers are smart about what is going on. They want to do the
right thing. | have no fear for ther survivd, but in 20 years what they will be doing is sure to
look radicaly different. But we knew that dready, so my little plans haven®changed that.
Second, to the degree that they don®get into this particular game | want to play, | just freed
them up to play their game better. There will dways be big projects. Projectswith large
anticipated circulations, justifying lavish editorid costs and expensive added vdue and qudlity
control. | just fread the big publishersto ignore projects that don®look like that. The big
boys can, thanksto me, drop alot of bad bets with abetter conscience. Wed be thereto
catch them in our micropublishing net. And wed give them abetter shot a good
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conversation than they ever had under the old sysstem. And wha sane scholar can demand
more than that?

At thispoint | go on taking for another haf hour about power laws, 80/2 0 (20% of books
are sure to get 80% of the atention); thelong tail, and how my idess are, in effect, plans for
maximizing the circulation of &l that stuff under thethin end. But we redly don®have the
time. (And | am very sorry the severe brevity of my presentation makes me sound like |
don®see dl the obstacles in the path of what | have proposed. Of course | do)



