
Eve of �
Disruption �

History of Information 103 �
Geoff Nunberg �

�
Apr 14, 2015�

1

�
�



2

Where We Are �

Borders Bookstore, 
Chicago, April 2012



Eve of disruption�
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“Why do you need to go to 
Barnes & Noble? Buy an iPad 
and download your newspaper, 
download your book, download 
your magazine.” 



Eve of disruption�
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Itinerary, 4/14�

Consequences of the Internet:

6 D's... 

Disintermediation: Eliminating the middleman

What future for newspapers & news?
Disaggregation: things fall apart

Dematerialization and the future of the book

A crisis in scholarly publishing

 Valediction…
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6 D's and a 7th �

Brown and Duguid's six D's

(Demassification)

Decentralization 

Denationalization 

Despatialization 

Disintermediation

Disaggregation

And one more...

Dematerialization

The confluence of technological, legal, social, and market 
factors...
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The Internet as 
Disintermediator�
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"Cutting Out the Middleman" �
E-commerce is dominant or major channel

Downloadable products (software, mp3's, pornography)

Travel/event tickets/etc. !
Public records
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"Cutting Out the Middleman" �
Successful partial disintermediation 

Books (new & used) (40%)
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What proportion of 
US retail sales are 
online?

.6%

a.  12.1%

b.  21%

c.  29.3%



"Cutting Out the Middleman" �
Successful partial disintermediation 

Books (new & used) (40%)
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Disintermediating Commerce �

Transactional disintermediation
Retail stocks & investment products (though transactions are 
online)

Groceries

Limited or niche disintermediation
Real estate for sale !
New automobiles!
Pet food!
Furniture

… but price information etc. is disintermediated in all 

markets 
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Dematerialization of 
Informational Goods �
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The Internet?

Labor costs?
Congress?
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……from a 21st century perspective, the USPS 
looks like a hopelessly retrograde enterprise. We 
cut down trees, mill them into paper, print words 
on the paper, then transport the paper all over 
America in pollution-belching trucks, and have 
people deliver them (often on foot) to 150 million 
addresses. Then people throw most of it away 
unopened.
Meanwhile, I can email my sister in Ohio, text my 
nephew in New Jersey, Facebook message my 
friend in Russia and video chat with my mother for 
little to no cost and without environmental 
damage. Kevin Kosar, Newsweek
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The Internet?
Labor costs?
Congress?




Will newspapers go under? �
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End of the newspaper? �
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"The newspaper model - 
putting text on paper - is 

becoming a dinosaur; 
much like the horse and 
buggy disappeared when 
the automobile came on 

the scene."




A Perfect Storm for the �
 Old Media�

Craigslist etc. divert classified advertising

News aggregators, blogs & online sources capture audience

National sources displace local sources online ("Last man 
standing")
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A Perfect Storm for the �
 "Old Media" �

Competition from circulars, free dailies and weeklies (since 
1950’s)

Increased online competition lowers ad rates  

19Alternative Weeklies

Birmingham Metro (orig. 
Daily News)
1st UK freesheet 1984



The abyss? �
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Dire Predictions�

Date of extinction

2017

2018

2029
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Drop in newspaper 
circulation



The Disaggregation of Content �
Unbundling the modularities imposed by physical packaging 
of informational goods.
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The Disaggregation of Content �
Specialized sites displace newspapers as sources of 
information about sports, business, entertainment, 
weather, listings, opinion, etc.  

Personalization: the daily "me"
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The Disaggregation of Content �
The rise of "pay per view journalism"

Stories are "'naked little creatures that have to go out into 
the world to stand and fight on their own." Gabriel Snyder, 
Newsweek

“The traffic game is over, and Buzzfeed has won.” Nick 
Denton
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Nick DentonGawker’s "Big Board"



Magazines: Not what they 
were �
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The Disaggregation of Content �
Not that the principle is new…
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The Future of News �
2008: "Free" newspaper readership exceeds 
paid readership

"We don't have a crisis of audience. We have 
a crisis of revenue."

"People are used to reading everything on the 
net for free, and that's going to have to 
change," Rupert Murdoch, 4/6/09 
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The Future of News �
Economic models for digital newspapers 
or news gathering:

advertising 

"pay wall" (WSJ) or 
"freemium" (NYT until recently)

pay-per-view via microcredit

monthly "all you can read" for group 
of publishers à la cable packages

"tax" on ISP fees

Subsidized by foundations & 
universities

"Last man standing"
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Where Americans get �
their news �

Local TV station: 78% 

National network: 73% 

Online sources: 54%

Radio news: 50%

Local newspaper: 50%

National newspaper: 17%

Online news users are wealthier, younger, better 
educated, whiter than other Internet users or general 
population, and far more likely to have broadband & 
wireless access.

(Pew survey, 2010)
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Why Form Matters �
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The affordances of everyday things �

Affordances:  (perceived?) "action 
possibilities" latent in the environment

J. J. Gibson



Sorting out the affordances of 
new technologies �

Material features of documents enable:

Characteristic modes of interacting with documents

Symbolic & iconic roles of documents

Social practices that determine use & interpretation of 

documents
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The affordances of 
newspapers �



Spot the Out-of-Towner

The affordances of 
newspapers �



35

The affordances of 
newspapers �



What future for the book? �
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Books? Where we're going we 
don't need books �

A clash of fetishisms

"Nobody is going to sit down and read a novel on a twitchy 

little screen. Ever."  — E. Annie Proulx

“Paper is just an object that [some] information has been 

sprayed onto in the past…” — Ted Nelson

In the future, physical books will be of interest mainly to 

those "addicted to the look and feel of tree flakes encased 

in dead cow tree flakes encased in dead cow' William 

Mitchell,  Dean of the School of Architecture, MIT
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.  .  . The Book 
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books. . .�



. . . and the books we 
actually read�
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“Twitchy little screens” and 
the future of the book�

2016 Last print newspaper

2019 Paper books remain popular 
among  collectors. . .

2020 Dictionary !
definition of book changes

2009 E-books begin to 
outsell paper

2000 Microsoft !
Reader debuts
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“Twitchy little screens” and 
the future of the book�

2016 Last print newspaper

2019 Paper books remain popular 
among  collectors. . .

2020 Dictionary !
definition of book changes

2009 E-books begin to 
outsell paper

2000 Microsoft !
Reader debuts



Beyond "twitchy little 
screens" �

Material limits as features: the fixity of representation, 
interaction with the body

"My readers… will see in the tell-tale compression of the pages 
before them, that we are all hastening together to perfect 
felicity." !

Jane Austen, in the final chapter of Northanger Abbey



The Epigraphic Book�



The Epigraphic Book�

What’s lost & gained online? 
Bookstores as showrooms…



Disintermediating Publishing?�
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“…someone used the word disintermediation. I said, ‘Oh 
my God, that’s the end of the publishing business.’!”! At a 
time when a writer can post a novel online and watch the 
revenue pour in by direct deposit, the publishing 
industry’s skill at making books, selling them by hand to 
bookstores, and managing the distribution of the product 
threatens to become irrelevant. In Epstein’s vision, the 
writer may need a freelance editor, a publicist, and an 
agent who functions as a kind of business manager, but 
authors will keep a bigger share of the proceeds with no 
lumbering media corporation standing in the way.  



The  inevitability of �
the e-book? �
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A  choice we have to make? �
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Book of the Future… or the 
present? �
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The crisis of scholarly 
publishing �

Journals should be easier than books to move to 
digital distribution

Easy to read online or print out articles

Production uses templates

Predictible print runs

Appeal to general disciplinary community

One-time purchase decisions

Lower marketing costs per sale

Each annual renewal adds value
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But university libraries are being 
squeezed�

The crisis hits home…
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Serial !
 Expenditures

Monograph !
Expenditures



The crisis of scholarly publishing �
New models of subscription:

UC Berkeley – "a Springer-Verlag university"

Disaggregation of contents

Open-Source
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Readings for April 16, 1�
Required Reading
Jones, Feminista. 2013. "Is Twitter the underground railroad of activism?" 
Salon. July 17.
Kaba, Mariame and Smith, Andrea. 2014. "Interlopers on social media: 
feminism, women of color and oppression," Truth Out. February 1. 

Lenzo, Brian. 2013. "Will the revolution be tweeted?" ISR. July 17. Read: From 
"Facebook revolution or Wall Street hype?" to the end. 

Loza, Susana. 2014. "Hashtag Feminism, #SolidarityIsForWhiteWomen, and 
the Other #FemFuture," Ada: A Journal of Gender, New Media, and Technology. 
July 21.
McKenzie, Mia. 2014. "On Ferguson Protests, the Destruction of Things, and 
What Violence Really Is (And Isn’t)," Black Girl Dangerous. November 26.

Reflect back on your responses and class discussion around “Black 
Lives Matter” demonstrations and how media portrayals of "riots" 
and "violence" are racialized
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Readings for April 16, 2�
Additional readings: 

Watch "Asmaa Mahfouz & the YouTube Video that Helped 
Spark the Egyptian Uprising," February 8, 2011. !

Read: StudentNation (various students). 2015. "From 
Selma to Madison, a Generation Demands Justice," March 
16. !
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Assignment for April 16�
The readings from Jones, Kaba and Smith, and Loza focus 
on social media technology as a powerful social change 
resource for marginalized groups (whether based on race, 
gender, sexuality, ability, citizenship, and/or class). Whilst 
readings from McKenzie and Lenzo suggest that social 
media technology uses the same racialized portrayals 
(“Ferguson protesters are violent rioters”) and over-
simplified narratives (“Facebook=revolution”) as 
mainstream media. Referencing both perspectives, use 
specific examples to show whose argument is more 
convincing. What implications might these arguments have 
for social issues that you care about?
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