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“[De]Composing the Book: Distribution, Degradation, and the 

[Dis]embodied Digital”

A book is a thing. This is something we know. But this is a truism 

connected to particular technologies of production and mediation: print. As 

material and cultural practices shift and evolve with the rise of digital 

technology, though, our conviction that a book is – and means – something 

clear and objectiv-ied – is (and should be) becoming less certain. In 2006, 

Bill Cope and Angus Phillips, in their introduction to a volume of essays 

titled The Future of the Book in the Digital Age, wonder what a book really 

is in light of such developments as print on demand, e-readers, the Internet, 

and other aspects of digital culture that destablize our traditional notions of 

books and reading. They claim, “A book is no longer a physical thing. A 

book is what a book does...A book is not a thing. Is is a textual form, a way 

of communicating. A book is not a product. It is an information architecture” 

(Cope and Phillips, 7). A book is a way of structuring and organizing data so 
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that it is usable. 

SLIDE 2

In a similar vein, Katherine Hayles, writing about electronic literature a 

2004 essay, “Print is Flat, Code is Deep,” argues, “Rigorously speaking, an 

electronic text is a process rather than an object, although objects (like 

hardware and software) are required to produce it” (Hayles, “Print” 79). 

Here, too, the book is less an object than a performance, a method, an 

action in progress. Certainly books, even e-books and other digital textual 

forms have material properties and conditions – they are not simply 

disembodied information floating around in the ether of cyberspace, as 

much of the popular rhetoric of the early Internet age would have had us 

believe about digital [im]materiality.  In fact, what such fantasies of 

disembodied information often elided was the complex and embodied 

interaction of objects and living organisms that characterize our relationship 

with our technologies. In cybernetics, humans and objects negotiate a 

feedback loop in which the actions and presence of each affects the others 

in the system in ways both obvious and subtle. As Hayles has noted, most 

recently in How We Think, the interaction between humans and our digital 

tools requires us to take a dynamic view of objects, not viewing them as 
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“static entities, that, once created, remain the same throughout time,” but as 

“assemblages in which inequalities and inefficiencies in their operations 

drive them toward breakdown, disruption, innovation, and change” (13). 

The concept of the book, something we conceive of as a particular material 

object, is currently undergoing an operational crisis, and it is one that  

allows us to think not only about what we mean by the term book, but what 

that redefinition means for and about the reading and writing processes and 

practices – necessarily material and embodied – by which we compose – 

and decompose and recompose – this thing we call a book. In thinking 

about this conceptual crisis for bookness, I'd like to call our attention today 

to three issues that I see as important for reconsidering the book as a 

concept in the digital age: distribution, degradation, and [dis]embodiment. 

All three of these term have very literal significance in relation to books as 

objects, but also important figurative implications for how we might 

conceive of books in the digital age. 

When we talk about distribution in relation to books, we generally 

think literally about the channels through which books are brought to a 

reading public. Starting in the early phases of conception, authors work 

within the apparatus of publishing to bring an idea into being, and to bring 
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the resulting product – a book – to readers. Digital media has already 

caused significant changes to the distribution process for delivering books 

to readers, most notably in the area of e-books and the increasing 

opportunities for self-publishing and print on demand. These are important 

technical issues for the future of the book and worth considering in more 

depth. However, a potentially more interesting way of thinking about 

distribution in relation to the book is to imagine what distribution could mean 

conceptually in relation to digital media. In his work on cognitive processes 

in systems comprising multiple agents and actors, Edwin Hutchins has 

mobilized his anthropological study of navigation crews to argue for 

distributed cognition as a framework for understanding how humans, things, 

and the world interact. In this framework, knowledge and even intelligence 

arise not merely from the activity of an individual (read: human) thinking 

mind, but from the interaction of multiple minds with each other and with 

objects and/in the environment. A navigation crew is, he says, a team that 

uses specific knowledge and tools in order to maintain the ongoing and 

ever-adapting process of moving a ship as it is underway (58). They pass 

information along channels of mediation that often constrain or complicate 

communication, but in those cases, the system and the ship do not grind to 
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a halt due to the redundancy of knowledge among different members of the 

crew. 

Distributed cognition allows for more complex systems of activity than 

would be possible than with individual agents acting alone. Digitality and 

the networked environment through which most of us encounter digital 

artifacts allow us to not only store and retrieve prodigious amounts of 

information, but to actively interact with other humans through myriad 

communication channels, and with digital objects themselves, notably 

through the ability afforded by digitality to easily cut, paste, remix, 

manipulate, reconfigure, and re-distribute those objects. And they also, 

through the affordance of procedurality, allow for the object, through 

programming, to participate more actively as an interactor. 

SLIDE 3

Hayles has noted that books “create rich cognitive environments,” but are 

not actively engaged in the cognition process themselves. (“Print” 84). With 

digital texts, however, we are dealing with another factor – the machine: 

When we read electronic hypertexts, we do so in environments that 

include the computer as an active cognizer performing sophisticated 

acts of interpretation and representation. Thus cognition is distributed 
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not only between writer, reader, and designer (who may or may not be 

separate people) but also between humans and machines (which 

may or may not be regarded as separate entities). (“Print” 84)

Distributed cognition and human-computer interaction suggest that perhaps 

we should be thinking about not only how to deliver textual objects to 

readers digitally, but how digitality reconfigures our conception of the 

structure of a text as a self-contained and static entity. 

SLIDE 4

Books are always in dialogue with other books and readers are 

always in dialogue with the ideas within and between books, but digital 

media allows us to conceive of and create structures of information that 

actually enact and make visible that dialogic interaction. Kathleen 

Fitzpatrick argues for moving toward a networked or systems-oriented 

approach to texts that is “not just digital but interactive, fostering 

communication that is not just one-way, from author to reader, but multi-

directional, from reader back to author, among readers, among authors, 

across texts” through structures that draw on the capacity of the computer 

to “act” through reconfiguring, recombining, and remixing processes (99). 

This is not simply about, in her view, creating hypertexts that allow readers 
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an illusion of interaction derived from clicking links preset by an author that, 

ultimately, create just as closed a textual experience as reading a bound 

codex book in a room of one's own. Rather, it is about creating digital 

objects that can intersect and connect with each other and with humans in 

“networked arguments driven by the juxtaposition of digital objects and their 

analysis” (103). The book, then, might be conceived more as temporary 

assemblages of information and ideas that converge and dissolve as part of 

a distributed network of cognition in which humans, digital objects, and 

thinking machines work together to do more than a single actor in the 

network ever could. 

However, such a utopian vision is undermined some specific material 

considerations that have distinct parallels to the book's status as an object 

that must be preserved and maintained in an ecological system that poses 

distinct threats to its very being. We know that the book, as an object, is 

subject to the ravages of time and the elements. Fire, water, and insects 

are some of the books' natural predators and we have, for hundreds of 

years, worked to protect our textual objects from their ravages. Digital 

storage is sometimes viewed as a solution (again, back to the 

dematerialization fallacy) to the problem of physical degradation, but digital 
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and digitized texts are no more secure from physical threats than print 

texts. 

SLIDE 5

In a 1998 article titled “Digital Preservation: A Time Bomb for Digital 

Libraries,” Margaret Hedstrom raised an important early alarm about the 

instability of those material necessities like storage media and about the 

propensity for digital data to deteriorate. Digital texts degrade as they are 

constantly uploaded and downloaded and recopied. And, more pertinently, 

as Hedstrom points out, operating systems and software applications also 

degenerate into obsolesence as they are replaced by upgrades and new 

versions, making digital texts created with and for them inaccessible. 

SLIDE 6

My CD-Rom copy of Shelley Jackson's masterful hypertext, Patchwork Girl, 

creating using Eastgate's Storyspace program in 1995, sits on a shelf, 

unreadable, left behind in the onslaught of OS upgrades. Writing about the 

exhibit of e-literature she recently co-curated at the Library of Congress, 

Kathi Inman Berens also juxtaposes the print book's longevity and stability 

as a technology with digital texts' fragility, noting that books always work 

unless subjected to some sort of destructive act (whether accidental or 
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intentional), but that “e-literature can break without any violence at all; it 

breaks just sitting around while new devices, operating systems and 

software are introduced” . And, in terms of thinking about networks of texts 

and distributed systems as a foundation for a new idea of the book, the 

degradation and disappearance of linked elements can disrupt and destroy 

the integrity of a hypertext just as effectively as the natural elements or a 

malicious human act can ruin a printed book. 

But, again, degradation isn't just a literal problem. We probably hear 

more lately about the threat that e-books and readers and other forms of 

digital texts pose to our own ability to read and process information. Over 

the centuries of print culture and the rise of the particular technology of the 

codex book, reading became individual, internalized (and internalizing), as 

the book as an object became embedded in our cultural institutions. 

SLIDE 7

The reading practices we have come to value  – linear, immersive, raptly 

attentive – that were fostered by the relationship between individual reader 

and singular and uniquely materially instantiated object are those we now 

see lamented in such apocalyptically-titled texts as The Shallows: What the 

Internet is Doing to Our Brains (Nicholas Carr), The Dumbest Generation: 
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How the Digital Age Stupefies Young Americans and Jeopardizes Our 

Future (Mark Bauerlain), and Distracted: The Erosion of Attention and the 

Coming Dark Age (Maggie Jackson). And certainly there is evidence, as 

Salon reported about a week ago, that there are connections between the 

material form of a text and the reading practices associated with that form, 

largely having to do with spatial properties such as ability to locate 

information based on such visual cues as location of words on a page, or a 

individual page in a bound series of pages. But, as Hayles demonstrates in 

her analysis of Carr's and Bauerlain's arguments, while there is clearly 

evidence that we read and cognitively process digital texts differently than 

print, this does not necessarily signal a deterioration of literacy or cognitive 

ability. Instead, we must take the new information coming from cognitive 

science on how the brain processes information into account as designers 

of digital texts in order to maximize the affordances of digital media and to 

recognize that there is a “heterogeneity” to what we call close reading that 

is often disregarded in our discussion of reading practices. The idea that we 

all always read in a similarly immersive and deeply engaged manner when 

we interact with print books simply doesn't stand up to close scrutiny. Still, it 

is true that we have been conditioned into certain reading practices by the 
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technology and form of the print codex (and the associated educational 

apparatus that has formed alongisde that technology) and we are reluctant 

to acknowledge that this way of reading may lose relevance with the 

evolution of media and the need to be able to process vaster amounts of 

information. Our reliance on familiar forms has informed the design of many 

digital texts in ways that are clearly meant to help us maintain our ability to 

read closely and linearly even on the screen (though it doesn't seem to be 

having the desired effect). E-books and e-reader applications mimic the 

page structure of the book right down to what's been referred to as 

“realistic” page turning effects, web sites and online articles are likewise 

paginated, and the PDF has become the go-to format for delivering text 

digitally. Fitzpatrick suggests that these holdover elements of the print book 

are actually the distraction, preventing us from “really seeing the ways the 

new format might best function” (95). We need to move away from an 

overly literal remediation of the print codex book into digital formats.

So what is the best way to think about the idea of the book in the 

digital age and to develop the “new textual structures” Fitzpatrick (and 

others) call for (95)? One way might be to rethink the way we embody 

information through various kinds of structures and spaces. Thinking about 
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the spatial affordance of digital media is productive since our interaction 

with our digital artifacts often involves navigating through virtual spaces. 

Janet Murray points out that we visit places – sites – online and that the 

conception of space has informed the way we've developed organizational 

structures for information in digital media (loc. 899). Our movement through 

physical space is another way we process and retain information and virtual 

spaces can be thoughtfully designed to take advantage of this method of 

meaning-making. Importantly, thinking about the spatial possibilities for 

textual forms intersects nicely with the dialogic and networked properties of 

digital media, and suggests that a re-conceptualizing of the book as exhibit 

might be a productive direction for thinking about the future of the book.

SLIDE 8

Here, the curated exhibit provides us with both the physical aspect of 

movement around a “space” in which items are thoughtfully arranged to 

produce a particular effect, and the practice of curation as a method of 

making an argument or presenting an interpretation. In his analysis of the 

way that curatorial practice has evolved in the art world to become itself an 

artistic genre, Paul O'Neill defines an exhibition as “a temporary, 

architectonic structure that possesses potential planes of interaction for the 
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viewer, which I would describe as: (1) surrounding the viewer who moves 

through it, (2) interacting only partly with the viewer, and (3) containing the 

viewer in its space of display” (92). Digital media gives us the potential for 

creating such spaces for movement, connection, and containment that 

might allow for the creation of systems of interaction between authors, texts 

and textual objects, information, and readers. And, because of the 

procedural nature of digital media and the granularity of digital data, such 

exhibits can be fluid and flexible, allowing us to create true assemblages in 

which components can be remixed and recombined and dispersed, only to 

be re-composed in new interpretations and spatial forms. 

SLIDE 9

Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari claim that a book is an assemblage: 

In a book, as in all things, there are lines of articulation or 

segmentarity, strata and territories; but also lines of flight, movements 

of deterritorialization and destratification. Comparative rates of flow on 

these lines produce phenomena of relative slowness and viscosity, or, 

on the contrary, of acceleration and rupture. All this, lines and 

measurable speeds constitutes an assemblage. A book is an 

assemblage of this kind, and as such is unattributable. It is a 



14

multiplicity...” (3)

A book produces effects and those effects are not monolithic or stable, but 

fluid and fluctuating. The book is a thing. In print. But in digital, the book is a 

process, an information architecture, an exhibit, an actant in a complex 

system of distributed cognition. If we are going to think about the futures of 

the book, I suggest we think about not about a specific form or physical 

properties or technologies, but about what it might mean to think of the 

book as material in Hayles's sense of the term as an “emergent property” 

derived from the application of attention to an object in which something is 

revealed (91). The digital book is becoming.
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