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Basic ideas 

The book in the age of the database… 

The last 15 years have seen the emergence of digital book collecAons 

holding very large numbers of Atles. 

Two aspects of interest: 

  1) What kind of arrangement for discovering and reading? 

  2) What is the “computaAonal potenAal” of millions of books? 

“Is a digital library a machine or an insAtuAon?” (Agre, 2003) 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…the full‐text, composite database 

Historically, many insAtuAons contribute to structuring the universe of 

books: family, school, library, church, mass media, bookstores, market forces, 

physical and formal affordances, etc. 

=> structures of opportunity and embedded pracAces 

Contemporary systems introduce new logisAcs: 

  1) Exploring full‐text and metadata 

  2) ConnecAng by means of data 

  3) Capturing and inferring from user pracAces 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1) Full text content 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2) ConnecDons 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3) User gestures and pracDces 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word index 

- word position 
- word occurrence 
- word likelihood 
- word neighborhood 
- catalogue metadata 
- tags / bookshelf 
… 

relevance index 

- number of citations 
- number of reads / sales 
- review ratings 
- availability, quality 
… 

book 
full-text 

metadata 

user data 

book 
full-text 

metadata 

user data 

book 
full-text 

metadata 

user data 

interface 

- browse 
- search 
- recommendation 
- represent 
… 
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Unbinding and rebinding the book 

Data analysis transforms the book into “informaAon” and rebuilds it as 

interacAve, social, and “semanAc” interface. 

1) Opportunity for navigaAon and discovery 

  ‐ What do I see? 

  ‐ What is the probability to get to a certain book? 

2) Embedded reading 

  ‐ Technologically mediated and automated forms of  

    “transtextuality” (GeneYe, 1982, 1987) 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What kind of machine/insDtuDon? 

The book is part of a quite different machine than library, school, etc. 

These informaAon systems are agents of: 

  1) contextualizaAon 

  2) decontextualizaAon 

The inner workings of the systems have insAtuAonal effects. 



Basic ideas 

Towards what kind of book insDtuDon? 

What and how we read was always a complicated and contested affair. 

“Incite, suggest, derail, make easy or difficult, enlarge or limit, render more 

or less probable… These are the categories of power.” (Deleuze, 1986) 

Three dimensions of change: 

  ‐ Hierarchies and incenAves 

  ‐ Reading pracAces 

  ‐ OrganizaAonal forms and levers 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Why build such systems? 

“giving customers more of what they want ‐ low prices, vast selecAon, and 

convenience” (Amazon) 

“organize the world‘s informaAon and make it universally accessible and 

useful” (Google)  

1) Sell books and/or adverAsement 

2) Create a “one‐stop” counter 

3) Profit from economies of scale & network effects 

=> but also: computaAonal potenAal 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What about the “computaDonal potenDal” (J.‐C. Guédon) 

Google seeks to scan all the books ever published unAl the end of the 

decade, creaAng a giganAc pool of (potenAal) knowledge. 

Data is protected by technical and legal means. 

  1) AutomaAc translaAon 

  2) Knowledge engineering and profile data 

  3) “Culturomics” 

  … 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ComputaDonal potenDal 2 

Example: “culturomics” 

Indexing n‐grams (1 to 5 grams) from a very large number of books. 

“We constructed a corpus of digiAzed texts containing about 4% of all books ever printed. 

Analysis of this corpus enables us to invesAgate cultural trends quanAtaAvely. […] We show 

how this approach can provide insights about fields as diverse as lexicography, the evoluAon 

of grammar, collecAve memory, the adopAon of technology, the pursuit of fame, censorship, 

and historical epidemiology. Culturomics extends the boundaries of rigorous quanAtaAve 

inquiry to a wide array of new phenomena spanning the social sciences and the 

humaniAes.” (Michel et al., 2011) 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Conclusions 

Even without changing form, the book is caught up in large scale databases. 

There are consequences for reading and finding books, for engaging them, 

for sharing, discussing, etc. 

What kind of debate do we need? 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Thank you. 

rieder@uva.nl 

hYp://thepoliAcsofsystems.net 


