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THE FOURTH INDUSTRIAL REVOLUTION AND THE SLOW RISE OF THE EBOOK








Digitalisation is set to become a defining mark of the age as governments and businesses in the world's wealthiest economies initiate the fourth industrial revolution. A drive to integrate digital technologies into economies and societies to the full, it is a process that governments expect will bring dramatic social and cultural change. [Figs 1-3]
 

Over the past fifty years, every aspect of the book and printing industry has already been transformed by digitalisation. Metal typeface no longer exists except as a museum piece. It has been replaced by files of computer algorithms and code. When the ebook (itself a file of computer code) was launched by Amazon in 2007 and Apple Books in 2010, it was widely believed that the writing was on the wall for the real book too. [Figs 4-6]


The list of the ebook's advantages seem to spell doom for the real book. Ebooks need none of the expensive infrastructure needed for the production of real books. Design, publication, and distribution can all be done on a laptop computer. They can be bought, sold and delivered instantly twenty four hours a day. Vast quantities of ebooks can be carried around on a smartphone instead of needing to be transported around or stored in homes and libraries.


Yet despite all the apparent advantages, the rise of the ebook has been slow. While the ebook has steadily increased its share of the market over time, real books continue to sell in greater numbers than ebooks even in the world's most highly digitalised countries.


In large part the ebook's slow rise can be attributed to supply issues. The traditional book industry supplies most ebooks for sale but they have generally been unenthusiastic about ebooks not least because of the structural challenges they pose the industry. Ebooks are not a high priority for Big Tech who provide the infrastructure for the production and consumption of ebooks. These two factors combine to affect the market in many ways. For example the lower production costs of ebooks are rarely passed on to consumers in full and ebook production standards tend to be lower than print book equivalents. This naturally suppresses demand. 
 

If the commercial environment can explain much of the ebook's slower than expected rise, perhaps the real book's survival itself rests on the fact that, unlike a metal typeface, many aspects of the real book simply cannot be fully reproduced in digital form. For example, even the most basic elements such as the page and space have a different meaning or work differently in digital context. Principally constituted by words and images (which can be reproduced digitally), the book is clearly more amenable to digitalisation than objects such as a chair but, to varying degrees, depending on the nature of the book, the physical form itself often adds meaning or helps understanding of the text and this is often going to be lost in translation into digital form. [Figs 7-9]


Cultural factors make the real book difficult to write off too. Many book buyers have a strong personal preference for the book over the ebook precisely because of the real book's physical form. The ebook is also seen as representing the more dystopian aspects of digitalisation - the continued disconnection of humans from natural materials, the environmental destruction associated with the production of electronic devices, the surveillance of data capture from what used to be an object of retreat and private reflection are just some of the issues. [Figs 10-12]


The fourth industrial revolution will have no immediate direct impact on the ebook's commercial environment but greater numbers of institutions such as universities and libraries will move their materials from print into digital. More activities will rely on personal digital devices and populations will become increasingly digitally native. Trends such as these suggest that the ebook's slow rise will not only continue but be inexorable. Though the real book is unlikely to disappear like metal typeface, it only seems a matter of time before the ebook replaces the real book as the main seller and the principal format through which people design and consume books.
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Figs 1-17







[image: a technical illustration showing the mechanics of an early printing press in detail, a wooden frame which presses a flat plate down to print on the paper below.]


Fig.1   A printing press: seen from the side (1760)

The invention of the printing press in Europe is attributed to Gutenberg in 1454. Prior to digitalisation, it was commonly seen as the most significant point in history for the book.
 
←   →




[image: a photo of an old handwritten bible, it's open with two columns of text on each page]


Fig.2   Handwritten French Bible (1235)
 
Before the invention of the printing press, books were made entirely by hand. Every word was handwritten by scribes copying a master copy. The aim was usually for the same type of uniformity associated with machine production.
 
←   →




[image: photo of a page of an early printed bible, it's very similar to the previous photo of a handmade photo]


Fig.3   Printed Gutenberg Bible (1455)
   
Early printed work copied the style of handmade texts but could be produced more quickly. Books and printed words today still largely mirror early manuscript books and writing. For that reason, some people question the significance of the invention of the printing press for the book itself.
 
←   →




[image: a photograph of a rectangular piece of metal typeface, a slug, spelling the name of the photographer who took it, Sefan Kuhn]


Fig.4   A metal type slug

Metal type started to be replaced by photographic plates in the 1970s and those plates in turn by digital fonts in the early 2000s.

←   →





[image: an old macintosh computer sitting on a desk in someone's home]


Fig.5   Apple Macintosh Classic II (2009)
   
The shift to digital typefaces was part of a wholesale move towards digitalisation in the publishing industry which began in the 1980s and continues to this day with an emphasis on publishing books with increasingly fewer people. In the case of ebooks, digitalisation completely eliminates the need for printing.

←   →






[image: Photo of maps being printed through a large automated modern machine, it has a rolling mechanism, paper is pressed by the roll rather than a flat plate in the earlier machines. ]


Fig.6   Map running through a printing press (2023)
   
Though the book and printing industries have been transformed by digital technologies, digital printing itself is yet to replace traditional printing due to cost, quality and versatility issues.

←   →





[image: A photo of an open book in double page spread with text on one page and an illustration of a street on the other.]


Fig.7   Compendium of Architectural Books (1545)
   
Text and illustration on a facing page is a classic book layout throughout time and different cultures. The layout is essentially impossible in ebook form. Most ebooks will be read in single page portrait view. Even if a reader is viewing the book on a large device in landscape view, the ability to change text size in ebooks means there is no predicting what text will appear alongside the illustration.
 
←   →




[image: photo of an old large open bible, it is much bigger than most screens and shows how more complex information and sections can often be put together more easily on paper than they can on screen]


Fig.8   King James Bible (1611)

People read ebooks on smartphones more than any other device which can make anything other than a single column layout difficult. Generally, people are also looking at a much smaller piece of space than they would on a book which has implications for establishing hierarchy within a text and how different sections can be distinguished and navigated.

←   →




[image: a photo of a page of an old handwritten religious text in Arabic, the text is bordered by beautiful coloured geometric lines and is set in large spacious margins]


Fig.9   Mirror of Holiness (Mir’at al-quds) (1602)
 
The use of space has been central to book design throughout the ages. Trying to convert this design which adds such beauty and grace to the text directly into ebook format is a practical impossibility, at best it will appear as a rendition error. Space can be used in ebooks but not in the same way as print due to the fact that you can't predict the page or text size.

←   →




[image: a red book cover with large black text saying La Komunista Manifesto]


Fig.10   The Communist Manifesto (1924)
   
Despite being remote or marginal objects to most people throughout history, from the Bible to the Communist Manifesto, books have always been seen as potential great liberators.

←   →




[image: a large stately room with the walls covered by full bookcases]


Fig.11   Charles Darwin's Library

Books have always been used for display and decoration, a function the ebook cannot perform. They also have a cultural significance and a formal ceremonial role due to their association with religion and authority that can't be conveyed in digital form. 

←   →





[image: a crowd of men and women, many wearing military uniform and giving the Nazi salute standing around a pile of burning books]


Fig.12   Nazi book burning (1933)

While the ebook cannot be burned as such, it's open to even greater censorship than the printed book. The whole process is dependent on Big Tech infrastructure and the plug can be fully pulled on any book at any time at the press of a button.

←   →
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