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Abstract

Questioning the meaning of the book as an objeatzytowhen faced with the use of digital and multirae
devices, also entails reasoning about the mearttriguaed to the physicality of the encounter wéthpaper
object. In this sense, the book is not only represkas an “instrument” for accessing knowledge also as
an object that implies forms of “ritual” and reftems on the concept of “sacredness”, until it bees
almost a “fetish” (therefore profane) involved hetconstruction of the Self and symbolically a sign‘late

modernity”.

Keywords: Book as object; Practice of reading aniting; Fetish.

The book and late modernity

In this article | intend to expand my reflections some of the conclusions arrived at in my
doctoral thesis (2011) on theeaning today, of the “book” as objett.

My objective was to understand if — and also ifgigie how, in the era we are living in (which |
identify aslate modernityrather than as an entirely post-modern era boorhdet past it professes
to have freed itself from) the meaning attributedttie book by diverse social acfoend the
relations that they establish with it, presupposirtg be both aultural andmaterial objectat the
same time, have changed. In other words, my aimtavasflect on the object as simultaneously a
product and a promoter of the society that credtexs a container afisdom and knowleddaut
also as one of iglaces of memory and traditions.

For these reasons | assume that underlying theepbo€ “material culture” is the idea that cultural
connotations are carried not only by objects thabdmit the passage of contents pertinent to
processes perceived as “cultural”, but also by abjdound in situations of daily use that
demonstrate themselves to be just as worthy agrsaof socially constructed symbolic values. In
light of this, the book can certainly be studiedifs literary content but also as a consumer dabjec

! The supervisor of my thesis entitléaterials for a sociology of the book: sense, reprgations and symbolic
meanings of the book in late modernitgs Professor Domenico Secondulfo, Coordinator Her@octoral Course in
Sociology and Social Research at the University @rfovia, to whom | renew my heartfelt thanks for hg\accompanied
me throughout my studies. As a whole the thesastisulated around 3 guiding principles: thateriality of the object of
the “modern book” and potential substitutes (fongsin the sense attributedrteediun); the functionality of the object
(focusing on the sense attributeduse valueto symbolic exchange valwnd anysacred valugandcorporeity enacted
with and on the object (focusing on the sensebattied to thesensory dimensign

2 In the research | identify six categories of indiials for which | analyse their particular relaship with the book
depending on whether this is, in their daily livemgnificantly present asl) instrument 2) product 3) passion absent
because substituted)) in use 5) in production 6) refused The selection plan that led to the identificatiohthe
categoriesis therefore prompted by th@esenceor absenceof the book in different areas ofily life; this element
implied recognition of the areas in which such alseor presence is, in fact, meaningful. The imsént employed for
the collection of empirical data was the individwmi-structured interview with low levels of ditea in its
conduction. | interviewed 46 significant witnessBlse unit of analysis was constituted by resideftbe city of Parma.
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and as a symbolic object, beginning with its mateyi as a “thing”, before looking at the meaning
of the words it contains.

In my thesis, and now here, it is this third typeirquiry that motivates my research on the
meaningof the book, beginning from the relationship tlsatial actors establish with it as a
medium, and then discussing its materiality.

All this is while effectuating a historical recogion of the invention of writing — understood as
symbolic construction — and its importance utité present dgyin order to answer the question:
are we still ecivilisation of the book

In the course of my work, the question has appeafesbme relevance to me in light of the ever
more frequent debates among scholars of commuwicatiocesses and the cultural and social
changes connected to the forms of production aedrémsmission of information and knowledge
(in a wider sensendividual and collective wisdom

The concept | use as my starting point in this texin substance, that objects are not ‘simply’
“things” furnished with physical properties and aifie functions, but exist in dynamic relation
with social actors, co-protagonists of those evayystories that make up social action.

Therefore, objects, by uniting the immaterial aspgmovided bytheir meaning(symbolically
conceived by man) with a concrete and tangible rigdity, are themselves at the centre of social
action and testify to the time in which they areated and used.

The use of “things” can always be read in a twofesy: on one side it speaks of individual action
and on the other of collective action. Thus, iftsueflections hold for “objects” in general, they d
so even more for the book which, understood in rtfeelernsense, transmits forms of social
communication in so far as it involves both idgntind relational aspects, assumes socially
constructed symbolic meanings and becomes the ialaividence of the conceptions that
individuals have of their society in its daily lifeoth from a cultural point of view and from thudt
material production (Setiffi, 2009).

This is also because the instruments linked tagtblenology of the worspoken and written) have
always been privileged objects able to testify iffecent civilisations that have succeeded one
another: in my research, availing myself in patticof the studies of Walter Origl refer to
civilisations distinguished byral-aural man by alphabetical man by typographical manand
finally by the first generation adlectronic-digital man.

However, we have already moved beyond this clas$i@in.

The new digital media and latest generation multimeevices are bringing with them momentous
changes that are jointly responsible for the sthat new civilisation.

Yes, it is our civilisation of the World Wide Webf so-called “digital natives”, of the ever more
massive computerisation of public and private adstrative services, of prolific Social Network
use (to mention only global phenomena), but abdvygperhaps even firstly) this is the civilisation
in which we are witnessing an anthropological clsinghepractice of reading and writing

This is certainly not the first transformation ihig sense. The passage from an oral-aural
civilisation to that marked by the invention of tmg — first by hand and then by machine —
through the artificial use of ever more complexrmmsients, up to the modern keyboard or touch
screen, was certainly epoch-making. But today thkes are higher: by questioning the book as an
object that gathers deposited words, we questiervélny necessity of the practice of writing and
reading for the production and transmission ofdhewledge gained by humanity. Not because the
new technologies necessarily propose this solu®mlesirable, but because, quite simply, they
make it possible through their very existence.

In reality this is questioned since the new forrhsexondary oralityever more present in each of
our daily lives — forms deprived of text (at timegen at the limits of basic literacy), designed to
guarantee access to the use of digital or virtnatruments — and the devices that potentially
promise to substitute thieand of man in its ability todemarcateoral and written facts (thus
restoring them as a shared resource, albeit iafiniechnically modifiable thanks to digitalisatjpon
open new scenarios.

The matter that should perhaps be resolved concetrso much the question of whether the paper
book will survive thee-bookor hypertextualarrangements that move on from the fixed nature of

3 See in particolar: Ong, 1967; Ong, 1977; Ong, 1982
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linear* writing, but the wider question that, in the putsmiy studies, | have found myself
formulating: will we abandon the cognitive aspditked to the learning of writing (and thus also
reading), entrusting the task of such a practi¢eedyto machines, conserving ‘only’ the capacity
to listenand thereby slipping into a sortpdst-chirographic oral-aural civilisatioh

Personally, | do not believe so.

Nonetheless, it is certain that the problematisatibthese questions concerning what for us has,
for centuries, been obvious, namely that the fiaat processes of socialisation (and in particular
those that develop during schooling) move in threation of learning the practice of reading and
writing, cannot be simply put aside as an excedsiareand thus implausible.

| repeat that personally | do not believe that tiange will take place through the elimination of
writing created by man (albeit now typed rathenthaitten by hand), nor will it be the case for the
next generations.

In this paper, | will present some results on theaning of the book, taking as a starting point the
physical and sensorial relation that ‘my’ intervemg still declare they have established
meaningfully with it, and | will expound some reftns that have led me to make such an
assertion.

In particular, | will attempt to demonstrate thafetish value is associated with the book, and
moreover how this is connected to representatibtiseopresent day as a transitional era between
the modern civilisation of the boaknd thepost-modern civilisation of the digitalised boaH this

in light of the fact that the link with a fully medn medium, which until just a few decades ago
writing relied on almost exclusively and that todayeginning to be hypothesised as obsolete, still
seems to be strongaper.

Paradoxically, according to my research, this biemitecisely what will save the book.

In this vein, moving on from reflections connecteith the meaning attributed to the materiality of
paper-based media, one comes to ponder the questiwhether the book is an object endowed
with a sacred value or not.

The concept of sacredness, once reserved for lotterts and container (beginning, of course,
with the “Sacred Writings® but extended to the object in all its manifestatjo— the book as a
sacred objecinasmuch as it is ¢hresholdto the doors of mystery through which only a few
‘priests’ could pass — seems to have failed some tgo. This is confirmed by the interviewees.
For them, this is not, however, where the chanfjescent decades lie, as they recognise that such
a process has been at work for more than fifty s/ea. since we entered thmvilisation of the
television

The deconsecration of the book from the point efwibf its contents and the social role of the
author (whose sacred aura we are no longer disposegcognise and for whom, at most, the
concept of “sacred” blends into that of the ‘comadon’ conferred by the media and economic
success), the absence of great “bards” and théndeof the symbolic value attributed to the
possession of a vast number of books as a contibtd the construction of one’s social image
(moreover, almost all the interviewees declareamdy that they do not buy, but that they do not
even read or give books to boost their self imaffapugh they do still acknowledge there is great
value in the culture acquired by reading carefalig conscientiously)has not however led to any
reduction in its symbolic exchange value nor in #aEred aspect that we declare we must
recognise to construct what we call theaningof the book today, even if the object is placect

to an e-book reader, an iPad or other multi-mediaces.

These results are linked to the importance thairtteeviewees concerned attribute to paper and to
the materiality involved in thencountemith it.

41f truth be told, it is in any case from here that research began.

® In the thesis the object is discussed irrespediiviiterary genres and excluding the neverthefasslamental area
concerning the sociology of religion.

® These are some of the results that emerged dtittngnalysis of the texts gathered in the empistage. Others will
be mentioned briefly. The interview guide used wizdded into 4 parts: 1) Use value: reflectionstba book as ‘place’
of knowledge; 2) Symbolic exchange value: the bfowkhe construction of self-image; 3) Sacredndsh® book?; 4)
Materiality involved.
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On the concept of “presence”

One of the distinctive elements that connotes thtaural culture civilisation is that in the spake
and heard word, contrary to that written and theadr the sense presencas vital. The word is

an eveni given in ahic et nuncin which the meeting between Ego and Alter (sirgyibjects or
communities) takes place in the present and ndiappens on the contrary through the use of the
book, in the appeal of words writtegisewhereand before by an author distanced from his
interlocutor.

This is how, contemporaneously to the birth of phedominance of sight (the sense of modernity
and the sense of scientific discovery, among dthiegs) over hearing (efficient only in physical
proximity)’, the concept of present was overlooked for thelevlod the modern epoch — in
particular following the invention of movable typehich, albeit over a long period of time,
brought about the loss of the social role (befbeegrofessional role) of the scribe on the one hand
and the public orator (not to mention the storgr@lbn the other — until we arrived at a hastyrretu
to grace of those forms afecondary oralityconferred (and here two random examples are
sufficient) by the massive use of audio recordexd, & more recent times, by the exchange of
multimedia files in which voices, sounds and imagesge allowing the exclusion of the written
word.

Therefore, what | would like to propose here isudher step that | believe is correlated with the
discourse relative to the assumption, concernirgy hbok, concerning the term “fetish”; my
proposal is to make room for reflection on the nmegand the value attributed to the concept of
presencealso regarding the paper book. Or perhaps | should eaythe symbolic meaning
attributed to the fact of leaving mark of one’s own presencen the paper book and,
symmetrically, on the wish, almost the need, td fimat same presence in it for the construction of
the Self.

It is precisely because of this aspect that, intlmegis, it appeared necessary to me to recogrisse th
movement towards the enactment of ritualistic be&has and the attribution of aspects bordering
on a cult (albeit profane) of the book as object.

7 still fundamental are the previously cited texts ®ng and certainly the studies by McLuhan, begigniith The
Gutenberg Galaxy1962). Some exemplary concepts are already exgdsg him in the titles of the paragraphs that
make up the text. McLuhan, among other thingsestttat the internalisation of the technology ef pinonetic alphabet
leads mankind from the magical world of hearinghte neutral world of vision, and also that as sasrhe technology
reachesone of our senses, a new form of culture gets underatathe same speed at which we interiorize the new
technology; this is also in the light of the fdeat in Europe, the technological phase of progressich the concept of
changebecomes the archetypal rule of social life begiah Gutenberg,.

8 The principal results that emerged from the stady: the book, for all the interviewees, must netblirnt, torn or
thrown away. “The book is sacred, yes. Try to imadihat you're in front of your fire at home [...],yiou don’t have
any paper you get the newspaper [...]. Try to imadimaing around, taking three or four pages frorhoak and
throwing them in. No! There, that’s the sacredrefsthe book [...]" declares one of many concordarites. It merits
particularregardand forms ofespect for the majority of those interviewed it should et dirtied, rolled or screwed up,
you do not write on it in biro or with highlightelat only lightly in pencil, if at all. Some did heven use a pencil,
believing that the object should be leafed throwugthout opening it too much; almost caressed, asttling more. All
the others, still with a self-imposeduality, mark it a great deal (always only in pencil),réi®y rendering the object
unique (leaving their personal mark); it can noglenbe lent to others or given away becausethteags Many subjects
claimed that “even just knowing that it's there,tbe bookshelf, is a certainty.” The rituality s use and the taboos in
its preservation are more closely linked with thateniality of the object than with the contentsatifone time a sort of
social duty imposed the reading of texts in thatirety, today it is declared that that respecttifier object does not lie in
this; in reality, however, many still claim they mtao finish reading it: a relationship is begurthwihe book and its
brusque interruption entails a certain unease.rithality regards above all: 1) the way in whicbaok is leafed through
and opened for the first time (there are those veaal the back cover, those who read the indexethvd® read the
author’s biography, those who stroke or smell thpep, those who look at the total number of pagessa on; always
repeating the order of their actions); 2) the waywhich one’s own mark is made (use of the pemtijps of paper
between the pages, etc.). The book is no longegresed as having a sacred value in the originsesef the term: in
Durkheim’'s terms, the collective social dimensisnniissing. However, even today, just as for thatgseciologist,
society, as well as consecrating men, consectaitagst (Durkheim, 1912). The consecration, in tlaise; lies outside the
implications of religious cult experienced colleely but is connected entirely with the very symbalalue that the
reader invests the object with, beginning with phgsciality involved in its use: symbolically thedk offers the chance
to tell one’s own storwhile actingwith andon it.
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Studying the history of the bodlor rather the epochal passage from culturgsiofary orality to
those that came after the invention of writing assumed as an almost ‘natural’ element of man
but fallaciously: it is aechnology of the wordonstructed in a totally arbitrary and symbolic yyay
we cannot ignore the fact that it was the verytsiathe use of the book as an instrument that it
became possible for the Community Man to have contéth knowledggwhether of tradition or
innovation) in an autonomous, almost personalistiry and no longer necessarily bound to the
presence of figures such as the sage, the shaneapriést or the bard.

It is said (correctly, in my opinion) that it is twiwriting deposited in a book that man knows the
experience of finding himself alone with the knosglde contained in the object, unlike the
experience of the oral account, which necessardgypposes the presence of the Alter.

How then to understand the need expressed by tinbsesiewed to describe the concept of
“presence” — provided and sought: presenceft a as vital to the relationship that is established
with the paper book so as to allow its proximityttie concept of “fetish”?

At first glance, the two considerations do not &e concur.

One hypothesis is that it is precisely after thespge that saw man create a private relationship
with the book that this relationship became songfrand meaningful that the object began to be
defined as a “confidant”, “silent friend”, “traveal companion” and was therefore almost — the
exaggeration seems allowable heranthropomorphisednot in its physical traits, but in certain
human qualities)’

If, then, in reality, the process of reifying texthich began with the birth of writing) and the
transformation of pure verbal expression into aremmal and legible “thing” took place
definitively** with the invention of the printing press, theséems that another process took place
alongside that one, but in an opposite directibe: new “things” produced,e. books, became
objects topersonaliseto render unique by leaving a trace of the ssifpbolically finding in these
elements the recognition of the Self as a uniguklemepeatable individual. Let us not forget that
modernity is also the era of serial reproductionwihich the concept ofinicum as far as
manufactured objects are concerned, has been sligrguestioned.

Affirming a personal relationship with the objeet a relationship that lifts the object from being
one of many (all the same) to being unique, origmad peerless- almost approaches the
attribution of sacred value.

However, let it be said incisively that it is a &t value that, with the passing of time, has
progressively lost the religious aspect connectéd the association between the sacred and the
mark of the Divine (in this aspect the book hasnbgegressively deconsecrated throughout the
process of modernity, and in particular during tiftorical passages that saw the modern sciences
guestion — when not outright undermining — the rdééfins and precepts that were until then
considered incontrovertible truths) and taken dreioaspects.

From my research it emerges that, while on onethieldook is losing its sacredness — its contents
have not been regarded from a perspective of oeigycult for centuries —, on the other, almost all
of the subjects interviewed affirmed that today thibject still requires forms of behaviour and care
reserved for ‘sacred’ objects.

In the end, then, the idea of “sacred becausefiigni and relevant to one’s own personal history,
past, present and future”, is associated with it.

Therefore, the book is sacred to the Self, ndh¢ocbllectivity.

%See in particular: Barbier, 2004; Bertolo, Cheruhimglese, Miglio, 2004; Gilmont, 2004; Tuzzi, 2006 addition, on

the transformations of the book and the start efitocess of modernisation, see Eisenstein, 1983.

10 Among the interviewees, an editor declares: “[.hgDook is a presence, is a friend, is a confidard.word, it's like

having a live dog and a toy dog, a memory stick iey dog”. A teacher echoes his words: “an olijeat is a friend but
also an enemy [...] Friend because a source of jcyness, satisfaction, but enemy because [...]élif] it has been a
very strong obstacle [...] it is an object because gomething material, but contains something labsly immaterial,

that is: thoughts, ideas, stories, it can even lmahers, but it is the physical representation ehething that is not
physical”. Then we arrive at what the Presidena dibrary institution holds: “For me the book istram object. [...] |

would say a subject. Why [...] ? [...] because it cosva power, a potential energy. [...] I, on almosttlaé long
journeys | make [...] bring a book. [...] because #llgis a travelling companion, it fulfils what doube called an
angelic role.”

1 Ong puts it well irOrality and Literacywhen he affirms that the press suggests that wanalhings, much more than
writing has ever been able to do (Ong, 1982).
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To pick up from footnote no.8, in my thesis, afstlowing how the paper book is underlined,
drawn on, written in (but never in biro of courdecause even though the mark will almost
certainly never be removed it must neverthelesetm®vable in order to avoid altering the original
form in an irreparable way: the text remains theknaf the author and the reader affirms it thus),
how bookmarks are left and so on, | expressed dlewing idea: “[...] the subject-object
relationship refers to a version of the profanerdivdualism (where the divine is in the object)tha
is certainly more earthly, but not completely saculThe book [...] becomes an object imbued
with sacred power not so much because it is adfighe Divine, but because it is consecrated by
what of our own [...] we leave in iEetishfrom the Latinfaticius meaning “manufactured (idol)”;

a product of man that nonetheless assumes automsopmaver through what it represents and is,
above all, a power that is revealed in the relatigqm with the reader who, through [...] the
personal imprintthey leave on it, recognises its active qualitg aransforms it from an inert
object, almost into a being a relationship maydrgdd with.”

According to my research, none of this occurs Withnew media.

The new multimedia devices have merits that careadily recognised But as for the possibility

to leave and then find anew an imprint that, omaedferred to the book, gives it an almost totemic
power, nobody appears disposed to associate ttiisaswy medium other than paper.

It seems, then, that it is the medium that alldvesgassage from ‘neutral’ object to fetish.

It is @ medium that involves different senses:ddition to sight, touch (up to now the feel of pape
has not been emulated by the materiality of tinech scree)y) smell (the odour of ink or of
new/old/dustyetc. paper) and, last but not least, hearing (theingstf pages being thumbed as a
distinctive and unmistakable element that, if rejpced artificially, is rather disappointingare
implicated as vital elements of the intimate relaship that is created with the object.

Apart from a handful of indomitable lovers of teological progress — who retain that losing the
use of paper and giving up the sensuality it guaemis an acceptable price to pay for access to a
new era — all the interviewees involved recognisethis the factor that will prevent the
disappearance of the object.

It should be made clear that these individualshatecomputer illiterates. On the contrary, many of
them are computer literate both as a personalesiténd love and for professional reasons; all of
them, however, envisage a near future in whickedifit media — paper and others — will coexist,
allowing the producers of texts and those who etfjeyn to choose, according to different criteria,
the best media and thus the best device to im@nyeagyiven communicative situation.

Thoughts on behaviour today and in the immediateréuwere sought; certainly no broad
subjective opinions on the future were offered. Pressing fact must be mentioned however: the
hypothesis of a world without paper books, withdbtaries and bookshops, was defined as

literally “devastating™*

2 The interviewees identify the following advantageffaster accesso finding information (in the sphere of the Web
they prefer to speak of “news and information” ménan “knowledge” and, therefore, the facilitatesmpletion of
specific research2) the greater opportunities tomparedifferent sources on the same topic;irfBerconnectivity the
greater ease in makingntactsand forms of exchangériven by informal dialogue modes) among differasers. It
should also be mentioned that the idea connectidtiaé concept of theeracityof sources was, however, developed at
length — this was also strongly questioned forghper book as well, but certainly more so for tivere magnunof
information that can be found on the Net — as asglthe potentiadlemocratisation of knowledgeade possible through
free publication on the Web compared with the di&fiég that reigns in the production of books. Hoxee, if the greater
ease in publishing one’s own writings online isrsas an advantage in different situations (fundaatgarticularly in
recent years as far as the role of the “activeaiti in the practice of participative politics isncerned), it is also true
that the fear expressed is that the continuousniralted exchange of information and publication'sdmple’ personal
opinionsentails a need to develop a stramiical ability that is believed to be often missing among those mavigate
or enjoy multimedia content in an inexpert manner.

13 «gjgnificant corporeal relationship”, as definegdne of the interviewees.

4 Here are some of the many testimonies gatheréisrvein: “I get goose bumps thinking about it'eoblogger says;
“[...] it could be apocalyptic [...] the disaster woube for humanity [...] but why would they eliminatedks? Do you
want to make me cry?” asked one teacher; “I'd smagdelf! [...] No, nothing would be gained! [...] Yoode the joy!
Period!” affirmed a writer. “But this is sacrileg@&/hat on earth are you saying?! [...] that soundsilegtous to me,
that” declares a passionate reader.
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Therefore it is possible to summarise in three @ierpoints why it will be paper, according to
almost all those interviewed, to save the book {enfittish aspect):

1. The sensory aspects that the paper book allows esperience and the corporeity
involved in its enjoyment are elements useful ®atngprofound experiences
the practice of study (scholastic and individual) contrast with the demand for
and offer of speed and superficiality in the cdiat and diffusion of information
imposed by society today. Indispensable advantagesecognised in the Net and
various new devices, but it is believed that th€itronal book is the most efficient
instrument for training oneself in the necesdasgling of efforthat the acquisition
of knowledge imposes. At least until now.

2. At the moment it is not believed that a medium@svenient and personalisable as
paper has been invented. Even if we acknowledgentheovements in the latest
screens, none of the existing digital media appapable of superseding paper as
far as sight, touch and smell are concerned.

3. Taking note that, at present, the promise of tins@s reproducibility of paper is a
disastrous falsification, it is believed that thewnobjects can already (and certainly
will do so in the future) coexist alongside thalitianal book — in other words, we
welcome new instruments with new functions thatiarpossible for the book —,
but it is forcefully stressed that these must bgpements and not substitutes, as
the same physical-sensory experience, the indiV&doarporeal relationship with
paper, is unrepeatable or, rather, unachievable. fféw devices will have
meaningonly if they become promoters of different expetiermodes.

Final reflections

| have tried to say something about what is dwortie book. The point is that, although they are
needed, similar accounts on what is demeew devices are not listened to. Perhidgosughthe
new media, but navith them in a significant and almost ‘living’ relatidnp.

With these media, no personal relationship is distadd.

Care is taken not to break them, granted. Theypaptected from damage because they are
extremely useful in terms of how far they allowtaslo thingsthat are unthinkable with pencil and
paper, more quickly and aided by computer progréuasincrease human potential.

But with them no relationship, almost between taabjects’, is embarked upon, imbued with the
regard we feel thdutyto show towards those we haespectfor. Everything is limited to rational
usage, albeit of great importance.

They open up new perspectives and widen the fi€ldction, but up to now their capacity to
becomeuniqueto the owner assuming addedvalue has not been recognised in general, much
less by my interviewees.

When we speak of books, more than “possession’peaksof “encounter”.

In the fully modern civilisation, having many bootand preferably having read them!) was in
many cases considered a must that contributedetoeitognition of social prestige. Today, even
though the book no longer plays such a role, itfwdeen replaced by other items: possessing the
latest-generation instruments is indeed an impardtir technology lovers, but there are nowhere
near the same implications in terms of social ratmm. The possession of these objects does not
necessarily say anything significant either aboatad class or the owner’s level of culture. Ithe
interviewees themselves that affirm this.

Moreover, when reasoning about the new devicegtentuture they may delineate, almost nobody
identifies thee-bookas ‘the’ device to use. To be more precise, in sovags it is already
considered (despite the fact that it has not yenbexploited to its full potential) almost ‘old’,
quickly surpassed, replaced by something even rimrevative in terms of new models of
practising reading and writing.

The e-book fails to convince precisely becausdténgpts to emulate the scheme of traditional
writing: rigid and linear. It does not convince gimnbecause of its promise to resemble the paper
book as closely as possible.
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New reticular, hypertextual forms, in which the deaarticulates his own path, would be more
desirable. They would be completely different tadks”, while the promoters of the e-book
declare they want to preserve the word (in its gtudefinition); however, this form of the word,
when deprived of the sensory aspects mentionedealminsupportably jarring.

In this case, just as when horses were exchangedafs, beyond the rigidity imposed by the
difficulty of entering into the “new” (which, as thi cars, will disappear with the new generations
who will live their present as the only one they deave direct experience of),n@w names
needed fonew things

Yet it is not only a question of definitions. Ittise collective imagination that will have to paint
itself a new picture, a new representation.

There is still some confusion today about the ekbe&cluding the knowledge of expert users and
workers. Anchini’s definition in a very recent pgeeof work can be useful to us here: “[...] an e-
book is, as a whole, a combination of hardwaree@der,the machine for reading) and software
(the reading interface), as well as contentext the words that form the text) distributed accogdi

to precise procedures and rules. The old systetheofext at one with the paper of the pages is
inevitably thrown out by this medium, as the sam®ick can host an infinite series of texts,
configured as ‘pure essence’, [...] like a speechis Ththe first great peculiarity of the new form
of textuality, which it will be worth reflecting obecause of the impact it may have on the
collective imagination of readers” (Anichini, 201190)®

In Anchini’'s text the distinction between the devifor reading, the medium and the form of
writing is well highlighted. Equally clearly expoded is the principle | used as the starting point
for these reflections: not only is the techniquearding, but at the same time the new
representations deriving from anthropological clesnip the practice of reading and writing will
characterise the change.

The paradox is that, in a world where devicesranediate communication and social networks as
amplifiers of the pieces of the self that we wislshare (staying connected with ‘our’ world) are
used daily and ever more extensively, it seemswithtthe book we prefer not only to maintain a
more intimate relationship, but also to give life & relationship in which it is thproximity
between object and person that contributes to ¢fiaition of each. The impossibility of the same
phenomenon occurring with the new devices is tli point that means we are not disposed to
completely give up the traditional version of thaok.

The situation is different for the possibilitiedeyed by social networks and the like, precisely by
virtue of the fact that while these new “things” dot have long histories and were born with
distinct definitions and functions, the book hdsreg and weighty past that we cannot forget. Not
yet, anyhow.

The new offerings, contrary to the book, are fpibst-modern in this.

The book is redolent of late modernity, it findself in the condition of having to extricate itself
from a definition it hopes to move beyond, sinceaiinot identify itself totally with this if it wies

to survive, and from the uncertainty created byifgha new definition (“digital book” or whatever

it may be) that, if assumex toto, would imply full entrance into a future in whiébrms providing

a cross between oral communication and writingnfgthat must still be imagined to a fair extent)
will be not only a mark of the new medium but alse transformation of its substance.

Today the meaning of the book is late modern becdus associated with the idea that the object
should be understood as a piece of a larger puielehich the experience of the reader (and
before that the writer) is amplified. It is a pueah which the different pieces mix the marks & th
past with those of the future. Today the new mwdtia devices give form toaths of meaninthat

are not exhausted in the practice of traditionaldiieg but proceed through the exploitation of
video, images, voices and music available to doadhkisewhere: connected to each other, but not
in a univocal way.

To conclude, | can do no better than to quote Cafiibie new writing of our post-modernity will,
more than yesterday, perform a precise formatinetfan: to give voice to many different forms of

5 Translation by the author.
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thought and to actively place them in a social eghaat brings writing and communication ever
more closely (and more intimately) together” (Can@0i10)°
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