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Writers should wake up, if our arts are going to survive and renew the culture. Recently, an uninformed commentator lauded America’s Freedom of Press, touting that there are now over 195,000 new books published each year in America.  The commentator made no mention, however, that just a few years ago this amount was regularly around 60,000 books per year (1999).

The complete story is thornier. In those years 400,000 professional manuscripts were submitted annually to our publishing industry, while only some 60,000 book titles were printed (less than 15% !). That’s not Freedom of Press, that’s a restricted funnel for those with elite credentials or riches or media connections (labeled now by marketers as authors with national “platforms”).  Today’s figures do not display a widening of editorial access; instead the difference is due mostly to one technological innovation: POD, Print-on-Demand publishing. The remaining 135,000 books are self-published or printed by new, smaller independent publishers—the heroes of today’s art world. (“78% of titles are brought out from a small press or self-publisher,” according to www.selfpublishingresources.com).  I understand that because for decades I’ve been writing essays, book chapters, theater pieces, and lecturing in Washington, DC, to such as The World Future Society, that all of this is an indirect form of censorship. In one lecture I mentioned, “Those who control what gets published, also very directly control what is allowed to be known.”

Finally, I had to define the freedom further; for we now have Freedom of Press (with our First Amendment); what we don’t have, is the Freedom of Communication, that is the ability to connect that printed form to the mind of a reader, or in the case of working authors, to a wide, regular readership.  Freedom of Communication is dangerous; it implies after all, Freedom of Thought.  In a highly controlled society such as ours, true thinking is curtailed or “shaped.”  Noam Chomsky calls it “Manufacturing Consent,” from a book and film of the same title, though the term was coined by Walter Lippmann. (If you think our media lacks censorship watch any local TV newscast, then compare with a BBC News sequence—the BBC’s like Radio Free Europe must’ve been for countries behind the Iron Curtain.)  The method is simple, not so much by curtailing or altering news, rather skip or avoid certain news stories, truthful insights, and avoid the printing and circulation of many authors’ books.  Eliminate the vision.  It’s a game of what’s missing here:  variety, depth, certain issues, many voices, you!

My point, however, with the publishing statistics, these massive, wonderful, extraordinary numbers of 195,000 books per year—that’s 534 books per day!—(and with the size and grandeur of USA, why not?) is that we are in a verifiable arts renaissance in America.  Specifically, this is a renaissance with book authoring and book publishing by a wide expanse of Americans at all levels. The focus, though, is again communication.  How do we connect with the reader, or more importantly, with many active, sophisticated, regular readers?  How?


It seems odd that within the midst of this expansion of book publishing, that at exactly the same time, many newspapers all over America are eliminating the book review sections. (“Book review column inches in newspapers have dropped by 20-50%,” www.selfpublishingresources.com.)  More censorship?  Some are so streamlined, that only national bestsellers or syndicated reviews appear (and really, does Stephen King need another book review ever?).  This “irony” is such, I feel, that if any other American activity displayed such an upsurge, say sandlot baseball, neighborhood barbeques, hand sewing of clothing, even hip-hop festivals, the papers would be full of articles, reviews, columnists, and lists of resources to stay in touch.  But books, no; they’re too dangerous.  Let’s reduce the media pages (or as New York reviewers recently admitted vacantly, still publish book reviews, but few if any about “literary” tomes), dumb down the content and perhaps cut off at the source all this incessant scribbling! (To be fair, our own Akron Beacon Journal carries a regular Sunday Section of Books—same page amount as the other arts—plus weekly comments about local authors’ publications, even notes about author readings.)
Other sinister news is that even the likes of a stalwart reference publisher one might think immune from publishing woes, such as Encyclopaedia Britannica, is suggesting that there may be no actual hard copy or physical books printed of the multi-volume encyclopedia in 2009, the first year ever (online references will continue) (The Writer’s Chronicle, May/Summer, 2008). 


Part of these goings on, however, takes in larger media issues which will surprise no one, that is the steady decline of newspaper circulation and print readership, especially over the last few years (Recent article in The New Yorker, March 31, 2008, “Out of Print” by Eric Alterman).  Many of our citizens obtain their news and references online, and newspapers feature additions or special blogs like this that tie-in with local or specific subject coverage. Or there are newsy semi-professional blogs, such as The Huffington Post at www.huffingtonpost.com, as suggested by Alterman. And surely, there is less censorship of any kind online.  But this is a hard circular tale.  It is from those same brick-and-mortar newspapers, from their paid professional staffs, who research, interview, think, analyze, write and professionally edit all of their content on a full-time basis—our actual news—that we are provided with the actual source, most of the news stories, which appear online.  Do we think Yahoo or other Huffington Posts are going to hire and maintain independent staffs when The New York Times goes defunct? (Most media including TV, radio, newsletters, and magazines only copy news from a syndicated service, from the AP or Reuters, who in turn obtain the original news from member newspapers.) Much of the ballyhooed “internet connectivity” often strikes one as sensational, similar to supermarket tabloids, only digital, complete with tawdry film clips.  And if Yahoo (or the new Microsoft version) or others do put the staffs together, will there ever be that integrity and depth of seasoned journalism as from the greats of newspapers?  (I assure you from two years as a contributing editor for a community newspaper that often one more phone call, to an additional story source, can completely reverse a story’s slant. Will the instant Internet check that one other source?) It reminds me of Thomas Jefferson’s comment in 1787, “Were it left to me to decide whether we should have a government without newspapers, or newspapers without a government, I should not hesitate a moment to prefer the latter.” 


In 2005, I was stopped in my driveway, with engine off and radio blaring, continuing an in-depth NPR program.  Robert W. McChesney, communications professor at the University of Illinois and author of Rich Media, Poor Democracy, commented on news control. His shocking summary was how corporate culture suggests that “we should shut up, be happy, and shop.” McChesney cofounded Free Press, www.freepress.net, to reform the media and is considered a leading media critic.  Another guardian, Peter Phillips, echoes similar sentiments, “. . . this monolithic news structure creates intellectual celibacy, inaction and fear. The result is a docile population, whose principal function within society is simply to shut up and go shopping.”  (www.thewell.com, 7/11/06). (Phillips is a Sonoma State University professor and director of Project Censored, www.projectcensored.org.)  Phillips’s university group publishes a yearly book gathering of censored stories, Censored 2007 (for whatever year), and even refers to a category of empty news as, “Junk Food News.” The volume is an excellent resource. 

Not long after that radio program a bumper sticker caught my attention: “If you’re not outraged, you’re not paying attention.”


Some will defend the lack of traditional book reviews, by mentioning it’s an age of specialization.  Check out Bookmarks print magazine or the New York Review of Books; or go online where one can start with a list of reviewing sites at www.complete-review.com, or many online review sites, www.reviewsofbooks.com, www.bookwire.com, www.newpages.com, or www.bookpage.com or others.  These are valid, incisive, and wide-ranging—but who except bibliophiles are paying attention?  With the lack of intensive and extensive book reviews in more general interest or general circulation publications, in front of everyone everyday, a wider audience is eliminated.


More to the point about our lack of reviews in the midst of our authorial renaissance, is that if we authors don’t become more active, the arts will fail. We need an infusion of inspiration into society at large with our own passion and enthusiasm for literature, for books, and right now.  I believe that literature passes along the spiritual legacy of a culture—not film, not Internet’s short-lived sites, not pop music’s fashions, not video games, not sports—but that books transmit our culture over time, distance, nations, even language.  Books.  Nothing else has been able to do that in quite the same way, at least not since Egyptian Papyri were buried with Pharaohs over three millennia ago.  Books, “biblos,” the Greek word for papyrus.

Recently, print magazines The Writer’s Chronicle (Feb., 2008) and Poets & Writers (March/April, 2008) noted the November, 2007 National Endowment for the Arts study about our decline of reading and cited tragic statistics:  Between the ages of 15-24, Americans watch television over 2 hours per day, but only read for 7-10 minutes.  NEA’s study was titled, “To Read or Not to Read” (www.nea.gov/research/toread.pdf). In Ohio we can point to community tutoring programs such as AkronReads or Akron’s annual reading celebrations This City Reads! (fifth annual reading day, February 13, 2008) as laudatory, but is all that enough?  I feel this age is at a crossroads for reading, in that if we don’t become more active, there will be a major decline of reading (and writing too), and not only the loss of a mass or even elite audience, but that the entire culture will fail. Poets & Writers followed-up the NEA study with its informal reader’s poll:  “37 percent believe writers have a responsibility to try to reverse the decline in reading by writing for a wider audience.”

One of the difficulties with the loss, is that reading is a reflective activity, or it’s one step removed from action (or television), so that it more closely approximates the experience of inner thought.  Reading stimulates the deeper mind.  With reading, one builds a culture more likely to respond in an internal or introspective fashion first, instead of acting out initial and often foolish or dangerous impulses.  I believe that is important to civilization, the maintenance of our nation (against the erosion or entropy of culture), and for the propagation of an exciting, civilized future of deeply educated women and men (Original essay, “Psychology & Economics,” collected in my book, Quintessence, Five Essays From Today’s Renaissance).

In my own creative work of twenty books, I’ve written a novel about literacy issues, a long play about publishing concerns, many essays, speeches, and segments of nonfiction books trying to promote reading and a wider access for authors to reach a reading public (not just access to a press).  One reason comes from my play:


“You know magazines and books are strange. Sometimes, fifty thousand books are printed and distributed and read all over the world, just for one man or woman’s thoughts to reach one other man or woman. Life carries on that way, truly it does.


“Fifty years after the death of an author, some new person on another continent picks up those inspired words and changes the earth.  Funny, this thing about communicating . . . .”   Freedom One, Act I, Scene 1


The opposite effect, though, is perhaps so subtle that we’ll never see it coming.  There’ll be no need for book burnings in a culture that has lost all verifiable interest in reading books.  Who will care? (I am reminded of trying to make a similar point to a youngster years ago, with Ray Bradbury’s Fahrenheit 451.  The irony though even then, was I had to show a film!)  Soon, you’ll be able to print anything you like as often as you like and nobody will pay any attention whatsoever.  Or is that today?  We’ll be too busy with ___________ (fill in the blank).  We don’t understand that whatever that future activity is, it will be one less defined, less sophisticated, and less profound by missing access to a book or print culture.  Slowly, we will think less often, less deeply, and gradually we’ll move ever more upon the surface of societal forms—and that movement will be one that we’ll never control or even have a participatory vote within some democratic style of rule.  Oligarchy!  Who needs censorship, when pop culture, mass vulgarity, easy media are all the norm?  When mediocrity becomes de rigueur, a national or extra-national strategy, then anything goes.  And soon, everyone will “go,” except the controllers.


We need to make writing and the written arts as exciting, necessary, significant, earthshaking as they’ve always been. We need to guarantee that future generations will be able to accelerate their mental processes, as we have been able to, as all those of every profound period in history have, from the ferments of Enlightened Europe or Ancient Greece, to those fanatical book readers and writers of our Founding Fathers (Jefferson, Franklin, Adams, Hamilton).  Once we’re so aware, we’ll know it is from obsessive poet scholars such as the Italian, Francis Petrarch (Canzoniere), that even great periods like The Renaissance are seeded, nurtured, allowed to flower—all with the reading and writing and studying of books.  It was Petrarch in the 1300’s, as Poet Laureate, who looked into the past and forward to our future with an astonishing goal:  “To read what the first men have written, to write what the last men may read.”

We must pray that the last of humankind is far into the future, and that we might steward our planet for greater ages. What can we do? Should we work more intensively online, is it effective to activate more festivals and book clubs (with contemporary authors, not only the classics), should we mimic the massive, single-handed book popularizing of Oprah Winfrey maybe with local cable access? Should we give away our books to schools, libraries, or knock on doors; can we write more letters about creativity, or randomly leave treasured tomes for others? What can we write this moment, to make and continue to create that awareness? Whatever we choose, we need to start today and continue tomorrow; we need to write more today, read more today, bring our writers together now, so that we might build a more worthy future.
Small Ways We Might Assist Our Renaissance
1. Publish cheaper paperbacks, in artsy “garret editions,” to get more works by diverse, original authors in front of the public.  Promote e-books.
2. Follow breakthrough street marketing of young musicians, who first publish a CD, then hand out thousands free throughout urban neighborhoods—till radio stations are deluged with requests to play the music on air & record companies finally offer commercial contracts.

3. Carry books with one everywhere.
4. Mention book insights and book titles more in everyday conversations.
5. Purchase books as gifts often. Participate in www.bookcrossing.com where you can “release” a book on a park bench, bus seat, or coffee shop for others to pick up and start reading (site has way of tracking the travel of books).
6. Support literary magazines and small press or independent publishers.
7. Become a patron yourself if possible (support an author), if not become a mentor.
8. Use themes of literature, writing, and contemporary publishing within current creative work, poetry, novels, stories, plays, films.
9. Comment on censorship in your published books with interior stories or plots or poems, plus in prefaces and book introductions.

10. Study the publishing scene and learn more about rapid, constant changes.
11. Consider sites for censorship and direct media presentations: www.serendipity.li/cda.html and www.mediachannel.org.
12.  Don’t assume we’re free, work to ensure our continuing freedoms.
13. Start book discussions at office water coolers or lounges.
14. Keep notebooks & pass along notations about media, art insights, creativity.
15. Subscribe or mark book sites online: Internet Public Library, www.ipl.org, www.bookspot.com, www.bookreporter.com, www.publishersweekly.com, www.delmio.com.
16. Research & visit “101 Best Websites for Writers,” Writer’s Digest, June, 2008.
17. Keep studying your art, improve and produce great literature. Your time will come.
18. Work with like-minded groups to build synergy, local writers’ clubs, local literary presses such as Rager Media, reading groups, or start your own creative meetings. Remember the salons of Europe, especially in Paris, famous for nurturing exceptional creators including Gertrude Stein, Picasso, and Hemingway. Stein had her own salon where many expatriates met; or consider the weekly dinners of Zola, Flaubert, and the Goncourt brothers. Regular artistic gatherings can be lots of fun, provide emotional sustenance so artists can survive. Recall the Medici Gardens of Florence.
19. Frequent coffee shops, the traditional haunts of writers and artists, always carry along a book.  Shop at bookstores often and suggest titles.
20. Study past renaissance periods and help create our own expansion now, remember advice from Giorgio Vasari of Italy’s 1500’s (author of Lives of the Painters, Sculptors, and Architects):  “It is not by sleeping but by waking and studying continuously that progress is made.”
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