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lt gives me great pleasure to present to you the seventh annual C. Walter and
Gerda B, Nortenson Distinguished Tlecture, delivered on October 17, 1996,
by "lTalat S. Halman, professor in the Department of Middle East Studics at
New York University,

In 1971 Talat Halman became the minister of culture in his native Turkey,
the first person cver to hold this cabinet post. From 1980 to 19582 he served
as ambassador for cultural affairs. Fle was also "Turkey's deputy permancent
representative at the [nited Nations. From 1991 to 1995 he was a member
of the Exceutive Board of UNESCO, and for two years chaired 1ts planning
commission. e is the author of numerous books and aroicles in English and
‘lurkish. Honors and awards include Columbia University’s ‘Thornton Wilder
Prize and other literary prizes; a Rockefeller Fellowship in the Humanites;
the UNLSCO NMedal; and the Knight Grant Cross, G.B.E., The Most Excellent
Order of the British Empire, conferred upon him by Queen Ehzabeth 11

In “IFrom Book Culture to Infomania: "T'he International Transformation,”
Professor Halman discusses books and libraries in the ancient and modern
worlds, and speculates on the changes technology will bring to the way we

write, read, and use libraries in the future.




“Burn, books, burn!”

Legend has it that when the ciry of Alexandria was caprured in 646 A1,
the caliph ordered the burning of the Great Library and all the thou-
sands of books i it. As the flames went up, he was holding one book
his Holy Book—in his hand, and shouting with pride and joy, “Burn,
books, burn!”

Dramatic? Tragic? Yes, but absolutely false. Nothing like that hap-
pened m 640,

I'he truth is the Prolemaic Library in Alexandria had been inadver-
tently burned in 48 B.C. by Julius Cacsar, and the so-called “daughter
library” was destroyved by the Byzanune Emperor Theodosius in 389 AD.
T'here was no hibrary in Alexandria in 646 when the caliph’s forces entered
the city. Caliph Umar never ordered the burning, never looked art flames,
and never shouted, “All trurh 1s 1in one book; no others are necessary!”

Todav. this historical lie, this imaginative slander, gives us a com-
pelling new symbolism for the future of hibraries. '~ow, 1350 vears later,
on the cve of the Third Millennium, we arein the process of destroying
librarics, evwerminaung books, for another creanve and scientific ven-
turc—and we are figuratively shouting, “All truth 1s in the Holy Comput-

crl No books are necessary anymore!”

Ladies and gendemen, itis a privilege for me to be your speaker this
evening. b rake pride i this as a book lover as a library worshiper. What
a4 great pleasure to come back to the University of Hlinois where 1 had

given two Jectures about fifteen vears ago.



I'his lecture is in che spine of the high aspirations of the C. Walter
and Gerda B, Mortenson Center for International Library Programs,
which scrves the cloquent purpose of “fostering international under-
standing, tolerance, and intetlectual freedom.™

My lecture has, I think, resulted from the keynote speech 1 gave at
the opening session of [FLA (International Federation of Library Asso-
ciations) in Istanbul in August 1995. 1FF LA was a great experience for all
of us who attended thie Congress, especially for my wite and mysclf. It was
ltke being in Paradise, because 1t upheld the unshakable faith we all
have that libraries do have a future and that books will live on.

[ am from "lurkeyv. a country proud of a history which possessed for
different periods—some short, some very long—many places where the
great ancient libraries stood: Babvlonia, Alexandria, ancient Egypr.
Jerusalem, Nineveh, Greece, Byzantuum. Orttoman Turkish culture
generated its own passion for books and created some wonderful
libraries of its own. For centuries now, Turks have been in possession of
Pergamum and Ephesis and so many other ancient sites where hbrarics
stood In grandeur.

Distinguished Jadies and gentlemen, great library people, eminent book
lovers, | come from a culture nurtured by its great herituge of reading, but
also, unfortunately, there have been periods in “lurkish history when people
were told: “Don’t read books. Reading might turn your brain into liguid.”
T'his statement is stll used, someumes sceriously, sometmes as a joke
among students. When a student is an avid book-reader, some friends poke
fun at him by saving, “Your brain will turn into water.” But Mustafa Kemal
Atatiirk, who founded the Republic of lurkey in the vear 1923, said once:
“Unless a nation develops an encompassing interest in reading, ignorance
will spread, and the catastrophes born of 1gnorance will not subside.”

Among the Turks, as in many other nations, books have been revered
as well as feared. Today, some Mushm fundamentalists in “lTurkey are
telling cheir children and their Koran students, “If vou have the Holy
Book, you nced no other book.”™ "I'hat was the mentality that delayed the
introduction of the printing press for the publication of books in "lurkish
for as many as 280 vears during the course of Ottoman history. Although
the Ottomans allowed the non-Muslim minoritics to publish books in
their own languages—the Jews, for instance, started in the year 1493—

the princing of "Turkish books had to wait until 1726.

Today’s fundamentalists are making it difficult for some authors to
write. Only three weeks ago, my own books were banned from being
sent to the Frunkturt Book I<air, "T'he ban came from the present Minister
of Culture himsclt, who also banned three most prominent authors-
Yashar Kemal, Aziz Nesin, and Orhan Pamuk. | feel very proud to have
been included with them as the fourth, But it is very sad that the min-
istry | ereated twenry-five vears ago now, as we are approaching the end
of the twentieth century, bans my books along with the books of three
great authors from being sent to the FFrankfurt Book 1air,

All this 1s happening because of the tyranny that so-called funda-
mentalism is trying to spread in “lurkey. But, the Prophet Nuhammad
declared, *To be busy, even tor a moment with knowledge, with a book,
with writings, is more benceficial than sixty years of worship,” which is
one of the most eloquent and quintessential statements cver made about

the veluce of books and of reading.

Now, however, we are witnesses to a different development in the
world: Technology is beginning to threaten the existence of books as we
know them-—books we touch and love as great objects. Although some
of you may have embraced this new technology wholeheartedly, most of
vou probably retain in vour hearts a staunch faith in the proposition that
the book will live on. I share vour faith and optimism. [ am too steeped
in the glorious history of books and librarics to lcave them in the graves
of Alvin "loftler’s waves. | have a feeling that vou have not altogether
surrendered to compuphilia, that books are sull ahve for infomaniucs,
and that they are still a treasure and a splendid pleasure,

T'he age of cyberspace is undoubtedly transforming the library into
what 1 call a “eyberary.™ In the vwenty-first century ALD., evbernctics
and mternct and comparable invenuons will give the world a revolu-
tionary on-line which may be called “liberncties.” it Suhammad does
not go to the library, the eyberary will come to Mubammad.

We now have sighing librarics, crving librarics, dving libraries. But
please don’t worry. "T'here can be no culture without books in some form

or other—regardless of what the transformauon of books will be. Book



culture is the essence and the dvnamic core of all culture. "T'hat culture
will prevail in the future, too, even though books and libraries will prob-
ably undergo massive change and take a drastic new shape.

Librartans used to be ultra-conservatves, Some of them are thought
of as being arch-conscrvatives. Now they are turning into fervent revo-
Tutionaries. Al they have to do s drop rheir books. After all, they have

already discarded their card catlogues cawelysinically but not cara-

strophically. (This morning | was very happy to seein the University of

Iihinois Eabrary that huge card catalogues are still kept intaer—and actually
usced for books published prior to 1976.)

T'here is, how ever, cause for sadness. .\ sease of loss and nostalgia
persists. In the future, there may be no place for books as we know them.
Fxcntually they may become ancient artifiers, archacological objects,
museum picces, biblio and bibelot. vs T mentoned in my [FF1LA speech
in Istunbul, “the three-dimensional book will be reduced to a single
dimension or a {lat imuge on 2 vors unnnaginatve screen. We shall no
longer be able “to turn a new leat.” Pages wall have no nesus to a volume—
and, alas, no morc the sensuous jov of holding u bool:, touching it, careasing
it, kissing it! T'he book as an acsthecuc object, a thing of tactile beauty,
as a loving and lovable creation, stands on the precipice of extinerion. We
shall no longer curl up in bed with a book, which was for many centuries
the most innocent, the noblest of erotic experiences. Do we now; in the

ncar turure, take the envre natonal library to bed? How obscene!™

Centuries ago, the Otroman “lurks had a taditon (probably taken
over from India) of writing on rhie Donuspicece of a book a solemn praver
addressed to “Kebilee” (Lord of the Bues)., Thae prayer appealed to the
Bug: “Ya, Kebikee! Oh, Kebikee!™ m the hope that, out of their affection
and respect for therr Lord, the bugs might spare the books.

Is it possible for today’s computerites to repel their bugs by citing long,
prayers? Given the assaults against books launched by cvberspace, | can
envision massive armics of giant bugs unlcashing their fury ar Libraries.

It, however, books cease to exist, there will be cause for rejoicing in

some ways. “The trees, ah, those magnificent trees, will be saved and

spared! All over the face of the carth, forests will flourish. Never mind
that cach of us might become Fortest Gump, who is wise without having
had anvthing to read. Also, moving will become much casier, don’t you
think? New disks will help reduce shipped disks.

In a sense, learning or acquiring knowledge may come to appear
unnceessary from now on, cven senscless, Why stiain our brains? Al we
need to do 1s possess the simple, manual, mechanical still of pressing
buttons and usc the cquipment that will give us all the imformaton we
nced. Our minds do not have to be encumbered with facts and figures,
with 1deas or forcign languages. Why should an intellect serve as a reser-
voir when it has instant und constant access to a limitless datavoir? Why
should we speak any languages other than computerese? Sophisticated
translation machines will instantancously and simultancously tanslate
anv conversation or speech, anv text or document into any language of
our choice. "The advantages of this tvpe of super-efficieney are glorious
and luxurious, cspecially Tor exact sciences. By lifting a finger, anvonc
will have aecess to the entire corpus of human knowledge as embodied
by all archives, databanks, and libraries.

T'he last instance of a single person who had been able to read all
scienttic books in FFrench was nearly a quarter of a millennium ago.
Sinee then it has become inereasingly difficulr to read all the books even
in a narrow ficld of specialization. In the next century, evervthing will be
available to anv of us—without the need to read or study. Tuis u privilege
we shall begin to share with God. We are on our way to turning into little
deities ol omniscience. Thanks to the accessibihty of totl knowledge.
we shall be liberated from knowledge itself to pursue in the cnormous

expanses of our leisure noncerebral pleasure.

What will become of pocury in the aue of eyberspace? \Will it be just
a few words on a screen? Are we going to hear poctry? Or is it going to
be all conerere pocts -only visual poctry rather than oral pocire. no
longer based on cuphony, no more the music of the lunzuage?

What will become of painting if cyberspace improves the tecility und

speed with which it alees ereativies npon ieselt> Will paintines become



as good in reproduced form on the screen as they are in the original? Or
perhaps even berter? We migho well be witnessing in the near future the
end of art as we huve known it for many centurics—because the com-
puter is emerging as the ultimate artist.

YWhat will happen to mythology? s it going to be all science fiction?
I’here might come a point where all universities, all muscums and public
performances of creative arts, and all libranes will be accessible on the
PC—und that we will not have to go into a library or attend a university.
Any library is likely to turn into an all-cmbracing library at our beck and
call. Any university will offer itself to us like an cscort service.

I'he all-sceing uscer will ey entually be capable of looking atansy thing,
anywhere 10 the world. tve won’t have to travel or even leave the con-
fincs of our rooms, becausce at any given moment we will push a butron
to watch rhe aborigines in Australia or visit an Eskimo igloo.

“I'his might turn into the age of Puentgen—remember Rocntgen
who discovered x-rav, and won the fise Nobel prize in physics in 1901;
The world might now appear to us in 1ts full visibility, with all its excite-
nents and inall ies erivialities, chroneh our PC. Like God who is omniscient,
we shall be able to sce evervthing of our choice—nnless some sophisti-
cated equipment is developed for the privacy of those who want to be
shiclded from universal vision. Bue, for confirmed exhibigonises, itis going
to be delightful to be watched all the time from all corners of the world.

I'here s that sort of omnivorous appetite i this new technology. We
shall not become omnipotent, but, in addition to ommniscience, we shall
achicve a power close to omnipresence.

Cvberscience is at the momentstll in it infancy. But when o devel-
ops far bevond our dreams and expectations in the next century or in the
twenty-second century, we are going to witness a miraculous expansion
of its capabilitics. Evervthing will become megacopic—we are going to
be panoptic. Kach onc of us will be transformed into a wartchrower,
keeping an cve on the rest of the world, scanning the entire universe.
Al Jife will become manifest destiny, transparent, @ universal c-ray.
Chances are we will evolve into universal persons, no more confined to
our human bodics or limited to our small brains und our minor spiritual
lives. We might be able to partuke of everything that constitutes the uni-
verse. Sharing divine attributes, we shall probably become pagan gods

in oursclves and i our socictics—ubiquitous speetators and creators.

“No place aficnds,” Samucl Johuson observed, “a more striking con-
vierion of the vanity of human hopes than a public hibrarv.” When public
Jibraries are gone, | venture wo say we are going wo be liberated. Are you
looking forward to that prospect? We are going to be liberated  -to be
anything, to sce cvervthing, to transform ourselves into supernatural
beines. But that might also incarcerate us, because we are going to be

enslaved by the PO which will hold our intellects inits grip.

Is there life bevond cvberspace when the entire world is in 1t for us to
sce und to use? Is this going to create @ new isolation for the human being?
[s 1t possible that, because cach individual will become selt-sufficient,
professionally and intellectually, urban concentrations may disappeur—
that we will no lonuer have crammed cities as v o know them? We may
turn into self-conwined units of human existence, hving in ultogether
separate small or large dwellings, not in the context of urban structures,
but living our there in pastoral isolation, enjoving the beauties of naturc.

( onceivably, travel will become superfluous when the best of culture
and nature 1s visible to us on a screen large or small. [s this going to cause
terrible alicnation? Are we still going to speak our native languages? Or
will e+ herish™ or “internetese™ be adequates Or, are we goine rorely on
instant translation in case we have no proficiency in the new universal
languuge —or i case we have no command of English, which sceis to
be vving to become the lingua franca?

Will this passive viewing without participation, simply sitting there,
receiving messaves and imaees and idcas and facts and figures satsty our
moral and ethical life? Atter all, there will be no involvement. "T'he world
Sl be gomg on, structured through this murvelous new invention. Cire-
ativity might become a sphere of activity that relates to technology and
nothing clse. \t best, there will be some extraordinary minds that will
transcend the limies of this technology rezardless of how wide those limis
might be. Butitis also within the realm of possibility that the “ereative”
ares presented to us through this miraculous means will be unsurpassable.

T'hese are all exciting prospects. Some of them have perplexing and

perturbing aspects, too. "T'he world has entered the evberitic ave. Flundreds



of millions of ncophvres are steeped in s sybarite pleasures. NMany of
them ure delirous with all che acquisitive and creative possibilities of
cyberspace- and many of them are spaced out. Like svbaritic joy,
cyberitic lite can be both delightful and trightful, innocent and sinful,
constructive and destructive. The newest inwernational mania s
Manichacan. We are confronted by a choiee berween the book and the
ogre. T'he anopodes are becoming entrenched right now. And we, still
as human beings, have the power to create out of evberspace Paradise or

Hell. "T'hac s the erear ethical choiee before us.

“I'he library is, of course, the sum total of 1ts books, theretore finite.
But cyberspace is infinite, ke space itsclf. 'T'he mivaculous ship in it
promiscs an unstoppable trip. The reerieval cmpire is notan cevil empire
in 1tself. It holds, at least in the short run, many cxciting prospects and

visions for the future.

Of those, I would like to cite seven visions which I have:
VistoN 1: Cyberspace will equalize and democratize learning

throughourt the world.

VisioN 2: Through enhanced communicadion, the developing
world will ar long lust overcome mass iliteracy, combut discase,

reduce child mortality, and spur cconomic and social development.

Viston 3: Science and technology and the creative ares will
become, not a weapon of the wealthy, but the commaonwealth of

all humanity.

VistoN 4: Nauvons will engender a stronger sense of a [ife of
himan dignicy, tulfillment, and justcee inasociety freed through
this new technology from political oppression and cconomic

exploitation,

Viston 5: Rather than fall under the suzerainey of eyberspuce
homogencity, navonal, indigenous, and local cultures and lan-

guages will enjoy regencraton.

VISION 6: Evervwhere, cyberspace will promote prospects for

the peoples’ active participation in the governmental process.

VISION 7: International tolerance and the ideals of peace and

progress will be fostered by eyberspace.

Arce these seven visions, taken singly or togerher, “Utopian™? Are they
fantasy? “Urtopia™ is a word denved from “ou topos™ which means “no
place.™ "There s, however, a kindred word, “cu topos™ which signities
“place where all 1s well.”

We can, in my opimion, avoid the terrible consequences of the use or
abuse of the prospects of cyberspace. Is this an escapist dream, a sort of
idealism? Uropiais possible. "T'he opposite of Utopia, if vou spell it back-
wards, is “aipotu.” We might be able o avoid “aipotu.”

The great American poct Carl Sandburg said: “Nothing huppens
unless first o dream.”

Right now, we are too close, in a sense, to the screens of our com-
puters. We are suffering from myopia, bur, I think, we can move from
mvopia to Utopia. The great Wrench novelist Anatole IFrance once wrote:
“Without the Utopians of other times, we will stll hve in caves, miser-
able and naked. Tt was Uiropians who traced the lines of the firstcity. Ourt
of generous streams come beneficial realities. Uropia is the principle of
all progress and the endeuavor into a better furure.”

I am basically an optimist—burt perhaps a “pessopumist.” A great
friecnd of mine, who died in 1995, the Palestinian novelist, Kmile Habibi,
coined the term “pessoptimist.” When things become so bud and pes-

SIMISM 1S SO grim, at that juncrure, vou can only be an opumist.

T'here is, Lam confident, the possibility of a new life, u grear life for
the “revolutionary™ book as well as for the “computerat.” Nowadiys we
tend to think of the book as the nostalgic antithesis of reading on a
screen. Inthe future, iwwill be possible to simulate any book, be it from an
ancient Fgy prian papyrus roll or the latestrelease. Flexibility is in our hands:

If we want wo, we will press a button and, using @ special, sophisticated
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print-out machine, we will produce (reproduce) any book, historic or
brand ncw, beitin black and white or in color, with all s pictures, maps,
graphics, and illustrations. "I'hat same machine will collate the pages and
bind them for us. Perhaps it will even be a beautiful, exquisite binding
it we so desire. Thus we shall ucquire our information in the form of a
personal, private book, which is a wondertul prospect. We shall also be
able to create new books as syntheses, our own unique scrapbooks from
all sorts of sources. We shall put together, in an instant, anthologies of
the poems we love best—without having to purchasc an anthology that
constricts us and contains many poems we do not care for. Thanks to the
new technology, we shall possess the power to create our own cus-
romized books, our own works, which will be palpable like the books we
cherish nowadavs.

FEventually the PCs will become so niny that we shall be uble to carry
then inour pockets—and they will have a screen that will come out and
open up to full view. This way, we shall be able to do our readinz on the
screen even if we are on a bus or train, and the book ¢ read mav phys-
jcally be ina library in Moscow or somewhere in Tndonesia or Argenti-
na. We shall press a button and the book will unfold before us regardless
of where in the world we are.

l even envision the prospect that someday books will become hittle
puls for us to swallow without having to read. Books as a sct of printed
or written sheets of paper bound together may notsurvive. But books as
an embodiment of a creanve, scientifie, or scholarly act will hve on.
Books will not dic—and | fervently hope that our human intelligence

and imagination will “book us passage™ into Paradise in the future.
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