Persuasive Essay - Higher


An Invasion of E Books

In July 2010, ebooks outsold hardbacks for the first time on the internet retailer Amazon, and the number of ebooks being sold is still rising.  Though they have been around for some time, ebooks have recently enjoyed a dramatic rise in popularity.  There are many benefits to this sudden growing industry – but are ebooks really for the best?

The most regularly quoted advantage of ebooks is that you can carry a whole library in your pocket.  Just think; every book you’d ever want to read, right there with you, all the time!

Well, it’s a nice theory.  But not all books are in ebook format.  And it they were, what then?  You’d have your entire library in your pocket?  Ebook readers are, by their very nature, easy to steal, or lose, or drop.  They are also sensitive to water, fire, and extremes of temperature.  Imagine if your dog got hold of it, or a child.  What would happen if, for whatever reason, your reader was damaged beyond repair?  You’d lose all of your favourite books, just like that.

There is a common rumour that ebooks are free.  Although this is true of some ebooks, modern publishing companies have to make a profit.  As a result, a significant proportion of ebooks are just as expensive, or very nearly as expensive, as their physical counterparts.  More important financially, however, is the ebook reader.  With a physical book, you can just pick it up and read it.  But to read an ebook, most people want a specialised ebook reader such as a Kindle from Amazon.  These readers are very costly, and therefore you have to do a lot of reading before it becomes a sensible economic decision.

That said, some types of books, such as manuals, textbooks and reference books, are well suited to ebooks.  It is far more practical to carry around a slim ebook than a stack of heavy textbooks, especially if you are only using the books for occasional reference.  But for children’s books, ebooks are next to useless.  Children generally don’t have the patience or manual dexterity to use an ebook reader – and while a physical book can survive being splattered with paint, drawn on chewed, battered and dropped, an ebook reader cannot.

Several decades ago, mobile phones were in a situation which, in many ways, parallels that of the modern ebook.  Expensive, impractical, but pretty cool.  Here’s the thing, though; would a phone from the 80’s still be cool today?  Not likely.  So in twenty years time – or even a year’s time the glossy ebook readers of today will be the unreliable, uncool, primitive technology of a bygone age.  But a physical book?  Well, it’s a book.  And a book’s a book.  A book from two hundred years ago looks more or less the same as a book today, and it still works.  If you bought an ebook reader today, by the time you’re elderly it would have stopped functioning long since.  Technology will have moved on.  But if you buy a physical book today, you’ll probably be able to read it to your great-grandchildren.

Another argument often put forward for ebooks is that they have a low carbon footprint compared to physical books.  This is a difficult argument to support, however, as little research has been done into the subject.  It is true that to make a physical book takes a lot of energy and produces a lot of CO2 – the paper and ink must be made, the book printed, bound, shipped and so on.  However, although an ebook itself produces little carbon dioxide, the ebook reader does.  It needs to be manufactured and shipped just like a physical book does – and, unlike a physical book, it needs a regular supply of electricity.
It is also worth remembering that physical books will, after storing carbon in their pages for decades, even centuries, eventually biodegrade.  In contrast, ebook readers are made mostly of plastics and toxic substances which are both difficult and highly expensive to recycle.  Since data protection bylaws prevent ebook readers being sold second hand, there will inevitably be a large number of ebook readers being thrown away, destined to reach landfill sites.  Is this really ecologically friendly?  

Health concerns have also been raised regarding ebooks.  Rumours about harmful radiation have little grounding in reality; however the dangers of screen glare are very real.  It is highly tempting to use an ebook reader in low light conditions, as they are a light source in themselves.  However, doing so results in severe headaches if continued for any significant length of time; so reading gripping novels suddenly becomes a health hazard.

One of the major advantages of the ebook is that it allows self-publishing on a massive scale.  Just about anyone can get out there and opublish their own book as an ebook.  In a society increasingly concerned about equality and making voices heard, this idea is very popular.  But academics are becoming concerned about the effect this influx of books may have in the public’s perception of literature.  The main problem with self-publishing is that, though some self-published books are excellent, very few have been professionally edited, and so many are not very good.  The worry is that the standard of modern literature may decrease, and the public’s faith in it may also decline.  Perhaps, with the ability to dip in and out of any book at any time without any real commitment, people’s appreciation of literature will suffer.

The strongest complaint of all against ebooks, however, is a surprisingly simple, almost petty one.  An ebook reader however cool, is not a book.  It doesn’t look like a book.  It doesn’t feel like a book.  It doesn’t smell like a book.  For many of the younger generation, this is not a problem.  But for the vast majority of bibliophiles – the people who ought to be the ebook’s greatest supporter – it is an insurmountable barrier.  There is something very special about a proper, physical book which an ebook reader can’t replicate, and probably never will be able to replicate.
But there was also something very special about the experience of a darkroom for developing old photographs – and regardless, for the sake of convenience, the digital camera has taken over.  There was something special about battling high seas to reach undiscovered shores – but it’s far easier to hop in a cruise liner.  And there was something special about tying a note to the leg of a pigeon and sending it into the sky – but nowadays people have no problem with sending texts instead.

So is the domination of the ebook, in fact, inevitable?  Based on similar stories throughout recent history, I’m afraid to admit it probably is.  Society today is built on convenience, and in a few years’ time the ebook design will be improved, the price brought down, and sooner or later just about everybody will have one.  But I maintain that, no matter how spectacularly technology advances in the next few years, sitting down with your sleek new ebook will never come close to the sheer contentment of curling up with your favourite battered old paperback.
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