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When 1 first glanced at William Brinton’s book,
I had every intention of writing a favourable
review. After all, I agree with the major premise
of the book; namely, that the ready availability of
increasingly affordable computer technology
allows for the possibility of a strengthened and
financially healthy small press. Unfortunately,
Publishing in a Global Village does not lend
itself to favourable review. It is poorly written,
badly edited, and full of typographical errors.
There are many misspelled words, and numerous
quotations are opened and never closed. As well,
the text is littered with extraneous words and
obvious instances where words have been acci-
dentally omitted. There is no index, which makes
the book unsuitable for reference purposes. The
table of contents lacks any indication of where
the chapters begin, thereby again drastically re-
ducing the book’s usefulness to the reader. As a
first draft, it shows promise. As a book, it is a

dismal failure.

This failure is indeed ironic, as the book is
itself a product of the San Francisco-based Mer-
cury House, a small, independent, computerized
press headed by Brinton. As a consequence of all
the glaring technical and editing deficiencies,
form undercuts content; while Brinton argues for
the vitality of independent publishing, the book
stands as a testimony to the failure of the small
press. Brinton states that he “empathize(s) with
all authors, particularly those who have some-
thing to say but can’t get published,” Of course,
the small press can and should offer a forum for
controversial ideas that the mainstream publish-
ers won’t touch; however, small presses must at
the same time ensure that the guality of their
output matches that of the industry giants with
whom they compete, Unfortunately, the amateur
efforts of Brinton only service to discredit the

reputation of afl small presses.

As Brinton argues, small presses can benefit
from cheap computer technology; everything
from typesetting to editing takes less time and
‘money when computerized. He points out that
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while the publishing giants exercise a great deal
of power over what gets published, each year
small presses in the United States produce over
50 percent of all new titles. This means that small
publishing houses together represent a large
contribution to our literary heritage. While Brin-
ton expresses the benefits to society of such
decentralized, local presses in a typically capital-
istic way—""...the free exchange of ideas in the
market place is still the best test of truth”—his
point is well-taken. The computer now allows for
community control of print, a development
which must be seen as empowering people’s
lives. No longer is the production of a newspaper,
magazine or hook outside the reach of the vast
majority of the population. What we are witness-
ing is the democratizing (in the original sense of
the word) of print. Brinton in fact underestimates
the importance of such a revolution with his
simplistic “competition of ideas in the market-
place” formulation. It is by increasing people’s
control over their own lives that the computer-
ized small press is today so important.

The tasks a computer can perform for the
small press are endless: editing, spelling correc-
tion, typesetting, indexing and accounting are but
a few. Not only does Brinton outline the publish-
ing end of producing a book, he also looks at how
computers can benefit the whole interlocking
system of wholesalers, distributors, bookstores
and, finally, consumers. As Brinton points out,
anyone who is involved in the production, distri-
bution or sale of books can save a large amount of
money by investing in a computer, printer, com-
munications equipment and software, Programs
such as Ventura Publisher allow for the produc-
tion of camera-ready text, while word processors
like Microsoft Word provide for easy text editing
and spelling correction. Brinton is quite correct
in his argument that the use of such technotogy
makes independent publishing an economically
sound business. The technology is changing so
quickly, in fact, that Brinton’s 1987 estimate of
US $52,000 to fully computerize a small opera-
tion is, today, too high. Currently, it would be
possible for a small press to buy the needed
equipment for no more than CAN $25,000.
Consequently, the arguments Brinton makes in
favour of a computer-based publishing are even
more compelling today, just one year after Pub-
lishing in a Global Village was published.

Before taking up publishing, Brinton spent 39

years practising law in California—and it shows.
He frequently uses legal terms and concepts that
are unfamiliar to anyone not involved in the legal
profession. He includes long transcriptions of
American court cases which deal with the free-
dom of the press and state control over expres-
sion, but these are not coherently analyzed.
Brinton’s lack of clear reasoning is unfortunate
as the issues are important everywhere; for in-
stance, the Conservative party’s proposed “anti-
pornography™ Bill C-54 places limits on the
freedom of expression of Canadians.

Brinton’s writing is confused and obtuse, with
legal arguments thrown in haphazardly and
without purpose. In fact, there are times when it

-is impossible to discern Brinton’s own point of

view amidst the myriad of quoted court cases and
judgements. His obsession with intricate points
of law misses the mark, While the judiciary may
atternpt to legislate the “truth” and thereby force
it onto the people, it is rather in the sireets, in the
resistance of people to such regulation, that truth
is at least momentarily achieved. The fact that
computer technology is making such resistance
even more possible for an ever-increasing
number of people is unfortunately lost on Brin-
ton.

In Toronto alone, over 25 “underground”
publications and journals are produced by activ-
ists and artists, each challenging the right of
corporations and courts to define who we are and
what we read. Not all of them rely on computers;
some are even opposed to the use of high technol-
ogy. Computers are, however, becoming more
commen in the underground. Their use by these
small publications often means the difference
between publishing and geing under. The fact
that a computer system costs so little allows these
groups to be truly independent—they can publish
what they want without fear of reprisal from
advertisers and the like. It also allows fer a
decentralized movement—which is, of course,
difficult, if not impossible, to suppress. This is a
strength of “desktop publishing” that Brinton,
with all his legalese, does not appreciate,
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