FRANK DAVEY

SWwiftCirrent, thie'online literary magazine
that Fred Wah and T have operated inter-
mittently from York University since 1984,
is how entering its second lifetime. The
first versiom; which survives mostly in a
tape archivéandiin the documentation of
The-Swif.tCirrféﬁf Anthology (Coach House
Piess, 1986); was based on custom-made,
auth'oi»f_bfcus_ed software that gave partici-
pating writers genre categories within
which they could create personal subdirec-
tories and contribute to these their own
texts. Within this structure of genre direc-
tories and author subdirectories, readers
could shape their own “anthologies” of
contributions by deleting texts or deleting
entire author-directories from their person-
al view of the magazine. Although readers
had no way of attaching responses to texts,
they could could contribute comments
under their own names in a “commentary”
category or send private messages to the
author. Although approximately 300 texts
were contributed to this version during its
three years of operation, more than 90 per-
cent of its activity consisted of private mes-
sages, most of which had little connection
to the texts contributed. Readers reported
unhappiness at not being able to respond
immediately to texts they had read — that
the requirement of changing directories in
order to submit public comments was in-
hibiting. They also reported that they had
difficulty dealing with the the volume of -
texts that accumulated in SwiftCurrent —
that they needed tools that would assist
them in sorting and sampling these texts
and in gaining some kind of overview,

The present SwiftCurrent is operating in

bordev/lines spring 1990

SwiftCurrent has broken
with archiving traditions of
publishing to provide a site

of intense textual activity.

an off-the-shelf conferencing programme,
“Caucus,” developed by Camber-Roth in
New York primarily for public-affairs com-
puter conferences. SwiffCurrent here offers
separate conferences for genres (“scfict,”
“sctheory,” “scpoetry,” “screview”), plus a
small press and little magazine conference
(“smalpres”) and one about SwiftCurrent
itself (“scnews”). Within these conferences,
participants may contribute texts as
“items” for discussion, or append “respons-
es” 1o the text they have just read. Search
facilities allow users to locate author-
names or specific words and phrases; a ran-
dom-access facility within conferences al-
tows readers to sample the opening page of
one text and then move directly to anoth-
er. Commands such as “list persons” and
“list titles” enable new users to discover
what kinds of material specific conferences
contain. A “forget item” command still
allows users to customise their own view of
SwiftCurrent, and a built-in editor allows
contributors of both items and responses
to change or expand texts they have previ-
ously submitted. Users of this new version
have generated long chains of thoughtful
and disputatious responses to most items.
Public response has now replaced private
correspondence as SwifiCurrent’s major
function.

Perhaps because of a six-month gap
between the terminating of the first Swift-
Current and installation of the Caucus
software, or possibly because of changes in
the nature of the project, most of the users
of that first version have not joined the
second. The approximately 40 regular users
of SwiftCurrent “one” (plus about 60 occa-

sional users) were about evenly distributed
between Ontario and British Columbia,
with only a few users in other provinces.
Users at a distance from SwiftCurrent’s
Physical location at York University en-
joyed relatively simple Datapac access
courtesy of the university. SwiftCurrent
“two” is accessible only through regular
telephone or iNet, a somewhat more cum-
bersome cousin of Datapac, which — de-
spite the fact that SwiftCurrent itself pays
the iNet charges of participating writers —
is reported to make outside-of-Toronto use
awkward and discouraging. The approxi-
mately 40 users of the current project are
almost all from southern Ontarlo.

B ACTIVE IN SWIFTCURRENT “TWO,"
with'its poduction of texts that are
Iy relativised by commentary, in-
: ;rhaps not surprisingly, very few
whe have established audiences for their
writing through well-known presses and
magazines. | personally suspect that the
finality of the printed page plays an
authenticating, if not idealising role for
many writers — that the achievement of a
stable printed text in a public context is for
many the apotheosis of the writing project,
and that these might find the kind of in-
teractive publishing now offered by Swift-
Current unsatisfying and necessarily pre-
liminary to the validation book or
periodical publication appears to offer.
Many of the writers active in-the current
$C are ones who have worked in inter-
disciplinary contexts, with music or the
visual arts, published their texts in chap-
books distributed mostly at Toronto’s
annual Small Press Book Fair, or presented
their texts in readings and performances.
In both versions of SwiftCurrent very few
women writers have participated. I have
heard and entertained numerous hypothe-
ses about why this has been so. Ts it be-
cause women remain culturally condi-
tioned to be uneasy with technology, or
have associated it, as Margaret Atwood’s
fiction has, with patriarchal violence? Is it
because some feminisms still moedel the
feminine on a nature vs. culture dichoto-
my that locates technology in the “mascu-
line” second term? Is it simply that the
economic disadvantages of being female
give women lower access to technology
than men enjoy? Or perhaps that mest
feminisms encourage women to work out-
side contexts in which men are active? Or
even that many women writers seek the
legitimation of established systems, includ-
ing book and magazine publishing, rather
than seeking to interrogate those legitima-
cies? — that is, is it related to the explana-
tions one occasionally hears for why many
women writers prefer realism to postmod-
ernism or prefer attempting to construct a
female subject to the project of interrogat-
ing the possibility of the autonomous sub-
ject? My own view is that all of these fac-
tors occur and contribute. At any rate,
SwiftCurrent is presently open not only to
individual women writers but to any group
that might wish to operate within Swift-
Current facilities its own closed conference.
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BOTH VERSIONS OF SWIFTCURRENT PROBLEMATISE

the concept; of publication. For the past
few _c_:er;_tunes ‘western culture has equated
pubh(:at]on, ”maklng public,” with printed
paper, and has constructed from various
social perspect1ves various hierarchies of
valye wiilin the printed word. A poem, for
example, acquires different value if it is
published in a newspapes, a little maga-
zine, a single-author book from a small
press, a similar book from a commercial
press, a “new poets” trade anthology, an
academic anthology, or an Oxford national
anthology. The function of text-publica-
tion appears to be doubly constructed both
to preserve the text and to enter it into
public dialogue at valued sites of such dia-
logue. Some “publics” have been “worth”
more to some writers and readers than
have others — the “public” of Writing mag-
azine, say, can be of dramatically more or
less value than that of the New Yorker, or of
Border/Lines more or less than that of Sat-
urday Night. Although mass media attempt
to enforce particular hierarchies, in which
Targe circulation and/or centrally located
sites are privileged, individual constituen-
cies still focus energy and value on sites
which enable their own members to work
and develop.

In most such constituencies, electronic
publication is still constructed as “less”
than paper publication, or as requiring the
validation of paper publication to become
“real.” High-profile electronic publication
projects — the Columbia Encyclopedia, the
QED, The Globe and Mail database — have
been marked as subsidiary to pre-existing
print ventures. SwiftCurrent text files be-
come the Coach House SwiftCurrent An-
thology. What is interesting about the lat-
ter, however, is that it had much less
impact than the SwiftCurrent project itself
— much more discussion of text and corre-
spondence about writing resulted from the
electronic publication than from the print
one. Fred Wah and I conceived of the print
anthology not as validation for the elec-
tronic one but as promotion for it — the
omnline texts were not to be preliminary to
the book pages, the book pages were to be
stimuli to additional online activity.

Both electronic versions of SwifiCurrent,
and particularly the current one, have the
potential to serve the functions of publica-
tion — at least to the satisfaction of those
participating. Texts are preserved and
archived, admittedly not as widely as are
even small press publications, but system-
atically ini the taped archives of SwiftCur-
rent activity and, piecemeal, in the material
downloaded by individual users. Texts are
disserninated and responded to, and a
much greater percentage of that response is
recorded and preserved than that which
occurs {mostly orally) in the context of
print publication. Despite the current limi-
tations on electronic access and dissemina-
tion in Canada, SwiffCurrent compares well
as a publisher to most literary magazines -—
it reaches fewer readers, preserves (initially
at least) many fewer copies of a text in the
public record, but each text published
presently receives on average six recorded
responses, with most of these responses
participating in debates in which the text
and earlier responses form the matrix of
discussion. No print magazine could hope
to achieve this.

This intensify of discussion most texts
presently receive raises a further problem-
atic concerning what is a literary text. Al-
though contemporary theorists may argue
that literary texts are to a large extent pro-
duced by their readers (whether these read-
ers be the editors and anthologists that
regulate a text's visibility, scholars who
have offered readings of it, or individuals
whose “private” readings are themselves
partly produced by various cultural inter-
pellations), textual practice in our culture
has continued to isolate the text from
these various readings. Editorial selection is
concealed beneath the “natural” categories
of great books and major authors; scholarly
interpretation is published separately, sig-
nalled by footnotes and bibliographies.
Changing and confiicting cultural influ-
ences on reading are rationalised under
such categories as background, progress,
interpretive communities, or denied
through idealisations of authors and texts.
In the Caucus-based version of SwiftCur-
rertt, however, the text, the responses it has
received, and the author’s responses {0
these (which are often to expand or modi-

fy the original text) appear to viewers as a
growing and internally active body of text.
To read a text here is to read the text as
both written and rewritten by its readings,
and often to participate in the text by ap-
pending one’s own meta-readings. If, as
Barbara Hermstein Smith has suggested,
the conventional “compteted work” is one
that marks the author’s “point of exhaus-
tion,” “the literal depletion of the author's
current resources,” the SwiftCurrent text is
made public at an earlier point, one at
which the author is still active in its writ-
ing but not, significantly, relying exclusive-
ly on her own exhaustible “resources.”

ani":r:#o'ﬂcfl{‘rfmzn WAH AND | HAD WHEN
establishing the first version of Swift-
Currént wag that it might serve as a way of
d1str1but1n exts in addition to being a
place wher wrlters could work interactive-
Ty with each Other and with their readers.
Aithough thie new version allows this func-
tion — readers, libraries and schools ate
still welcome to subscribe — our main in-
terest now is to facilitate use by writers.
The first SwiftCurrent had subscriptions
from several libraries as well as from a
number of artists organisations who
wished to provide access for their mem-
bers. We proposed to potential subscribers
that they could download texts for aca-
demic use, or construct limited-edition
print anthologies from SwiftCurrent, with
voluntary payment of nominal rovalty
fees. Certainiy this is still possible, and
although at the moment labous-intensive
not technically difficult. Qur experience in
the first version, however, was that the
subscribers who might wish to print and
publish online texts seem invariably to
have difficulty with the technology, and
that for us to try to assist such subscribers
was beyond our resourcés. We had not the
time nor desire to become printers or tech-
nical advisors — one of the most signifi-
cant effects of electronic text-providers
such as SwiftCurrent 1ests in their potential
to shift both text selection and printing
from the publisher to the reader. Our
thinking now is that rather than seeking to
encourage and assist our users to download
and print, we should focus on making
SwiftCurrent a site of intense textual acti-
vity - one that could motivate others to
solve their own problems in distance
publishing. "

Frank Davey 13 Professor of English at York Universi-
ty and editor of the advanced critical journal Open
Letter. His most recent book is Reading Canadian
Reading, a collection of essays and lectures pub-
lished by Turnstone Press.
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