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IN I99O THE INTERNATIONAL LEADERS of that 

time met in conference. They wined and they 

dined and they emerged to issue a communique. 

- They promised the children of the world, all the 

children of the world, an education. 

Now if s ten years on. What's happened? Look around 

you, and the answer is - not much. There are some des

perate statistics to face. As we enter the information age 

one in four adults in the world is even today unable to 

write one simple letter. One hundred and twenty five 

million of the children of our generation have never 

once set foot inside a classroom. And they never will. 

If that communique led to progress in the 1990's, it's 

mighty difficult to discern. 

Well - this April (2000) in Dakar, at the UN Educa

tion For All Conference, our new crop of world leaders 

had the chance to redeem their predecessors. Unfortu

nately rather few turned up. Despite that however the 

conference made some progress. It committed itself to 

developing a global action plan - similar to the sche-
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mes advocated by Oxfam and a coalition of aid agen

cies and and teacher unions. All that's fine. But the real 

questions remain. Does the political will truly exist at 

this time for the richest governments to apply themsel

ves and help) And can developing countries gather the 

strength of purpose and desire to divert what little mo

ney they have away from arms, and into schools? 

Britain's Development Minister, Clare Short, was 

clearly right to stress that without proper, thought-

through policies all will be in vain, and what resources 

there are will be wasted. But for all that she made her 

argument the less helpful by claiming that it is a lack of 

will rather than a lack of money that is the root of the 

crisis in third world education. No one who has seen a 

class of children in an Indian village using twigs to wri

te in the dust for want of a pencil or paper could believe 

that money doesn't matter. Of course money matters. 

Money must be found - billions of dollars of money -

to feed the growing global consensus that education 

must be the first priority for the tackling of world po

verty. In the new, knowledge centred global economy 

education is the essential start that no individual or so

ciety can do without. At the grassroots, in any part of the 

world, rich or poor, you will find the same. An under

standing that without education nothing can be got 

right. 

There is a link here of course to the issues of debt re-
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lief, and I am proud that it was Britain's Chancellor, 

Gordon Brown, who initiated and led the global cam

paign at the millenium for debt forgiveness. The rich 

nations can hardly urge the poor to spend more on 

schools when we are still taking so much from them in 

debt repayment. 'Education, Education, Education' cries 

Mr Blair from the mountain top, and he believes in 

what he's saying, and he's right. Perhaps it will be Mr 

Blair who will stand first among the world's leaders in 

the squeezing of real money out of donors from the 

northern hemisphere so that the commitments to the 

third world made in Dakar are actually fulfilled. 

We have to believe that what was agreed at Dakar 

will actually come to pass. There's no use in cynicism. 

What happened there really could be a new dawn. Inch 

by inch issues of world health and disease control creep 

forward into the promise of a better present and a bet

ter future. Medicine, slowly, tenaciously, is winning. 

The challenge now for us - all of us in the world of 

books and literacy and literature and education and in

formation - is to win as well. 

I'm here today as a book professional, to talk to book 

people. And whenever I do that I always find myself 

starting off by pleading with my audience the same 

simple point. Believe in the book. Trust the book. The 

challenge for us is to hold our nerve in what appears 

sometimes to be the dawn of a remorselessly technolo-
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gical age. But we must hold our nerve. The book, just 

as we have it now, print on paper, designed, stitched, 

bound, pleasandy presented, has proved to have had 

more stamina and longevity to it than perhaps any con

sumer product ever. The book, as a physical unit, is a 

commercial and cultural phenomenon. 

But technology - of course - will stride on. The elec

tronic downloading of text will become commonplace 

as the printing process becomes faster and cheaper, as it 

surely will. And for the very bestselling of the bestseller 

authors there are spectacular money-making opportu

nities already to be grabbed, if the will is there. Simon 

& Schuster publish Stephen King's 'Riding the Bullet5 

on the Internet and half a million readers download the 

text at $2.50 a copy. Then, dropping Simon & Schuster, 

King goes it alone. He puts 'The Plant' on his own 

website and 150 000 customers get their read at $1 a 

chapter. Random House make Michael Crichton's Ti

meline' available on a promotion targeted at owners of 

Pocket PCs with Microsoft Reader software. It's Ran

dom House actually, of all the mega publishers, who 

are probably the most actively engaged in e-book deve

lopment at this time, with their new division AtRan-

dom hitting the road in January 2001 with its first 20 

tides, and a plan to publish electronically in time right 

across the spectrum of genres and categories. Amongst 

the smaller, literary publishers Faber & Faber, unsur-
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prisingly to industry watchers who admire the focus 

and drive of their Managing Director Toby Faber, are 

probably making the most sensible early steps into on

line publishing, with now, for example, website access 

to their Poetry Library, backed up with search facilities 

and contact through to bibliographic databases. And 

for the academic and scientific publishers there really 

are such easy gains to be made. Taylor & Francis, not 

the most glamorous media group in the world per

haps, but so dependably quick off the mark, have sto

len a march on their much bigger rivals by already hav

ing completed a programme of splitting their books 

and journals into little online chunks, then market

ing those chunks directly to identified academics. And 

quite staggeringly successfully. Already 95 000 acade

mics have signed up for Taylor & Francis's online ser

vice, allowing the company a better facility than ever to 

target their whole list of journals and books. And, best 

news of all, their research tells them that their online 

products are stimulating demand for their traditional 

offline products (i e printed books and journals) as well. 

But hanging over all this of course is the memory of 

the CDRom fiasco. Poor Dorling Kindersley, some 

would say the most authoritative and commercial 

children's publisher that ever traded, wiped out for all 

intents and purposes by its decision to divert most of its 

available working capital from book publishing to so-
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called multi media. In its guise as a consumer product 

the CDRom has proved to be one of the true commercial 

disaster areas of the latter part of the twentieth century. 

To say it was ahead of its time would be to put it at its 

most polite. Actually, it was a rotten, soulless product; 

expensive, inconvenient and charmless. It ruined some 

good people and good companies as well as Dorling 

Kindersley - of which the best of all may have been First 

Information, with their excellent First and Second 

World War series of elaborately interwoven text, 

graphics, video and stills - and that was a great pity. 

Perhaps the comparison of the potential of electro

nic publishing with what turned out to be the fate of 

the dreaded CDRom is not that fair however. The In

ternet is above all else such an efficient and convenient 

way of publishing and distributing informational text. 

And as digital television develops as the principle point 

of access for the Web, e-mail and e-commerce ease and 

familiarity of use will surely have an exponential effect 

on market coverage. I would doubt that there would 

be much opposition anywhere in the industry to Toby 

Faber's guess that in five or ten years time a significant 

proportion of any title's sales will be made in the elec

tronic form, and that all publishers will come to regard 

the publishing of electronic books as part of their core 

business. No one has any idea of course as to the value 

of the whole that part might be. And once bitten, twice 
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shy perhaps. This time the industry may be more cau

tious before they embrace the new technology with 

such enthusiasm and such imprudence that they preju

dice the safety of their balance sheets all over again. The 

CDRom fiasco has acted as a ghastly cautionary tale. 

Though you never know. The enthusiasm in the 

book industry for every harbinger of woe who pro

claims that the book is dead is endemic and perennial. 

We book people love to hear that our businesses are 

about to be destroyed. And it's all so odd. However 

you cut the figures, regionally, locally, globally, book 

sales are ever on the increase, and reading is ever on the 

increase. And that feeds my point about Dakar, and the 

instinctive thirst for education and information and 

the enlightment of the human spirit that we in the rich

er nations have such responsibility to foster and enable 

in the poorer. Text itself, the written word itself, like 

the spoken word itself, is inviolate. Books don't just 

give data, they educate. They open up the spirit. They 

open up the realisation, instinctive in every human be

ing, that story telling means and depicts something 

beyond the stricdy narrative. They feed imagination. 

They feed life. And books always will. Electronic pub

lishing will find its place, and an important place, but, 

as we have said, the book - printed, bound, covered -

is one of the most demonstrably resilient consumer 

products that man has ever found. 
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So - each year, world wide, more and more books 

are sold. Why the gloom? We in Britain are as lament

able in this as anyone. 'The English are ignorant, indolent 

and illiterate, and will always remain so!' cried the then 

President of our Association in his keynote speech to 

the first Booksellers Conferece I ever attended. The 

audience loved it. cThe nation knows in its guts that by the 

minute it is becoming dumber and glibber and inexorably 

and unceasingly more philistine' he ended. 'That's where 

we've got to, and thafs where we'll stay!'. He was a man in 

triumph. How we roared. 

Well - I for one don't think so. Go to Waterstone's 

and look. It's a very bright mirror. More than any of the 

bits and pieces of Cool Britannia, and rock music, and 

Britpack art, and television, Waterstone's is evidence 

that Britain is a better place than it was, and a more in

teresting place to be. When Waterstone's tries to dumb 

itself down, it makes a fool of itself- and insults its own 

history and its own culture. Look at our bestseller lists. 

What is remarkable about them is their quality. Take 

a snapshot of the fiction lists. Toni Morrison. John 

Banville. Peter Carey. Kate Atkinson. Charles Frazier. 

Louis de Bernieres. And non fiction too. Richard Daw-

kins. Oliver Sacks. Stephen Pinker. Any number of lite

rary biographies. A huge growth in popular science. 

Harry Potter too, as good an example of imagination-

bursting children's literature as one can imagine, and 

1 2 



on a par with the genius of Raoul Dahl of the previous 

generation. This isn't philistinism. This isn't our wret

ched Dome. This is the image of a society that is incom

parably higher brow than we will allow. And yet - why? 

Why are we frightened to acknowledge it? Just get out 

there and observe. Watch the crowds pouring into our 

new Tate Bankside. Join the hundreds of thousands of 

people who flood to each and every major art exhibi

tion, or the six or more million a year who go to each of 

the National Galley or the British Museum. Stand in 

the queues for the Proms. Try to get a ticket for a cham

ber concert at the Wigmore Hall. I believe that actually 

what we have in Britain is a highish-brow and, specifi

cally, a fanatically literate culture. I'm proud of that. 

And I'm proud of Waterstone's for helping to feed it. 

And too, in the first light of the dawn of the digital 

age, I have been as entranced as anybody by what the 

Internet can bring. Suddenly, quite magically, the 

whole inventory of the nation could be available there 

on the computer screen for us to choose from. Access 

promised to be user-friendly. And fun. We could order 

quickly, instantaneously almost, and all we would need 

to do so was our credit card. Britain has almost eight 

hundred thousand titles in print, for heaven's sake, and 

the biggest bookshop in Europe, perhaps the biggest 

in the world (Waterstone's in London's Piccadilly) has 

only room for under three hundred thousand of these. 
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What a delight. What a help. What an opportunity. 

How doomed we high street booksellers were. 

And yet....what is it that we've got here? Some ele

ments of the brilliance of it all I can see so clearly. Acade

mic tides, and texts, and scholarly works and the rest of 

it, so difficult for a conventional bookseller to satisfact

orily represent, are potentially much best sold by super 

efficient and super stocked catalogue or mail order 

(which is 'all', if you like, that the Amazon or BoL offers 

actually are). Frankly, none of us have ever handled this 

side of the business very well. And we've certainly never 

made adequate money from it. If any whatsoever. But 

it's at that point of course that reality sets in. The Ama-

zon/BoL models, let alone the Waterstone's or Borders 

dot com models, have never actually worked in financial 

terms. Traditional bookselling can be highly profitable. 

Book clubs can be highly profitable. These websites are 

most distinctly not. The overhead for the pure players 

(cashflow negative warehouses for holding their stock 

in, as opposed to cashflow positive bookshops for us) is 

proving to be destructively onerous. The gross margins 

are low because, in order to win traffic, they discount. 

The staff costs are enormous, in relation to sales. And 

the consequence is that the losses are of quite staggering 

dimension. 

At the end of the day - and maybe we're almost at the 

end of the day - losses like this, if confidence is lost in 
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the prospect of a turnaround to cash generation some

where around the corner, become unfundable. Inves

tors need returns. Debt has to be paid for. If these 

things don't happen, businesses go belly up. That's 

how capitalism works. 

And the hype of it all is so dangerous, and so mislead

ing. To listen to it you would imagine that global com

munication and home delivery had been invented yes

terday. Here's J.M. Keynes. In 1900. The inhabitant of 

London could order by telephone, sipping his morning tea in 

bed, the various products of the whole earth and reasonably 

expect their early delivery upon his doorstep; he could at the 

same moment and by the same means adventure his wealth 

in the natural resources and new enterprises of any quarter 

of the world, and share, without exertion or even trouble, in 

their prospective fruits and advantages3. 

One-click ordering may now have jazzy shopping 

trolley icons, but it's still home delivery. Email may be 

a hundred times superior to snailmail, but Amazon 

still delivers your books by courier or by post. And 

that, in Britain at least, is not that great a deal, with 

book parcels too big to fit through the letter box, and, 

in a working family, no one at home to open the door 

(with the result that one has to go to some distant de

pot on one's precious Saturday morning to pick the 

d**n thing up). Ordering your groceries from your lo

cal Tesco doesn't sound so far removed from ringing 
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up your village store and getting them to send it aro

und in the van. And for some of us - probably for most 

of us - the Internet is still, in frankness, too fussy and 

too difficult to use. 

And now, one by one, these brave new e-tailers are 

beginning to drop off the perch. Boo.com first. Quite 

shockingly actually that one, in its short life allowed by 

its bluechip investors (including Bernard Arnault) to 

lead a life of stunning financial profligacy, spending 

$im a week in an effort to bring in sales which had 

reached only $170 000 a week by the time that the plug 

was pulled. Then Clickmango. Here's Christopher Ri

des on that one. 
cThere goes Clickmango. Not dick, clunk. This lovely 

dot. com company (featuring Joanna Lumley) offered to 

bring to your door a cornucopia of health foods, bubble baths 

and other comforts which you might have had to buy from 

Body Shop or Boots. Alas it has been suffering a high burn 

rate, which is dot.comesefor running out of money. So rapid 

is the pace of change in the new economy that Clickmango's 

model has already been overtaken by events. Coming next, 

after e-commerce, b2b and b2c, is s-commerce. This revolu

tionary concept will enable consumers to make 'hits' on con

veniently located depots. There they can inspect and select 

merchandise and even take it with them. They need not 

wait infor the postman or wonder whether the courier from 

Universal Postal Services will turn up two days later. Pay-
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ment can be made by all the usual electronic means but in 

addition a convenient voucher system known as 'castf will 

operate and be accepted at no extra charge. It is hoped that 

s-commerce outlets will cluster together, so that a series of hits 

for unrelated services can be quickly made, without chur

ning from one Internet provider to another. Already these 

depots are becoming known as cshops}, which is where the s-

comed from. S-commerce has been too much for Click-

mango. Other casualties of the new economy will follow? 

The speed with which all of these specialist e-tailers 

are running out of cash is breathtaking - including, it 

should be noted, and emphatically including, the 

mighty Amazon (who may just, and only just have the 

money to get through to Christmas 2000 before retur

ning to their shareholders for yet another financing. 

They had difficulty enough on the last round - will this 

one actually get away?). Remember the talk of cpara-

digm shifts' when the e-tailers first arrived? How that 

boot has shifted feet. Their model was to spend vast 

sums of money gaining as many customers as possible, 

as quickly as possible. Hundreds - thousands of milli

ons of dollars were spent. What they failed to see was 

what the paradigm shift actually would turn out to be 

at the end of the day. The Internet is flooded. The joke's 

over. The paradigm has settled. It's time to make some 

money. 
cThis tragic dot-comedy^ says Simon Jenkins of Lon-
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don's The Times. 'Almost all dot-coms display the classic 

features of market failure. As the economic sage, Peter 

Drucker, has put it, market entry is too easy, revenue hard to 

collect and margins can be squeezed to zero ...In (America) 

the craze is wearing thin. In the second quarter of this year, 

four of the top ten sites or 'properties3 lost customers, and 

overall growth was below 3 per cent and seemed to be reach

ing saturation... Nor are huge losses confined to the now le

prous business-to-consumer sector... Most of the industry 

claims to make money from advertising, charging so much 

per registered chif. A survey in the Wall Street Journal pas

sed a devastating judgment on this. It concluded that adv

ertisers were being conned as much as share buyers and fund 

managers. Response to (website) advertising was microsco

pic. Fewer than o.sper cent of visitors click on the ads and 

advertisers were beginning to notice. They found online 

advertising was costing them four to eight times more per re

sponse than other media. They too had been dazzled. Even 

old-fashioned junk mailshots were more effective.} 

This is too bleak a portrayal perhaps. In the old joke, 

pornographers and lawyers and people selling shares 

are doing fine by the Internet. And will no doubt con

tinue to do so. And some companies, maybe many 

companies, as the whole market settles and 99% of cur

rent players go under, and we all start again, will surely 

find a way of coming to terms with the realities of their 

overhead and find a way of trading that charges their 
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customers a proper economic price for their services. 

Amazon too perhaps, if they survive to see the day. 

Twenty million customers now, and still not one hint 

of daylight. Perhaps they should go under, and quickly. 

Perhaps it would be better for all of us if the fantasy was 

faced up to now and dropped, and the Amazon mana

gement, or the Waterstone's management, or the Ber

telsmann management or the BlackwelTs management 

or somebody's management started again with a book

selling model that embraces the ability of the net to 

present inventory information to potential buyers wit

hin an economic model that is actually cash generative. 

That means two things. The overhead must be contai

nable and the selling margins must be full. No more 

discounting to insane levels of loss for every book sold. 

And there must be more ambition - actually incom

parably more ambition - in the style and scope and cre

ative energy of the offer. 

What happened was that Jeff Bezos eight or nine 

years ago woke up one morning and decided that the 

fledgling Internet was going to be a great place to sell 

goods - any goods - to the public by mail order. Ama

zon was born. He might have picked on deckchairs for 

his first product group. Or toys. But, noticing that 

book clubs had already found a mail order niche, and a 

sizeable one, he went for books. 

Jeff Bezos had no literary background, nor any in-
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stinct for publishing or bookselling. He just thought 

that books would go well by mail order, and that the 

Internet provided the opportunity for the most sophis

ticated mail order initiative since the birth of the Sears 

Roebuck catalogue in the i88o's, and he went for it. 

The idea was simple. Show in your catalogue (ie the 

website) the full listing of books in print, spin the 

website's story to a high-tech hungry marketplace, arr

ange for fast and dependable delivery, draw the stock as 

you need it from someone else's warehouse (in 

Amazon's case Ingrams, in Seattle) and count the cash. 

The story spun and spun, Amazon's percentage growth 

rates from their standing start were phenomenal, their 

market share climbed to five or six per cent and rising, 

it all looked unstoppable. Then the rest of us - Barnes 

& Noble, Waterstone's, Blackwell's, Borders, BoL -

instead of pausing to think, instead of using our own 

creative judgment of what the Internet could bring, 

galloped after them, with website offers wholly imita

tive and derivative and quasi-plagiaristic of theirs. Me 

too. Just the same. Gadarene swine. Not a hint of in

vention or originality - or real bookselling nous - in 

what we did. We let a non-bookseller dictate to the 

most experienced booksellers in the world how things 

should be done. Including how to make losses of an 

order that none of us would have dreamt of sustaining 

for five minutes in any other division of our businesses. 
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But that's not where the story will close. Bookselling 

in the digital world is not even at the stage of its infan

cy. Real booksellers and real bookselling will now take 

over. The second generation websites will be the ones 

we all should have done in the first place. The Internet 

gives us the scope to build a book marketing facility 

well beyond conventional home-shopping. A literary, 

bookmen's voice. A vertical portal for the whole indu

stry. A cross-international-boundaries cultural jewel, 

accessing a huge range of content; straightforward 

front and backlist bookselling of course, but joined 

into this inter alia e-book and e-journal texts, antiqua

rian catalogues, first editions, out-of-print search servi

ces, international library listings, foreign language 

listings, literary memorabilia and artefacts, theatre and 

drama memorabilia and artefacts, reviews, articles, lite

rary quizes and competitions, scholarly journals - in

cluding out-of-prints - academic texts. Perhaps a vast 

backlist and catalogue offer of classical music and jazz, 

including rare editions. And all this priced at conven

tional margins, with suicidal discounting avoided like 

the plague, and the overhead and the marketing spend 

contained in the interplay between bookshops them

selves and the website. That wins. That is proper use of 

the Internet. That's real bookselling. That's where 

we're heading for, and the result will be a boosted mar

ket overall. Probably very greatly boosted. And in no 
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way cannibalistic of high street sales. That's what we 

should have done in the first place. And the other thing 

we should have done in the first place was to integrate 

much more closely than we did the logistics of it all. 

Online customers who order from the websites should 

be able to collect their books from bookshops, rather 

than hang around for the postman. Free of delivery 

charge. Buying them and paying for them on collec

tion from the bookshop. Big booksellers and small 

booksellers alike. Particularly smaller booksellers actu

ally, who are never going to be in a position to provide 

the dedicated editorial and marketing service that is re

quired, increasingly so, to compete. 

And for publishing too there is so much more to be 

done than we have yet seen - though there is much that 

is already so promising and, in comparison with web

site bookselling, so obviously accurate. The Grove Dic

tionary of Art goes online, and a whole new world is 

opened up for it. IVhen we did the book, we knew we could 

only have isooo pictures, which was peanuts3 says Ian Ja

cobs, Macmillan Reference Division MD, of the 34-vol-

ume set. cWe spent a lot of time making impossible choices, 

such as which works by Picasso to include and which to leave 

out. Now we don't have to do that as we have links from the 

site to the Bridgeman Collection, which is keyworded. It means 

that we're less constrained in what we can include. We're not 

saying that we want to to license an individual picture. 
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We're saying - letfs develop a partnership and deliver to our 

marketplace a service that if s never had before' 

This to me is the point. Marketing reference work 

online can bring to the table a completely new au

dience. 

'When you've got 34 volumes in print, you have only one 

option, which is to say - can you give me £s ooofor this enor

mous book?'' Jacobs continues. 'Perhaps someone doesn't 

want to pay £s ooo to look up a few paintings, and now, they 

can buy access for 24 hours, do their research, and pay £10 

instead'. 

These vast works of reference, published in printed 

set form once every ten or fifteen years or so, act as no 

more than a snapshot of what the editors have on file at 

that actual moment. Next week they'll have more - but 

it's too late as they've gone to print. What electronic 

delivery gives you is the ability to be absolutely con

temporaneous. The importance ofthat is hard to over

state. 
cWhen I was Commisioning Editor of The Oxford Text

book of Medicine in the very early 1980's' says Richard 

Charkin, Macmillan CEO, Twas checking the index proofs 

and discovered that there was no entry for Aids. We had 

produced three million words, the most up-to-date book of its 

kind, and we had missed Aids. We were way behind schedu

le, and it was too late to change the pagination, so that all we 

could do was insert a line in the index saying -Aids is a very 
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difficult diseuse about which we know almost nothing. In 

those days that was a legitimate statement, and it meant 

that we were covered, but it was the only thing that we could 

do. Now (online) we have much greater flexibility3. 

Actually, in this we are stumbling towards a great 

truth. The really radical possibilities of the Internet 

emerge when the thing being transported does not 

have to be delivered through your letter box but arrives 

there up in front of you on your PC screen. This is the 

realm of intangibles, such as information or music. 

And some of the greatest possibilities of all - and let's 

flashback now to Dakar - exist in the world of educa

tion. Here the potential, if we grasp it right, is breath

taking. If the first step in conquering both poverty of 

physical assets and too poverty of mind and spirit is 

Tony Blair's 'Education, Education, Education3 then in 

our lifetimes more can now be achieved than we can 

ever before have dreamed. 

First, exhilarating steps are being made to this end. 

Fathom, one of this year's dot com start ups, is a first 

run at what may lie ahead. Fathom accesses the entire 

intellectual assets of Columbia University, the London 

School of Economics and Political Science, Cambridge 

University Press, the British Library, the Smithsonian 

Institution's National Museum of Natural History and 

the New York Public Library. The website offers free 

access to multimedia lectures, seminars, databases, 
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publications and performances, and a chance to inte

ract with teachers. Fathom's for profit, and some may 

not like that. As John Willinsky of the New Statesman 

said of it - 'What happened to the Internefs promise of re

creating a public space for the exchange of ideas, of fostering 

a global community and a démocratisation of knowledge 

and learning? Who will defend and enrich the public space 

if not the leading public institutions?3 

And yet... I can understand where Willinsky is com

ing from, but I'm too much the realist not to know that 

salaries have to be paid, and rent met, and I would pre

fer the conventional disciplines of the commercial 

world's cashflow restraints to parameter these than a 

dependence on handouts from governments and chari

ties. cWhat>sfree in the real world will be free in the virtual 

world3 says Fathom's CEO, and I'm reassured by that. 

The real issue in my eyes, not only for Fathom but for 

all the imitative Fathom look-alikes that will follow, is 

that they should do as good a job as they can. And that 

the rest of us worry not so much as to whether the in

vestors (in Fathom's case the academic institutions that 

have founded the site) may make a buck or two from it 

for reinvestment back into their funding needs overall, 

but as to whether there is a mechanism to provide free 

access to those who most desperately need it, and have 

no means of paying for it. 

Once more - Dakar. Once more - we have to seize 
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the moment now for dealing with the imperatives of 

third world education in the same way that we are be

ginning to address ourselves to the issues of third 

world debt. For education, it is the Internet that is the 

catalyst for change. Fathom is an indication of the po

tential before us. Not just for change. For a breath

taking moment of revolution. 

But is it all too late? Will the whole edifice of the In

ternet crumble anyway, doomed and destroyed by fi

nancial modelling that - not only for the cowboy e-

tailers, but for responsible people too - is in some way 

inherently unfinanceable? It's possible. And - it does 

actually matter if it does. The Internet is so much bet

ter than the first generation cowboys have made it ap

pear. But mud sticks. When a bubble bursts there is, 

in that evocative Victorian phrase, credit revulsion. 

Then even the comparatively soundest and most worth

while companies proceed to go under. And when they 

do, the resultant bad debts have to go through the ex

haustive process of purging from the economic sys

tem - something it has taken the Japanese a full decade 

and more to deal with after their false boom of the 

1980's. 

J.M.Keynes again. 'Speculators may do no harm as 

bubbles on a steady stream of enterprise. But the position is 

serious when if s enterprise that becomes the bubble on a 

whirlpool of speculation. When the capital development of a 
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country becomes a by-product of the activity of a casino, the 

job is likely to be ill-done\ 

Well - there is little doubt that the first generation 

Internet speculative bubble will burst. QAreyou working 

for a dot BOMB?' shouts the giant billboard beside Route 

ioi, that runs right through the heart of Silicon Valley. 

Such a notion would have prompted nothing but loud 

guffaws from passing commuters a year or so back. 

Not now. They know it's over. They know the bubble 

deserves to burst. There is a tackiness about it, a fantasy, 

a universal, dishonest over-claim, a conspiracy of disin

formation, a half-thought through, slackly disciplined 

creative drive. Internet visionaries are very fond of tell

ing us that the Web is the future, the only future. Is it? 

Another view would say that in reality the Web today is 

a transitional technology, that bears as much relation 

to the eventual future of digital communications as, in 

old economy communications, canals did to railways. 

Actually, we have as little idea as to futurology as did 

the hapless chairman of IBM (Thomas J. Watson) who, 

in 1943, declared that in his opinion there would be in 

time a world market for just six computers. Or Albert 

Einstein, who wrote that there was not the slightest in

dication that energy would ever be obtainable from the 

atom. We've actually got no idea what is going to hap

pen at all. No one ever has had. We can only push 

things forward inch by inch and see what happens. And 
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what we have to believe is that there is real hope that 

the second generation websites, and then the third ge

neration, and the companies around them, and the 

dreams around them actually, are of richer stuff. They 

probably will be. They'll have to be. What's happened 

so far is a dishonest farce. And the digital age has more 

to offer mankind than that. That much we do know. 

E-mail, e-books, e-journals - we sense in the birth of 

the Internet a moment of colossal import, if we can 

only grasp exactiy what it is. The initial vision, be

smirched by the squalid horrors of Boo dot com and 

the like, is the one we should return to and hang on to. 

The Internet as the most efficient medium for the dis

play and démocratisation of information and learning 

the world has ever seen. And through the display ofin

formation and learning the greater goal - education. 

The Internet as a pan-global public space for the ex

change of ideas and the fostering of a community of 

man. 

Great visions. But possible visions. We must reach 

for them. We have to. Once more - think of Dakar. 
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