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NEAdites join me in rejoicing at the National Endowment for the Arts (NEA) report Reading at Risk: A Survey of Literary Reading in America. This report brings into view the dangers of the Internet and foreshadows the impact it and the associated electronic media forms it delivers will have on culture and society. Our only chance is one huge electromagnetic burst that will take it all out from the inside. The act of reading as we traditionally know it is under assault. We must not get caught up in the electronic media and forget that which is important, “A book must be an ice ax to break the seas frozen inside our souls”  is Kafka’s battle cry for reading (Solomon 1994).  This quote is echoed by Nomi Schwartz who, like Solomon, draws up sides in her argument in favor of reading. For her, there are those who know the joys of reading,  and those who do not but should. There must be two sides to every battle. Don’t rush out to join the NEAdites just yet though, traditional reading of literature may be in decline as statistically shown by the NEA report, the narrow focus of the report however fails to consider that change is continuous and inevitable and that these new forms of media actually have the potential to expand reading and enhance participation in activities associated with culture and the arts. 
We all have our comfort zones, not surprisingly we are most comfortable with what we known. A stake in the present can rattle change around as a threat to the future. Reports such as this are intriguing because they challenge our safety zone, they bring our fear of change to the surface, prompting us to take action so we don’t loose our sacred now. The NEA report is one of many “crise du jour” that come and go according to Rachel Jurado’s  blog (2004). Rather than reacting with alarm, she questions  the number of literary readers claimed by the report, instead insisting on a lower number. She doubts even further the validity of the “statistical style of thinking” which is the basis of the report.  Reading reaches far and wide, statistics on reading representing a small component of the larger whole. The power of reading will continue to represent itself well for those who take the chance. The alarmist cries and the drawing up of sides requires that there must be something to blame. Nick Montfort found the report biased and exclaiming “The Internet did it!” (2004) . Montfort, himself a writer of serious literary work on the Internet, makes a good point that for all the statistical work that went into the NEA report, the research is lacking in its attempt to link reductions in literary reading to the growth of the Internet. 
There can be little doubt that reading is a desirable activity the provides enlightenment and growth. It is not however the only activity offering such rewards. Icelanders claim to read more books per capita than any other country (Wood 2004), but they do not have a monopoly on creative thinking in the world.  Although the Internet and the content it offers is young and immature, not yet approaching same volume of quality found in bound volumes, it still has a considerable offering for those searching enlightenment and creative thinking.  We must not loose sight of the fact that the majority of what is found on the web has been put there in the past decade. We have been at this literature thing for centuries. There is no doubt the first few books paled in comparison to the rich verbal stories passed along for centuries before the written word found its footing in the world. Matthew Kirschenbaum and the Electronic Literature Organization recognize that the computer is viewed by many a simple processing tool.  They are determined to assist in the transformation of electronic media from “utilitarian instrument to a culturally alive catalyst for writing, reading and thinking (2004).” It is this approach to the Internet that will ensure that the losses we suffer from reductions in literary reading will be replaced by the benefits of online communication.
Signs of the Internet finding different and better ways to do things are appearing. Cyberactivists volunteers are finding methods of communication and organization that function well on the net.  They recognize that the net provides a platform from which to organize and launch protest as shown in 1999 by their actions against the World Trade Organization  in Seattle, Washington  (Vegh 2003).  Democracy too is finding that the Internet is a hospitable environment. Already in the 2004 elections Howard Dean and organizations like MoveOn.org have successfully impacted the political landscape. To this point, much of what they have done has defined has defined what it means to be politically active. Their online fundraising activities and the use of direct online communication channels have had their impact on the RL presidential elections.   Contrary to the zero-sum position of the NEA report, the Internet did not to supplant and erode these traditional activities, it enhanced their effectiveness. 
The report is not always met with skepticism. Some would rather accept that statistics and then attempt to illuminate the uninformed as to the real culprit behind the reduction in literary reading. In Bookselling this Week Nomi Schwartz acknowledges reading is in decline and at the same time makes the case that literary reading in an enriching activity available to only small segment of society who have the necessary tools to read and understand literature (2004). Perhaps the capable population is shrinking due their preoccupation with world affairs. Others lay the blame on the decline of budget allocation for school libraries and their corresponding decline (Newman 2004). Each interest may well have their own personal reason for the decline in reading of literary books, and there is some validity in their arguments, but the question still remain as to whether we are really loosing anything in the big scheme of things.

Reading trends however can fluctuate both in a positive and in a negative ways. There are almost as many reasons they move either up or down and sometimes may even server to do both. Slate’s Ann Hulbert suggests that one interaction with the reading process can have opposing effects. Her example is based on the cohort that was raised with the Cat in the Hat as their first reading tool. Statistically, this group has been shown to have developed a higher than normal number of readers.  That group, as they became parents of reading age children, attempted to pass this on, only to drive children away from reading (2004).  

Another factor that influences literary reading is economics. Looking at the NEA statistics it is clear that those who have more income, have a greater opportunity to read. That same group is also more inclined to volunteer some of their time. The same cannot be said for those with lower income. The report shows that the lower the ones income, the less literary reading takes place. Economics play a even greater role in community involvement, cultural activities and volunteerism (Jacobson  2004). Jacobson finds that the report fails to acknowledgement that those earning only $20,000 a year are struggling to make it though the week, let alone go to the theater. The price of going out is a larger percentage of an family’s  income if they are earning $20,000 than it is for a family that earns four times as much.
On the Wrong Track
Quoting from the older 1997 Network, Screen and Page report from the Electronic Document Systems Foundation, Grockwel (2004) emphasizes that those who are online read while they are online. New activities are born out of old activities and add to, rather than completely replace, that which came before them. Systems change over time. And throughout all this change, progress has been made. Looking back on the history of developing media and culture, it is hard to believe that the Internet is anything but additive in nature. A literary play is an outgrowth of the Elizabethan stage; the style and structure alphabetic literacy has grown into scripting and programming language (Moulthrop & Kaplan 2004).  
At present, media that is available to online is strikingly familiar in style and substance to that which in found in RL. It is understandable if the NEA is concerned that reading is down if, as there report would have us believe, cultural activity and reading of literature have a symbiotic relationship. If the NEA does not foster the same types of relationships online, they may well be looking at a large decline in cultural event and volunteer participation in the future. Rather than looking to blame the Internet, they need to boost the activities that promote cultural awareness and participation not only in RL world, but also simultaneously develop it online. 
The activity of reading opens the minds and extends possibilities as opined by Leitch in Reading is Un-American (Leitch 2004). His assault on the national apathy towards critical thinking is not altogether misplaced. Leitch makes the connection that reading provides a incubator for original ideas. Although the point pressed is damnation of reading, much too enlightening of a tool for American society, the clearer relevance is that reading is an important activity, one that is essential for the growth of a healthy Society.  Leitch’s parody warns that the dangerous activity of reading may cause the mind to wonder out if its safe zones. The lock-step conformity will be threatened should it be exposed to the illuminating potential of literature. Creative thinkers need not apply. Literature offers the reader alternative perspective of life. Without these alternative perspectives the eye is easily blinded by the sandy bits of gravel slung in the game of politics and power, Fox News would almost become believable.  If reading were a utopian island with things that only it could offer, then we may well throw up the red flags and join the NEAdites. Cultural activities however are interconnected, much to interconnected to have only one master. 
 The NEA is not incorrect in supposing that the apparent reduction in reading of literature will be impacted by the many and varied uses of the Internet, the signs are there that electronic media are impacting American society. The Internet is a platform for the mind, unlimited potential in the same vein as the boundless expanse of space. This of course is the optimistic view that there is life outside the box, or that the box in fact, has no walls to contain potential. 
Throughout the development of new media, each additional mode was born, at least in part, from those that came before it. There is an interconnectedness in life and society, the reliance of living and growing of one from one another. It is fair to say that there would be no after if there was no before. I really don’t think that the NEA would have us freeze this moment in time as a way to conserve what is. They do however, need to look towards the future with less fright and more optimism. Society grows from reading in many ways and the loss of reading literary works for pleasure may in fact have a negative impact on other desirable activities. It is not a signal for the end of enlightenment, it is a shift that will push some to the side and bring others into the fold, change has a way of doing this.
There is a-change-a-coming from the Internet. Everything that has come before indicates that the change will have great impact, not only on reading, but on everything that will come after. Just as important to consider is that which will come new will be born of what was. The future is disintegrating into the representation of ourselves as bits and bites, binary representation of analog beings, but what is represented will be very close to what we are now for some time to come.
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