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György Bence

From Edinburgh to Metazines

To begin with, let me quote some comments written long time ago in a periodical of old.  

It is [...] the peculiarity of our times, that we must instruct so many persons. On politics, on religion, on all less important topics still more, every one thinks himself competent to think, [and] in some casual manner does think [...]

We must speak to the many so that they will listen [...] It is of no use addressing them with the forms of science, [...] or the tedium of exhaustive discussion. The multitude are impatient of system, desirious of brevity, puzzled by formality [...] 

There is, as yet, no Act of Parliament compelling a bona fide traveler to read. If you wish him to read, you must make reading pleasant. You must give him short views, and clear sentences. [...] There is [a] difference between the books of this age, and those of a more laborious age [...]

In [the] transition from ancient writing to modern, the review-like essay and the essay-like review fill a large space. Their small bulk, their slight pretension to systematic completeness, [...] the facility of changing the subject, [...] are great temptations.  

The quotation gives some clues to time and place. These must really have been, you will guess, times of old. When people traveled on trains, with ample opportunity to read. The term ‘Act of Parliament’ reveals that these travelers were most likely British. And British they were, written about by that truly eminent Victorian, Walter Bagehot, himself an editor and contributor of periodicals. In the essay quoted, he wrote about “The First Edinburgh Reviewers”, that is Sidney Smith, Francis Horner and Henry Brougham, who started the Edinburgh Review, the great organ of Whig opinion, in 1802. Bagehot’s piece was first published in 1855 in the National Review.


Hearing these sentences and, moreover, knowing the time and place when they were written, we begin to doubt whether we have really caught what the author meant. Short views, clear sentences? His sentences are quite long, even after the drastic cuts I have had to make for them to be read aloud. What did Bagehot mean by ‘brevity’ and ‘small bulk’? His bulk would be found excessive by the editorial standards of even a most quality-minded periodical today. His own essay was about 20,000 words, and the old Edinburgh essays were, as a rule, even longer. The best-remembered review-essay writer of that period, the historian Thomas Babington Macaulay, wrote pieces of such a length that they were published as separate volumes later on. Bagehot felt that this size was absolutely required for the review-essays or essay-reviews to fulfill their function, first attained in the old Edinburgh Review. “[...] the Spectator and Tatler – thus Bagehot – had opened in a similar vein, but their size was too small. [...] The modern man must be told what to think, – shortly, no doubt, – but he must be told it. The essay-like criticism of modern times – that is, Bagehot’s times – is about the length which he [the modern man] likes. The Edinburgh Review, which began the system, may be said to be, in this country, the commencement on large topics of suitable views for sensible persons.” 

But just who were these “sensible persons”, the members of this “multitude”, as Bagehot referred to them earlier? Who were these travelers buying their voluminous reviews at “railway stalls”, together, as he tells us, with their sandwiches, which, one would think, were also quite substantial, like roast beef?

What a transition from the student of former ages!” wrote Bagehot, “from a grave man [...] who spends his life in study, has no interest in the outward world [...] to the merchant in the railway, with a head full of sums, an idea that tallow is up, a conviction that teas are lively, and a mind reverting perpetually from the little volume which he reads to these mundane topics, to the railway, to the shares, to the buying and bargaining universe.

Now, the buying and bargaining universe has extended considerably since Bagehot’s days. So much so that it is not the tallow but the crude oil which is “up” nowadays. There have remained, however, a few “merchants” who still take the suburban train. And let us be generous: quite a few of the few still read during their journey. But the reading matter they take from the “railway stalls” has little in common with the disdained “little volumes” of Bagehot.


The great age of the Edinburgh-type “fat journals”, as the Russians called them, was the long 19th century, everywhere from Russia to the United States. Then, even the daily papers carried essays of Macaulayan dimensions, in the feuilleton sections, installment by installment. I remember my shock when, as a young Marx scholar, I was presented with a faded copy of the Rheinische Zeitung, the newspaper where my then hero published his first political commentaries. I suddenly realized that these extensive texts, which I studied with philological care, were actually published in a daily. As a bibliographical fact, of course, I knew this, but I could not imagine it as a fact of life.


The thick reviews and the feuilleton sections constituted an important part of the bourgeois public sphere, of the Öffentlichkeit that Habermas was so nostalgic about in his famous early study. The decline of this public sphere, however, did not completely cripple these forms of publication and their related literary genres.


A few of the 19th century reviews survived well into the last century. Some fat journals were started anew, and are being launched even today. But they became part of a new phenomenon, the proliferation of the “little magazines”. These little magazines, both literary and political, proved to be quite important. New talents and ideas had been nurtured on their pages and, with some luck, exerted a great influence through the channels of larger scale publishing and the mass media. Some of these little magazines became, in fact, quite big themselves. “But with the decline in the central middle-class audience as a cohesive grouping,” as Malcolm Bradbury put it, “they all deserve the name little.”


I don’t want to waste my allotted time describing the world of little magazines, or discussing their strengths and weaknesses. I assume, in fact I am quite sure, that most people attending this conference are actively involved with publications of this type. What such an audience is really interested in, I also assume, though am less sure of, is the recipe of relevance or relative bigness of their small literary enterprises in the context of online publishing.


What makes a little magazine influential and what is the secret of an at least relatively high circulation? Let us take a single, but outstanding, example. The example of the biggest of the little magazines, the New York Review of Books.


First of all, this review actually keeps up the venerable tradition of fat journals, albeit on a somewhat lesser scale of obesity. As the media critic Philip Nobile put it:

The NYR is harking back to its nineteenth-century origins, to the kind of magazine it was conceived as in 1963, that is, a literary magazine on the British nineteenth-century model, which would mix politics and literature in a tough but gentlemanly fashion.

This was written about thirty years ago. The politics of NYR has shifted considerably since then, but its literary standards have not been relaxed in the four decades of the review’s existence.


The second point is that the NYR has grown really big. Its circulation has become larger than any of the 19th century fat journals. The latter, even in their heyday, published not more than a few ten thousand copies per issue. The NYR, on the other hand, quickly crossed that threshold and is now well above the hundred thousand mark. Which is, of course, partly due to the fact that, while never abandoning its local roots, it became an international phenomenon, the only international forum of its kind. As Timothy Garton Ash, the British political writer and a regular NYR contributor remarked, not without a grain of euroscepticism: if he wants to reach “the widest European intellectual audience, the best way is to write an essay in the New York Review of Books.” The key to NYR’s success has been, and this is my third point, the fact that a new, secondary public sphere sprung up with the jump-start growth of higher education in the sixties. In this public sphere, specialists communicate with specialists, but not the way they do in the specialized scientific or scholarly journals. And a neo-Edinburgh Review, where art historians write on art for physicists, and physicists present their science to artistic and literary people, was able to capture this new audience.

In the structural sense outlined above, this remained a little, that is partial, public sphere. The cohesive, norm-setting and norm-abiding middle-class public is a thing of the past. This is a result of the secular trend of democratization. Therefore, I think, it would be a kind of romantic conservatism to shed many tears about its demise. Even though the lack of an over-arching public sphere carries grave dangers for democracy.


But this lecture is not on a topic of my special field, political theory. Here, I am speaking about online publishing, my secret hobby, to people presumably anxious about the future of quality periodicals. And until now, I have barely mentioned the effects and opportunities of online publishing. It is time, therefore, to turn to these matters. 


In line with the draft summary in the official program of our conference, I planned to discuss in some detail the phenomenon of e-zines, that is magazine-like periodicals published exclusively online. But at the writing stage of my preparations, I decided to concentrate on the other topic mentioned in the original title announced in the program, “E-zines and metazines” and, in addition, to touch another topic not mentioned there.


In my presentation at the previous conference organized by our hosts, I already covered some part of the e-zine phenomenon. A short version of this presentation, enriched with useful links leading to illustrative material, is available online. I told the story then of how these online periodicals became continuals, that is how they overcame the limitations carried over from the print medium, like the daily or weekly publishing cycle, and how they became more and more inventive in utilizing the possibilities of the new medium.


There are some real good ones among the e-zines surviving into these post-dotcom crash days, like Slate or Salon, but they have not entered the league of a New Republic or a Prospect yet. Therefore, as far as I can see, in the present state of the medium, it is in the online versions of print periodicals where most of the quality content is to be found. In this sphere, only few possibilities of the new medium are being used. So this interstitial world between the print and the electronic medium might shrink and eventually disappear in the future. But here we are in the present, facing what is threatening this world right now, not some looming wave in the future. 


What is of a more immediate concern is the threat coming from the expensive consultants promising financial heaven if editors are willing to cannibalize the content freely offered on the online versions of periodicals. Fortunately, the world of little magazines has largely been spared of the devastating effect of this post-dotcom crash trend, and there is a fair chance that this shall remain so, for lately even the executives of larger circulation periodicals are beginning to realize that the true financial promise is, if anywhere, in a clever combination of free and paid content. 


The example of the New York Review of Books, as to the proportion of free and paid, is fairly typical, and so I will stick to it. A good proportion of the articles in each issue is available free until the new issue is out, that is for two weeks. Then, most of the content goes to the wonderful archives containing everything that has ever been published in NYR. The archives are available only to subscribers of the print edition. But the search program is open to anyone, and individual pieces can be bought for a modest fee. Let us take a peek at the articles of Timothy Garton Ash in the NYR archives. Quite a long list and, apart from some polemical exchanges and short statements, there is one substantial piece still available for free.


This relative generosity of the online segment of the intellectual public sphere made possible the development of metazines. The name comes from the Greek prefix “meta”, meaning “on” or “about”. This prefix is widely used in analytic philosophy, semantic theory and the language of the Internet. The second part of the name comes, of course, from the end of the word “magazine”. Metazines offer a selection of links to interesting pieces in the online versions of quality periodicals and the opinion or feuilleton sections of weekly and daily papers. The links are capped by a short lead, produced by the editors of the metazine, giving some hint of the content, stimulating the visitors to click on. 


Thus, metazines play an important role in integrating the online intellectual public. They bring to light valuable contents hidden in small-circulation little magazines, and ease the transition to relative bigness for their authors and possibly even for the periodicals themselves.


The mother of all metazines is the Arts and Letters Daily started by Denis Dutton, an Australian philosopher who, at the same time, is one of the editors of Philosophy and Literature. For a while, this journal became quite famous, or rather infamous, in academic circles because of its Bad Writing Contests organized in the late nineties, a prize not too eagerly sought by scholars.


Now, let us take a look at ALD itself. Most of the left column is taken up by the links of online papers and magazines reviewed by the editors. This list is an indicator of the wealth of free content. It is somewhat shorter than it used to be, but even in these hard times it remained quite impressive.The titles of the other three columns speak for themselves. As a political philosopher I am mainly interested in the column at the very right. 

Let us read two of the leads in that column, to get an idea how a metazine works. Both of them were put on the site this Monday.

A Microsoft employee puts up with the fact that Bill Gates gets $80 billion. But if the idiot in the next cubicle [meaning his or her small niche on an open office floor] makes $5/hour more, there’s indignation. Are people crazy?

When we click on the link, a provocative article comes up. What the author is trying to do is to produce a viable hybrid by crossing semi-Rawlsian welfare economics with Hayekian free-marketism. 


The next lead is rather tendentious, almost sneering, something rare on ALD. 

Barbara Ehrenreich hoped women would change the military, adding respect for peoples and cultures. If the presence of women soldiers on Saudi soil insulted fanatics, so what?

The article that comes up when clicking on the link is, in fact, a soul-searching opinion piece from the radical social critic and feminist writer from the LA Times on the occasion of the pictures of Lynndie England and other women soldiers humiliating Iraqi prisoners.


Another influential metazine is the German Perlentaucher, pearl diver in English, produced by Thierry Chervel, a cultural journalist and his friends. The layout is different from that of the ALD. On ALD, leads are piled up in the three columns, the new ones always placed on top, and the resulting enormous piles are shifted to the archives only at the end of the year. On Perlentaucher, the collection of leads and links, is updated continuously, in the magazine section weekly, and in the feuilleton section daily.


The German dailies carry an enormous amount of feuilleton-like commentary which is, generally, of a quite serious, often deadly serious nature. Although the editors of the Perlentaucher, not to speak of the feuilletonists themselves, always complain about the decline of the genre, namely the complaining about decadence, which is an important part of local print culture.


For an international audience, the magazine section of the Perlentaucher, the weekly Magazinenrundschau, is especially attractive. Here the whole world of quality magazines in the main European languages is covered. English from anywhere, East Asia included; Spanish and Portuguese from the Old Continent and Latin America; French, Italian and Russian; sometimes even Hungarian content appears.


Three points about the general character of these metazines. First, they are run by small teams whose members are, obviously, quite in sync. Their selection is almost personal therefore, even if it aims at systematic coverage, as is the case with the Perlentaucher. On the masthead of another metazine, this openly assumed subjective stance is expressed in concise netspeak. The editors call their enterprise a “portal blog”.


Second, both ALD and Perlentaucher have a slight political tinge. Political positions are, however, not expressly taken in the leads. The ALD is somewhat to the Right. Dutton is, if not a conservative, at least a person immensely irritated by the clichés of the Left, by post-structuralist jargon and by radical bombast. The Perlentaucher, on the other hand, leans to the moderate Left.


Finally, metazine editors tend to be style and vocabulary fanatics. If they do not start out as such, as Dutton did, they are inevitably becoming sensitive to bad writing. It is fun to surf the waves of the intellectual public sphere. But when surfing becomes an obsession or, as with metazine editors, a daily chore, it is hard to avoid sharp reactions to the trash carried along by the waves. 


Now I am coming to the last, unadvertised topic of my presentation, hoping that my time is not yet up. In any case, I will round up my presentation in a few minutes. Metazines, as I told you, are stuck in half-way between print periodicals and pure e-zines. Possible developments, threatening the future viability of metazines, are, first, a radical turn to paid content in the online magazine sector, and, second, a big takeover by the pure e-zines, undermining the very base on which metazines thrive.


I am not too afraid of these perspectives. But what if the future harbors even more radical changes? What if the basic magazine format, largely retained even by pure e-zines, will become more and more obsolete? Both magazines and e-zines are trying to offer packages of content, no matter whether between two covers or on a structured website, which has to be diverse enough to attract a wider audience, and at the same time, rich enough in each of the diverse fields covered to justify the expense or effort of readers with a strong interest in one of these fields. It is hard to find the right way between being too specialized and being spread too thin. Therefore, in the online world, there is a strong temptation to give up any pretension of producing magazines at all, and offering unpackaged content in electronic warehouses.


Finally, just one more example of such a warehouse, the Project Syndicate which is, as it seems, a part of the Soros Archipelago. The content offered here is a wide array of high-level journalistic pieces, in several languages at the same time. The primary customers of this electronic content warehouse are the newspapers associated with the project – this is why it is called a “syndicate”. But individual customers can visit the site, too, and make their pick from the shelves for free.


There is no telling whether such a kind of enterprise does reflect a real market trend as long as Mr. Soros’s sponsorship is behind it. But if there is, in fact, such a trend, metazine fans don’t have to be afraid. It is very likely that in this futuristic world of content warehouses, metazines would be more needed than ever. Metazine fans, however, are magazine lovers too, both by inclination and necessity. And, as such, they have every reason to be apprehensive.

