Google's Place in History
Recently in Tel Zayit, Israel, a three thousand year old stone was unearthed which seems to have a Hebrew alphabet cut into it. The discovery is important because it is not only the ancestor of the modern Hebrew alphabet, but it is also the ancestor of all Western alphabets, from ancient Greek and Roman to the one used today in the US and Europe.  It must have been tough chiseling rock to write a letter. 

The modern university marks its beginning around the year 1200. When a professor gave a lecture, students would write down his words because he was actually reading from his book and the student was writing his own textbook. Mr. Gutenberg had not yet invented movable type which would be used to print books that contained the same text as the original. Once the printing press was running, books became available to almost anyone, as long as you could read. The practice of writing, printing and selling books has evolved into a large industry today. Education starts out with learning how to read, because without that skill, it is difficult to learn, work and communicate. Writing by the masses has not reached the same level, however many people do write so that others can read.

The digital world has added yet another dimension to this wonderful history. Anyone can put up a web page or a blog and most of us use email every day at school, work and at home. We have programs that help us with spelling, formatting and grammar. In spite of all the technology or perhaps because of it, books are as popular as ever, so popular that lawyers and businesses are resisting the obvious next steps. 

Google has made arrangements with a number of libraries to digitize their collections. Google has been collected words from the Internet for a while now, so that we can search for just about anything. Many of the web pages and web sites have put created by people who just want to share what they have. In many ways it is incredibly democratic because anyone can post and anyone can read what is there. 

Over the past several years we have seen the music industry sue their customers for copying music and the film industry trying to stop the spread of their movies across the Internet. The publishing industry has joined them. It appears that anyone with intellectual property is doing whatever they can with whatever means at their disposal to stop the very people they serve from having any control over what they purchased. For example, if I purchase a book, I may sell it, but I may not copy it on a photocopy machine. I could sell a hand written a copy of the book, however.  The issue has caused a rewriting of the nation's copyright laws which now makes it difficult for teachers to copy material for students.
Google is being sued by a fairly powerful group, mostly because it is about the money. The industries which control media production and distribution are trying to hold onto their revenue stream. While this is completely understandable, they are not adapting to the new realities made possible by technology. There is a history of fear of new technology going back for a long ways. In more recent times there was fear over the introduction of television, radio, the VCR and anything else which might offer consumers a choice. For the most part these fears were unfounded. The movie industry even uses DVD sales of their movies to boost profits. 

 The unfounded worries and the slow adaptation to new realities is only part of the problem. The most important issue is the inevitability of it all.  The latest technologies go far past the simple ease of copying and sharing. Google is a large player in the information marketplace. They are not the only search engine, nor were they the first. They are however the most well known and the most successful of them all. Their status comes from using what they have. The web was originally designed to make it easy to share information and it is difficult to undo that design, although some are trying to do that.
People have shown that communication is important to them. Some of us remember when television and telephones were not so common. It must be hard for a teenager today to imagine a life without a mobile phone or a PDA. New gadgets are popping up that combine music, video, pictures, games and telephones. Amazon is ready to sell chapters of books on line. The underlying motivation is communication in any form. The new technologies make it easy and convenient. 

The new technologies make it possible to hide from the lawyers by going underground like the darknets which allow music and video sharing. The lawsuits have not done anything to stop the problem. Google is above board with its activities so it provides a target. The war may be coming to a head in the next year or two, depending on how long the legal work takes. Google is not some teenager copy a favorite song. They have significant resources to engage in the battle. Somewhere along the line, the various media industries will adapt to technology. It is unclear when or how much damage will be done until that time.
Google is not without friends. A number of libraries are involved with this project. There are also a number of organizations willing to pitch in with help. If nothing else it will be one of those legal events on the scale of the breakup of the original phone company. Everyone who can read will be affected. With the perspective of history, this seems like a standard story that some future people will look back on the same way we look back upon the phone company breakup. Come to think of it, do you remember that? Do you wish to go back to those days?
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